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      I woke up early for a stupid reason. I’d rolled over in my sleep and put my hand out to let it rest on my lover, Max, and he wasn’t there because he’d put the town of Rocky Start behind him and was out walking the Appalachian Trail, the dummy. So I got up, annoying Max’s dog Maggs who’d been sleeping at the foot of my bed, and texted Max’s satellite phone number in the predawn light from the streetlamps out front, shining through snow-frosted windows.

      
        
        YO, FOOTLOOSE GUY

        TELL ME YOU’RE ALIVE

      

      

      I knew he probably wouldn’t read the text for hours, but I needed to feel like I was making some kind of contact with him. I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering how good it had felt to have my arms around him, the solidity of having him to hold onto, grounded and sure. How safe I’d felt whenever I’d heard the low growl of his voice, no matter what he was saying. And the flush of heat I felt whenever he touched me . . .

      Yeah, all good things, but I had work to do.

      So I got up and got dressed, and Maggs and I went downstairs to our secondhand shop, Maggs sprightly at the thought of possible bacon and me still stodgy with sleep. The shop counter had the mask I was making for a friend of mine, and it was as good a distraction from my lack of Max as anything else, given it was six in the morning and there was nobody to talk to and nothing that needed doing. Maybe I could wake up enough to accomplish a rabbit mask for Coral, my good friend who owned the bakery next door.

      About the mask: The guy who’d left me the shop in his will, the aforesaid friend and boss Ozzie, had also left me (among many, many, many other things) a box of cheap plastic masks, some with labels on them. One was an elegant white rabbit that had been tagged “Coral” with a post-it, so I assumed he’d wanted me to collage a portrait-mask of Coral, who also happened to be the woman he loved. I wanted the mask-portrait to be special, a last gift from Ozzie. I’d used some dollhouse bread, a lot of knives, coral-colored flowers, a lace hat with a veil, and a lacy black eye mask to show that Coral was a woman of mystery.

      I was putting glue on some flowers and thinking about what else I could add when I heard Coral scream.

      I ran out of my shop’s front door, skidding on the ice on the pavement outside, and into Coral’s shop, Maggs right there with me, to see a woman who had a knife raised in both hands, trying to slash at Coral’s throat.

      I picked up a chair and swung it hard against the back of the knife-woman’s head.

      She staggered and turned and lunged at me, and Maggs leapt for the attacker’s knife arm and sank her teeth into it, saving me from the blade that was inches away from gutting me. The woman screamed and dropped the knife, and Coral scooped it up and plunged it into the woman’s side.

      The woman hit the floor.

      It all happened in an instant. I swear not two seconds had passed.

      I raised the chair again in case the knife-woman tried to get up, but she was very still, on her right side, her eyes wide open staring at the ceiling. The knife was sticking out of her left side, the heart side. Coral was bleeding like a stuck pig from a slash mark on her cheek and a deeper one in her forearm, but the woman on the floor wasn’t bleeding at all; she just had her own knife buried hilt-deep inside her. Maggs backed up and barked, both of us impressed by the speed of Coral’s work. Although if you attack an international assassin, even if she’s in her seventies and retired, you do not turn your back on her. Big mistake.

      Coral was seeping blood in front of me.

      I slammed the chair down in front of her and said, “Sit,” and ran for the first aid kit I knew she kept behind the counter.

      She sat, looking dazed and dizzy and angry, blood flowing down her cheek and from her arm. She must have done that stab on pure adrenaline.

      I grabbed the kit. “I’ll call an ambulance⁠—”

      “No,” Coral said.

      God, there was so much blood. “Coral,” I said. “You need to be serious about this.”

      She looked up at me. “I am serious. Get Max back. Now.”

      Her voice was faint, as if she was saving all her energy not to bleed to death, but she sounded sure as all hell.

      There was a part of me that wanted to say “We don’t need Max,” but I took out my phone and texted him anyway.

      Because we needed him.
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      I looked at the text I’d gotten, sent earlier in the morning. “Footloose guy.” That was Rose. Worried but still cracking jokes. I texted back:

      
        
        IM FINE

      

      

      That was not true.

      I’d only known Rosalie Malone a few weeks, but I hoped she’d miss me if I died today. I think even my dog, Maggs, would miss me, although she hadn’t seemed too distraught when I’d departed Rocky Start to finish the Appalachian Trail. I’d left her there with Rose because I couldn’t think of a better way to protect Rose. And to let her know I’d be back.

      Now I realized I could have just said “I’ll be back.”

      Because Maggs would be very useful right now: A hard situation had just turned dangerous. All had been going well—okay, poorly—actually, very badly—up until just a minute ago when I saw the two sets of footsteps in the snow, about a quarter mile away. Someone was following me. Two someones. I doubted it was to wish me holiday cheer. Christmas was still three weeks away. A normal person would think it was just two more hikers on the Trail. Except it was the middle of a bad snowstorm and I hadn’t passed another hiker since I’d left Rocky Start two weeks ago. Only a fool would be hiking the Trail now. Which Rose had pointed out more than once.

      So they were either fools like me or killers sent after me.

      Again, a normal person would lean toward fools, but I wasn’t normal. Sometimes I thought my life was a simulation, a sort of a dark Matrix, and the entity that was running it had a sick sense of humor. This thought had been proven more often right than wrong. Plus, the footprints were spread, ten meters apart, meaning they’d crossed the road tactically on either side of the trail.

      Killers.

      I scrambled down to my campsite. I slid my sleeping bag out of the snow trench I’d slept in last night. I shoved it in the stuff sack, cinched it shut, put it in my ruck, then shook the snow off the poncho covering the snow trench. I quickly folded it and strapped it to the outside of the backpack along with the thin sleeping pad. I had everything ready in under a minute. I retrieved my Glock pistol from the ruck and made sure there was a round in the chamber. Of course, if the intruders were armed with rifles, I was not only outnumbered but also outgunned. I put it in the outside pocket of my parka.

      The problem was the snow. It had given away my pursuers, but it was also leading them right to me. I headed southwest, sticking with the Appalachian Trail. This wasn’t the time to be bushwhacking. Besides, the trail ran along the top of a ridgeline with impassable steep, wooded terrain to either side. I had limited options. I couldn’t hide my trail in the snow. I’m sure Daniel Boone would have backtracked in his own footsteps, leapt up into a tree, and ambushed his followers with a Bowie knife, but my Daniel Boone days were behind me, and there were two of them, and they weren’t going to be close enough for me to take out both, and I’d look like an idiot trying to hide in one of these leafless trees. I’d just die stupid.

      I’d have to out-hike them. I considered dumping my ruck to lighten the load, but then I’d just die frozen. My entity was having a great chuckle about my current conundrum. Me, not so much.

      Then the simulation dialed up the threat. The trail broke out of the trees onto one of those bald mountaintops that are scattered throughout the Smokies. I took several steps onto the bald, then carefully backtracked, stepping in my own depressions in the snow. It would be confusing for a moment, and often a moment is all you need to gain the upper hand in a gunfight.

      I walked off trail left and then right to positions of cover. I came back and wiped both trails as best as possible, meaning the pursuers wouldn’t know which side I was on. Then I hid myself in a cluster of boulders on the left with a clear view of about twenty yards. I lay down in the snow, cleared just enough in front of me to have that view, and popped my trigger finger out of the small hole in my glove—yes, specially made—and put it on the curve of metal.

      I thought about Rocky Start for a moment, a place of peace and warmth and safety and Rose.

      And then I watched for what was coming next.
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        CORAL ATTACKED

        COME BACK

      

      

      I sent the text to Max, hoping he’d get it and turn around for Rocky Start. That didn’t seem strong enough, so I sent another text:

      
        
        WE NEED YOU

      

      

      I could handle the verbal fights in town, sew up torn clothes, clean up blood, call Luke Granger to get rid of bodies, but when things got really physical, I needed Max. I couldn’t hit everybody with chairs.

      So I sent one more text after that and then dealt with my first concern: stopping the bleeding.

      I opened the first aid kit, and then Coral’s eyes narrowed as she snarled, “Who the hell are you?”

      Maggs gave a very low growl and I looked behind me to see a tall Black woman in the doorway wearing jeans and a blue puffy jacket, hands in her jacket pockets, coming into the bakery, surveying the scene with surprising calm.

      Outsider.

      “I heard screams from the pharmacy.” She took her hands out of her pockets—no weapons—and knelt beside the dead woman, touched her neck for a pulse, shook her head, and stood again to point at Coral’s arm. “That should be stitched if you’re not going to call for help.” She didn’t seem particularly upset by the blood or the dead woman on the floor, speaking in a flat, business-like manner. “I’m a doctor. I can get my bag and take care of that.”

      “No,” Coral began, and I said, “Yes. Jesus, Coral, you’re going to bleed to death.” Okay, I had no idea if the woman was really a doctor, but there was so much blood, and she didn’t look like the type to fool around. I looked at her. “Get your bag, please.” Then I frowned at Coral. “You. Keep that arm up.” I looked down at Maggs. “Friend. Sit.” Whatever, just don’t bite the doctor. We need her.

      Coral didn’t fight back, pale as the dough of her Franzbrötchen. I got some napkins from the stack by her register and tried to staunch the bleeding on her cheek and arm until the doctor came back through the door a minute later with an old-style black leather medical bag.

      Maggs growled.

      “No,” I said. “Friend.”

      The doctor ignored Maggs and went to stand in front of Coral. “I’m going to stop the bleeding,” she said, her voice low with no inflection, a professional.

      “I’m watching you,” I told her. “You are not going to inject her with anything. Just stitch the cuts, please.” When she frowned, I said, “We don’t know you and somebody just tried to kill Coral and then you turn up. Big coincidence. So, we’re being very careful. Grateful but careful.”

      She nodded. “All right. Clean, then antiseptic and then stitches. Is there antiseptic in that first aid kit you’re holding?”

      I handed Coral’s very well-stocked kit over to her, and she cleaned both cuts very professionally with antiseptic we all knew wasn’t poisonous.

      Hey, you live in Rocky Start, you raise being careful to an art form.

      I watched as she swabbed Coral’s cheek. Then she reached into her bag and pulled out some preloaded, sealed sutures and showed them to me.

      “Never opened,” she said, and I nodded.

      “Are you sure on no numbing?” she asked Coral, who nodded. The doctor regarded both wounds and made a decision. “I can butterfly bandage the cheek. But if you don’t want a scar, you need to go to a hospital and see a plastic surgeon.”

      “No.” Coral replied.

      The stranger moved on from that to the other wound. “The arm definitely needs stitches.”

      “Do so,” Coral said. “Please.”

      The woman got to work putting Coral back together.

      And I stopped panicking and began to think.

      This new woman was an Outsider. That’s never good in our town. But we didn’t have a doctor, so that overrode my Outsider bias for the moment. Max would have been more careful, but I had people to take care of, and this doctor was calm and, from the way she was working on Coral, skilled. So for the moment, I was on her side.

      Still, I thought, Zebra. When I’d get anxious, Ozzie used to say: “Rose, most of the time nobody’s after us, so if you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras. Unless you see stripes. Then come get me.” But he was gone and so was Max, so now I watched for stripes and tried to handle zebras myself.

      Fortunately, we didn’t have many of those.

      “So, just passing through?” I said to her, trying to keep my voice light and uninterested.

      She shook her head, intent on her work. “I’d just started inventory at the pharmacy when I heard the scream.”

      I blinked. “You were inventorying Sid Quill’s pharmacy?”

      “I inherited it,” she said, intent on putting Coral back together.

      “Relation?” I asked because anybody associated with Sid had to be off in some way.

      “I didn’t know him.” She had swabbed both wounds and was now stitching the arm. Coral did not cry out. “A lawyer contacted me to tell me I was Mr. Quill’s heir.” She frowned for a moment. “A strange lawyer.”

      “Barry Mason,” I guessed because if it had been the good lawyer in town, my pal Lian, I’d have known about it. “We think witness protection gave him that name, but it’s been so long now, it really is his name.”

      “I see.” She was so calm, mopping up Coral’s blood, stitching her wounds closed, focusing on her task in spite of the weirdness of Barry Mason, not to mention the dead woman on the floor. I’d have been screaming “What the hell is wrong with this town?” but she was evidently good with chaos, blood, mystery, and smartass aliases.

      And she was a doctor.

      If I played my cards right and she turned out not to be a retired secret agent or a current assassin, she was going to fit right in here. Actually, she’d fit in if she was a retired secret agent, too, but we were full up on those. The key would be “not an assassin currently working.” The trouble with Outsiders is that we don’t know anything about them, so we have to be careful. At least our last serial killer had been a local.

      “The pharmacy is . . . odd,” she said. “Did he have a sideline by any chance?”

      I hesitated, but she’d inherited Sid’s stuff; she had a right to ask. “He was a cutout for a drug ring. Coke. Also retired CIA. Creepy.”

      She nodded, taking that in as calmly as she was working on Coral. This was a woman it would take a lot to upset, another good thing for Rocky Start. “That would explain some of the equipment I found in the basement,” she said, putting some tiny bandages on Coral’s cheek now. “How did he die?”

      “We had a serial killer. He’s gone now.” The killer was definitely dead. We were careful about double-checking stuff like that now.

      “I see.”

      Coral was showing no obvious signs of pain, but then she wouldn’t. Coral did not show weakness. Kindness, generosity, good humor, implacable killing skills, yes. Weakness, no. Even Maggs was down on the floor now, stretched out beside Coral, calmly watching the doctor work. From attack dog to comfort dog; the canine version of Max.

      “So now you own a pharmacy.” I watched the Outsider work and realized we’d possibly just gotten very lucky. “And you’re a doctor. That’s wonderful, we’ve never had a doctor in town. And we could really use one, especially now. Everyone went to the clinic in Bearton, but that shut down and now the nearest medical help is an hour and a half away. You’ll get a lot of business from Bearton, too.”

      “Doctors can’t own pharmacies,” she said, concentrating on Coral, “and I’m not staying.” When she was done, she checked Coral’s heart and her lungs, took her blood pressure and pulse, and studied her for a second. Then she nodded. “Your cheek and arm will have scars, but you’ll live.”

      Coral nodded. I was pretty sure those weren’t going to be her first scars.

      The doctor stood up and glanced at the woman on the floor.

      I said, “She’s dead. Fell on a knife.”

      She did look at me then, not bothering to hide her contempt. “Sideways.”

      “Right,” I said. “Self-defense.”

      Then I realized I hadn’t introduced myself or Coral. I stood up, wiped off my hand, and offered it to the Outsider, hitting her with a Cheery Boost, the fake smile I swear I’m going to give up soon. “I’m sorry, I’m Rose Malone and I own the secondhand shop next door, next to your pharmacy. The person whose life you just saved is Coral Schmidt, who owns this bakery and coffee shop, and who should be giving you free pastry for life. We’re very grateful, Doctor . . .”

      I let that hang in the air until I was sure she was blowing me off, but then she said, “Jacqueline Quill.”

      “Dr. Quill. Welcome to Rocky Start. You’re gonna love it here.”

      At least, if I had anything to do with it, she was gonna love it here.
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      I was shivering because in my haste to quickly evade, I had violated a cardinal rule of cold weather operations: I’d sweated. And now that dampness was turning icy in my inner clothes. I was also melting into the snow and frozen ground. Five minutes had passed since I’d taken up my ambush position and there was no sign of my pursuers.

      Had I overreacted?

      Had I made a mistake in stopping?

      I shook my head. Second-guessing led to more mistakes. I had to trust my instincts based on the simple fact that doing so had kept me alive this long. Of course, all it took was one screw-up to wipe out all those attaboys.

      I caught a flicker of movement among the trees to the left of the trail. A man dressed in overwhites to blend in with the snow was moving cautiously through the trees, right at the edge of the drop off. Between the overwhites and the assault rifle he was carrying, my instincts were proven correct.

      Sometimes I hate being right.

      Then I felt something I hadn’t experienced at this intensity since my first foray into combat in the Army decades ago: I was suddenly gut-wrenchingly scared. Terrified of getting killed. It shocked me in its intensity, raw and unexpected. I realized I might never see Rose and her real smile again. Poppy laughing in the sunlight as she combed out Maggs’ knotted fur. Their bright kitchen and the shop full of junk and Rose’s warm bedroom.

      It was momentary; my experience allowed me to shove it away, push all extraneous thoughts aside—those get you killed—and focus on the immediate.

      I looked to the other side of the trail, but there was no sign of the second one. I had to assume he was in overwatch. Which meant if I shot at the first guy, the second would know where I was, and it would be lights out because he probably had a long gun with a scope. Or he’d keep me pinned down long enough for me to freeze to death.

      Just great.

      Rose had been right. I could be lying in her warm bed right now, her arms around me, my somewhat faithful dog lying at the foot of the bed in peaceful Rocky Start, instead of freezing here in the middle of nowhere. I could imagine Rose, having just gotten up and dressed and taken Maggs out for a brief walk, now enjoying a nice, safe cup of tea next door in Ecstasy, chatting with Coral, while Pike sipped on a cup of coffee, everyone serene and safe and content and eating warm German pastries Coral had baked earlier in the morning. Probably discussing what a dummy I was.

      And there I was, once more, off-mission.

      Fuck.

      Focus.

      The guy I could see was moving very slowly. I imagined they’d checked the satellite imagery on their digital maps and knew there was a large open space ahead. And had looked through optics and not seen my tracks crest it. Thus, they knew I was either waiting for them or going around. This was a game of chess and I was being outplayed, mainly because I didn’t have many moves.

      I mean, through-hiking the Appalachian Trail was hard enough. Doing it off-season was really, really hard. Doing it during a once-in-a-century blizzard sucked. Did I really need two people out here tracking me down?

      The man was ten meters away, the stock of his weapon tight to his shoulder. The muzzle was tracking with his eyes, finger on the trigger. He was a pro, which meant the other guy was also a pro.

      Pros always recognize other pros.

      I scanned the area, trying to get a glimpse of the second shooter because he was the one I had to worry about. The first was now about five meters away. I was perfectly still, blending in with the rocks and snow because I had two weeks’ worth of beard that was now white due to the frost frozen in it, along with a disconcerting amount of gray I had never noticed before. I was covered by a dusting of snow. I could barely feel my exposed finger on the trigger.

      But enough to be able to pull it.

      That’s when I heard whistling. It was so incongruous that for a moment I thought I was hallucinating. Especially when I recognized the tune. Most people knew it from the movie The Bridge On the River Kwai, but its title was the “Colonel Bogey March.” Very catchy, but who the hell was whistling it up here in the mountains? The second shooter?

      The one in front of me didn’t seem to think so. He positioned himself behind a tree, facing the way he’d come. His back was a perfect target, but shooting someone in the back was just plain wrong. It wasn’t a rule, more a guideline. Besides, there was the whistling. And the hidden shooter.

      This was what was called a developing situation.

      A man high-stepping on snowshoes appeared on the Appalachian Trail. He was better prepared for the conditions than me or my pursuers. He was wearing a fur coat and a cap made of the same, and I didn’t think either were fake. He was also the whistler. He moved smoothly on the snowshoes, obviously experienced with them because that’s hard to do, using poles to keep his balance. He wasn’t the second pursuer because of the snowshoes, the lack of a weapon, and the way he was dressed.

      When the snowshoer was opposite the tree the shooter was hiding behind, the shooter stepped out and said something to the man, brandishing his weapon. The snowshoer lowered his face mask, revealing an older man with a well-clipped short white beard. He held up his hands, the poles dangling on loops from his wrists.

      He was gesturing broadly with his hands, smiling, as if explaining himself. I noticed the shooter look past him, probably for his partner. Which should have been a warning sign. For him.

      Because then the shooter simply collapsed to the snow.

      The snowshoer turned in my direction. “Max Reddy?” he called out in a loud voice, with an unmistakable Russian accent.

      A Russian.

      And he knew my name.

      Great.
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      Once Coral was safe, I got organized. The bakery was a mess, splattered with her blood, and so was Coral, so that had to be cleaned up. Ecstasy was supposed to open in half an hour and Coral would not be behind the counter. And there was the dead woman on the floor, so that had to be cleaned up, too.

      These were the kind of problems I could solve.

      I called Pike, pretty sure he was upstairs in Coral’s bed. He answered, surly at being woken, and I said, “Somebody just tried to kill Coral. Please come get her and take her upstairs,” and ended the call before he could say anything, and moved on to the next problem.

      I texted Anita, Coral’s counter clerk:

      
        
        CORAL HURT

        PLEASE COME OPEN FOR HER

      

      

      And then I texted Luke Granger, Max’s old buddy:

      
        
        BODY IN ECSTASY

        PLEASE REMOVE

      

      

      Then I turned back to Dr. Quill, who was wiping the worst of the blood off Coral with wipes from Coral’s first aid kit. “Coral’s boyfriend will be down in a minute, and he has no tact, but he’ll be grateful. I am very grateful. We are very grateful. Are you sure you’re not staying?”

      “Just long enough to clean out the pharmacy.” Dr. Quill said, beginning to clean her hands with one of Coral’s wipes. Very tidy. “Were you close to this Sid Quill?”

      “Not very,” I said, not adding, Not nearly as close as he wanted to be.

      “I have more questions,” she said.

      “Understandable. Give me a minute to get this cleaned up, and then I’ll make you a coffee and I’ll tell you everything I know.” I was lying, of course, I was not going to tell her everything I knew. “I am very, very grateful that you saved my friend’s life.”

      “She wasn’t dying,” the doctor said, her voice still without expression. “She’s hurt, and she’s going to need some painkillers, but her heart is fine, and her color is coming back.” She looked at the body on the floor. “That woman is dead. I assume the police are on their way.”

      “Of course.” Well, Pike was on his way. “I just texted them. Him.” Well, Luke, too. “Them.”

      Dr. Quill looked at Coral. “You’ll need to rest.”

      “Really, Coral,” I said. “You can close the shop for a few days.”

      “No,” Coral said.

      I’d known that was coming, so I bent over to look in her eyes. “Then let Anita take over. You can sit at the corner table and observe if you want, but your arm is bandaged so you’ll just annoy people by not being able to wait on them swiftly, and the more rest you get now⁠—”

      “What the hell?” Pike came out of the kitchen, having taken the back stairs to get down here, breathing hard for such a short trip. His flannel shirt was untucked and his silver hair was mussed. He had his gun in one hand and for the first time, I was nervous about him being armed since he was glowering at all of us but looked confused underneath that glare. He was weathered and tough, but at the moment he was also flustered.

      “Put the gun away, Pike,” I said, and he dropped it to his side. I pointed to the corpse on the floor. “Do you know that woman? She cut Coral.”

      Pike put his hand on Coral’s shoulder, and she nodded, looking exhausted, her white apron spattered with red. He swore and went over to the body, turning once to look at the doctor as he did so. “Who are you?”

      “Be nice, Pike,” I said. “This is Dr. Jacqueline Quill, who has inherited Sid’s pharmacy and who just stitched up the woman you love.”

      Pike ignored that and looked back at the body. “Don’t know this one. Outsider.” He looked over at Coral. “Do you know this piece of garbage?”

      “I do not,” she whispered.

      “Somebody’s daughter, possibly?” Dr. Quill said, her voice on edge.

      “You think I should talk nicer about a woman who tried to knife an old lady?” Pike said to her, and Coral glared at him. He was going to pay for that later.

      I looked at the corpse closely for the first time. A woman in her thirties, short dark hair, pale complexion, nothing extraordinary about her that screamed “dangerous assassin.” But Max would say that just meant she was a pro.

      Maggs came to stand beside me, her body tense. She sniffed the woman again and looked up at me. “You’re getting a cookie,” I told her softly. It was the least I could do for a dog who had probably saved my life.

      “She was a human being,” Dr. Quill was saying to Pike. “And you’re talking about her like she was a paper cup somebody dropped on the floor.”

      “She’s not a paper cup. I don’t want to shoot paper cups.” Pike knelt and went through the woman’s pockets and came up empty, just doing his job, but beneath his bravado I could tell he was shaken. He took his cellphone out and took a picture of the woman’s face. I noticed that when Pike checked her hands, her fingernails were chewed to the quick. This was a woman who had had a hard life and a tough ending. Then he looked at the knife and frowned.

      “The dagger is hers,” Coral said.

      Pike nodded, and then the door opened and Luke Granger came in, huge as ever, all shoulders and biceps, Black and imposing in his gray hoodie.

      “Good. Gotta body for you,” Pike said, but Luke was looking at the doctor.

      Which is when I realized she was very attractive. I mean, I’d thought she was great stitching up Coral, but I hadn’t been in the mood to evaluate her looks.

      Luke was evidently in the mood. But then he caught sight of Coral and began to move again. “What’s going on?” he said as he went toward Coral, focused on her now, frowning at the blood splatter. He knelt in front of her, looking her in the eyes. “Are you all right?”

      I stole a look at Dr. Quill. She was looking at Luke, which was good. Luke is very impressive, big and muscular and calm and very nice looking, and there was Dr. Quill, tall and slim and calm and very nice looking.

      So maybe Luke could seduce us a doctor. He was single. His son was about to go off to college. He had the time. It was the least he could do for Rocky Start.

      “Doctor Quill,” I said. “This is Luke Granger. He makes beautiful wood furniture, so he probably cuts himself all the time. If you stayed in town, you could bandage him up.”

      “I do not cut myself,” Luke said to me. “Much.” He stood, walked over to her, and offered his hand to the doctor. “Luke Granger.”

      She stood and took his hand. “Jackie Quill.”

      I got Jaqueline, he gets Jackie, I thought. Yes!

      “What happened, Coral?” Luke said.

      Coral shook her head. I think the enormity of the whole thing was finally getting to her.

      “That woman tried to knife her,” I told him. “So I hit the woman with a chair and then Coral stabbed her with the knife the woman was attacking her with, in self-defense, but the body can’t stay here, so if you’d remove it, I’ll get Anita to run the shop while Coral rests”—I glared at Coral to stop any protest—“and we’ll all get back to work.”

      “The police will want to see the body before you move it,” Dr. Quill said.

      “I’m the law here,” Pike said. “I’ve seen it. She’s dead.” He looked at Luke. “Get the damn thing out of here.”

      “I don’t think—” Dr. Quill began.

      I intervened. “So we’ll have a cup of Coral’s excellent coffee and a slice of Coral’s butter cake, and I’ll bring you up to speed on Rocky Start.” Jacqueline shook her head, so I added, “Let me put this another way. You’re in here with four people and a dog you don’t know, in a town you don’t understand, and you’re trying to deal with what just happened as if it’s a normal crime. It isn’t. I’ll explain everything to you if you let these people do what they have to do.”

      She shook her head again. “This was a robbery gone wrong.”

      “No.” Pike glared at me. I knew he wasn’t talking about the robbery gone wrong; he was saying no to the explaining. But Jacqueline Quill owned property in town and she’d walked in on the dark side of Rocky Start; she at least needed to know the basics. I was pretty sure Max would agree with that. He was big on practicality.

      I turned my focus back to the doctor. “Jacqueline, this was an assassination attempt.”

      Pike made some noise of protest, but I ignored him.

      I continued. “There may be more killers like her on the way. Coral needs to go to bed, Pike and Luke need to get this body out of here, I need to clean up this mess, and then you and I need to talk.”

      She looked at Pike, who did his usual stone face, and then at Luke, and her eyes stayed on Luke.

      He nodded. “Listen to Rose,” he told her, his voice gentle. “She’s the sanest person in this town, and she’ll help you understand. You’re in a very strange place.”

      If Luke approved, then Max would approve, and Pike was outvoted.

      Jacqueline Quill looked at me. “Call me Jackie.”

      “You bet, Jackie,” I said and went to get the mop and Maggs’ cookie before I got the doctor some coffee and cake and convinced her to stay in Rocky Start.
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      There wasn’t any point in hiding anymore. The Russian knew I was here. Ice cracked as I peeled myself off the frozen ground and stood, shaking off the snow, trying to regain circulation. “Who are you?” I had my pistol in my hand, although not pointed, and I kept my distance. Dawn was a smudge of gray behind the thick clouds to the east.

      He looked me over and didn’t say anything.

      “What about the second shooter?” I asked.

      “He has shuffled off this mortal coil,” he said. “Why did you not shoot this one in the back when you had a chance?”

      “I don’t shoot people in the back,” I said.

      He scoffed. “I’m willing to wager that you have done that once or twice in your previous life, Max Reddy. Haven’t we all?”

      I glanced over at the shooter. Most definitely dead. How? I had no idea. There’d been no shot, no contact between the snowshoer and him.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      He smiled. “So, my frosty American friend. Where is the treasure?”

      “The what?”

      He indicated the surrounding terrain. “You are out here searching for the treasure, are you not?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” There had been rumors about a treasure that Oz Oswald had hidden back in the town I’d left a few weeks ago, but the idea that Ozzie would have stashed it on the Trail was a nonstarter.

      He frowned. “I have come to you from Rocky Start, waiting for you to show me where the treasure is. And those two—” he pointed at the dead man with one of his poles, “they follow too, so then I am certain there is treasure. How can there be no treasure? Why else would someone be out walking in this? For what other reason would they be following?”

      I had a feeling he and Rose would get along quite well. Also, he was dressed in the kind of outdoor gear marketed to the very rich. Warm and comfortable, he had a look that reeked of a lot of disposable income and being used to living in a cold environment. The fur appeared real and was probably mink, top of the line. Illegal in many parts of the world. But so was killing people, so the fur was probably pretty low on this guy’s list of worldly transgressions.

      “I’m finishing a through-hike on the Appalachian Trail,” I said.

      “A through-hike?”

      “From the start point in Maine to the end in Georgia.”

      “A hike?” He was bewildered.

      “Yes. Walking.”

      “You are Max Reddy?” the man asked.

      “Yes.”

      He shook his head. “From all reports Max Reddy is not a fool. Only a fool would be out here for no reason. Thus, you are in search of the treasure. It is logical.”

      I could see Rose and him nodding to each other about the fool. Who the hell was this guy? And then it came to me: a Russian talking about treasure. He was the former KGB officer that Oz and Pike had stolen the money and the microfilm from. And, it appears, treasure.

      “Alexei Dmitri?”

      He nodded. “Very good. You have heard of me?” He sounded proud.

      “Just that Oz and Pike stole a SCIF from you a long time ago.” A SCIF is a secure compartmented intelligence facility: a thing spies use to communicate, full of all sorts of decoded messages. In this case, “a long time ago” was over three decades on the other side of the world as the Russians pulled out of Afghanistan.

      “Circumstances favored them at the moment,” Dmitri said.

      I shook my head. “There is no treasure. That was just a rumor.”

      He held up a hand. “Ah, my friend. You are wrong. There most certainly is treasure. I know that for certain. Because I had it many years ago in Afghanistan. And then the great and cunning—but now very deceased—Oz took it from me.”

      At this point I was sure I had the complete attention of the entity controlling my life as it took a turn into the even more bizarre.

      “I have no idea where any treasure is. We didn’t find any treasure in Rocky Start. And believe me, we searched the building thoroughly.” That was the building Ozzie had left Rose, stashed with weird junk Oz had picked up for his shop, along with several stashes of fifty thousand bucks; so far we’d found five of them. Not bad, but not treasure.

      He stared at me, evaluating. “You are just walking to”—he waved vaguely—“some place, in winter, because?”

      “To finish the Appalachian Trail.”

      “We had men like you in the Gulag,” Dmitri said. “We called them crazy. Eventually, they wandered out into the tundra and we never saw them again.”

      I decided to change the subject from my sanity. “Who are they?” I indicated the body.

      “That is a good question,” Dmitri said. “I have my suspicions.” He stomped over to the corpse. I joined him.

      “How’d you kill them?” I asked.

      “Poison spray in the tips of my poles,” Dmitri said as he knelt next to the man. “Old-school mixture. Instant death. None of this slow, lingering poison the FSB uses these days. There is no honor in causing such pain. Unless, of course, one wants to hold out the hope of an antidote in exchange for answers. Or install fear of such a death.”

      That made sense. Poison was an old KGB—and now FSB—staple.

      Dmitri peeled off the man’s overwhite jacket. Went through his pockets. Then pulled off the man’s shirt. There were tattoos scrolled on the man’s arm.

      “He was a gangster,” Dmitri said. “Russian gangster. They are many now in the United States. But here,” he pointed at a tattoo of a small circle with an aiming point in the center on the inside of the man’s left elbow. “That is Cauldron mark.” Dmitri spit. “Mercenary.”

      The Cauldron was the late Serena Stafford’s outfit. We knew she used Russian mercenaries because Rose had shot one in the kitchen door of Oddities. That seemed like a lifetime ago. A good time when I wasn’t freezing. I hadn’t heard that they were using tattoos to mark themselves, but I wasn’t current on a lot of things.

      “They were after revenge,” I said, “not treasure. We took down Serena and gave her body to—” I paused, not willing to reveal much, but Dmitri filled in the blank.

      “To Herc.”

      “Yeah.” Of course, he knew of Herc. And of course, Herc had told me the new boss of the Cauldron had no interest in revenge. But Herc was known to lie. And kill. Rose had wounded Serena, but he’d injected her with something lethal while she was down, then took the body for proof of death. That was Herc: silent, deadly, and always with a plan he didn’t share.

      “And you killed Norman, the father of her son, whom she thought was Ozzie’s.” Dmitri chuckled. “Oz would have been mortified that she believed she’d had a son by him. One look at Junior and you know he shares none of Oz’s talents. Norman was third-rate even at his best.”

      So Dmitri was pretty much up to speed on events in Rocky Start. “Yeah. So, Junior probably sent them.”

      Dmitri looked at me and shook his head, disappointed. “If you did not know about the treasure, you know very little.”

      “What treasure?”

      “Please, do not insult me. We are professionals.”

      “I wasn’t in Rocky Start very long.”

      Dmitri chuckled. “Long enough to meet that dark-haired woman. Why would a man leave such a woman for this? I could only think of for treasure.”

      Yeah, Rose would like Dmitri.

      He went on. “I thought Pike and Oz dead all these years. I was surprised when I learned they had not died in the plane crash. And that the treasure had not been lost with them and the plane. Very. Very. Surprised.” He said the last word with an edge. “Give me assistance,” he ordered, indicating the body and pointing to the steep decline ten feet away.

      “Just going to dump it there?”

      “The animals will do the rest before spring,” he said. “Unless you wish to carry it, give proper burial, and perhaps present some flowers? I don’t know much of your customs, but what kind of burial does a bad man rate? I assure you they would not do much for you if they had succeeded.”

      We shoved the body over the edge and it tumbled for about thirty feet before slamming up against a tree trunk.

      Dmitri picked up the automatic rifle, looked it over, then handed it to me. “You should be better prepared.” He looked at my boots, sunken in the snow, but refrained from commenting on the lack of snowshoes. “Come.”

      I checked the rifle, making sure there was a round in the chamber and the bolt wasn’t frozen in place.

      We walked back up the trail. The second man was lying face down next to his long gun. He probably never even knew who or what killed him. Dmitri pulled his coat off and checked. No Russian tattoos. Instead, there was one I knew was affiliated with the Royal Marines Commandos. But he did have the same Cauldron one. Proving they were an equal-opportunity employer around the world for former special ops and criminals. We pushed him over the edge and it was so steep he disappeared from view over two hundred feet below, tumbling the entire way. Dmitri tossed his rifle after him.

      “The bodies might be found,” I said.

      “Maybe.” Dmitri shrugged. “Why do you care? Even if they were found right now, an autopsy would indicate heart attack. If anyone looked beyond the obvious cause of being frozen. Hunters who were caught in the blizzard. Stupid men. Men with no identity. I doubt they will ever be found and nature will have its way with the corpses.” He waved it away. “We have, as you Americans say, bigger fish to fry. To put in perspective, we have a whale to find. A very valuable one.”

      “There is no treasure in Rocky Start.”

      Dmitri nodded. “I agree. I do not think it is in the town of Rocky Start. Oz was not that stupid. He would have hidden it in some unique way. That is why I followed you. Please try to keep up.”

      I think he meant that both literally and figuratively as he went back to the trail, heading back the way he’d come. He was walking on top of the snow with the snowshoes while I plowed along behind him, working much harder.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “You mean, where are we going,” Dmitri said over his shoulder. “Back to Rocky Start, of course. That is where the answers lie. I have a ride available. Unless you wish to hike back. Feel free, Max Reddy.”

      I looked around at the snow coming down, considered how far I was from civilization, and thought about Rose, and, for once, it was a no-brainer.

      I followed Dmitri.
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      Half an hour later, I had the floor clean; Anita was opening the register; Coral was sitting at the corner table near the side counter watching everything with a cup of tea in front of her; Pike had photographed and taken fingerprints from the body, bagged the knife in one of the Ecstasy takeout bags, and headed out to give it all to one of the Ferrells (our postal workers—don’t ask); Luke was rolling the corpse up in a body bag; Maggs was contentedly chomping on a bakery dog biscuit; and Jackie and I were sitting at the side counter so I could explain Rocky Start to her.

      I was trying to think of where to begin when Hermione Witch, the little redhead who’d been Sid Quill’s part-time squeeze from Chicago, came storming in the front door demanding, “Who the hell is messing around in my pharmacy?”

      Yes, Hermione Witch is an alias. Lotta those in Rocky Start.

      Anita pointed to where Jackie and I were sitting in back at the side of the counter.

      “It’s not your pharmacy, Hermione,” I said as she stomped over as best a small woman in her forties could stomp.

      Jackie nodded to her. “I’m Jacqueline Quill. I own the pharmacy.”

      Hermione blinked, for once speechless, which was a real blessing.

      “Sid left a will, Hermione,” I told her. “Barry called Dr. Quill. It’s her pharmacy now.”

      “But Sidsie was my fiancé!” Hermione wailed. “He would have wanted me to have the pharmacy. And everything else. Whatever else there is. He loved me.”

      Jackie looked at me with a single raised eyebrow and I shook my head. Not even I could explain “Sidsie.”

      Hermione zeroed in on me. “This is wrong,” she told me, outraged. “You have to do something. Sidsie would have wanted me to have⁠—”

      “Evidently not,” I said, “since he very clearly left it to Dr. Quill.” She opened her mouth again and I said, “No, I will not fix this, this is not broken.”

      I know that was short and rude, but Hermione’s sense of entitlement was not my problem. My problems today were: Coral looking like she was about to fall over, Anita looking like a deer in headlights as she tried to take over from Coral while trying to ignore the dead person, Max off in the wilderness peeing his name in the snow instead of being here where he was needed, my daughter Poppy who was exhausted because of her PTSD nightmares thanks to that bitch Serena Stafford (now mercifully deceased) and who was not going to feel better when she heard about this mess, and the cherry on top: the possibility that there might be another Outsider assassin coming for us.

      Hermione Witch would just have to deal.

      “This isn’t fair,” she whined.

      “Go talk to Barry,” I said. She started to say something and I overrode her. “Hermione, you were trespassing even being in there. Assuming Sid left you something was your mistake, not life being mean to you.”

      “This is not right!” Hermione said, starting to cry again.

      I wished she wouldn’t do that. She looked awful when she cried—her face got red and there was usually a snot problem—so instead of feeling sorry for her, I just wanted to smack her because I was pretty sure she was crying so people would feel sorry for her and give her things. Like a pharmacy.

      I looked at Jackie to be sure she wasn’t falling for it and saw her frowning at Hermione as if she were an interesting life form before transferring her gaze back to Luke, who had just risen to his feet with a filled body bag over his shoulder, no exertion at all. Evidently, he was also an interesting life form.

      He really was a magnificent man.

      And we really did need to keep Jackie in town.

      I was going to have to talk to Luke about seeing Jackie again.

      Then Luke smiled and touched his finger to his forehead in salute to her and carried the corpse out the door.

      And Jackie smiled after him.

      Maybe I wouldn’t talk to Luke. Maybe I’d just stay out of his way.

      When the door had closed behind him, Jackie looked at Hermione.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said politely and went back to her coffee and the butterkuchen that I’d liberated from the bakery case. I’d figured that Coral’s insanely good butter cake might be a little temptation for her to stay.

      Of course, so far, my record for making people stay was: people—one, me—zero.

      Max should be here, I thought, but I knew he was having a high old time on the Trail, reveling in his peace and quiet.

      And here I was, stuck in Rocky Start with Hermione Witch and a dead assassin.

      “This isn’t—” Hermione began again, and I stopped her.

      “Go talk to Barry Mason, have him explain it to you,” I said, throwing Barry to the wolves. Or Witch. “Maybe Sid gave him something to give to you in person.”

      Her little eyes lit up at that.

      Sometimes I felt sorry for Hermione. She was the kind of woman who went through life feeling perpetually victimized, but that didn’t mean sometimes she wasn’t actually a victim. She and her two sisters had been couriers for the Chicago mob and Sid, and that couldn’t have been a great life, and when Max had sent them back to Chicago, Hermione had refused to go and her sisters didn’t try to get her to go with them, abandoning her without a backward glance. And she’d been Sid Quill’s lover, which was even worse than working for the mob. But every time I tried to think of her with sympathy, she grabbed something else to fill the gaping maw of greed and need that yawned inside her, and if anybody stopped her, she cried and yelled and dripped snot. It was like constantly dealing with a toddler who was a tiny redhead with big boobs and grabby hands. After a while, you just wanted to put her in time-out.

      Hermione gave up and went off to see what she could pry out of Barry on account of her trauma at losing a pharmacy that had never been hers, and I looked at my own life, trying to ignore the blood on my apron.

      Maybe Max had a point about getting out of Rocky Start. I imagined being on the Trail, snowy and peaceful, no blood or snotty tears, just the sound of the wind in the trees, blissfully alone. With Max.

      Of course, there would have been all that walking and terrible food, and it was probably really cold, but also, Max.

      Yeah, I should have hit the Trail with Max.

      At least nobody was getting attacked out there.
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      Dmitri pulled out his satellite phone as we reached unplowed Highway 441. I noted two tread tracks that hadn’t been there earlier. They ended where some sort of vehicle had pivoted and gone back the way it came. Which explained how Dmitri had gotten up here so quickly, although where the vehicle had gone was a mystery. The tracks from the two assassins were already gone, filled in by blowing snow.

      Dmitri pressed the on button and waited to get a signal.

      I retrieved my satphone.

      “What are you doing?” Dmitri demanded.

      “That dark-haired woman,” I said. “She texts every day.”

      “Ah.” He nodded approvingly. “That is a good woman. Speaking of good women, how is Betty Baumgarten? She has taken the years well, it appears.”

      “She’s fine.”

      Of course he knew Betty; the old spy network wasn’t that big. I wondered if he knew knew her, in the biblical sense. Rose had said she’d had an affair with Melissa, one of Rocky Start’s funeral directors, but I’d never gotten to know either Melissa or Betty well enough to hazard a guess. Betty looked like a sweet little old lady, but Rose said she was fierce. She’d have to be fierce if she’d tangled with Dmitri.

      But the pressing question was, how did he know she was looking good now? “When did you see her last?”

      “The past week,” Dmitri said, smugly. “I have had the town and surrounding area under surveillance. She goes for a walk every day. With her llama.” He smiled.

      That was creepy. “If you’ve been watching the town, stalking Betty, how did you know where I was? And how did you get here?” I pointed down. “The only road is snowed out.”

      He ignored me as he got his signal first and typed into his phone, then turned it off and stuffed it into a pocket on his thick coat. “Transportation is coming.”

      I got a signal, too. The Ferrells (Rocky Start’s postal service and surveillance experts) had insisted that I only text via the satellite link they gave me because the device condensed it into a microburst that they claimed they could hide from prying eyes, aka Herc. It would have been nice these past couple of days to have heard Rose’s voice or done real-time texting, but not if Herc was listening/reading in.

      There was a message waiting from Rose. I felt my pulse pick up, not in a good way.

      
        
        CORAL ATTACKED

        COME BACK

        WE NEED YOU

      

      

      And then a final text:

      
        
        I NEED YOU

      

      

      The impact of that must have shown on my face because Dmitri asked, “What is wrong?”

      “There’s trouble in Rocky Start.” I removed my gloves to text back.

      “Wait!” Dmitri snapped. “What are you doing?”

      “Telling my woman I’m on my way back.” I’d called Rose “my woman” without conscious thought.

      “No, no,” Dmitri said. “How do you think they”—he nodded back up the trail—“and I tracked you? The Ferrells are good, but they are not current on the latest cryptography. The method they are using was broken by the FSB last year and now anyone who is anyone has capability.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” I told him. “She needs to know I’m coming back.”

      “Oh,” he said. “So it is like that. What has happened?”

      I was grateful to Dmitri for saving my ass from the Cauldron, but he was ex-KGB. Trust him? Hell, no. But according to him, the FSB—aka the new KGB—was reading our messages. The possibility was troubling.

      I frowned at him. “Are you still with the FSB?”

      Dmitri scoffed. “I was out long before there was an FSB. Things now are chaos.” He smiled, proud of himself. “But I have access to some of my proteges who have risen in the ranks. They help as needed in a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      So I was stranded in a blizzard with a former Russian secret service agent. Who had a friend on the way. With another snowstorm rolling in. The entity controlling my life must have been laughing out loud at this point.

      On the other hand, if Dmitri wanted me dead, he could have just let the Cauldron have me.

      “Max Reddy,” Dmitri said, probably reading my frown. “You will have to trust me. What other choice do you have?”

      I started typing and he protested again and I said, “It’s a little late to worry about being tracked right now, isn’t it?”

      He considered that, then shrugged.

      I sent my text to Rose:

      
        
        ON MY WAY

      

      

      I frowned at what I’d written, not sure if I should add something personal, a term of endearment. I wanted to say a lot more but, given Dmitri’s latest information, decided against it. I turned off the messenger.

      “What is the trouble in the town?” Dmitri asked when I was done.

      “Someone was attacked.”

      He began to ask more, but then the sound of an engine purred in the distance, getting closer.

      A boxy snowcat rumbled up the center of the road, treads effortlessly churning through the snow. It stopped right next to us and Dmitri gestured for me to get in. I opened the back door and slid in on the bench while Dmitri took the front passenger seat.

      The driver was a hulking figure hunched over the steering controls, well over six feet with muscle distributed over his massive frame, his salt and pepper hair cropped short. I thought he might be even bigger than my buddy Luke, and Luke was huge. The giant didn’t bother to look back at me, just pivoted the vehicle, treads in opposite directions, then accelerated us back the way he had come. We were covering as much distance in ten minutes as had taken me a day trudging through the mountains.

      “This is my friend, Tanke,” Dmitri said, gesturing to the hulk. “He is deaf, but he is not dumb. Do not underestimate him, please.”

      Yeah, his size alone pretty much ensured that.

      Tanke remained uninterested in anything but the road, so I put my mind back on Rocky Start and tried to think of who would attack Coral. It made no sense. Coral was no longer a threat to anybody. No one in Rocky Start was active anymore.

      As far as I knew.

      But I hadn’t known that Serena Stafford was a danger until she showed up in town and kidnapped Rose’s daughter, Poppy. I hadn’t known that Geoffrey Nice was a serial killer until he’d taken out four people, including Rose’s much-loved boss, Oz. And now I had a feeling there was a lot more that I didn’t know, and Rose was in the middle of it.

      And Rocky Start was still many miles away.
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      I turned to the doctor—Jackie now—while Maggs snoozed behind us, chin on one paw, looking not lethal at all even though she could tear your throat out if so inclined. Much like the rest of Rocky Start, which I now had to explain.

      “This will go faster if you let me tell it and then ask questions,” I said as I stirred my Lemon Zinger tea. I was going to need all the zing I could get on this one.

      She nodded, more interested in her coffee and butterkuchen than me at the moment. Coral’s butter cake is an experience in Ecstasy. Between that and Luke, we had a pretty compelling argument for staying. That was, of course, offset by the fact Luke had left carrying a body and Coral was sitting at the table behind us, trying not to bleed to death.

      I decided to begin at the beginning. “Thirty years ago, two spies parachuted close to here when it was basically a ghost town. They bought up every piece of property they could find—do not ask where they got the money—and made this a retirement community for ex-operatives. At least ten percent of the population here is ex-players: assassins, code-breakers, chemists, snoops. The rest are civilians who don’t know about it, although they have to know there’s something odd about the place.” That wasn’t good, so I added, “Delightfully odd. Rocky Start is a wonderful place to live. Eccentric. People love it here.”

      Jackie had gone still when I’d said “assassins.”

      Yeah, I know that sounds bad.

      Then she glanced at Coral. “She doesn’t look like an assassin.”

      “They never do.” I mean, the other assassins I knew in Rocky Start didn’t look like killers, either. There was our local beauty and femme fatale Louise, who just looked expensive; or busty, blousy Bea Handler who looked like the markdown version of Louise; or sweet, old, teacup-loving Betty Baumgarten and Fernanda (her comfort llama); or Dottie, our angry postmistress; or Coral, of course, warm, generous, voluptuous Coral, the human embodiment of a cinnamon bun. I could go on, but you get the drift: Good assassins do not go around looking lethal, which is why none of our honey pots looked like she’d gut you in the dark. I had learned the hard way that, in Rocky Start, it’s very difficult to tell who is coming to kill you.

      Jackie looked skeptical, but she had cake and I kept going, so she didn’t interrupt.

      “Everybody here has a history, but the two original founders—one was Pike, the old guy you just met, Coral’s man—kept Outsiders out and the law within. Then five weeks ago, the other founder, my boss Ozzie, was murdered, and all hell broke loose. This town has secrets that people want, and history has come calling. We were just getting that under control when we found out there was a serial killer in town, unleashed because Ozzie had died. But we found the killer and that’s over.”

      “And where is the serial killer now?” Jackie said, suddenly uninterested in her cake.

      “Not here!” I said. Cheerfully! “No longer a problem!”

      I beamed at her, determined she was going to be a pal. A long-term pal who could put my friends and loved ones back together when they were bleeding.

      She looked unconvinced. “And the assassins who live here?”

      I smiled again. Cheery Boost! “Oh, they’re all retired. Mostly.”

      “Mostly,” Jackie said, and I was trying to think of a way to say “All of them, really, the ones that were active are dead” when she added, “And is this Luke one of them?”

      Ooooh, good question.

      “I don’t know what Luke was,” I said, only lying a little. I knew he’d worked with Max at least once, but I wasn’t sure what he’d done, except that it had probably been brutal and hard. “He’s been in this town for the past ten years, raising his son alone, single father, runs his own woodworking business, which is very successful, beautiful furniture, great guy, and now his son is about to go to Harvard, so he’s going to have empty nest syndrome.” I tried to make it sound like Luke was going to need some help. Like a doctor. “He makes really beautiful handmade furniture. And he’s an assistant coach for the Bearton High football team. Everybody loves Luke. Did I mention he’s a widower?”

      I was trying to make Luke sound like a hero from a romance novel, which was kind of true, but also kind of not because there was nothing romantic about Rocky Start.

      “What is he going to do with the body he took?” Jackie said.

      I thought about lying and then decided she might as well know the truth. “There’s a funeral parlor down the street.”

      “Merriweather’s or Nice Funerals?” Jackie said. “They’re both closed.”

      “Yes, Merriweather’s owner was murdered three weeks ago, but we have a key and the woman who inherited it is a friend. The body will be in there in cold storage.”

      “Two funeral parlors?” Jackie said. “That seems—pardon the expression—overkill.”

      “Well, unfortunately, Geoffrey Nice, who owned Nice Funerals, was the serial killer I mentioned earlier, and he is no longer with us. Actually, he’s in the basement at Merriweather’s, too. So, we’re without a mortician at the moment.” This was sounding worse and worse.

      There was a long pause while Jackie studied me, and then she said, “So it’s the Wild West here.” She didn’t sound approving.

      “We have law here,” I said. “We are all lawful now. Really, it was boring here before Ozzie died. Ozzie made sure nothing interesting happened. We were all very bored. In a good way. Ozzie was a good, good man.” And a man with big secrets, but I didn’t care. He’d saved me and my kid and he was always going to be my hero.

      “You must miss him,” Jackie said.

      “Every damn day.”

      Jackie nodded. “And now Pike is the law.”

      “Mostly Pike. He’s trying to get Luke and Max to take over, but Max isn’t here at the moment and Luke isn’t interested.”

      Jackie frowned at me. “Who’s Max?”

      Maggs picked up her head and looked at me, and I told her, “Not yet, but soon,” and she put her head back on her paws.

      “That’s complicated,” I told Jackie because who could explain Max? “For right now, the important stuff is that Rocky Start is an odd town, but it’s a good one to settle down in, very safe, we take care of our own, Luke is a wonderful guy, and we’d love to have a doctor move here. You, for instance.”

      “You just told me the town is full of killers.”

      “Not full,” I protested. “Maybe ten percent or so. Twenty or thirty people, tops. Maybe forty. And retired killers. They’re all retired. We don’t kill each other.” Usually. “They all worked for our government; they weren’t just rando serial killers.” Well, one had been, but he was dead now, so no point in beating that to death. “Nobody would hurt you; in fact this is one of the safest towns in the world. Also, we need a doctor too much for anyone to touch you, they’d protect you to the end. Plus, you’d have a thriving practice, a lot of people would come in from Bearton since their clinic just closed. There’s a real doctor shortage now. And we need one more than anybody else.”

      “Because of the killers,” Jackie said.

      She seemed stuck on that detail.

      I shook my head. “Like I said, we don’t kill each other. The problem is the Outsiders. People who come to town with evil intent, like the woman who attacked Coral. There aren’t that many, though, really. None for decades. Ozzie and Pike had a rep that kept them away. But then Ozzie died, and . . . it’s just been a really bad autumn. It’ll pass,” I ended with, trying for optimism.

      “Are you sane?” Jackie said, more bemused than angry.

      “No,” I said. “I’ve been living here for almost twenty years, and the years before that were odd, too. I don’t have the energy for sanity, I’m just trying to get by on practical and Cheerful. Although I’m thinking of giving up Cheerful. That’s a complete waste of time.”

      Jackie nodded as if that made perfect sense and went back to her cake, and I knew I had my work cut out for me.

      “Luke is really a great guy,” I said, and she rolled her eyes at me.

      “So,” she said as she scraped the last of the butter cake off her plate. “About Sid Quill.”

      “Are you related?” I said. “I mean, both of you being named Quill.”

      “Evidently we shared a great-grandfather who disowned one of his sons, my grandfather for marrying a Black woman,” Jackie said. “My father never talked much about his family, so I never met Sid. Now, about the stuff in the basement . . .”

      I sighed and Maggs lifted her head to make sure I was okay. I smiled and nodded at her and stirred my rapidly cooling tea, and began to explain Sid Quill to Jackie.

      That was going to take a while.
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      Dmitri refused to answer any more of my questions as we rumbled down unplowed Highway 441 until we arrived at the locked gate at the closed Sugarlands ranger station. Tanke adroitly drove the snowcat around the gate and into the parking lot where there was a large pickup truck with a trailer. Dmitri and I got out while Tanke loaded the snowcat onto the trailer and chained it down. Dmitri started the pickup to warm up the engine. The road leading from here to Gatlinburg had been plowed.

      “Shall we?” Dmitri asked, indicating the back seat of the pickup truck.

      “One moment.” I pulled out my cellphone, which had been off to conserve power and also because there’d been no service for the past week deep in the mountains. I turned it on and got a faint signal. I went to text messages, scrolling back through. It was a burner and the only person I’d given the number to was Rose. However, she’d shared it with others on Thanksgiving, obviously, because there were numerous texts from various denizens of Rocky Start, all sending Thanksgiving greetings and best wishes with an underlying theme of “Why are you there and not here with us, dumbass?”

      The flurry of messages a week ago had damn near broken me just before I lost cellphone service going deeper into the mountains. I’d never had a real Thanksgiving—a traditional one—that I could recall. Most as an adult had been spent overseas and had gone unnoticed because of important/pressing happenings/events. Some received the barest of acknowledgement while on boring duty somewhere. But now I could imagine Rose standing at the head of a long table put together in Ecstasy, passing good food down to the family she’d made in the nineteen years she’d been in Rocky Start: her daughter Poppy, Coral Schmidt, Pike Bernard and his foster sons Marley and Reggie, Luke Granger and his son Darius, her best friend Lian Kwan and her daughter Mei and now probably Rowan Masters since he was living with Lian, and Betty Baumgarten, of course. And as I understood holiday dinners from the movies, there’s always at least one annoying relative, so probably Hermione Witch, irritating everybody. Maybe Dottie and Lionel Ferrell, our postal service, fighting their way through the day as usual. Maybe Bea Handler bringing fresh honey from her bees. Maybe even the local femme fatale Louise Hedley; if she was alone on the holiday (doubtful), Rose would invite her even though Louise would try to charm all the men and annoy all the women. But it would be warm and everybody would be laughing and Coral would have made pies . . .

      Enough of that. There were no new messages or updates on what was going on in Rocky Start. Of course, Rose had no clue I was back in cellphone range.

      Tanke put the truck in gear and we drove out of the parking lot onto where 441 was plowed and led to Gatlinburg, and eventually Rocky Start. I could feel Dmitri staring at me.

      As we drove through the mountains, I probed Dmitri for more information. “Tell me about the treasure.”

      He glanced over at the driver, then back at me. “My friend here, Tanke, is deaf, but he reads lips. Bear that in mind in the future, please.” He said the name like “Thonkye” but I knew it meant “tank” in Russian. “Tanke knows enough to do what I need him for, but no more. And he knows nothing of treasure.”

      Tanke was a big man, a massive blunt object in the driver’s seat, focused on the road.

      Dmitri turned in the passenger seat to face me.

      “Right,” I said. “Did you find Tank at Muscle-for-Hire?”

      “No,” Dmitri said. “We met long years ago in the Gulag. I owe Tanke my life.”

      “And Tank—Tanke—is his given name?” I asked.

      “It was given to him there. He earned it. Appropriate, is it not? Who we were before then mattered little.”

      “Being ex-KGB probably didn’t go over well in the Gulag,” I pointed out.

      Dmitri nodded. “Thus why I owe my life to Tanke.”

      With the doors shut, it felt extremely warm inside. I blinked, feeling faint, and ripped open my parka.

      “Acclimatized to the cold, eh?” Dmitri reached back and turned down the hot air blowing into the back. “I remember the cold of Siberia. The Gulag. Tanke had already been there for years by the time I arrived. The American cold is nothing compared to that.”

      I wasn’t going to argue Siberian cold with Dmitri.

      He looked me in the eyes. “I was in Gulag because your Oz and Pike stole my SCIF. I was not happy about being punished.” He shrugged. “But such is war. They could have killed me but didn’t. The scales are even regarding that. But I want my treasure back. That is not even.”

      “Your treasure?”

      “A Soviet dug it up. Thus, it is Soviet. There is no more Soviet Union, thus I claim as one of last remaining Soviets who served his country.”

      I think the Gulag had loosened a few bolts in Dmitri’s brain, but that was pretty understandable.

      I shook my head. “I searched Oz’s place and didn’t find any indication he had treasure. He had a bunch of cash stashed away from trying to buy back Stinger missiles. And that money belongs to Rose, the woman who runs his shop and took care of him. But there’s no indication he or Pike had any of this treasure you claim was stolen from you.”

      “I do not ‘claim,’” Dmitri said. “I was there. And Oz and Pike certainly took the treasure.”

      I remembered the maps in Oz’s back room, with the grid pattern overlaid on them. “I think he was looking for something in the mountains,” I said. “But⁠—”

      Dmitri cut me off. “Stop denying. If he did not have treasure, how can he give a piece of it away?”

      “What?”

      “At the reading of will,” Dmitri said. “He gave Coral Schmidt a brooch from the Bactrian hoard.”

      The term “Bactrian hoard” rang a bell; definitely connected to Afghanistan. I remembered Barry passing Coral something wrapped in blue panties. No one had asked her what was inside, because really, at the time, who wanted to? “How do you know that?”

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Dmitri asked. “The lawyer, Mason, he speaks too much.”

      Fucking Barry. He must have steamed open the envelope and checked everything out when he got it to take down the names before he gave it back to Pike.

      “Who else do you know in Rocky Start?”

      Dmitri looked at me, surprised. “Pike, of course. And the woman who calls herself Coral Schmidt now. In Berlin. We met many years ago when the Wall was still up. Before Afghanistan. I was lucky to survive the meeting.”

      I decided to see where his feelings lay. “Coral was attacked this morning.”

      He lost his smile. “Is she hurt? Is she . . .”

      “Rose just told me I was needed.”

      Dmitri tapped Tanke on the shoulder and waited until the man was looking at him.

      “Go faster,” he said.
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      It was so cold outside; I could see the frost on the window in my bedroom, which was annoying because I’d spent a couple of hours the day before carefully painting white tempera snowdrifts on each of the little panes of glass downstairs and then it had really snowed so that was all for nothing.

      God, I was so tired.

      It was the nightmares, still, the ones where Serena Stafford comes back. They’d wake me up and then I couldn’t go back to sleep. And without sleep, I can’t think right. I can’t plan. I can’t . . . cope.

      I gave up and got out of bed, which annoyed William, my cat, but then he went back to sleep, so I wasn’t going to feel guilty. I went over to the window to check, and yep, my pal Marley was parked down below in the back alley, sleeping in his truck, probably freezing to death. The truck was completely covered in snow, so he wasn’t awake yet. I’d noticed night before last that he was sleeping down there, but then last night he was there, too. I don’t know how long the dummy had been doing that even though we’d given him Ozzie’s apartment across the hall. I didn’t know what his deal was, and he wasn’t explaining anything, and I had enough problems of my own, but . . . what the hell, Marley? I thought about going downstairs and climbing in the truck and punching him awake, but I was too damn tired to do it.

      So instead, I got dressed and went downstairs to ask my mom what to do about him and she wasn’t there. Probably still sleeping. She was having a hard time right now, too. For the past month, half the town had been showing up with the problems they used to take to Ozzie, and we’d lived with Ozzie for nineteen years, so we knew what he’d say on most things, but some things are just . . . well, as my mom says, not in our skill set.

      I was having some problems with people, too. Luke’s son, Darius, my ex-boyfriend, had looked really sad since our breakup, and people were blaming me, at least kids at school were, and it wasn’t all my fault, but I did end it with him, and I wasn’t interested in talking about the kidnapping that had made me realize we were done, so people jumped to conclusions. I was mostly done with school anyway, but now I was getting shunned and people were saying lousy things, so I really had no need to spend any more time there. But today, I had to go back to finish this semester’s classes, which was a pain.

      When I got downstairs, one of the masks I’d found in Ozzie’s boxes was on the counter, the big white rabbit mask that Ozzie had put a post-it on that said “Coral.” Mom had done some fun stuff to it like putting a black lace hat on it, although Coral’s real-life hat was much bigger. She’d given the rabbit coffee cup earrings and lined the ears with bread and knives, but it wasn’t quite there yet. I went to look closer at the mask and the front door opened and my mom came in, looking even more frazzled if possible, although she tried to hide it by smiling. Cheery Boost.

      “What do you think?” She picked up the mask and showed it to me.

      “There should be a fish on there,” I said, my brain finally kicking into gear.

      “A fish?”

      “Pike.”

      She laughed and it sounded so good. She hadn’t laughed much since Max had left. Since Ozzie had died, really. She hadn’t danced around the kitchen for months before that, probably because she’d stopped playing music. I hated all of that. I wanted her singing and dancing and laughing and making stuff⁠—

      “I’ll find a fish and glue it on,” she said. “I want to take it over to her later when I check on her.”

      “Check on her?” I froze. “Is she sick?” No more bad news, no more bad news, we couldn’t lose anybody else, especially Coral.

      My mother hit me with more Cheery Boost. “Everything’s fine! Somebody attacked her with a knife this morning, but she’s fine now, just resting, and hey, guess what? Sid Quill left his pharmacy to a doctor and she heard Coral’s scream and showed right up and took good care of her. We need to get her to stay in town, so I’m working on that.”

      “How bad is Coral?” I asked, my heart sinking.

      “She has a cut on her arm and one on her cheek. She lost some blood, but Dr. Quill stitched her up just fine and listened to her heart and all of that and said she just needed rest. So I’m going to make lasagna to take over to her later. You know how she loves my lasagna.” She watched me for a minute. “Think about the lasagna, Poppy, not the knife.”

      I could feel the tears start—I never cried and then I got kidnapped and now all I do is cry, and it’s so boring for everybody—so I just nodded, a little wobbly. “Good. Lasagna is good. Make lasagna for us, too, please.” I swallowed hard. “I bet there’s a fish in that giant box of junk jewelry Ozzie got you for collage. Want me to look? I’ve got time before school.”

      Mom looked at me closer. “Why are you up so early?”

      “I couldn’t sleep.” Change of subject before she got all motherly on me. “Oh, uh, Marley stopped by on his way to his internship yesterday and dropped off some more stuff upstairs.”

      “Oh.” I could see my mom trying not to ask about Marley, but that was hopeless. “Did you guys have a fight?”

      “Nope.” I put the Coral-Rabbit mask down. “So what do we need to do for Coral?”

      “It’s mostly done,” Mom said. “Luke took care of the person who tried to hurt Coral, and Dr. Quill took care of Coral. Anita is opening for her while she sits quietly because she wouldn’t go up to bed. Everything’s fine, Poppy.”

      I didn’t know what “took care of” meant, but if Luke was doing it, that person was no longer our problem. “Anita’s doing it all by herself?”

      “Coral is supervising.”

      I nodded. “I’ll go in after school. She’s going to need help.”

      “Good,” my mom said and hesitated. “You still look upset. What’s wrong?”

      I could have given her a list, but I just said, “That doctor showing up was very convenient. Zebra convenient.” I know, that’s more paranoia, but high school students in Rocky Start often have remarkable instincts for danger. It’s not the Hellmouth here, but we’re aware.

      Mom shook her head. “The doctor’s name is Jacqueline Quill. She’s in town because she inherited Sid’s pharmacy. She heard Coral scream, the same way I did. Anybody who’d heard that scream would have come running.”

      “Coral was scared?” I said, my heart dropping. Coral was never scared.

      Mom thought about it. “I don’t think so. I think it was rage. This woman had asked for food and then betrayed her. The doctor was very good with Coral and I would like her to stay because Rocky Start needs a doctor. Work on that.”

      I was about to say that getting doctors was a little beyond my reach when the door to the shop opened and a teenage girl strolled in, tall and Black, all braids and piercing eyes.

      “Are you related to Jaqueline Quill?” my mother said, which was uncharacteristically rude of her.

      “So?” the girl said, drawling the word.

      “Please excuse my mother,” I said. “I’m Poppy Malone and you’re welcome to my shop.”

      The girl looked me up and down. “Your shop? Aren’t there child labor laws here?”

      “I’m eighteen, smartass,” I said. “Nineteen in January. Do you want to fight or do you want to find something here?”

      “I just want to look around,” the girl said. “I’m bored. And if I go back to my mom, she’ll make me clean up after that icky old man, and that place is weird.” The girl looked around. “Have you got anything good?” She came forward to look at the rabbit mask, trying to be cool but smiling at it anyway.

      “Somewhere, yes,” I said. “I sympathize with the cleaning part. I’m also cleaning out an old guy’s place.” I stopped. “A great old guy.”

      Mom and I looked at each other for a second. Ozzie’s death still hurt. A lot.

      The girl looked around. “If I help you, will you pay me?”

      I looked at her, exasperated. “Let’s try this again. Hi. I’m Poppy Malone. And you are?”

      The girl looked back under lowered brows, clearly considering if I deserved her name or if it was time to beat it. “Hester Quill,” she said, “and no I don’t like my first name. My mother got it from a book. A great book, but still . . .” She shook her head at the iniquity of her mother.

      “The Scarlet Letter?” I said, in sympathy now.

      “Indigo,” the girl said. “Call me Quill.”

      Mom turned to me. “You want to hire Hester here to help you go through the boxes? After school. Oh! You should take Hes—” The girl glared at her. “—Quill to school with you. If she and her mom stay, that’s where she’ll be going.”

      “That’s okay,” Quill said quickly. “We’re not staying.”

      I knew what my mother was doing, part of her master plan to keep a doctor in Rocky Start, and I couldn’t see how she thought Bearton High would be a selling point, but what the hell, I could help. “You want to go back and work with your mother?” I asked.

      Quill weighed her options. “Yeah, I’ll go check out the school. Can you bring me back by lunch though?”

      “Sure.” I wanted to be back to help Anita by then anyway. I had enough credits to graduate already, not much they could do to me if I left early. “Let me get my keys.”

      My mom looked grateful, so before Quill and I left, I hunted out some fish earrings from the boxes of jewelry Ozzie had bought for the store and left those beside the rabbit mask for her. Then I took Quill out back to the Pathfinder that Ozzie had left us. Marley was already gone, probably on his way to his garage mechanic internship in Bearton. Didn’t matter, tonight we were having a come-to-Jesus talk about what the hell he was doing.

      Marley sleeping in his truck, Coral getting attacked, that dumbass Max whooping it up on the Appalachian Trail instead of staying here and keeping us safe and my mom warm? Yeah, all of that needed to change, even if I had to text Max that Mom was dead to get him to come back.

      Time for me to get my act together and get back to work.
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      When Poppy and Hester Quill had left for the high school, I borrowed my best friend Lian’s car, hit the grocery in Bearton, and scored enough ricotta and noodles to make four pans of lasagna with some leftover for a possible fifth. I know that was probably overkill, but Max had texted that he was on his way back, and he liked lasagna, and I thought maybe Jackie and Quill would appreciate a home-cooked meal that night, and I wanted to leave a pan with Coral so she’d have leftovers to nosh on until she was back up to speed. Plus, one for unanticipated events. There were a lot of those in Rocky Start.

      Also, Max really loved my lasagna, and I wanted him to have a lot of what he loved. Including me.

      I took Maggs with me, leaving her in the car while I shopped. She was an excellent anti-theft device with the windows cracked. She was also good company, hanging her head out the passenger window while I drove.

      When we got home, I dumped everything on the table and was starting to put the refrigerator stuff away when Maggs growled at the stove.

      “It’s a stove, baby,” I said. “It’s where lasagna comes from.”

      She began to bark.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” I said, “look,” and opened the door.

      A snake the size of my arm darted for me, fangs bared, but Maggs was faster, catching it behind its head and shaking it vigorously until it stopped rattling and hung limp.

      I, meanwhile, had basically thrown myself back across the table, screaming.

      “What the hell?” I yelled at Maggs, who shook the snake again. A three-foot long snake with a diamond pattern on its back. Pretty sure it was a rattlesnake.

      Maggs trotted to the back door, and I opened it, and she went down the steps to the alley and dropped it.

      It didn’t move.

      Neither did I.

      The thing about shock and terror is that it makes it hard to move. You know, once you’re across the kitchen table.

      I stretched my hand out for my purse, found my phone, and called Pike.

      “What now?” he said when he answered.

      “Do you know anything about snakes?” I said, and my voice must have quavered because he said, “On my way.”

      I was telling Maggs what a wonderful dog she was when Pike hit the alley. He walked over to the snake with his gun drawn, waited a minute, and then kicked it. “It’s dead.”

      “Maggs killed it,” I said.

      “Good dog.”

      “It was in the oven,” I said and he jerked his head up.

      “In the house?”

      “In my oven.”

      “Fuck,” he said and came in.

      I looked around my kitchen, suddenly seeing it full of hiding places for snakes.

      Pike opened the oven, looked inside, and shut the door. “It’s empty now.” He pulled the drawer under the oven out, looked in it, and shoved it shut. “Empty.” He went to the fridge, opened it, and the shut the door. “Empty.”

      I looked at all the cupboards. And then there was the pantry.

      And the rest of the shop, a thousand boxes and hidey holes. And that was before we got to the upstairs.

      I looked at Pike. “What if there’s another one?”

      He shook his head. “Keep Maggs with you. She’ll know before you do, but I really doubt there’s more. It’s such a dumb fuck way to kill somebody.”

      I swallowed. “Would I have died?”

      Pike shrugged. “It was a diamondback rattler. If you got help right away, you’d probably make it.”

      “What the hell, Pike?” I started to sit down and then checked the chair and underneath the chair before I sank into it, my knees turned to jelly.

      Pike got a treat out of the cupboard and gave it to Maggs, telling her she was a fine, good dog.

      “You get treats for life,” I told Maggs, and she lay down to crunch her prize.

      “Somebody wants to scare me?” I said. “I don’t get this. That was dumb. Terrifying but dumb.”

      “Keep the doors locked,” he said. “Don’t open the shop. We need Max back.”

      “I texted him.” I swallowed. “Pike, what’s going on?”

      “I have no idea.” Pike looked worried, his brow furrowed, his jaw tight. “You stay inside here with the doors locked.”

      “I can’t,” I said. “I need to take care of things.”

      “Then keep Maggs with you until Max gets back,” he said and went back to Ecstasy.

      I looked at Maggs. “You and me, baby,” I told her, and she barked.

      But I had work to do, so I got out all my bowls and pans and unpacked the grocery bags and started grating cheese and boiling water for noodles, trying not to think about the snake—Think about lasagna, Rose—which was when it hit me.

      I hated making lasagna.

      I liked the way it tasted, but my God, chopping onions and garlic and tomatoes, frying the sausage, making the sauce, grating the cheese, mixing the cheese together, boiling the noodles, straining the noodles, and then, for the love of God, layering the whole mess, I mean, why couldn’t I just pile the whole thing together in a dish, why did I have to line up noodles and paint them with tomato sauce and then try to get the cheese smooth, and it was just insane.

      I mean, I had five pans in front of me, I wasn’t going to stop now, but I was going to have to take a good hard look at my cooking if I’d been doing something I hated for nineteen years.

      Maybe a good hard look at my life, too.
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      At just before noon, when the first pan of lasagna was out of the the oven and the second in—yes, I thought about snake cooties but I needed the oven—I glued the last of Coral’s mask together, adding the fish for eyebrows. It took a little longer than usual because a couple of people came into the shop who had questions, so I gave them the standard Ozzie answers and they left the shop without buying anything. I should start charging for answers. You want a solution, buy a damn teacup.

      When Poppy and Quill didn’t show up for lunch, I took the finished mask and the first baked lasagna over to Coral, leaving Maggs behind to guard the kitchen on the theory that I probably wouldn’t run into another snake in the two yards between the door to Oddities and the door to Ecstasy.

      Coral was still sitting at the corner table near the side counter, looking marginally better, although still pale. I looked at Anita, who rolled her eyes, and then I went over to Coral.

      “You’re supposed to be in bed,” I said severely.

      “What is that?” she said, pointing to the rabbit mask looped over my arm by its elastic band.

      “For you. From Ozzie.”

      She took it from me and looked at it closely, so I put the fresh-out-of-the-oven lasagna on the table. I had a dish towel wrapped around it, so it wasn’t going to hurt the wood. “Lasagna, hot now. Did you have anything to eat today?”

      “This is how you see me?” she said, eyes still on the mask.

      “Yes,” I said. “Have. You. Eaten?”

      “What?” She looked up then. “Food? No.”

      I pointed to the pasta. “You should eat.” I got plates and forks from Anita and came back to find her still looking at the mask.

      “A fish?” she said.

      “Pike,” I said, and she laughed and then put her hand to her cheek, over the bandage. “Oh, it is wonderful.”

      “It was Ozzie’s idea. It had a post-it on it that said ‘Coral.’ It’s glued to the underside.”

      She turned the mask over and put her fingers on the post-it. “Oh. Oh, Oz.”

      I noticed her hand was shaking and for a moment I wondered if it was the trauma, but then realized she was blinking back tears.

      I could relate. The snake had made me cry. I thought about telling Coral, but that was not going to happen: Coral had had enough shocks for one day.

      “Ozzie loved you a lot.” I dished up some lasagna for Coral and gave another plateful to Anita, who deserved a lot more. “What do you want to drink?”

      Coral looked down at the plate as if she’d just noticed it. “Oh! Oh, this is so good of you.”

      “Turn about,” I said. “How many times have you fed me?”

      She smiled again and winced, and Anita brought glasses of water and some bread rolls and butter to us and asked what else we needed, and Coral told her she was doing a wonderful job. I told her Poppy planned to stop by to help when she got back from school, and she looked relieved. As she walked away, my car-lending friend, Lian, the good lawyer in town, came in the door from the street, looked around, then made a beeline to the table and grabbed a chair on the other side of Coral.

      “Thanks for the car today,” I told Lian. “Now have some lasagna that you made possible,” but her focus was on Coral.

      “I just heard from Luke. Are you all right?” she asked Coral.

      “I am fine,” Coral said with a bit of irritation. “Really. I have suffered much worse.”

      “That’s not the point,” Lian said. “Someone attacked you here, in your own place. What can I do to help?”

      Coral waved that off with one hand while she carefully picked up a forkful of my lasagna with the other.

      Lian shook her head, and I served her up some pasta on what was supposed to be my plate. Anita saw and came back with a new plate and fork. Anita was a treasure.

      We were digging into the lasagna when Betty Baumgarten came in and sat next to me, angling her seat so she could see the door. Of course.

      Anita brought another plate, coffee cups, and a pot of dark roast. I really had to do something nice for Anita.

      “Pike called me,” Betty said to Coral across me while I was dishing up her pasta. She looked at me. “Snakes, too? What’s going on?”

      “What snakes?” Coral said.

      “Snakes?” Lian said, looking around the floor.

      Yeah, try to keep a secret in this town.

      I shoved the plate of lasagna Betty’s way as I ignored the snake part. “Why would somebody come for you now, Coral?”

      She shook her head, her mouth full of noodles.

      “This worries me,” Betty said. “First, Serena making life hell, then Geoffrey, and now this woman and snakes. Too many people with evil intent.” She looked at Coral, dead serious. “We lost a good person to Geoffrey; we’re not going to lose you, too.”

      Coral shook her head. “I have not done anything. I am long retired. There is no reason for anyone to come after me. Eat your lasagna.” She looked at me. “Explain about the snakes.”

      “There wasn’t any reason for Melissa to die, either,” Lian pointed out.

      “That’s not true,” Betty said, forking pasta with enthusiasm. “She was active, freelancing wet work while living here. Strictly forbidden. You’re not doing anything off the books, are you?” she asked Coral.

      Coral glared at her. “No.” She looked at me. “About the snake.”

      I gave up. “There was a diamondback rattler in my oven this morning when I got back from Bearton.”

      “What?” Lian said at the same time Betty said, “That’s odd.”

      “Odd?” I said.

      She nodded. “Rattlers brumate in winter.”

      Seeing our confused looks, she added: “A form of hibernation.”

      “This one was not brumating,” I said. “It was a non-brumater. Maggs killed it.”

      Lian looked around for Maggs.

      “She’s in the kitchen at home,” I told her. “In case somebody drops off another non-brumater.”

      “That’s a really stupid way to kill somebody,” she said.

      “Yeah. What I want to know is, why would anybody come for Coral and me?” I said. “We haven’t done anything to anybody.”

      “Coral, you, and Oz,” Betty said. “How’s Pike doing?”

      I frowned at her. “Why Pike?”

      “Pike and Oz ran the law here,” Betty said, “but you and Coral run the town. If I wanted to throw a spanner in the works here, you four are the ones I’d go after. Max, too, but he’s not here.”

      She stopped because Bea Handler came in.

      Bea, the owner of the honey shop down at the end of the street, was taking the death of her boyfriend, Harvey Ware hard—even though he had been a dead loss as a boyfriend, both metaphorically and literally—and she’d obviously had a few morning drinks to help with that. Not letting the lack of chairs slow her down, she grabbed one from an adjacent table and claimed a spot, tottering a little.

      “So the rumor is you got cut,” she said to Coral, slurring her words a little, and then Dottie Ferrell, our postmistress and Eye-in-the-Sky snoop, came in, grabbed another chair, and jammed it between Coral and me.

      “I have the digital from this morning if you want to see it,” Dottie said to me as she sat down. “But really, not much to see. Is that your lasagna? Ozzie used to rave about it. Anyway, the bitch drove up in a car. I traced it. Stolen last night in Atlanta. She sat outside for a couple of minutes, drinking. I could see the bottle. She had her knife hidden in one hand. Went up to the door here, knocked on it, and walked in when Coral opened it.”

      “I was not expecting an attack,” Coral said. “She caught me off guard, saying she was hungry.”

      “You get an I.D.?” Betty asked.

      Dottie shook her head. “Negative. The prints weren’t in the system. Same with facial recognition. A blank. Is that really your lasagna?”

      “I don’t suppose you noticed anybody going into the alley behind Oddities?” I asked, but she shook her head.

      “Somebody put a rattlesnake in Rose’s oven,” Lian said.

      “Was it in there with the lasagna?” Dottie asked.

      I gave up and signaled Anita, who brought two more plates, and once Dottie and Bea had pasta in front of them, Dottie went on about Coral’s attacker. “No I.D. on the body. The knife had Coral’s blood on it, but no other traces. Since we don’t have Sid to do DNA, I’m running the sample via FedEx to someone I know. But given the zero on fingerprints and facial, I’m not optimistic it will be in the system either. Oz was right, this is really good lasagna.”

      “The snake is out back in the alley,” I told her, ignoring the lasagna part. “Feel free to check it for fingerprints.”

      “Funny,” Dottie said and cut into her pasta again.

      I looked at Coral and Betty and Lian and Bea and Dottie, all chowing down now, and I realized I had just thrown a dinner party in Ecstasy. And that I was going to have to bake one of the other pans of lasagna for Coral for later because there was only one piece left and she’d give that to Pike.

      “It was a piss-poor attempt at robbing this place,” Bea was saying, slurring a little. “She sure picked the wrong town and the wrong place.” She looked at me. “I don’t know what the fuck the snake was about.”

      Coral was shaking her head. “She came right at me. Did not ask for money.”

      Betty also disagreed. “Who robs a place first thing in the morning when the till is empty? Did you miss the part about no I.D.? Stolen car? Not in the system? This was a pro, Bea. She came to kill Coral. Same with the snake: Rose home all alone would have died before anybody found her, and then unless the snake was still there, they wouldn’t have known what to do to save her.” She looked around. “These were attempted kills. By an idiot, evidently. Sending a drunken assassin? A snake?” She shook her head at the sloppy work ethic.

      Then I heard this piping little voice behind me say, “Lasagna?”

      Hermione Witch again. Voted “Most Annoying Person in Rocky Start” two weeks running, and given the population of Rocky Start, that was an achievement. And she’d only been here two weeks. She was so small, she managed to sit on the edge of Bea’s seat and reach the table between Bea and Dottie. Anita brought another plate and I gave Hermione the last of the lasagna while Bea glared at her. Hermione had started working in Bea’s honey shop not long after she decided to stay in town, and I wasn’t even sure Bea had hired her. I wouldn’t put it past Hermione to just wander in there, put on the apron, and pretend to work while she scoped the place out, figuring Bea was too blitzed to remember if she’d hired her or not.

      “If someone is targeting us, it could be any of us next,” I said. “We need to find out who that is. And take steps.”

      “Who died and made you boss?” Bea said, wiping tomato sauce off her mouth with a napkin.

      “Shut up, Bea,” Betty said to her. “Rose is right. We need to get on top of this. We’ve lost Oz and Melissa⁠—”

      “And my Sidsie,” Hermione said, stifling a sob and then shoveling in more pasta.

      “And Harvey,” Bea said, sounding a little out of it as she looked down at her lasagna.

      “—and we almost lost Coral and Rose,” Betty said. “We need to find out who’s doing this and why.” She looked at me. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Me?” I looked around the table: Coral and Lian were nodding, Betty had me fixed in her stare, Dottie was frowning, Bea was distracted and drunk, and Hermione was mostly eating lasagna and making weird noises. “Look, I’m not a honey pot, I was never a pro at this kind of stuff like the rest of you⁠—”

      “That ship sailed,” Betty said. “We’ve seen you work. You took down Geoffrey. And Serena.”

      “That was with Max. Without Max . . .” I shook my head. “This is way out of my league.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Bea said, slurring a little on the esses. “You sure got Max Reddy into bed in no time.”

      “Rose,” Betty said, ignoring Bea. “You’re the only one here who everybody trusts. You’re the only one here who knows everybody in town, who knows how all the aspects of this town work. You’re our fixer.”

      I started to protest, and Betty fixed me with her raptor stare.

      “Fix this, Rose.”

      Well, hell.
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      The roads were covered in snow and ice, dangerous as all hell. I wanted to say “Drive faster,” but Tanke was driving carefully on the slippery mountain roads and I couldn’t argue with erring on the side of caution. It would do us no good to end up in a ditch. Dmitri was just a dark form in the front passenger seat, as quiet as his companion.

      “Dmitri.”

      He didn’t turn his head. “Yes?”

      “If the FSB has broken the code the Ferrells are using, that means they’re reading everything our intelligence agencies are sending and receiving.”

      He shook his head. “No. The code the Ferrells are using is outdated.”

      That didn’t make sense. “But it’s what Herc uses.”

      “It is.”

      “You’re saying there’s a more advanced one that isn’t broken?”

      “Not broken yet.”

      “But Herc isn’t using it?”

      Dmitri didn’t respond. Herc was the prince of darkness in the CIA. Why the hell wasn’t he using the latest, most advanced cipher? Unless he considered Rocky Start communication to be second-tier.

      Or Dmitri was trying to undercut my faith in Herc’s power.

      Or. Herc’s power was fraying at the edges and the CIA hadn’t given him the new cipher.

      And then there was Dmitri’s fixation on the treasure. Was that a line he was handing me? Had he put the two killers on my trail so he could save me and make me owe him? Trust him?

      I used my cellphone to do a quick Google search. The result of the search raised more questions than it answered. But it gave me enough information to ask some of my own.

      “Hey,” I said, getting Dmitri’s attention once more. “The Bactrian hoard made a world exhibition tour from 2006 to 2020. So there is no missing treasure. It’s all accounted for.”

      Dmitri laughed. “You look on internet? Believe what it says? You Americans are so easy to fool.”

      “Then enlighten me.”

      He deigned to look back at me. “Yes, treasure was shown in museums around the world. The Afghan government of stooges put in place by the Americans did that. Made them lot of money from the museums. But that is after the fact. 1978 is when a Soviet archeologist discovered the funeral mounds. Your phone told you what? Six burial mounds excavated? That is the Bactrian hoard?”

      “Yes.”

      “There were seven.”

      So, secret treasure. Well, it was possible. “And Pike and Ozzie took it?”

      “Stole it,” he said, sounding outraged.

      I thought about pointing out that the Russians had stolen it from the Afghans, so his outrage was a joke, but instead I asked, “What did it consist of?”

      “Treasure.”

      Oh, that was informative. “What’s it worth?”

      I couldn’t read Dmitri’s face. “The worth cannot be calculated.”

      “I bet you tried.”

      Dmitri chuckled. “It is priceless. Especially now that the rest of the Bactrian hoard has disappeared.”

      “What do you mean, disappeared?”

      “When the Taliban took over, many things disappeared,” Dmitri said. “Many people, too. Very sad.”

      He acted like his country hadn’t made the same mistake of invading Afghanistan. It’s known as the “graveyard of empires,” having begun with Alexander the Great’s, but it seems no one wanted to learn from history. Of course, the Soviet Union had gone before us and the US had learned nothing from their most recent blunders, so who was dumber?

      Still, if this was priceless treasure, it could easily be identified as coming from that particular dig. Anybody who tried to sell it would have a spotlight on them fast. “If you find it, what will you do with it?”

      “One thing at a time,” Dmitri said.

      “And if you can’t find it?”

      “I will find it,” Dmitri said with surety.

      “And you’re sure it’s connected to Rocky Start?”

      He turned to look at me then. “Pike and Oz had it. They lived there and never left. Where else would it be? I do not see them trusting it to a bank, and it has not been sold. So it is there, and I will find it.”

      “Pike might not be happy to see you,” I said. “If he knows where it is, you could have some trouble getting to it.”

      Dmitri shrugged. “I am used to trouble. And that is my treasure.”

      I thought about saying “Actually, that belongs to Afghanistan,” but that would be a waste of my breath, and the people who had made and buried the treasure were long gone. So, really, whose treasure was it? “So you’re going to cross Pike?”

      He shrugged. “His happiness is not my concern. I want my treasure.”

      “But you weren’t watching Pike,” I said. “You were watching Betty.”

      He smiled. “A different kind of treasure.”

      His face had softened and that smile was warm. “Just how well did you know Betty?”

      He looked back over the seat at me, smug as ever. “That is not your concern.”

      “If I’m taking you back to my town, it’s my concern,” I said. “Betty is a good woman who deserves protection. If you⁠—”

      “I would die for her smile,” Dmitri said. “I would kill for her touch. I would not harm a hair on her head.”

      I wanted to say “How about the rest of her?” but I didn’t want to step on his moment.

      “What would you do, Max Reddy,” he said suddenly, “if fate took you away from your Rose? If in an instant, it was all gone, and decades passed so it was all just a memory? What would you do?”

      The thought was like a punch to the gut.

      And I was so dumb, I’d walked away from her voluntarily. I’d done that knowing I could get back, but Dmitri was right, anybody in our profession knew that life could turn on a dime.

      “What would you do, Max Reddy?” Dmitri asked again.

      “I’d get back to her as fast as I could.”

      Dmitri nodded. “It has taken me many, many years. But the heart knows what it needs. Like you, I am going back to a fine woman. If she will have me,” he added, showing the first bit of uncertainty.

      “You realize this fine woman would have no problem shooting you on sight if she doesn’t want you.”

      “It would not be the first time.” He laughed. “I will be cautious.”

      I stopped asking questions. Dmitri could handle his own relationship problems and search for his own, probably imaginary, treasure.

      I concentrated on getting back to Rose.
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      I was trying to figure out a way to say no to the “Fix this” command—which was hard because I wasn’t used to saying no to Betty—when somebody behind me said, “Excuse me,” and I turned to tell that person that the lasagna was gone, and it was Jackie Quill.

      “My daughter has disappeared,” she said, looking at me, and for the first time since we’d met, she looked emotional.

      “Oh, damn, I’m sorry. She didn’t leave you a note? She went with my daughter, Poppy, to check out the high school she’d be going to if you stayed.”

      Jackie glared at me. “We are not staying. When will she be back?”

      “Depends on how fast they get bored at school,” I said. “Definitely soon because Poppy said they’d be back around lunchtime to help Anita. Really, Poppy is a safe person to be with.” Everybody at the table except Hermione nodded. “I’m sorry all the lasagna is gone. But we were about to have tea and pastries,” I told her. “Please join us.”

      I saw her start to say no, but I think the memory of the butterkuchen that morning did her in. She frowned and then she nodded, and I pulled a chair up for her from another table.

      It was getting crowded, but that’s community for you.

      I turned back to the rest of the table. “This is Dr. Jacqueline Quill, a distant relation of Sid’s who has inherited his pharmacy, which she cannot run because she’s a doctor, which does not mean she can’t stay and start a practice here once she gets rid of the pharmacy.”

      “She could give it to me,” Hermione said as she scraped the last of her pasta off her plate. “Sidsie would have wanted me to have it.” I was waiting for her to lick the plate, but instead she said, “It just isn’t fair.”

      “I’m not staying,” Jackie said, ignoring Hermione.

      I signaled Anita for tea and cake. Lots of cake. “Sit down and have some butterkuchen,” I said, and Jackie nodded.

      “It really has to be you on this, Rose,” Betty said as Jackie pulled up a chair and sat down. “You’re the only person here that everybody trusts.”

      Bea snorted, but she didn’t say no.

      Betty ignored her. “We need you. What’s the plan?”

      I looked around the table. Except for Jackie and Hermione and me, the women here were all retired pros, adept in their fields, nobody’s fools. Bea had a drinking problem, but she still functioned. The rest were strong, intelligent women with a lot of life experience who didn’t trust each other. But they trusted me.

      So this was how nineteen years of being Cheerful and fixing things paid off: me organizing a bunch of lethal honey pots. Head Honey Pot. Max would laugh his ass off when he heard about this.

      “Okay,” I said. “Fine. The last time we didn’t get on top of things because we didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. We’re not going to do that again. So let’s start at the beginning. Who wants us dead?”

      “Everyone, I would imagine,” somebody said and I glanced up to see Louise, our local femme fatale, looking at us all in blonde contempt over her thermos bottle. “What have we got here, a honey pot plot?”

      Louise is incredibly beautiful and incredibly sexy, but that’s where all her energy goes, so she’s a big zero on tact and empathy.

      I felt Dottie Ferrell get to her feet and pulled her back into her seat and took the knife in her hand away. “Have a seat, you’ll fit right in,” I said to Louise. (Louise had slept with Dottie’s husband, Lionel, which should have been enough of a punishment, but Dottie still wanted to open one of her veins.)

      Louise laughed. “Women are not my thing.” She looked around the table. “Especially women with a lot of miles on them.”

      “Shame,” Betty said. “You’re missing out.”

      Hermione looked shocked, but the rest of the table knew Betty was bi and didn’t care. Really, if you were going to be shocked by something in Rocky Start, sexuality was pretty low on the list.

      Louise rolled her eyes and waltzed over to smile coldly at Anita while she got her thermos filled with coffee. Black, of course. Nothing sweet about Louise.

      “Ignore her,” Betty said to me, and the rest of the table looked at me again.

      Great.

      “Okay, we need to think about motive, so every one of you make a list of people who might rationally be doing this. It has to be somebody from the past because I don’t see anybody who’s here now doing this.”

      “In general, I do not write things like that down,” Coral said.

      “None of us do,” Betty said, frowning at me.

      “In general, people do not show up at the crack of dawn to stab Coral or put a snake in my oven,” I said. “These are not general times. God knows which of us will be targeted next. Write your suspicions down, don’t sign it, slip it under the door of Oddities, nobody will ever know it’s you. I don’t know enough about your backgrounds to have any idea of who might be coming for any of us. If you want me to work on this, you have to help.”

      They didn’t look happy, but nobody objected. Dottie volunteered to keep watch on the street using her cameras, and I told Betty she’d have to move into town from her cottage in the woods across the river. She refused. “I have Fernanda,” she said, and I had vivid memories of what her llama had done to the men who’d attacked me in the past, so I told her I’d be out to check on her and let that go for now. We agreed to put everyone on a group text so we could immediately contact the others if something happened. Everyone but Bea, who said she wasn’t lame enough to join a honey pot plot and walked out, looking like a sad, beaten-down copy of Louise.

      She didn’t even thank me for the lasagna.

      The rest looked variously concerned, confused, and overconfident, but at least we were on this, we weren’t taking anything for granted this time. This time, we were on top of things. Sort of.

      Of course, I had to make my own list and the only name I could think of who might want to do me harm was Junior, Serena’s son. And he was an idiot.

      Which, now that I could think about it without screaming, would explain the snake.

      I really wished Max would hurry up and get home.
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      I bought some chocolate buns—Schokobrötchen—from Anita and went home and took out the second pan of lasagna and put the third in. When Poppy and Quill came in from school, Poppy said, “There’s a dead snake in the alley,” and I said, “Yep,” and handed her the lasagna to take over to Coral. Then while Poppy and Quill helped Anita at Ecstasy, I baked the third pan for dinner, inviting Jackie and Quill over. Poppy and Quill had evidently established, if not a friendship, a working relationship from their trip to school and from working together that afternoon after lunch in Coral’s, and Quill was enthusiastic about the bakery and Coral. Well, who wouldn’t be? Jackie was tired and wary but hungry, and good hot food and Quill’s shift from despair to excitement about the bakery made her a lot friendlier during dinner.

      Then the Quills went back to their pharmacy, taking their Schokobrötchen with them, and Poppy and I did the dishes. I put the lasagna leftovers in the fridge, and Poppy went upstairs with her chocolate bun. She told me Marley had been sleeping in his truck out behind the building, and I started to say I’d talk to him, but she said, “I’ll handle it, no worries,” so I let it go. I had enough to handle already, she could have Marley.

      I’d saved one of the Schokobrötchen for my dessert, so I went back out to the shop chomping down on tender pastry and marvelous chocolate and pulled out the box of masks that Ozzie had given me. I’d really enjoyed making the Coral mask, and I could think while I worked.

      I sorted through the masks, finding some with post-its. There was a sharp-faced cardinal mask that had a post-it with “Dottie” on it, and I laughed because I’d always thought of her as bird-like. A steely white owl mask with “Betty” on it and I could see why Ozzie had gone there: She was a fluffy, white haired, bright-eyed observer of everything that went on, but she was also a raptor. There was a sexy red faux-leather fox mask marked “Lian,” and I laughed at that, too. And there was one beautiful gold cat mask that he’d labeled “Poppy.” Some of the others weren’t so funny, or at least were puzzling. Bea’s mask was a leopard, and I hadn’t thought of her as predatory. Louise’s was a dark stag, which was very male for a femme fatale. And some of them didn’t have any tags on them at all, including one vicious-looking vampirish mask that I thought looked like Serena Stafford. Except she was dead, not coming back. There was nothing labeled for Hermione—she’d shown up after Ozzie died—but there was a little, feverish-looking, orange and white sparkly rabbit mask that looked like her. Well, her persona anyway.

      Finally, at the bottom of the box, I found an unmarked silver and black wolf mask and thought, Max.

      I thought about what would make it Max. He always had a black watch cap on whenever he went out, so I sat in the dim light of Oddities with some leftover black yarn and crocheted a band and a half circle and glued it to the mask. I lost a good hour searching through the box of weird jewelry Ozzie had collected—if I hadn’t known Ozzie, I’d have sworn he’d knocked over a goth dollar store—and found a black wolf pin that looked like Maggs, and wolf earrings that I wrenched apart and glued under the mask’s eyes, and little silver gun charms that I glued over his eyes as eyebrows, pointing down so he was scowling. Then I pinned the wolf pin to the side of the cap and an old marshal’s badge from the toy box on the other side, and stepped back.

      The mask looked appropriately terrifying, like Max had looked the first day I met him, like he’d looked every time he’d gone after somebody who was hurting people.

      But that wasn’t all of Max. Because he could be wonderfully gentle with Poppy, and he had a great friendship with Luke, and I loved talking with him and teasing him and touching him.

      I kept looking through the junk box and found some spiky silver and red hearts and hung them in the empty eye sockets of the mask. Because that’s what I saw when I looked in his eyes. No matter how short the time we’d had together, no matter how much he might have changed once he got away from Rocky Start and had the time to think again, I really did believe he cared about people. And I was pretty sure he loved me. It wasn’t a cuddly kind of love, more the kind that flattened you with its power, but it was real. Forever.

      Yeah, I know, it was too soon to think that, but I thought it anyway.

      It was almost midnight when I finished the mask, or at least got it to a place where it looked finished. It looked dark and dangerous, and even the hearts in the eyes were kind of dark. That seemed right. Loving a guy like Max was always going to be dangerous. When Jackie had asked me who Max was, I couldn’t think of the way to explain him easily without making him sound like a bad guy, actually not sure I could explain him at all. The mask was as close as I could come.

      Which made me think. Maybe I didn’t know him. Maybe the Max I was remembering wasn’t right, maybe I’d made him better, fantasized him into something I wanted, hadn’t really seen love in his eyes even though he’d said he loved me. What if he wasn’t the same when he came back? We’d known each other for such a short time, and then he’d been gone for what seemed like forever, and I’d been pretending things were fine for so long, maybe I was pretending, maybe I was thinking of him as I wanted him to be, not as he was⁠—

      Somebody banged on the door of the shop. I jerked up from the mask and my memories to see a dark shape through the window, and I froze.

      “Rose, it’s me,” Max yelled though the glass.

      I ran to let him in.
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      We rolled into Rocky Start around midnight. The roads had been bad, and I had made some distance on foot since leaving over two weeks ago. There were streetlights on State Street but no sign of life. The proverbial pulling up of the sidewalks or rolling them up or whatever it was. I could see Oddities straight ahead, one light burning inside, and my heart suddenly pounded harder.

      What the hell?

      What did that mean? Heart failure? Damn, Rosalie Malone.

      Tanke stopped the truck in front of Oddities, staring straight ahead while Dmitri looked over his shoulder at me, probably noticing my breath had quickened. “Enjoy your welcome home, Max Reddy.” He grinned.

      “Are you going to Betty Baumgarten’s?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “If I approach her now in the darkness, it is very likely she will shoot me. Again. She will need time to warm to my presence. Perhaps you could inform her in the morning that I would like to call upon her sometime this week?”

      Right. Tell Betty the Russian she’d shot decades earlier wanted to say hello. “Sure. Does she know you’re coming?”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      I owed Dmitri that much, since he’d pretty much saved my life. Maybe. Beyond that, I didn’t trust him at all. I nodded at him and got out of the truck and grabbed my rucksack from the bed, and then I went up to the door and knocked on it.

      Rose was behind the counter working on something, and she jerked her head up when she saw me, but she didn’t come open the door, just stood there frozen. Even in the dim light, she looked good. Terrified, but good. And then it occurred to me that she probably couldn’t see who it was. “Rose, it’s me,” I called, and she dropped what she’d been working on and ran around the counter and pulled the chain off the door.

      “Max,” she said, her voice a little higher than I remembered it, and then she stepped back so I could come in.

      And then we stood there for a minute. I don’t know what I was expecting, but there was a long moment when I don’t think either one of us knew what to do. So I said, “I’m back.”

      She reached up and touched my face. “With a beard,” she said, sounding as off-balance as I was. “That’s . . . different.”

      She didn’t like the beard? “In cold weather, shaving removes essential oils and⁠—”

      She shook her head. “No, the beard is fine. I’m just . . . I’m glad you’ve come home.”

      That hit hard. I was home. “Yeah, me, too,” I said.

      She nodded and then leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Really?” I said, and then she put her arms around my neck and moved close, and she smelled like roses, and I kissed her and she tasted like chocolate, and then I felt her give way against my mouth and we just stayed like that for a while, holding on to each other tightly. It had been too long, and I was just so damn glad to be with her again, to feel her pressed up against me⁠—

      Somebody banged on the door.

      Rose jerked back and looked through the window. “Who is that?”

      “The Russian who rescued me,” I said, grimly. “Alexei Dmitri. His minion, Tanke, is in the truck.”

      “Pike and Ozzie’s Dmitri?”

      “Yeah.” She was so close and I didn’t want to let go of her, but Dmitri knocked on the door again.

      “He has a minion?”

      “Yeah. A very big one.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “Long story. Very boring.”

      “Is he dangerous?”

      “He saved my life. I think. Either that or he sent two assassins after me and then killed them so I’d like him.”

      Rose looked horrified.

      Dmitri knocked again, harder this time.

      I opened the door and snapped, “What?” to Dmitri.

      “I have just learned via phone that there are no rooms in Bearton,” he said, smiling at Rose. “Nor do you have accommodations for strangers in this town. Is it possible you have beds for my friend and me tonight?”

      “No,” I said, but Rose put her hand on my chest and said, “Yes. Wait here.”

      She went back to the counter, taking all that heat and softness and the smell of roses with her while I glared at Dmitri, who was enjoying himself. When she came back, she handed him some keys and said, “Two stores diagonally on your right is the Nice Funerals building. There’s an apartment upstairs you can use for a couple of days until we can figure out something better. There’s a bed in one room, a couch in another. Please don’t kill anybody while you’re here.”

      “You are a lovely lady, Miss Rose, and we thank you,” Dmitri said, giving Rose a slight bow, and I shut the door in his face, narrowly missing his forehead, and pulled Rose back to me.

      “I need a shower,” I whispered in her ear, “and I’m afraid of drowning.”

      She laughed then and softened against me again, and I was going in for another kiss when Dmitri banged on the door again.

      I opened it and said, “Dmitri, if you knock on this door one more time⁠—”

      “Unfortunately, we have not eaten,” Dmitri said, “and every place is closed. I, myself, can do without, but Tanke requires much nourishment.” He put on a sad face which seemed like the inverse of Rose’s Cheery Boost.

      “I don’t care,” I began, but Rose patted my chest again, went out to the kitchen, and came back with a foil-covered pan that I was pretty sure was leftover lasagna, a baguette, and a bottle of wine.

      “Microwave it,” she said, handing the pan and everything else to Dmitri, ignoring my protests. “Coral opens for breakfast at seven AM next door, but she’ll probably let you in at six when she starts baking. You and your friend have a good night, Dmitri.”

      Dmitri bowed over his pan of my lasagna. “You are an angel, Rosalie Malone.”

      “That’s what they tell me,” Rose said, and I shut the door.

      “That was my lasagna,” I said.

      “There’s another whole pan in the fridge,” she said and kissed me, arching into me now, not tentative at all, soft under my hands.

      “I wasn’t sure what it would be like with us after two weeks,” she whispered, smiling. “But I’m beginning to remember.”

      “I never forgot,” I said, and then she kissed me again, and we spent a few minutes necking like teenagers until Maggs came down the stairs, saw me, and threw herself at me.

      “Easy! Easy!” I said, letting go of Rose to catch my dog, scratching her behind her ears as Poppy came down the stairs after her.

      “We heard a scream,” Poppy said, half asleep, and then she saw me. “Max!” She ran up and threw her arms around me and Maggs. “You’re back!”

      “Yep,” I said, patting her on the back, not sure what else to do but feeling gratified all the same.

      “And you have a beard!” she said, and I began to think the beard had to go. It had kept me warm, but I didn’t want to talk about it every time I met somebody. And with Rose so close, keeping warm was not a problem anymore.

      Then Maggs pawed at the door, and I noticed Rose wasn’t smiling anymore.

      “I heard a scream just now, too,” she said, listening now. “Not Coral’s, the other direction. I think somebody’s in troub⁠—”

      There was another scream, and then somebody pounded on the door, and I decided Dmitri was going to die, but when Rose opened it, it was Hermione Witch. In bunny pajamas.

      “Russians have invaded the funeral home!” she screamed. “They tried to kill me!”

      “Stop it,” Rose said calmly. “They didn’t try to kill you. They’re staying there for the night. Why were you there?”

      “They’re the ones killing everybody in town!”

      “They just got into town fifteen minutes ago. They’re not killing anybody,” Rose said, which I thought was optimistic on her part, but she was so calm that Hermione was slowing down, too.

      “I was asleep and they came tromping in,” Hermione said, breathing heavy. “I screamed and they said something in Russian, and I ran.”

      “Hermione,” Rose said, “why were you sleeping in Geoffrey’s apartment?”

      Hermione’s chin went up. “I had permission from the owner.”

      “You did not,” Rose said.

      “You don’t know that,” Hermione said, sounding like the world’s oldest teenager.

      “Yes, I do. Geoffrey’s dead and I own Nice Funerals.”

      Okay, that was news to me. “Since when?” I asked.

      “Since you went to the Appalachian Trail and Barry came down the street to tell me that Geoffrey had left me everything,” Rose said. “Evidently he’d made a will years ago.”

      I decided I didn’t care, although there was something disturbing about a serial killer making Rose his heir. I looked past Rose to Hermione. “Go away.”

      “I don’t have any place to go,” she wailed.

      Rose frowned at her. “I thought you were staying at Bea’s.”

      Hermione sniffed. “She, uh, asked me to leave. She was really very cruel. She said I was incompetent and accused me of stealing from her.”

      “Did you?” Rose asked.

      “No, I borrowed⁠—”

      “Hermione, you have to ask first for it to be borrowing. The same with squatting.”

      “It’s not like anyone was using Geoffrey’s place,” she said.

      Rose took a deep breath. “Go back to Bea and tell her I sent you there and that you’ll find a place in the morning. Do not go back to Nice Funerals . . .” She stopped and frowned. “How did you get in to Nice Funerals?”

      Hermione’s chin went up again. “The back door was unlocked.”

      Rose frowned at her. “It was not.”

      “It was too,” Hermione insisted.

      I really wasn’t in the mood for this. “Did you break in?”

      “The lock was really old,” Hermione said, which I took as a yes.

      “Well, the Russians are there now,” Rose said. “Go back to Bea’s.”

      “I could stay in Oz’s apartment,” Hermione said, smiling now. “That would be a good thing you could do. I’m sure Oz would want me to have it.”

      “Ozzie’s apartment is occupied,” Poppy said from behind me, sounding much colder than when she’d hugged me. “And he never knew you existed, so he wouldn’t want you to have anything.”

      “Go back to Bea, Hermione,” Rose said, and Hermione whined, and Rose shut the door. “Crisis over, back to bed, Pops,” she said to her daughter, and Poppy kissed me on the cheek and hugged her mother and went back upstairs with my dog.

      When she was gone, Rose grabbed me by my shirt and pulled me close again.

      “I missed you,” she said, and that hit me hard again, in a really good way.

      “I missed you, too,” I said.

      “I love you,” she said, and I exhaled and said, “I love you, too,” and meant it.

      She kissed me again, threading her hand through my shaggy hair, holding my mouth to hers. She didn’t need to hold on, I wasn’t going anywhere, but God, it was good to be so wanted. She felt so right, the place I needed to be.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered when we finally broke the kiss to breathe. Then she patted my face and laughed softly. “Even with the beard.”

      “I can shave⁠—”

      She shook her head. “Leave it. Let’s see how we feel about it. Are you hungry? I do have more lasagna.”

      I put my forehead on her shoulder, just for a minute, just to get a grip. I wasn’t freezing to death, nobody was trying to kill me, Rose was warm and loving in my arms, and there was lasagna.

      I really was home. I really had a home.

      “Yes,” I said when I could speak. “I’m very hungry.” And I kissed her again.

      “Good,” she said against my mouth, and then she tugged me back toward the kitchen, which would be warm and full of great smells, with a long table that could feed a lot of people and a big bay window to let in the morning light.

      Home.

      I had one fleeting moment when the old me thought, Don’t get comfortable, don’t be a fool, nothing lasts, this might be a trick, and then I buried that fucking voice and followed the woman I loved into our kitchen.
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      I really did mean to feed Max lasagna, I even put the last pan in the oven to warm up once we’d made it to the kitchen, but then he boosted me up on the table, and kissed me again, moving between my legs, his hands under my apron, and I brushed my face against his beard, which was new and different and still Max, and wrapped my legs around him just to feel him hard against me, and ripped off my apron, and then started shucking his clothes off, too. There were a lot of them; evidently he was dressed for winter.

      We were down to my dress (no underwear as usual) and Max’s pants when somebody knocked on the back door.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Max said, and I went to see what Dmitri wanted now. Except it was Marley.

      I opened the door and let him in, and he said, with his eyes closed, “It’s none of my business, but the curtains are open on the bay window and anybody out back can see in.”

      “You can open your eyes,” I said, and he did cautiously. Two old people fooling around had evidently traumatized him. “Have you eaten? There’s lasagna in the oven.”

      I heard Max growl behind me, but Marley said, “I’m good. I’ll just go back out⁠—”

      “What do you mean, go out?” Max said, sounding surly. “Aren’t you upstairs in Oz’s apartment?”

      I watched the wheels move behind Marley’s eyes, calculating whether this was a time for truth or self-preservation since he’d promised Max that he’d move into Oz’s apartment and look out for us. Then he nodded. “Yes, sir. Nice beard.”

      Self-preservation. Smart boy.

      “Then go up there,” Max said.

      Marley looked from him to me and said, “Right,” and went out into the hallway.

      I said, “We’ve got a good twenty minutes before the lasagna is done. What do you want to do?”

      “The pantry,” he said and pulled me in there and closed the door and boosted me up on the counter there and after that, it was just us, losing the rest of our clothes, Max naked against me, so hot and strong, tasting like Max when I kissed him, sounding like Max when he laughed softly in my ear, feeling like Max when he touched me everywhere, and I touched him everywhere, too, ravenous for him. It wasn’t even about sex, although I wanted that badly, it was about having Max again, having him close, having him back, because he was there, everything was better, would be even better tomorrow. With Max back in my arms, I had a future again.

      At least I hoped so. I didn’t think he’d leave me again, but he hadn’t said⁠—

      “Hey,” he said softly, hot against me, and I paid attention again as he got serious.

      Max serious about sex was a glorious thing.
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      When we were semi-dressed again—Max in his t-shirt and pants and me in my dress, sans apron—I took the lasagna out of the oven and then sat across from him and watched him eat. He was as ravenous with the pasta as he had been with the sex, and I smiled just thinking about it.

      “What’s so funny?” he said, and I shook my head.

      “I’m just glad you’re home.” I stopped, thinking that maybe the “home” bit was presumptuous, but he just said, “Me, too,” and kept eating.

      So I told him everything: what had happened to Coral, telling him she was going to be fine, and then talking about the honey pot meeting, and how we couldn’t figure out what was going on. “Oh, and there was a snake in the oven.” He stopped eating, so I said, “It wasn’t in there with the lasagna, it was pre-lasagna, Maggs killed it for me, so now we’re all being careful. Well, except for Louise, who is evidently invulnerable, and Bea, who is too drunk to care, but the rest of the honey pots and I are checking in with each other. I mean, these are women it would be hard to kill anyway⁠—”

      “Nobody’s hard to kill,” Max said. “You just have to pick your moment and move fast.”

      “Oh.”

      I must have looked startled because he said, “We’ll find out what’s going on and stop it.”

      “That would be good.”

      I was still kind of stunned by “nobody’s hard to kill,” so I asked about Dmitri, who’d been a pretty big surprise, for me, anyway. He filled me in while he was buttering garlic bread, and I was shaken again, realizing how close he’d come to being killed. “There’s no treasure here.”

      Max nodded. “I know. But it looks like Oz found some pieces in the forest and gave them to Coral and Pike at the will.”

      “I wondered about that,” I said. “Is Dmitri going to be a problem?”

      “I don’t think so. By the way, he sent Betty her llama years ago.”

      You know, every time I think Rocky Start can’t surprise me, something else comes up. “Betty and Dmitri? He sent her Fernanda?”

      He grinned at me, his mouth too full of bread to speak. Then he swallowed and said, “Yep. Don’t worry. I’ll deal with Dmitri.”

      He sounded confident about that. Then he changed the subject. “How’s Poppy?”

      “Not good,” I said. “She still can’t sleep very well.”

      He nodded. “It takes a while to come back from the kind of stuff that happened to her. She’ll get there. How’s Marley working out living here? I thought he’d help. What was he doing out back?”

      “He comes in most days to help her with the shop, but he hasn’t moved in yet.”

      Max’s face darkened. “He said he’d watch out for you.”

      “I think he is. Poppy said he slept in his truck out back last night, and he was out there again tonight. Poppy thinks he figures the Ferrells are watching State Street and he’s got the alley. Evidently with a view of us.”

      “That’ll teach him not to follow orders,” Max said. “And he lied to me just now.”

      “Self-preservation, and he’s in Ozzie’s apartment now.” I grinned at him. “I’m not sorry he got an eyeful. Embarrassed, but not sorry. I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Max grinned back at me. “Me, too. But first I need a shower, which I should not take alone.”

      “Really?” My smile was practically to my ears by now. “And why is that?”

      “I might drown,” he said, pretending to be serious now. “I have a history of near drowning, so it would be thoughtful of you to accompany me to keep me from⁠—”

      “Going under?”

      “No,” he said, looking actually serious now. “I went under the day I met you. No hope.”

      I swallowed. “So how long before you go back on the Trail?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Spring maybe. But I’ll come home again. To you. Always to you, Rose.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying not to cry with relief. “Oh, that’s good.”

      He stood up and put his plate in the sink, and I put the rest of the lasagna in the fridge. Very homey.

      Then he grinned at me. “So about that shower.”

      I started for the door to lead him upstairs, but he caught me and kissed me again, and I put my head on his chest, just so damn grateful that I had him again.

      And then we went upstairs, and he didn’t drown.

      Look, I knew it wasn’t going to be that simple, nothing about Max was simple; we needed to have the Relationship Talk, figure out the future, and we had big problems to solve in town, there was danger ahead of us, people I loved were in trouble, but just for one night, I wanted to believe everything was going to be all right. For one night, I wanted it to be about us.

      And it was.
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      At dawn, I’d left Rose in bed, Maggs guarding the foot of it. That had not been easy, but duty called and so did some Franzbrötchen, about which I’d had some dreams while on the trail. I was surprised to see my face in the bathroom mirror—not a lot of mirrors on the trail—and although Rose had said she was fine with it, that beard had to go. It reminded me of being on deployment, when I needed the beard to blend in with the natives, and most of those memories were not fond ones. And then there was the crap I’d take from Pike. The beard said I was sleeping in the snow and eating trail rations. Once I’d shaved it off, I looked like somebody who might sleep in a bed with Rosalie Malone and wake up to Franzbrötchen. Much better.

      After I’d changed and headed next door to Ecstasy, I sent a quick text to Betty to warn her Dmitri was in town.

      Her reply was terse and caused me to smile.

      Pike was not sitting in his usual spot at the side counter. Probably because Coral wasn’t in her usual place behind the counter. It was early, just before seven, so Coral was at the table in the far-left corner, watching Anita set up the counter to open, Pike next to her. There was a bandage on her left cheek—Right-handed knife attacker, my mind immediately thought—and she wore long sleeves. Rose had told me she’d had a deep cut on the left forearm requiring stitches. Defensive wound. Someone had gotten close. And then someone had thrown a poisonous snake into the oven next door. And someone had sent two mercenaries to try to kill me on the Trail.

      I was not happy.

      I went to the counter, got a cup of coffee and the pastry from Anita, then went to their table and sat across from them, angling my chair so, like them, I could see the door.

      Coral smiled at me faintly, a shadow of her usual overflowing self. “Welcome back, Max,” she said softly. “We are so glad you are here.”

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Very good,” she lied.

      “Rose asked you to come back?” Pike asked.

      I nodded.

      “That’s good.” Pike shook his head. “We’re all right, but it’s good to have you here.”

      “You’re all right? Bullshit,” I said. “Knife, snake, and two people trying to kill me on the Trail? We are not all right.”

      Pike glared at me, but that had lost a lot of its power. Sure, he was a tough old bastard, but so was I, and I was not happy.

      “You returned swiftly,” Coral said.

      “I got a ride from a friendly fellow. A Russian. Named Alexei Dmitri.”

      They exchanged a look that was hard for me to decipher.

      “I thought he was dead,” Pike finally said.

      “He thought you and Oz were dead. Over three decades of ignorance on both sides of the world. And now we’re all here together. One big happy clusterfuck.”

      “He is really here?” Coral asked, showing some concern for the first time.

      “He tracked me down on the Appalachian Trail,” I said. “He saved my ass by taking out two killers from the Cauldron who were after me.”

      I gave them a brief after-action report of what had transpired up to arriving last night.

      “Betty?” Coral said when I was done. “He wants to see Betty?”

      Of all I’d said, that was what she latched onto? I nodded. “Dmitri said she shot him a long time ago, but only to wound. True love. Plus, he’s the one who sent her Fernanda years ago.”

      “I wondered about that when the llama showed up,” Pike muttered. “Seemed odd.”

      You think? “I texted her this morning before I came over here to let her know that he was around. She replied with just one word.”

      “And that was?” Coral asked.

      “‘Shit.’”

      Coral laughed softly. “She can handle Dmitri.”

      I knew Coral was trying to distract me from the real problem. I looked Pike in the eyes. “You know why Dmitri was tracking me, right? There was treasure that you stole from him when you took the SCIF in Afghanistan. Part of the Bactrian hoard.”

      “Well,” Pike admitted, “yeah. But we lost it. We had it in a bundle and it fell off the ramp before we jumped.”

      I filled in the rest. “And Oz searched for it all these years and finally found it.”

      “No,” Coral said. Pike was also shaking his head.

      “Dmitri thinks he did,” I said. “He thought I was out there in the wilderness to recover it. And he wants it back.”

      “Fuck Dmitri,” Pike said. “We shoulda killed him when we had the chance.”

      “He got sent to the Gulag because he lost the SCIF. He’s suffered enough. At least that’s what he said.” Now that I was warm and fed and satisfied, I was questioning pretty much everything Dmitri had told me. I turned to Coral. “He says you received a brooch from the Bactrian hoard at the will. The thing that was wrapped in the blue panties.”

      “Who told him that?” Pike demanded, which was a definite yes.

      “I’d say Barry was talking out of shop.”

      “Fucking Barry,” Pike said.

      He seemed to be missing the important parts. I looked at Coral, “This might explain why someone tried to attack you yesterday⁠—”

      Hermione Witch walked in, head on a swivel.

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” I said in a low voice. “Was that why some woman showed up yesterday with a knife?”

      Coral frowned. “This does not make sense. She asked if I was Coral and then she attacked, trying to kill me. And she would have if Rose and your dog had not intervened.”

      Rose had left out that interesting part. “Rose did what?”

      “She hit her with a chair and distracted her,” Coral said, “then Maggs bit her knife arm so I could kill her.

      With a chair. That’s my girl, I thought and then put my mind back on the problem. “Did she ask about the brooch?”

      “No,” Coral said. “She just confirmed who I was and attacked when my back was turned.”

      “A pro?” I asked.

      Coral frowned. “Not an amateur. If I had not caught the movement in the mirror and blocked her first strike, she would have succeeded. Even then, there is a good chance she might have killed me one on one. She was taken by surprise by Rose and Maggs.”

      Pike shifted in his chair, but Coral was being honest. I wondered where Pike had been when this happened.

      “The two assassins coming after me were from the Cauldron,” I said.

      “And Dmitri handled them?” Pike asked.

      I nodded. “Fast and efficient.” I filled them in on how Dmitri had taken them out, and the small Cauldron tattoo on both.

      “That’s new,” Pike said, referencing the tattoo.

      “New management,” I said. “Did your attacker have the tattoo?”

      “We haven’t had an autopsy,” Pike said. “Really, no need since we know cause of death. Dottie ran prints, facial, and DNA. Nothing on the first two, although we’re waiting on the DNA.”

      “Where’s the body?” I asked.

      “One of the drawers in Melissa’s basement.”

      At least they hadn’t cremated it already. “I’ll check it. Was the woman who attacked you Russian?”

      Coral shook her head. “No. American accent.”

      “The Cauldron hires worldwide,” I said. “I had one Russian and one British. But why would the current head of the Cauldron care about me or Coral? Herc said that whoever he was, he was happy we’d taken out Serena.”

      “If the Cauldron got paid,” Pike said, “they’d care. They’d take out the Pope if they got a contract.”

      “Who would pay to have me hit?” I asked.

      They both looked at me, and I realized that was a question I could better answer and the list was long, so I changed the subject. “Do you have the treasure?”

      They shook their heads in unison.

      “No,” Pike said. “Just what we got from Oz at the will. I was holding on to the bundle with it when we were doing our last jump checks and I lost control. We’d rigged it fast when we realized Serena was going to betray us. We jumped relatively high, about five thousand feet above the highest peak, so that stuff is somewhere from wherever that was to where we landed, which was about three miles north-northwest of town. And in these mountains, that’s a long way and a lot of very rough terrain.”

      Having parachuted out of a number of perfectly good aircraft, I understood what he was saying. The plane covers a lot of distance in just a second. Add in having walked through these mountains and it would be a miracle if the contents were ever found, especially if the chute hadn’t opened. But Oz had found at least two pieces.

      Or . . .

      “Did Oz take any of the treasure before you rigged the bundle?” I asked Pike.

      Pike frowned. “It’s possible, but not likely. There was a lot going on. We were focused on the cash.”

      Coral wasn’t happy. “Oz was obsessed with it. He kept driving out into the forest, looking. But he never said he found anything, and after a while it was just part of life here. Oz driving around in the woods. He began doing it less and less.”

      “Do you think he found more than what he gave you guys?” I asked.

      Pike shook his head. “The reason I told Oz to forget about it, besides the fact we had plenty of cash from the Stinger buyback, was what the hell were we going to do with any of it? You can’t move stuff like that. People would recognize the pieces and bring attention here that we don’t want.”

      “Which is what’s happened,” I said. “Didn’t it bother you guys when you got those pieces?”

      Pike shrugged. “I figured he found them, and the bundle had broken apart in midair and scattered. I thought if he’d found the bundle intact, he’d have said something.”

      “Maybe by giving you those pieces in his will, he was sending you a message,” I said. “Letting you know he’d found the treasure. There might be clues around that only you would recognize.”

      Pike shook his head. “I swear, neither Coral or I have any more of the treasure, and Oz never said anything to us about it.”

      I believed him. “But you haven’t followed up. Checked to see if he left you hints. The real problem is we can’t prove a negative. Dmitri isn’t going to buy that Oz only found a couple of pieces. And if word is out there about the treasure, we’re going to have others showing up. Barry can’t keep his damn mouth shut when he’s drunk, and people were asking Rose about hidden gold before I left.”

      “Kill Barry,” Pike said, but there was no energy behind the suggestion.

      “Too late,” I said. “You should have known he’d talk after the reading of the will. He knew what he was giving you.”

      Here I was, scolding two people old enough to be my parents. But there was also the unspoken issue of their missing that Oz’s death had been a murder. And that bothered me because it meant Pike wasn’t up to the task of protecting Rocky Start, and I didn’t want the job.

      At least, I didn’t think I wanted the job. My certainty wavered as Rose came in with Maggs, smiling at people, a real smile, and came up to our table to put her hand on my shoulder, rubbing just a little. That felt good. Then she touched my cheek and said, “Hello? No beard?” and I said, “I’m civilized now,” and Pike snorted, and I didn’t care.

      She focused on Coral and her smile became a look of concern. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better,” Coral said. “The wounds are clean and will heal. The doctor did a good job.” She looked over at the counter. “I need to help⁠—”

      “No,” Rose said. “You rest. No argument. Poppy is coming back again this afternoon to help Anita, probably with Quill, and you staggering around while they try to work will not help.”

      “Quill?” I said, a little lost.

      “Hester Quill, the doctor’s daughter,” Rose said. “I told you about her last night.”

      “She is a lovely child,” Coral said. “It was fun showing her how to bake. She was very enthusiastic. I think given some time she will be quite a good baker.”

      Rose nodded. “That’s good. Talk her into staying in town, please, and she can talk her mother into it. In the meantime, you sit and heal.”

      And surprisingly, Coral did as she was told.

      Rose must have been exercising some backbone with these people since I left.

      She sat down next to me, and I gave her a quick summary of what I’d learned, and she looked serious and thoughtful. And wonderful. I wanted to put my arm around her, kiss her until she laughed⁠—

      “After all these years,” Coral said, “we thought the treasure was no longer an issue.”

      “It may not be,” Rose said, leaning into my shoulder a little bit, just to be closer; also wonderful. “I bet most of that treasure is buried under thirty years of leaf mold and new growth in the forest. Nobody will ever find it.”

      “Ozzie found something,” I said.

      Rose frowned. “But if he’d found more, we would have discovered it in the house.”

      “Or he cached it,” I said.

      “What?” Rose asked.

      “He found it and then hid it somewhere out there,” I replied. “Just took the two pieces as gifts. He knew he couldn’t do anything with the treasure.”

      “He’d have told me,” Pike said, but he didn’t sound certain.

      “Then he’d have put you in danger,” I said. “He didn’t tell you where he hid the microfilm. Maybe you just haven’t seen the clue about where the treasure is hidden.”

      That reminded me that I needed to give Lionel the microfilm we’d found and that Rose had stolen back from Herc, and have him find a way to download it and read it. But for right now, the body in the basement of Melissa’s funeral home was more important.

      Coral was thoughtful. “If Oz cached the treasure, you are correct. He would have left a way to find it.”

      “But he didn’t find it,” Pike said. The two of them exchanged a look, one honed over decades in each other’s company that was hard for an outsider to interpret.

      I was still getting to know Rose’s looks. So I glanced over at her. She gave a slight nod toward the door, and, being an astute interpreter of the human condition, I figured it would be best to leave Pike and Coral to deal with these revelations between the two of them.

      I stood and pulled her up with me, keeping her close.

      “You do not work today,” she told Coral sternly, and Coral nodded, and we headed for the door.

      “We need to close out this woman from yesterday,” I said when we were out in the cold again.

      “Close out?” Rose asked.

      “I need to take a look at the body.”

      “I’m going with you.” Rose looked braced to argue with me, but I was getting better at this so I said, “That was my plan.”

      “Oh.” She brightened and beamed at me. “Good.”

      She looked so happy, I had to kiss her.

      It was really good to be back.
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      We got the spare key for Melissa’s from Luke, who already had his shop open. He’d been keeping an eye on the funeral home for Betty until she figured out what to do with her inheritance. I didn’t ask him if he’d seen Jackie lately because I have tact and restraint, but it was a near thing.

      At the funeral parlor, I unlocked the front door and Max followed me in, which was nice. Usually, going into an unoccupied building that wasn’t Oddities or Ecstasy or the Wok Inn, he made me stand to one side and pulled out his gun. Of course, that would have been helpful when I opened the oven.

      Once inside, Max headed for the stairs to the basement, and I followed.

      “Did you have one of the Ferrells run a background check on this Quill woman?” Max asked on his way down.

      “Her name is Jackie and she’s a doctor, so that’s ‘Dr. Quill’ to you. And no.”

      “Don’t you think it’s suspicious she shows up at the same time as an assassin?” He opened the door to the basement.

      “Yes.”

      He turned to look at me. “But?”

      “She’s with her daughter, which doesn’t seem like something a pro would do. She fixed Coral up and didn’t try to kill her. And we need a doctor.”

      “I still think Dottie or Lionel should run a check.” Max headed for the far wall, the one with the heavy steel doors with corpses on sliding trays behind them. “What’s the latest with the two of them, by the way? Still at each other’s throats?”

      “Lionel’s moved back in with Dottie.” I hung back. I am not a fan of dead bodies, and I’d already spent enough time looking at this one. “Apparently, he appreciated her saving his life and she realized she might miss him if he died. I’m not sure how long it will last, but the mail is getting delivered almost every day.”

      “Like Rocky Start is a real town.”

      Max checked the tags on the lockers, then opened one and slid the tray out. The woman from yesterday was on it, dressed in the same clothes. I was glad no one had started an autopsy. Not that we had anyone left who could.

      Max just stood there, staring at her.

      “What?” I asked.

      Max pointed at her boots. “It’s weird. Sometimes when I see someone who was killed, my mind goes to the same weird place. I think about the moment they put their boots on. How they laced them up and tied them and had no idea that was the last time they were ever going to do that.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s . . . depressing.”

      He pulled the coat off the body.

      “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

      “Yep.”

      Max, master communicator.

      “I was surprised there was so little blood from the knife,” I said. “Coral was bleeding like a stuck pig from her cuts, but when she stabbed this woman with her own knife, there was pretty much nothing.”

      Max pointed at the red mark where the dagger had entered. “Coral’s blade went right into the heart. It stopped pumping immediately. And the knife itself acted like a plug. What we call a clean kill.”

      Another new expression I didn’t need to know. I waited as he finished tugging her coat off. Then he pushed up her left sleeve.

      “Here,” he said, tapping the inside of the elbow.

      I went over and looked. There was a tattoo of a small circle with two lines intersecting inside it at right angles.

      “The Cauldron,” Max said.

      “Serena’s dead,” I automatically said.

      “The Cauldron isn’t,” Max said.

      “Junior?”

      “Herc told me someone else was in charge now.”

      I stared at the dead woman. It was hard for me to believe this had been a living, breathing person forty-eight hours ago, still harder to realize I’d watched her die. She looked so small and vulnerable. And she’d sliced Coral up like she was a ham. So I felt sorry for her and hated her.

      I really do not like dead bodies.

      Max checked her other arm. There was another tattoo, high up. The head of Medusa, snakes writhing. “Shit.”

      “You recognize that?”

      He nodded. “I’ve seen it before. It’s an informal thing. People in the Intelligence Support Activity sometimes get it.”

      “Is that like the CIA?”

      “More secret than the CIA,” Max said. “And it’s stupid to get a tattoo.”

      Max didn’t have any tattoos. Ask me how I know. “Why is it dumb to get a tattoo?”

      “Dumb in covert ops,” Max amended his statement. “It’s a permanent mark that lets others know something about you. Something you might not want them to know. Like, ‘Hey, I’m serving in a covert unit.’”

      “Right. Secrets. So she worked for the government?” Great. That was all we needed, government assassins heading our way.

      Max shook his head. “No. She had been with the government. Past tense. She was a player, then she became a dog.”

      Max had explained to me how anyone who was a mercenary was called a dog in his world, while those who worked for a government were called players. I guess so I’d know who to avoid, although very few people introduced themselves with “Hi, I’m a dog,” so the information wasn’t that helpful.

      I went back to being professional. “Would knowing that help Dottie find out who she was?”

      “Nope,” Max said. “ISA people don’t exist. Ex-ISA people don’t exist.”

      “She existed,” I said, remembering how offended Jackie had been at Pike’s cold reaction to the body. Her caring had been normal. We probably needed more of that normal in Rocky Start.

      Which made me think about what Max had said about regular mail delivery making Rocky Start a real town. It was a real town already. But maybe not a real community. That meeting the day before in Ecstasy had been the first time I’d talked to those women in a group. In fact, aside from Coral and Betty and Lian, the first time I’d talked to them in any depth at all.

      Maybe I should work on that. Right after we dealt with our current problems.

      Max leaned over, his face just above hers and sniffed. “Geez,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “She reeks of alcohol. Even after being down here a day. She was drunk when she went after Coral. Lots of drug and alcohol abuse among players. If it gets too bad, they get killed or end up being a dog. Either way, they usually end up like this.”

      He stepped back and stared at the body. The silence stretched out too long.

      Alcohol abuse. And Max always refused wine at dinner. “Max?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you go back on the Trail to stay sober?”

      He finally shifted his attention from the body. “Not consciously. But, yeah, it scares me a little. I don’t want to drink again.”

      “How bad was it when you drank?”

      He paused. “When I was operational, I was functional. A lot of binging during down time. Once I stopped taking contracts, retired, it was bad. Herc might be an asshole, but he knew getting me on the Trail would give me an objective and keep me sober.”

      “And now you’re here with temptation again.” I moved closer to him. “Listen, I’ll help you.”

      He shook his head. “It’s my problem.”

      “The hell it is,” I said, and he jerked his head up at my tone. “We’re in this life together. At least I think we are. I know you’re a big loner, but if something comes between us, if it takes you away from me, it’s our problem. Don’t shut me out.”

      He met my eyes and then he nodded. “Yeah. Okay. I need to not drink.”

      “I’ll help you,” I said.

      “Good.” He nodded toward the body. “For now, let’s keep our eyes on the immediate issue. At least we know that there is a connection between the attacks on Coral and on me and possibly the snake in the oven. The Cauldron.”

      So we were done talking about the problem. Okay. That was his call. “The snake didn’t have a tattoo,” I said.

      Max slid the drawer back in and latched the door. “Let’s get out of here. I’ve got to do something I don’t want to do.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Call Herc.”

      “Ugh,” I said.

      “Yep,” Max said, and to my relief, we headed back to Oddities.

      Oddities was still a mess, but there were no corpses there so far. I take the wins where I can get them.
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      I asked for leftover lasagna for lunch, and Rose said, “Anything you want, Reddy,” so when lunch was done, I said, “Anything?” and we went upstairs.

      It was weird being this comfortable, life being this warm and easy. For the first time in my life, I trusted somebody completely, somebody I’d only known a month, but it was Rose, so of course. Tangled in the sheets, drowsing with her after sex, our arms around each other . . . that was not me, and yet, now it was.

      But somebody was putting out hits, so we got out of bed and went back to work. I knew Rose wasn’t aware why we made love after visiting Melissa’s, but needing sex after seeing death was a primal instinct. As if one had to prove they were alive in the face of it. And also, we were good at it.

      I went out the back door so I could get a satellite signal without anybody seeing me and asking for something. Even just one morning back, two different people had come looking for Rose, wanting her to solve their problems. Which she did, of course. I got the feeling Rose was handling some of the stuff Ozzie had, smoothing things out. Things had evolved in Rocky Start, even though I’d only been gone two weeks.

      But Rose was still Rose, and that’s all I cared about, as long as nobody was killing people.

      I wandered down the alley to the river road and walked along it, careful of my footing in the ice and snow. The sound of water cascading over the rocks didn’t soothe my spirit, probably because I’d been dunked in the Little Melvin a few too many times.

      When I reached the picnic table, I cleared the snow off and sat. I noticed that the initials that had been carved in the top had been sanded out. I suspected Luke had done that; attention to detail.

      Then I called he whom I did not want to call, also known as Herc, my former boss in the covert world and the man who had helped Oz and Pike set up Rocky Start.

      “Max,” Herc said when he answered after only two rings. “Why can I assume you are bringing trouble into my life? You never call to see how I’m doing.”

      His voice brought an immediate reaction of a feeling of dread, and I realized it always had. It had been part of my old normal, which I now knew had been anything but normal. I wasn’t going to get caught up in his nonsense today. “Someone tried to kill Coral yesterday morning.”

      “Is she still alive?”

      “You know she is.” Herc could dip into the surveillance feeds of State Street and the highway that the Ferrells had in the SCIF that Herc had so graciously gifted to Rocky Start. He had not done it out of the kindness of his heart.

      “I’m not happy about the damage to the SCIF,” Herc said, as if he could read my mind, easily dismissing the attempt on Coral’s life. He was referring to the short-circuit Geoffrey Nice had caused in the SCIF to try to take out the evidence of his killing Harvey.

      “Tough shit. And we didn’t do it. That nutjob Geoffrey Nice did it.”

      “Careful, Max.” And the way he said it, I knew I needed to rein it in. You can only poke the bear so often before it rips your head off. I decided not to tell him about the snake in the oven because, given his reaction to the attempt on Coral, I didn’t want to deal with his apathy toward Rose.

      I shifted the topic. “Two dogs from the Cauldron were stalking me on the Appalachian Trail.”

      “Really?” He sounded bored.

      “Why?”

      “How the fuck should I know?”

      “You told me the new person in charge of the Cauldron didn’t care about Serena.”

      “They don’t.”

      “Then why were two of them after me?”

      “Did you ask them?”

      “We didn’t chat,” I said. “Why would someone be after me? And the person who tried to take out Coral was also from the Cauldron. Coral had nothing to do with Serena’s death. What’s going on?”

      “Max. You don’t work for me anymore, remember? Unless you want to get back on the job and are looking for a contract, I suggest you lose my number. Also, remember, dogs work for money.”

      “Who is running the Cauldron now?”

      “No one you know.”

      “Junior Stafford?”

      “Not likely.”

      That was a shift from his earlier statement. Almost an admission. I figured there wasn’t anything to lose. “Is it about the treasure?”

      There was a very short pause. “What treasure?”

      “The one Oz and Pike took from the Russians in Afghanistan way back when. Part of the gold from the Bactrian hoard.”

      “I heard that rumor, ‘way back when,’ as you say. But Oz and Pike never said anything. The Russians never said anything. And nothing ever came of it. The Bactrian hoard was in the public eye after their mission. Did a tour of museums around the world. Hard to do that if Oz had it.”

      Talking with Herc was like speaking another language. Often what he didn’t say was more important than what he did. What struck me is he didn’t deny the rumor. He talked around it. Also, he seemed unusually knowledgeable about something he said didn’t amount to anything. On the other hand, that was his job. To know stuff.

      “Not really,” I said. “The Bactrian hoard was dug up by a Soviet archeologist. We know what he reported finding. But we don’t know what he actually found. It’s not like the Soviets were big on the truth. Especially the KGB. They were always looking for ways to fund their operations off the books. And to enrich themselves.” I was holding back on the details of what Dmitri had told me about the seventh grave because if I mentioned it, Herc would want to know where I got the information. I also didn’t point out our own government, including Herc and the CIA in general, also financed some of their own ops in various unique and nefarious ways. Some much worse than hoarding treasure.

      “Why do you give a shit, Max?” Herc asked. “I thought you were off walking the damn Trail again.”

      “I was. Until the two dogs showed up.”

      “And where are they now?” Herc asked.

      “Pushing up daisies.”

      “What about the one that went after Coral?”

      “You know already.”

      “Then your problems are solved.”

      “Not if there are contracts out on us. If they’re Cauldron contracts, there will be more coming. And we don’t know who let the contracts.”

      “I got nothing for you, Max.”

      “Can you find out who put out a hit on us with the Cauldron?”

      “No.”

      “Was it Junior?”

      “You think Junior could run the Cauldron?”

      Another non-answer. “You owe me.”

      “I do not owe you, Max. We had a business arrangement. I paid you for your services. Anything outside of that is in your imagination.”

      I realized my hand was hurting from gripping the phone so hard. I was experiencing the side of Herc that he showed to those he didn’t need. It should have made me angry. Instead, it gave me a hollow feeling. As if he’d just vacated years of my life and rendered them worthless. I’d never really focused on the money for the contracts I’d taken over the years; always the mission and whether it fit within my ethical boundaries, such as they were. I’d even turned down some that I’d felt were sketchy. That was the biggest reason I’d gone from being a government employee to a contractor for Herc; since I didn’t have to follow orders I didn’t agree with. I’d always believed I was working on the side of good.I still believed that, but . . .

      Herc cut into my musings. “Why are you asking me about the Bactrian hoard? What’s happened? It was just a rumor. What’s changed?”

      Herc was not dumb.

      “Still just rumors,” I said, realizing that I’d make a mistake. I’d assumed Herc knew about the treasure from Oz and Pike or his own sources. Of course, it was likely he probably knew all about it and was fishing to add to what he already knew.

      I was getting really tired of all the games.

      “I don’t think Oz and Pike could keep a treasure under wraps for three decades,” Herc said.

      “Bullshit,” I replied. “Oz was perfectly capable of doing that. He had the microfilm that long. I want to find out why these people are coming. And who is sending them.”

      “I’ve told you enough times to get out of Rocky Start, but you won’t listen to me. Are you planning on staying there, Max?”

      A couple of seconds of silence ticked off. “Yes.”

      The line went dead.

      I sat on the table, trying to make sense of it, and the only thing I could think of was that Herc had been far too interested in getting me out of Rocky Start. In fact, he was far too interested in Rocky Start for a guy who ran a powerful organization, given the fact he really didn’t give a shit about the people who retired here.

      So the question was: Why?

      My musings on the convoluted workings of Herc’s mind were interrupted by Dmitri coming around the corner of the Wok Inn toward me. Just what I needed.

      “My wandering friend,” he said as he arrived. He wore the same heavy fur coat and very nice winter boots. Which reminded me that I was cold in my old jacket.

      “What do you want, Dmitri?”

      “My treasure.”

      “I thought you were going to look up Betty?”

      “All in good time. You mentioned Oz was looking for the treasure.”

      “I did not.”

      “Not in so many words, but in essence.”

      I’d had a little time to think about it. If Oz had found the treasure, it was a big liability for Rocky Start. I’d prefer it to be Dmitri’s liability. “There are maps.”

      Dmitri perked right up. “Ah! Maps are good. Let us go look at them.”

      “They’re just maps. No big flag on them saying ‘Here there be treasure.’”

      “But there could be clues.” Dmitri frowned. “You look unhappy. I do not see how a man with such a beautiful woman can⁠—”

      “Give it a break, Dmitri,” I said. “We’ve got problems here in Rocky Start. And you’re one of them.”

      Surprisingly, he nodded. “Yes. You do have problems. I am the least of it, though.”

      “You’re standing in front of me right now. And I think you’re a lot more trouble than you pretend.”

      “Perhaps, when you are in better mood, we might discuss the maps?”

      “Don’t count on it.”

      “Seeing the maps?”

      “A better mood.”

      He shook his head. “We must talk maps very soon. And in exchange I will tell you other things, things you need to know.”

      He turned and walked away, leaving me with the feeling that everyone knew a lot more than I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After dinner, Max wanted to see the status of the cottage, so he checked to make sure that Marley would be in Ozzie’s apartment all night so that Poppy wouldn’t be alone in the building. I told Poppy we didn’t have to leave, and she said, “Go. Max should see how far we’ve gotten on the cottage.” I told her Marley would be in Ozzie’s apartment, and she nodded and said, “That’s fine,” and I thought about asking her what was going on with them, and decided if she needed me to know, she’d tell me. Until I couldn’t stand it anymore and asked her.

      So Max and I went out to our cottage in the woods, the one he’d bought for me before he’d left.

      It had only been two weeks since he’d hit the Trail, but I’d managed to get a lot done to the place. Turns out having friends like Luke and Pike and Marley and Reggie paid dividends. And for the other work, cold hard cash worked wonders on a plumber or electrician’s priority list for showing up, especially if it was Luke doing the asking. I didn’t have as much of that cold hard cash now, but I did have a cottage that showed real progress.

      The new windows were in, double-paned so the place was a lot warmer. The roof had been repaired with extra insulation blown in. There was power, courtesy of a brand-new circuit box and Pike making a call to the electric co-op in Bearton. The plumbing was started but not done—the kitchen was completely gutted, pipes in place but no shower upstairs in the bathroom, although there was a working toilet and sink up there. That was a priority I’d insisted on so I could go out to the cottage and read and think. Max might miss peeing in the bushes, but I was all for walls and flushing.

      The easy part on the interior had been done: gutting it. Luke, Darius, Marley, Reggie, Owen, Mei, and Poppy had had a blast the previous weekend wielding sledgehammers for two days in our four rooms. The interior walls downstairs, none of which had been supporting, were gone. HGTV would have had the place done in a week; I was hoping for some time in January, settling for February.

      Until then, I’d ordered a queen-sized memory foam mattress and bedframe for the bedroom, thinking I might spend the night out there. I could get it pretty warm inside even before the electricity had gone in since Luke had made sure the fireplace people had come in and cleaned and lined the chimney, and had paid Marley and his brother Reggie to stock me up on firewood. Then I’d reconsidered and decided I'd wait until Max and I could spend the night out there together if he ever got back. Sleeping alone in the woods at night outside Rocky Start? I wasn’t that brave yet, and anyway I couldn’t leave Poppy alone.

      But now Marley was in Ozzie’s bedroom, and Max was back in town, and I needed a break from problem-solving for everybody who wandered by.

      Basically, I needed a break from Rocky Start.

      We left Maggs with Poppy and took the Pathfinder because Max said he was done with walking in the snow. Ozzie’s big tires and four-wheel drive really helped as we drove down the forest road that Pike kept plowed and then past Betty’s cottage where Fernanda eyed us balefully across the fence. Then we turned off the plowed forest road onto virgin snow, as Max called it. Max somehow managed to get us up what could hardly be called a road, more an opening among trees, to park right behind the old cottage. The farther we got from Rocky Start, the easier I breathed. I loved that town, but it was weighing on me at the moment.

      Max grabbed some stuff out of the back of the Pathfinder as I went to the cottage and unlocked the door and turned on the lights. Max hustled in, shut the door behind him, and took in the place, now one open room bisected by a stone staircase.

      “You got a lot done,” he said.

      “Not me. Luke and the kids. Plus an electrician and a plumber. Claud. He’s coming back to finish up the bathroom and start the kitchen. But there are new pipes and a new pump in the well, so we have running water that’s lead-free.”

      He nodded, looking about. I looked at the walls and imagined drywall and paint and paper, at the naked windows and saw curtains, thick thermal ones. Max probably saw lines of fire.

      “You kept the interior shutters,” he said. “Good.”

      “The toilet works,” I said.

      “Always a plus. Tell whoever the plumber is to put in a big shower fast.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me—the man had a real lust for shower sex, so we were definitely going to have a bench in there so we didn’t kill ourselves—and I laughed and he kissed me, which is always good. I said, “I told Claud we need a soaking tub big enough for two,” and he said, “We’re going to be the two cleanest people in Rocky Start,” and we were all right again, all the crisis and turmoil fallen away.

      Max let go of me and did what he called a manly thing: making a fire. He cheated though, using one of those fire logs I’d bought because I am not manly but still wanted warmth.

      “Don’t you do it the Daniel Boone way?” I asked as he arranged wood on top of the fire log. “Rubbing sticks together or something?”

      He looked insulted. “Some things are best done the easy way, especially when there are much more important things to do.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as checking out the upstairs.” He frowned. “There’s a fireplace up there, too, right? We need one of those bearskin rugs. We could make love in front of the fire.”

      “Some things are best done the comfortable way,” I said. “Not on the floor. Especially not on the fur of some dead animal who was probably just minding her own business trying to get home to her cub when some asshole shot her.”

      “Right,” Max said, now staring at the flames flickering over the logs and beginning to catch.

      Men and fire. There’s something primal there. Although I love a fire, too. Maybe Max was right about making love in front of a fire, although not on a dead animal. Upstairs would be a big improvement over a kitchen in Rocky Start with Poppy upstairs and Marley watching from his truck, appalled, while Hermione pounded on the door to report Russians.

      Max stood up, and I moved close so he put his arm around my shoulders, holding me even closer.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “Trying not to,” Max said.

      “Good idea,” I said.

      So we stood there for a minute in this weird, comfortable bubble, watching the fire blossom in our place, safe and private, just us.

      I mean, the future was going to happen, we definitely had major problems and more coming our way. But worries about the future were just living in the future, and all I wanted tonight was the Good Right Now.

      I pulled him toward the stairs. “Did I tell you I bought a mattress for the bedroom? Memory foam.”

      Max nodded, as he followed me up the stairs, his hand on my ass where it belonged. “Now we’re living large.”

      I did have one bad thought as we went up to bed, that the Good Right Now might be all we ever had if whoever was sending the attacks got lucky, but that wasn’t helpful. If Max the expert could put it aside, so could I.

      So I watched Max build another fire upstairs and I just enjoyed the hell out of the Good Right Now.
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      I sat in my bedroom and tried to figure out what to do about Marley.

      Here’s what I think happened with the whole truck thing: Two weeks ago, Marley told me that Max wanted him to move in. I asked him if he wanted to move in. He asked me if it was all right with me. I said it was. He said yes.

      But it was weird.

      Did I want Marley around at night? Hell, yes. I always felt better when he was around. I’d known him half my life. We grew up together. It was always easy with him, no drama, no tension, no worries. Yeah, I wanted more of that, especially right now.

      And yes, I’d just broken it off with Darius, and Marley had just broken it off with Mei, but neither one of us was looking for anything romantic. Just friends.

      But then I had a bad day, and Marley knew it when he came by after work, I don’t know how, but he knew, so he said we should take the night off, order a pizza, watch a movie, and he let me pick the movie. I picked Barbie because it would cheer me up. Ryan Gosling singing “I’m Just Ken” always cheers me up.

      What he didn’t realize, I think, was that the TV was in my bedroom. But no big deal, we took the pizza and Cokes and stretched out on my bed and watched the movie. When it was over, he said, “That was such a girl movie,” and I said, “Okay, what’s a guy movie?” and he took the remote and found Ice Station Zebra on Amazon to rent for three bucks. He said it was Pike’s favorite movie so he and Reggie had seen it a lot growing up. Then he told me he’d pay me back, and I told him I could afford three bucks and he’d paid for the pizza. His movie was about Americans and Russians looking for a film capsule, and I’d had enough of film canisters, thank you, that’s the reason I got kidnapped, so I sort of zoned out.

      Okay, I fell asleep.

      And I slept just fine, no nightmares. I was out for a good six hours, solid.

      When I woke up, it was late and the lights were still on and Marley was still beside me, but he was out cold, too. I think he’d been really exhausted when he’d gotten off work and put on a show for me because he knew I was coming undone. And then Ice Station Zebra put him to sleep, too.

      So I didn’t wake him up. I just turned off the TV and the lights and pulled a blanket over both of us, annoying my cat William, who looked at Marley, decided there was nothing he could do about the stranger in the bed, and went back to sleep. Maggs watched me move around the room and then get back into bed, and she did a dog shrug and went to back to sleep. I snuggled down next to Marley and dozed off again, and when I woke up, it was morning and he was gone. I mean, really gone. He didn’t come back for the next two weeks except for a couple of times to drop things off in the apartment he was supposed to be moving into. Because Max wanted him to watch over us. Which my mother told him wasn’t necessary, but Marley said he would, so . . .

      And now I knew he’d been in his truck behind Oddities, watching from out there. It probably hadn’t been bad before this week because we were having a ridiculously warm November, early December, but now we were getting a record-setting snowfall and freeze, so he was going to move back in, whether he wanted to or not.

      That was my plan, anyway, but then he did move in, or at least he spent the night in Ozzie’s bedroom last night because Max had found out he was sleeping outside and told him to get his ass into that bedroom. And I knew he was there now, and Max and my mom had gone out to the cottage, and I didn’t think they were coming back. So I was alone.

      I hated being alone. Okay, I was scared. I’d told my mom it would be all right, but it wasn’t. I didn’t know what was out there. There could be more snakes. There would definitely be more nightmares. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since Ice Station Zebra.

      So at midnight, I was staring at the ceiling, knowing that I couldn’t sleep because if I slept, I’d dream, and I was so tired of nightmares. And one apartment away was a bed I could sleep in because it had a guy in it that repelled nightmares. Unless that had been Ice Station Zebra.

      So I got out of bed, annoying William who went back to sleep when I put my robe on (we turn the furnace down at night and I think my mom overdid it), and when I went across the hall to Marley’s door, Maggs followed me, yawning. That’s when I remembered I didn’t have a key, but I tried the doorknob and it turned so we went in.

      It was dark and cold and completely quiet, and I was scared. I almost went back to my bedroom, but the only two people in the whole building were me and Marley, and I thought . . . I thought I didn’t want to be alone.

      So I opened the door to Ozzie’s bedroom as quietly as possible, and there he was, fast asleep, almost hidden under the big white comforter, his dark hair falling across his forehead, lit only by the streetlight outside. And I thought for the first time that he was beautiful, like a fallen angel, so innocently asleep. He must have been a beautiful little boy, which was a weird thing to think because I’d met him when he was ten, so I must have seen him then, but I was nine and not particularly thinking that boys were beautiful.

      I was thinking it now.

      Actually, I was thinking that what I was doing was really wrong and I should get the hell out of there, and that’s when Maggs jumped on the bed, and Marley woke up. Of course.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Maggs, get down. I’m really really sorry. I’m leaving⁠—”

      “Wait,” he said, sitting up, still foggy with sleep. “Wait. What’s wrong?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, moving toward the door.

      “Wait, Pops.” He got out of bed and turned on the bedside lamp. “Did you hear something? What woke you up?”

      I hesitated, trying not to look at him. He had on a t-shirt and boxers so he was dressed, but still, he looked really good. “I hadn’t gone to sleep yet. I’m sorry I woke you. I’ll⁠—”

      “Wait.” He kind of scrubbed at his hair, trying to wake up, and that made it stand up, and I had this insane urge to smooth it down for him. “You can’t sleep, right?”

      I nodded. “Yes, but that’s not new.”

      “But you slept when we watched movies,” he said.

      I nodded. “Yes, but . . . I told Mom I didn’t care if they went out to the cottage, but I can’t sleep and I’m alone over there and⁠—”

      He sighed. “Get in the bed, Poppy, so we can both get some sleep.” He looked at the clock. “Eight hours if we’re lucky and I go into work late.”

      “You don’t have to,” I said.

      “Get in the bed, Poppy,” he said, and I went around to the other side and slid under the covers, and Maggs lay back down again.

      I was freezing even with my robe, so it felt really good under there, but then he lay down beside me on top of the covers.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Go to sleep, Pops,” he said and closed his eyes, but I knew he was cold.

      “Get under the covers,” I told him.

      “Pops.”

      “Under the covers,” I said. “Or I’m going to sleep on top of them, too, and we’ll both freeze.”

      I think he was really cold because he didn’t argue, just got under the comforter with me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You’re welcome,” he said and rolled over so his back was to me.

      So I did the same thing. I was really confused, to tell you the truth. I still didn’t know why I couldn’t sleep—I mean, get over it, Poppy—and I think I was disappointed because I really wanted to be close to him, and I wasn’t going to attack him, for heaven’s sake—and then somewhere in all that thinking I fell asleep. Really asleep. No nightmares asleep.

      When I woke up the next morning, it was really late, the sun was shining through the window, and Marley was gone, and Maggs was at the bottom of the bed, staring at me, like, “What’s with you, lazy person?”

      And I wasn’t tired anymore.
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      Rose and I had driven back to Rocky Start at dawn. Both fires had gone out and the cottage had gotten chilly despite our best efforts to keep warm under the big comforter—really good efforts—so we’d finally packed up and headed back. Once home, we’d showered together, always fun and warm, then gotten dressed and had breakfast with Poppy, just like normal people with a kid and a dog and a cat. That was weird, but it felt good, and that was enough for me.

      Then Poppy went to school, and Rose opened the shop, and I started my day, too. Which meant clearing up some loose ends with our resident snoops.

      It was a Rocky Start tradition that Lionel and Dottie Ferrell flipped a coin every morning to decide which one would deliver both mail routes, Tennessee and North Carolina, while the other opened up their respective post office. Their acrimonious divorce procedures had played hell with that, but Rose had told me they’d reconciled.

      That meant a flip of the coin was going to decide which one I saw as I walked down State Street toward the dueling post offices, across the street from each other. I was somewhat relieved when the OPEN sign was in the Tennessee window, which meant I’d drawn Lionel. He was less dangerous than Dottie.

      I walked in, turning the sign to CLOSED behind me and locking the door. Lionel was nowhere in sight so I dinged the bell on the counter. After a short delay, Lionel appeared from the back blinking away sleep. He did not look happy to see me.

      “Yeah? What do you want, Reddy?”

      I tried to remember why he held some sort of grudge toward me, but I was juggling too much other more important stuff. “Did you run a background check on this new doctor?”

      “Jacqueline Quill?” He nodded. “Yeah. Dottie put the Eye on her.”

      I waited a few seconds, but he didn’t say anything further. “Well?”

      Lionel shrugged. “She didn’t mention anything to me, so I don’t think there were any red flags.”

      “I’d like to see the report. She did a report, right?”

      “I guess.” Lionel sighed as if this were a great imposition on his napping in the back of the post office time.

      He looked past me and saw I had already turned the sign. “Come on.”

      I went around the counter, violating some federal law, I’m sure. He led me into the back, which was crowded with carts and tables for sorting mail. He flipped up an advertisement for American flag stamps and placed his palm on an electronic scanner. After a beep, a section of the ceiling lowered on hydraulic arms, revealing steps. We trooped upstairs to the SCIF that Herc had placed in Rocky Start. The trapdoor closed behind us.

      The first thing I noticed was that the place still smelled slightly of smoke from the fire. One of the consoles was scorched, but the others were on. The screensavers were no longer hot women but random images of pretty countryside; Dottie was back.

      Lionel sat at a keyboard and typed. The screen cleared, then a document appeared. “How much detail do you want?”

      “If there are no red flags,” I said, “just the overview.”

      “Jacquiline Quill. Born in Nashville. Went to med school at University of Tennessee, Memphis. Did her residency at UT Knoxville. Emergency medicine. She spent six years working in Nashville at Vanderbilt, then she began working freelance as a locum tenens.”

      I shook my head. “What?”

      “A traveling doctor, fills in wherever there’s a need.” He shrugged. “Always emergency rooms. She must like adrenaline. Pays good but otherwise, nothing special.”

      She went around the country saving people’s lives, but Lionel was the type of person who didn’t consider that special.

      “Why does she travel?”

      “That’s the job,” Lionel said.

      “Seems it would be easier for her to stay in place. Easier on her kid.”

      Lionel couldn’t care less. “She must home school.”

      “How is she related to Sid?”

      “They share a grandfather on her father’s side.”

      “Husband?”

      “Widow.”

      “How did her husband die?”

      “Hit and run drunk driver. Driver was caught, but he had money and influence and managed to get off on a technicality.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      “Shit happens,” Lionel said, which pissed me off, but I decided not to make a case of it.

      I asked a bunch more questions, but it became apparent there really was nothing sketchy in Jacqueline Quill’s background other than sharing the same last name with Sid.

      I pulled out the film canister and opened it. Took out the roll of microfilm.

      “Old school,” Lionel said as I handed it to him.

      “Can you get me a legible, translated copy of this?”

      Lionel unscrolled a portion and held it up to the light. “No one’s used microfilm since⁠—”

      “Can you do it?”

      “There’s a lot here to download once I scan it. Probably tens of thousands of pages of stuff. After download, I’d have to run it through the AI translator.”

      “Can you do it without Herc knowing?”

      Lionel nodded. “I can keep it in-house. Why do you care about old Russian stuff?”

      “Speaking of Russians,” I said. “They’re tapped in on your feed.”

      “No way,” Lionel immediately replied.

      “There’re a couple Russians in town, staying at Nice Funerals. You can ask them. One is Alexei Dmitri. Former KGB. Spent some time in the Gulag. I want a report on him.”

      “Since when do I work for you?” Lionel demanded.

      I stared at him.

      “Yeah, okay,” he said.

      “And can you tighten up your line so no one can dip in?”

      “I’m using the latest encryption software Herc sent us,” Lionel said. “I assume he’s using the latest from the National Security Agency.”

      Too much assuming going on.

      “Can you change it?”

      “To what?” Lionel asked. “An older version? They’ve all been broken.”

      “You’re sure Herc is using the latest, most secure?”

      Lionel blinked as if the question made no sense. “Why wouldn’t he be?”

      That was a question I’d been pondering and the possible answers weren’t good. “Can you cut it?”

      “Our outside feed?” He was acting like I’d asked him to amputate one of his testicles.

      “Yes.”

      “Herc would go ballistic.”

      “Why?”

      Lionel blinked. “What?”

      “Why does Herc care? He’s running the deepest black ops the U.S. government has. Why the hell does he care about Rocky Start?”

      “He gave us the SCIF,” Lionel said, which wasn’t an answer.

      “Why?”

      “He’s Herc.”

      That answer was right up there with “It’s Rocky Start.” A platitude that kept the status quo. Lionel was having a hard time thinking beyond his little box, which is why snoops like him and Dottie passed information to analysts who determined which of the information was actually usable intelligence. Different brains.

      “Cut it,” I said. “We don’t need it.”

      “Then how am I going to check on Dmitri?”

      “Do that. Then cut it.”

      “Herc is going to be pissed.”

      “He’ll call me. I’ll deal with him.”

      I left the post office and headed back to Oddities.

      Herc was definitely going to call when he lost his feed, and that would give me the opportunity to ask him why he needed one while pointing out that the Russians had hacked it.
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      When Max went off to harass the Ferrells about something, I didn’t try to go with him. Lionel was not my favorite person since he looked at all women as targets for the devastating sexual allure he did not have. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t have anything to say to me aside from “Looking pretty today, Rose, call me Lion,” so I’d had enough Lionel for a while.

      That’s why, after I saw Max off to the post office and Poppy off to school, I called Luke to ask for a favor and then went next door to check on Coral, telling Anita that Poppy would be in about three to cover for her. Coral was back in her kitchen talking to Quill over a table full of flour and eggs and sugar, so I just said hi and that Poppy would be in, and they both nodded at me absentmindedly, caught up in what they were doing. So that was good.

      Then I went back next door and opened the shop, looking to see what Poppy had done there while I’d been dealing with Coral and the honey pots the past two days. The back room that she was calling the library was looking good with two old comfy chairs and that really nice octagon table she and Marley had found, the books on the shelves all sorted out and clean and the big bay window back there polished and clear. She’d found some old mapbacks and other great vintage covers and framed them and then hung them on the vertical support beams of the bookcases, and she’d actually sold a couple of those. And she’d figured out how to do transfers of old covers and ironed them onto fabric that she made into pillows. They looked great and she said they were selling, too. Slowly, but then Rocky Start did not get a lot of drop-in shoppers, mostly people who wandered over full of sugar from Coral’s.

      So the library was great, but it was cold back there. We needed to get some thermal curtains up there or some double glazing and thermal curtains, but aside from the winter draft, it was bright and clean and homey and full of stuff people might buy. Poppy wanted to put a lot of it online, which made sense but I was still leery of anything that might bring people to town, so we were discussing it. But she’d shown me some of the photos she had ready to go online and they were good. The kid was doing good work. I was in favor of anything that distracted her from the nightmares and bad memories.

      The library was great, but the front room on that side looked like hell, full of boxes Poppy and Marley had found stashed somewhere. Marley had been doing a lot of work in the shop in the past two weeks, mostly hauling stuff, along with oiling hinges and making sure the shelves were firm on the walls, all of which really wasn’t his thing. What was his thing was the big teapot over the table at the back of the first room that poured a tea-colored ribbon and then somehow retracted it into the pot; it took me a while to realize that it was timed to do that every hour, which was a nice, silent version of timekeeping.

      I was also beginning to realize that Poppy could get Marley to do anything she wanted, although to be fair, a motorized teapot was probably catnip for him: Motors and movement and figuring things out were his thing. Still, I was pretty sure there was extra motivation for him in figuring things out for Poppy, and she was looking much better, which meant that whatever they were doing was good for her, so I was not going to butt in. Probably.

      I went back to the counter and flipped the OPEN sign over and then pulled Ozzie’s box of masks out from under the counter and pulled one out at random. It was the fierce leopard mask marked “Bea,” and I thought I’d never seen a less Bea-like mask in my life.

      Then I remembered she hadn’t always been drunk most of the time, that she’d retired early from being a successful agent to run a very successful storefront and online honey emporium on her own, that she’d been a respected beekeeper and a good businesswoman—until she’d met Harvey, the cheating, boozing exterminator she’d loved.

      So I looked at the mask and tried to see what Ozzie had seen. I started with a black lace mask over her eyes; Ozzie had bought a lot of those and I was pretty sure I was going to use them as shorthand for “former agent” on all the masks I did. I smoothed that on and then looked at the mask again.

      It would be too cruel to glue bottles of booze on there, so I went and rifled through the box of general stuff that we’d been putting things into for ages and found some bees. Years ago, Poppy had done a project for school on bees that Bea had helped her on, back before Harvey ruined Bea’s life, and she’d made a poster with a lot of little fuzzy bees on it. When Poppy had thrown the cardboard from the poster out, she’d saved the little bees she’d glued to it.

      So I glued those over the leopard’s spots.

      That made sense; Bea was fierce underneath when she was functioning, and she loved her bees.

      I found some honeycomb charms and put those in the ears, and I was trying to think of other things I knew about Bea and realized that was pretty much nothing. I’d known her for almost twenty years, and all I knew was that she loved bees and Harvey. And now she was alone and grieving and doing a nosedive into a bottle because she had no backup. All alone in that shop⁠—

      Which is when I had an awful thought. She wasn’t alone in the shop. Hermione had moved back in two nights ago.

      On my orders.

      Crap.

      I put the CLOSED sign up on the door, picked up the mask, and went down the street to rescue Bea.
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      The gold honeycomb on The Honey Pot’s window gleamed in the winter sunshine, and the place was warm when I went inside, but when the bell on the door rang as I went in, it was Hermione who popped out of the back room to say, “HELLO, HOW CAN I HELP YOU??”

      “Bring it down a little, Hermione,” I said. “That’s really loud.”

      “HOW CAN I HELP YOU?” she said again, smiling at me with her own fake Cheery Boost smile.

      “I want to talk to Bea, please.”

      She lost her smile, which was a relief. “I can help you with anything that Bea could. What do you want?”

      “I want to talk to Bea.”

      Her face grew stormy. “But I’m just as good as Bea. Better, even.”

      “Yes, but you are not, in fact, Bea. I want to talk to Bea, not about buying something, just talk, like people do.”

      “I can talk,” Hermione said, sounding sulky now.

      “I know,” I said. “But I want to talk to Bea.”

      “What about?” Bea said, coming down the stairs from her apartment. She was in her robe with something frilly hanging out of the bottom, so she was sleeping late these days. Probably trying to come back from whatever the drinks had been the night before.

      Hermione glared at her. “I told you I’d take care of the store.”

      Bea looked at her with disdain. “Yeah, like I’d give you the key to the cash register. Go back and finish the inventory, Hermione. That’s what I hired you for.”

      “It’s boring,” Hermione said.

      “That’s why I told you to do it.” Bea turned to me. “What do you want, Rose?”

      She didn’t sound welcoming, so I just said, “I’m worried about you. I just wanted you to know that if you ever wanted help, I’m here.”

      “I could use some help,” Hermione said.

      “Yeah, you’re good at that,” Bea said to me, ignoring Hermione. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or just dismissive. “Help the whole town, that’s what you do.”

      “I didn’t want you to think you were alone. You have friends, Bea.”

      Her face changed then; the sneer was gone and for a moment she looked lost and vulnerable. I know all about lost and vulnerable. Sometimes you just need to know that somebody sees you, knows you’re there, is maybe looking out for you.

      “I could use a friend,” Hermione said, and Bea went back to exasperation.

      “Well, thank you very much, Rose,” Bea said. “But I know who my friends are and they’re not you.”

      “Okay,” I said. “But please be careful. I don’t think that woman who came for Coral is a one-off. And when you drink, you’re really vulnerable.”

      “She has me,” Hermione began and Bea ran right over her.

      “I don’t drink that much,” she blustered, which I knew was bluster because Bea had to know she was usually drunk by noon, if not earlier.

      “Bea, too much happened to you too fast.” I took a deep breath and went for it. “You need rehab.”

      “People from Rocky Start don’t go to rehab,” Bea said.

      “I could take care of the store if Bea goes to rehab,” Hermione said brightly.

      Bea looked at her, frowning. “Didn’t I fire you?”

      Hermione blinked. “Well, yes, but then I came back and you told me to do inventory.”

      Bea closed her eyes. “Hermione, go away. You’re fired again. Do not come back. No, you cannot have my store. You cannot have anything more than you’ve already taken.”

      “Borrowed,” Hermione said. “I borrowed things.”

      “Good,” Bea said. “Give them back.”

      “Well,” Hermione began, but I wasn’t paying attention because I’d just realized something awful.

      Bea was drunk. Not rolling, slurring, falling down drunk, but that early stage of liquor when you just can’t quite remember where your feet are. It wasn’t even nine yet, and she’d been drinking.

      “Bea,” I said. “Please let me help you before you get killed.”

      She turned her sneer on me. “I’m not going to get killed. I told you, I know people. So thanks very much for your concern, now get out.”

      Not much I could do after that. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Hey, Malone,” Bea called as I reached the door. “Harvey never gave a damn about you. He just wanted Ozzie’s money.”

      “I know,” I said. “I told you: I had no interest in Harvey.” I did not add “And I’ve never understood what you saw in him.”

      “Yeah, well, he loved me,” Bea said, and I reached for the door and realized I was holding her mask.

      I went back to the foot of the stairs. “I made you a mask,” I said, “like Coral’s rabbit, but this one is fierce like a leopard, a leopard that loves bees.”

      I handed it up to her, and she took it automatically and then sort of woke up and started to sneer, but the mask caught her attention, and she looked at it closely, held it up to the light, her face surprised, not sneering anymore.

      “You think I’m fierce?” she said, touching one of the bees gently.

      “Everybody thinks you’re fierce, Bea.”

      She looked at me then, her mouth open, blinking hard, and then she turned and went upstairs, clutching the mask.

      “I’d like a mask,” Hermione said. “I’m fierce, too.”

      I looked at Hermione then, really looked at her, and thought that in her own way, she was fierce. She went after what she wanted, no rules, and she did not give up. She was obnoxious and dishonest and probably a kleptomaniac, but she knew what she wanted and went for it. And somehow, she seemed to get it.

      “Let me think,” I said.

      “I should have a mask,” Hermione said. “I deserve a mask.”

      That’s when I began to wonder how much of Hermione was con and how much was legitimate delusion. Like maybe she needed my help, and I should try harder.

      Or maybe . . .

      “Let me see what I can do,” I told her.

      Her eyes lit up as she said, “You know what else would be good?”

      “No,” I said.

      “This town needs Christmas music,” Hermione said. “Christmas is only two weeks away. I could help you do that. You know. Us. Together. At Oddities.”

      I saw the light in her eyes, and it wasn’t friendship. She’d have Oddities stripped by the weekend. She was like a human Roomba, rolling in and sucking up everything in her path.

      “So what should we do first?” she said. “We’ll need a speaker system.”

      “No,” I said. “This town does not want Christmas music.” As far as I was concerned, no town wanted Christmas music.

      “We’ll see,” Hermione said, looking at me cheerfully, clearly already making plans to move in, and I said, “No,” and went back to Oddities to open the shop.

      Without Christmas music.
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      I did a circuit of the town—there’d been a dead body in a window once and I didn’t want to miss another one—and came back with the good news for Rose that Jackie Quill was clean. But before we could discuss it, the door opened and we heard a rich voice say, “Ah, my wandering friend. And his most beautiful companion.”

      Dmitri was standing in the doorway, wearing his long coat and a fur hat and holding up a bouquet, which he must have gone out for while I was checking windows for bodies. “Roses for the lovely Rose.”

      “That’s so sweet of you, Dmitri,” Rose said, smiling her Cheery Boost smile as she took the flowers. I thought she was giving those up but here we were again. The woman would flirt with a tree stump. And New York journalists. And now Russians.

      “Did you give roses to Betty?” I asked, annoyed.

      “Ah, Betty,” Dmitri said. “Her tastes are more esoteric. My companion, Tanke, is away running an important errand to tend to that. I have not renewed our acquaintance yet.”

      “She likes teacups.” Rose held out the hand that didn’t have roses in it. “We weren’t formally introduced the other night. Rose Malone.”

      “Alexei Dmitri at your service.” He took her hand in both of his, bowed, and kissed it, but the whole time, he was looking past her, into the shop, as if the Bactrian hoard was somewhere on the shelves.

      “May I enter?” He stepped forward, pretty much forcing Rose to back into me, all three of us moving farther into the store.

      “Of course,” Rose said, balanced by my arm around her now since he’d almost knocked her over. “Can I interest you in a teacup for Betty?”

      “What an eclectic display.” He paused at the ashtrays made from shell casings. “Ah, I see Oz’s hand in this.” He turned to face us. “So. Treasure?”

      Subtle did not begin to describe Dmitri.

      “Nope.” Rose Cheery Boosted again. “No treasure here!”

      “But Oz left you everything,” Dmitri said to her. “Did he not?”

      “Everything in this building.” Rose spread her hands. “Look around. You see treasure?”

      Dmitri had been searching the room with his eyes while he talked, and now he stopped and moved over to a table in the next room, so we followed. He reached down and grabbed a painting Poppy had propped up against a box there, probably after cleaning out Oz’s living room for Marley since it was the ugly print Oz had hung by the door. It showed an exhausted man on an exhausted horse approaching a dull brown citadel.

      Dmitri angled it toward the light and was staring at it.

      “Remnants of an Army,” I said. “Ring some Afghanistan bells?”

      “I have seen it before,” Dmitri said, but then he shook his head. “There is something off about this. Have you checked it against the original?”

      “I’ve been busy,” I said.

      Dmitri put the print down. “I will think about this print.” He looked at me. “Maps?”

      “Not today,” I said.

      He frowned but didn’t argue. “And now I must go to see if Tanke has been successful in locating Betty’s gift. Be well, my friend.” He turned for the door, but he paused when he was standing in the open doorway. “There is more going on here than appears, Max Reddy.”

      I went toward him. “No shit. We don’t need people talking about treasure adding to our problems, so stop.” I shut the door in Dmitri’s face and turned back to face Rose, who was frowning. “What?”

      “I think he’s right,” she said. “We’re missing something big here. None of this makes sense. And it might be about that treasure.”

      I felt tired just thinking about it. “Yeah, I know. He keeps hinting that he knows something we don’t, but he’s not going to tell me anything until he’s got his treasure. What I don’t understand is what he thinks he’s going to do with it. He can’t move something that special and unique. At least I don’t think he can.”

      “Why he wants it doesn’t matter,” Rose said. “It’s the fact he wants it that matters. He didn’t want to talk in front of me, that’s why he left.” She smiled at me, not a Cheery Boost but damn close. “Maybe you could go find out what he knows. You’ll get it out of him faster than I will.”

      “No, I won’t,” I said, knowing that she could get secrets out of Satan.

      But I gave up anyway and went out after Dmitri.
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      He hadn’t gone far. He was standing in the doorway to Luke’s carpentry shop, looking up at the owner. Luke had his arms folded in such a manner that my astute study of human nature told me he was closing himself off to whatever nonsense the Russian was spouting. Probably asking Luke if he’d built Oz a custom treasure chest and if he happened to know where Oz had hidden it.

      “You wanted to look at Oz’s maps?” I said.

      Dmitri turned, that damn smile on his face. He made Rose’s Cheery Boost look dismal. “I would very much like to look at Oz’s maps.”

      Behind him, Luke frowned and gave me a look that was basically saying “What the fuck?” I tried to give him back a look that said “I’m on top of this” but was probably just a scowl. I had that down.

      “If I let you do that, will you tell me what great thing it is that we’re all missing here in Rocky Start that you indicate you know?”

      Dmitri glanced over his shoulder at Luke, then back at me. “You want to make a deal, is that it? What do you Americans call it? Horse trade?”

      “Drop the bullshit,” I said. “Serena came to town willing to kill to get that microfilm Oz stole from your SCIF. Instead, Herc took her out. But there are loose ends to all of this. I don’t like loose ends. My friend Luke, who is right behind you, also doesn’t like loose ends.”

      “Ah,” Dmitri said. “The not-so-subtle threat.” He turned so he was sort of facing both of us. “We are civilized people, are we not? You take me to maps and we can chat.”

      “Not me,” Luke said, bailing on my threat. “I’ve got work to do next door.”

      “What work?” I asked. Luke had Nice Funerals on one side of his woodworking shop and a vacant store on the other.

      “Rose wants to set up Nice Funerals as a possible doctor’s office or clinic. I’m checking to make sure everything works over there and see what needs cleared out before she shows it to Jackie.”

      “Jackie?” I said.

      “Doctor Quill,” Luke said.

      “Right.” Rose wanted a clinic in a building she owned so she could bribe the doctor into staying. “Very reasonable rent,” I could hear her saying.

      Luke started for the building next door, a big tool bag slung over one shoulder.

      “Maps?” Dmitri prodded.

      “Come on.”

      “I have been thinking,” Dmitri said, falling in beside me as I walked back to Oddities.

      “Good for you,” I muttered. “I’ll alert the media.”

      “Humor,” Dmitri said. “Not so effective as you might think.”

      I walked into the store. Marley was sitting behind the counter, doing something to a piece of sheet metal that looked complicated, possibly a wing of something. It involved screws and wires. I could hear Rose in the kitchen talking to someone in her solving-a-problem voice.

      “Don’t you have a job?” I said.

      “Heat’s out at work,” Marley said. “They closed the place for the day. Probably tomorrow, too. Owner wants a long weekend.” He looked past me at Dmitri.

      “Marley, meet Dmitri,” I said. “He’s an old friend of your dad’s. Dmitri, this is Marley. He’s Pike’s oldest boy.”

      Marley stood and offered his hand. Dmitri took it and the two remained still for a few moments, and I realized that the Russian was exerting pressure on the grip. Marley just smiled at him, showing no sign of strain, giving as good as he got.

      “All right, manly men,” I said. “Enough.”

      They broke off the handshake and Dmitri graced Marley with a smile. “I only met your father once,” he told Marley. “It was not, shall we say, a pleasant moment.”

      Marley gave me a questioning look.

      “Ignore him,” I said. “He’s Russian. They’re always grouchy.”

      “We also see things others do not.” He walked over and pulled the print of Remnants of an Army out from under one of the tables.

      “What do you see?”

      “Show me the maps, please, and I will explain.”

      “Come on,” I said to Marley. I figured it would be easier for him to be in on it and tell Pike than my having to explain. Besides, Marley knew the surrounding area much better than I did, having grown up here and spent his childhood ranging the forest. Plus, we had to go through his living room to get to Oz’s stash room.

      We trooped up the stairs and into Oz’s old apartment that was now two-thirds Marley’s. I unlocked the back room and we went in.

      Dmitri nodded at the weapons lining the rack in Oz’s workroom. “Classics.” He went over and picked up an AK-47. “The standard.” He checked the receiver. “Made in Pakistan.” He chuckled as he put it back. “Probably the same one Oz used when he attacked my column.”

      “Probably,” I said. “Pike has its twin. Simple guns for simple minds,” I added as I glanced at Marley, who looked at the ceiling, probably remembering when his brother Reggie had fired a warning shot in my general direction with Pike’s AK.

      Dmitri wasn’t insulted. “You must admit our simpler Soviet weapons are far superior to your American ones. Much too complicated.”

      I wasn’t going to argue the merits of weapons with Dmitri, who was still stuck in the remnants of a failed empire.

      He opened his phone to show me a photo of the print of Remnants of an Army and put it on the table on top of the maps Oz had put there.

      “So what’s your brilliant insight?” I asked.

      Marley stood beside Dmitri, staring at the picture on the phone. I really would have preferred having Luke here, but it seemed he had higher priorities than finding treasure. Like finding Jackie. But since Marley was Pike’s adopted son, it seemed appropriate in some weird, Rocky Start way that he should be involved in something that was a legacy of Pike and Oz.

      “This,” Dmitri said, tapping the glass covering Oz’s print, “is what Oz framed.” He pointed to his phone. “This is a photo of the original painting.” He put it next to the frame.

      “They’re different,” Marley said.

      “Indeed, they are,” Dmitri said.

      They were actually very different in a not so obvious way, which is why my brain had alerted on the picture the first time I saw it hanging in Oz’s apartment. The foreground, which someone would focus on, was the same: assistant surgeon William Brydon of the British Army, lone survivor, on an exhausted horse, riding toward the sand-colored fortress walls of Jalalabad, and troops coming out to meet him. There was water off to the right where the Kunar River joined the Kabul River. But in the distance, instead of a low row of sandy mountains, there were several rounded mountaintops, covered with very dull green. Definitely not the mountains I’d known in Afghanistan.

      “Did he photoshop the print or something?” I asked.

      “Who knows how he did it,” Dmitri said, which was not a question. “That is not important. What is important is he went to some effort to get it done.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Why?”

      “Do those look familiar?” Dmitri asked Marley and me.

      “It’s the Smokies,” Marley said.

      It was such a disconnect, an anomaly with no apparent reason, that other than notice something was off, I had not processed what it was.

      “But why change the print?” I asked.

      “It’s a map in a way,” Dmitri said. He tapped the topographic map tacked to the table underneath the print. “That most likely works with this. Someplace local, perhaps, in the hills in the backdrop?”

      Marley pointed. “Here. See this little bit of gray below this irregular mountaintop? That’s a cliff. I know where that is.”

      “That is good,” Dmitri said. “Where?”

      Marley looked at the topo map, then marked the spot in pencil.

      “That’s where the treasure is?” I asked.

      Dmitri held up a hand. “Let us see what our expert sees.”

      Marley shook his head. “No.” He tapped the print. “I recognize this mountain here, too. See how it’s bald?”

      I remembered facing the treeless mountaintop with two killers after me. There were several in this area of the Smokies. “All right,” I said, still not sure where this was leading.

      “So you recognize two places,” Dmitri said, eyes on Marley as he marked a second spot. “Do you see a third?”

      Then I finally understood as Marley squinted.

      “There,” Marley finally said, pointing. “See that dip there? That’s Little Melvin Notch. Where the river passes through.” He marked it.

      “Ah, excellent,” Dmitri said. “And if you have three points of reference on the ground, what can you do?”

      “Let me think,” Marley muttered. “Three points make a triangle but don’t specify a point.” He put the print to the side and focused on the map sheet with the three marks. “What if whatever Ozzie was trying to show is in the exact center of the triangle?”

      “How would you figure that spot?” I asked. I glanced at Dmitri to see if he had the answer, but he appeared as baffled as me.

      “It’s called the centroid,” Marley said.

      “The centroid?” I was trying to remember some of the trigonometry I’d been taught in high school, figuring there had to be some sort of formula, but that had been decades ago and my focus hadn’t been the greatest. Nor had I had much use for it in the years since.

      Marley closed his eyes as he recited. “The centroid of a triangle is the spot where all three medians of the triangle intersect, marking the center of mass or balance point of the triangle; each median connects a vertex to the midpoint of the opposite side.”

      “Right,” I said, having no idea what he was saying.

      “There’s a formula for it,” Marley said, “but it’s easier to just measure.” He got a ruler and pencil. “We draw the triangle.” He connected the points. “Now we find the midpoint of each side.” He measured and did that. “And now, we draw a line from each point of the triangle to the opposite angle.” He drew three more lines. Then tapped the map at their intersection. “The centroid.”

      “And that,” Dmitri said, slapping Marley on the back so hard he staggered forward into the table, “is where the treasure is.”

      “Maybe.” I was still trying to process what Marley had done.

      “Why would Ozzie do this?” Marley asked. “Hide it like this? How did he expect anyone to figure this out? Who’d he leave this for?”

      “For himself, primarily.” I pointed at the maps on the wall. “He didn’t want to mark the exact spot so that anyone else could easily find it. But there was one other person in town who would have recognized that something was off about the print.”

      Marley nodded. “Pike. And he taught me geometry early. Told me if I wanted to build stuff, I had to understand measuring. Pike could have figured this out, too.”

      So we’d still be standing here without a clue if I hadn’t included Marley. And Pike had never looked.

      We all leaned over and looked at the map.

      “Rough terrain,” was my initial impression. I located Rocky Start to get an idea how far away it was. About twenty miles north-northwest. Which doesn’t sound far, except we were in the mountains. The closest road that could handle a vehicle was a National Forest road that only came within a half mile. It was hard to tell from the topographic map if a vehicle could get closer. From there to the area was steep and heavily wooded. And currently covered in snow.

      “I think spring would be a good time to look for it,” I said.

      “I will not wait for spring,” Dmitri said.

      “I don’t give a shit,” I said.

      His phone buzzed and he looked at a text message and smiled. “Tanke has procured my gift for Ms. Betty and will be back in the morning. I must prepare. Thus, I have something else to do.” He looked at me. “We can delay. Tomorrow is soon enough.”

      I thought about saying “Tomorrow is too soon,” but it’d be easier to just handle that tomorrow.
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      That afternoon, I went into the shop after school, and Marley wasn’t there. Again.

      He’d come in after midnight on Monday, so he’d at least slept in Ozzie’s apartment that night, and then he’d let me sleep beside him last night, but he was gone when I got up. So he was still avoiding me, which made me mad. Lately everything made me mad or weepy, but that made me extra mad. The thing was, we’d been getting along so good until this moving in thing came up and before that there was the night of Barbie and Ice Station Zebra and honest to God⁠—

      Somebody knocked on the door of the shop, and I looked up and saw Mei. I unlocked it and let her in.

      “Marley sent me,” she said, breezing in. “I’m going to help you.”

      “Why?” I said, thinking, Why isn’t he here himself?

      “Because you and I are friends?” she said.

      Of course we were friends, best friends, but she’d never volunteered before, and now she was offering because Marley asked her to? Were they back together? “What’s going on?”

      She sighed. “Your mom asked Marley and Reggie to clear out Nice Funerals for her after school, and Darius and Owen are pitching in, too, and Marley thinks it’s a bad idea for you to be in there because you were so upset being there the last time. Also, that Hermione Witch woman was in Ecstasy telling people Nice Funerals is full of Russians, but she’s insane, so take that with a tablespoon of salt.” She paused and looked thoughtful, which was such a Mei thing to do. “You know, I think I’d be upset about going in there, too. He was a serial killer with a lot of pictures of your mom and a piece of Ozzie’s shirt. That would do it for me.”

      I nodded. “I could have helped them,” I said, but then honesty made me finish with, “but I would have hated it.”

      “Exactly,” Mei said, “and I wanted to see what you’re doing here. Marley talks about it all the time. Plus, you need a fresh set of eyes, and mine are very fresh.”

      She was right. Well, Mei was always right, so I showed her all the stuff we had done—she loved the new windows and the rainbows of china and the teapot that poured the ribbon on the hour, and I told her Marley was making a dragon for the front room on the second side, and I showed her the eBay pages I’d mocked up but couldn’t use—and she had a few very practical suggestions because Mei is always practical, like she said I should consider changing the name of the shop to put it online. We ended up in the very clean and organized library on those overstuffed chairs Marley and I had found, talking about the shop and school and parents, the usual stuff. But as we went on, I began to see that she was distracted, and I finally said, “Okay, what do you really want to talk about?”

      “Rowan wants my mom and me to move to New York with him,” Mei said, and I could tell by the way she said it, it was important, not just something her mom’s journalist boyfriend was doing. “He says it’s too dangerous here. And he says there’s a lot of work for lawyers in New York, but I think he just wants out of here and doesn’t want to leave my mom and me behind.”

      So I nodded. My mom always nods when people are talking to her. It’s encouraging. “Do you want to?”

      “Yes,” Mei said, very sure.

      She hesitated, and I waited a beat and then said, “Spill it.”

      She swallowed hard. “Somebody’s been calling me. I never pick up unless it’s somebody I know, my mom or Rowan, or one of you guys, and I’ve blocked whoever it is, but the number changes and it doesn’t register as unknown but as private, which is weird and something I’ve never seen before.”

      “Okay.”

      “And the area code keeps changing, which is weird. But always private.”

      “All right.”

      Mei took a deep breath. “I think it’s my father.”

      “Oh, hell,” I said, sitting back. “Change your number.”

      “Wouldn’t do any good.” Mei looked upset now, which was upsetting in general because she’d perfected her “Everything is fine and I’m in control” look; I think she inherited it from her mother. “He’s this big spy guy, he could find out. But he can’t make me answer.”

      “Did you tell your mom?”

      “No,” Mei said. “She’d just get upset. I’m handling it. But I think New York is a good idea. I was trying to convince her that we should leave right after Christmas, but now I think we should leave now.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t in favor of that, she should be here for Christmas, but I didn’t want her dead or kidnapped, either. “Would you be any safer in New York?”

      “I think so.” Mei bit her lip. “We’re kind of sitting ducks here. And Rowan is kind of famous and I heard him tell Mom that the best protection is to be in the open so that if anything were to happen it would be public. And people like my father hate publicity in any form.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “But you could come visit in New York. Lots to do in that city. And I could⁠—”

      She stopped and I realized how upset she was. “Not die? Live to go to college?”

      “Yeah, that kind of thing.” Mei looked miserable. “I just want out of here.”

      I thought about it. “So what’s keeping you here? I mean, does your mom not want to go?”

      “No, she wants to go, but there’s Christmas coming up and I’ve got school here, and I think she’s scared to leave, but I’m more scared to stay.”

      “Tell her that.” I saw Mei start to shake her head. “Look, she’s probably staying here for you, so if you tell her you want to go, that’s like giving her permission. Tell her.”

      Mei thought about it, and I watched her think about it, mostly thinking selfishly that I’d miss her so much it would hurt, but if New York City could keep her safer from her awful father, then she had to go. She’d love a big city. I mean, I wouldn’t have one as a gift, but Mei would be all over that.

      “I’ll miss you a lot,” I told her, “but you need to be safe. And I think Rowan is right. You’ll be safer there. Tell your mom and go.”

      She nodded. “Listen, it’s okay about you and Marley.”

      I blinked. “What about me and Marley?”

      “That, you know, you’re together. You haven’t said anything, and I wanted you to know that it’s good with me.”

      “We’re not together,” I said. “I mean, we work together on the shop, but we’re not . . . doing anything.”

      Mei got that look on her face that said You’re being slow, Poppy. “You’re in a situationship, wasting time. You’re together. You may not have seen it yet, but I bet you have and you’re just in denial. And I just wanted you to know that if I was the reason you were denying your feelings about him, you can let that one go. I’m good with it.”

      “It’s only been two weeks since you broke up,” I said.

      “Closer to three,” Mei said. “Look, Marley and I were good for a while, but we both knew it was never going to work out. And if I’m leaving town, what kind of rotten friend would I be if I kept two of the people I love most from being happy together?”

      I shook my head. “Darius⁠—”

      “You don’t owe Darius anything,” Mei said firmly. “It’s good for him to see you moving on.” I must have looked doubtful because she said, “He’s still sad, but he’s not moping. He took Emily Douglas to the movies. Madison Reinhart asked him to that concert in Raleigh and he said yes. Olivia Rogers⁠—”

      “Okay,” I said. “But Marley . . .”

      “Stop it,” Mei said. “If you’re not going to be honest with me, at least be honest with yourself.” She hesitated. “Okay, here’s the truth. I think Marley’s always had a thing for you, but there was Darius, and Marley’s not the most aggressive guy, I mean I had to pick him up to get him to go out with me, and I never worried about him cheating, he’s too honest, but he always got lighter when you walked in the door.”

      “No,” I said, but I kind of wanted to believe it.

      “And you were the same way with him. It’s okay, we all had a good time with our temporary people, but now we’re grown up, and I’m going to New York and you’re going for Marley. Glad we had this talk. Now, let’s get some work done here. You’re going to have a dragon in the front room on this side, but what do you want on the shelves? Books back here, china on the other side, I think the front on this side should be weird stuff. You must have a ton of that; Ozzie was nothing but weird.”

      “Sure,” I said, still a little stunned by the “You’re going for Marley” part.

      “And you need that new sign,” she said. “Reggie can make you a beautiful one carved out of wood, and you can take down that awful one of Ozzie’s.

      “I’m not sure about changing the name of the shop,” I said, not really willing to let go of Ozzie yet.

      Strangely enough, I didn’t feel the same way about Darius. Emily Douglas was going to Harvard, too. She’d told everybody. I could let go of Darius.

      So now I needed a new name for the shop, maybe. And after we searched through Ozzie’s boxes for weird stuff for the front room on this side, I was going to have to figure out what I wanted from Marley. Besides a dragon and a new sign from Reggie.

      “Go for it,” Mei said, reading my mind as usual.

      “Weird stuff,” I said and went to look for some.
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      Marley came in at dinner time, dusty and tired from clearing out Nice Funerals, and I thought about saying something to him about Mei and just couldn’t. I mean, what was I going to say?

      He saw me looking at him and said, “What?”

      I shook my head. “Just thinking?”

      He looked even more tired. “What happened?” he said, like he was waiting for an ax to fall.

      I went for the easy stuff. “Mei thinks one way I could take the shop online is if I changed the name.”

      He nodded. “If that’s possible.”

      “And she said I should change the sign out front, too.”

      Marley took out his phone. “Let me talk to Reggie.”

      He hit a number and then said, “Reg, we have a question.”

      “Put it on speaker,” I said, and he did.

      “Fire away,” Reggie said. “Hey, am I on speaker?”

      “Yeah, but it’s just Poppy and me,” Marley said.

      “Of course,” Reggie said, and I looked at Marley, thinking, What the hell does that mean? but he was talking to Reggie again.

      “Poppy was thinking about changing the Oddities name to start putting things on eBay.”

      “Huh. Etsy might be better, especially if she starts putting up her mom’s stuff. I’ve been thinking about that for some of my smaller stuff. But eBay is good, too. Maybe both places?”

      “Concentrate, Reg,” Marley said. “We need a new name and then a great carved sign.”

      “Okay, name. Is she sure she wants the change?”

      “No,” I said. “But I think it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You just don’t want to forget Oz,” Reggie said.

      “Yes,” I said. “You understand.” It was such a relief not to have to explain every damn feeling I was having. “I love you, Reggie.”

      “Wrong brother,” Reggie said. “So we keep Oddities as the name, we just make it different.”

      “That would be good,” I said.

      “Poppy’s Oddities,” Reggie said.

      “Too close to the original,” Marley said.

      “Okay,” Reggie said. “So Oddities is out?”

      “Maybe spell it a different way?” I said. “Like make it singular?”

      “Still too close,” Marley said. “Nothing about Oddities.”

      I almost said “Who died and made you the boss of me?” but that would be Serena after she kidnapped me and Max (still alive) who made him my bodyguard, which I did not need. Except for sleeping.

      “Okay, we can use ‘odd,’ right?” Reggie said.

      “Yeah,” Marley said. “That should be safe.”

      “Odd Poppy’s,” Reggie said.

      “She’s not odd,” Marley said, sounding annoyed.

      “No, wait, I’ve got it.” It was so brilliant, I was amazed with myself. “Odd Poppies, the flower. This place is full of odd stuff. And it is my shop now, my mom said so.” She’d also said this was my second life act and I should let go of the past and move forward. I think that’s what she said.

      Reggie was talking. “I got it. I’ll carve the name in some weird font and surround it with carved poppies. I can stain them red with black centers, put the font in black, maybe leave the back unpainted. I can do that.”

      “That’s perfect,” I said. “I really do love you, Reggie.”

      “Wrong brother,” he said again. “I’ll bring some sketches by later. This is going to be fun.”

      “You don’t have to come into town,” I began, but he spoke over me.

      “I’m staying at Ecstasy at night,” he said. “Somebody’s got to look after the old people, and Marley’s got you.”

      “Reggie,” Marley said, sounding like a warning.

      “To bodyguard,” Reggie said. “Nothing else. He’s slow.”

      “What?” I said, but Reggie had hung up.

      Marley put his phone back in his pocket.

      “What the hell was that about?” I said. “Mei said I was slow.”

      He looked at me as if he were waiting for something to occur to me, but it had already occurred to me. I just didn’t know what to do with it.

      “Never mind,” I said, and then I changed the conversation. “Name change for the store really is a good idea.” Then I remembered. “Reggie and Marley Bernard. Those aren’t your real names, right? You were born in Mexico?”

      He shrugged. “Pike told us never to tell anybody our real names. I don’t think anybody’s looking for us, but you know Pike and Ozzie. Never tell anybody anything. So we picked new names. And now after ten years, they are our names.” He smiled at me, that great lazy smile. “I don’t know your real name, either.”

      I smiled, too. Well, I had to, his smile was killer. “Yes, you do. Poppy’s my real name. But it’s okay, you don’t have to tell me anything. We’re good.”

      He nodded, still bothered that he couldn’t tell me, I think. “Your mom named you Poppy?”

      “Actually, she named me Boppy. When she was pregnant with me, I bopped around a lot inside her, and she’d called me Boppy for months. But then she had a Caesarian, and she was groggy when the nurse asked her what my name was, and she was confused and said, ‘Boppy,’ and the nurse wrote down ‘Poppy.’ And then the nurse said, ‘Middle name,’ and my mom was still confused, so Ozzie said, ‘Rose,’ and that’s why my birth certificate says ‘Poppy Rose Malone.’”

      “I like it,” Marley said. “It’s the perfect name for you.”

      That took me aback. Like he knew me. Well, of course he knew me, he’d known me since he was ten and I was nine.

      It was funny, though. The only time Darius had talked about my name, he’d said, “You’ll have to use your middle name. Poppy is just not professional.” I’d said, “I don’t want to be professional, I want to be fun,” and he said, “I meant after college.” And now I wondered if that was another reason I didn’t want to go to college. Because I’m Poppy. I’m confused about a lot of stuff right now, but I know I’m Poppy Malone.

      “So what do you need me to do now?” he said, looking around the shop.

      Stay with me, I thought. Just be here with me. Because when he was with me, I wasn’t anxious. I could laugh again. I thought about asking him to sleep with me again, just stay in bed with me so I could sleep. I bet I could sleep if he was there, and Mei said she didn’t care what we did. But, of course, I couldn’t.

      “What do you need?” he said, looking at me with concern.

      You, I thought and pointed toward the bookcase in front of the hidden closet. “The rest of the stuff from there,” I said, and he grinned again and said, “This should be fun,” and I thought, Yeah, it will be. You’re here.

      And then I thought about something else Reggie had said. “Wait, Reggie’s thinking about selling his carvings online?”

      “Thinking about it,” Marley said. “Not doing anything about it. He just wants to make stuff, he’s not a business guy.”

      “I could sell them here,” I said. “Put them online for him.”

      Marley nodded. “I’ll ask him. He’ll probably go for it. You’re better at business stuff.”

      “I am all about business stuff,” I told him.

      And then I got back to work. With Marley. Work I can handle.

      Marley thoughts, not so much.
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      That night, we went back to the cottage. There was some plumbing run in the kitchen now, and somebody had delivered cabinets and a sink still in their boxes, so it was still a construction zone, but there was progress. Rose and I unboxed stuff while Rose enthused over her farmhouse sink, now on the floor. Then we went upstairs, still no shower, and went to bed early, and now I was watching Rose sleep in the glow from the embers of the bedroom fireplace. The comforter was pulled up to her chin and her dark hair was splayed out on the pillow.

      She was naked under that comforter.

      I knew that because I’d been next to her for the past couple of hours. Five minutes ago, I’d slid out away from that warmth. My clothes had conveniently been on the floor on my side of the bed, and I’d gotten dressed. Now I was sitting in an old rocking chair that Rose had found somewhere and fixed up. I had it angled toward the stairs and the bed so I could keep watch. And also see what I was watching over.

      Something was off.

      Not a very specific something. More a vague sense of uneasiness that had brought me out of my slumber. I was perfectly still, my pistol in my lap, a round in the chamber, the safety off. The windows were shuttered and the door locked so I’d have plenty of warning if someone tried to break in. An intruder could try sliding in the chimney, but they’d get fried in the process.

      So we were safe.

      But we weren’t. I didn’t want to admit it, but Rose and I were fooling ourselves escaping Rocky Start by coming out here into the forest across the Little Melvin. As if we were leaving all the problems behind.

      What had awakened me? That realization oozing up from my subconscious or something else, something tangible outside? I realized I could deal with anyone coming in, but a potential killer didn’t have to come inside to take us out. There were bombs and fire and nerve gas and, really, when you’ve survived as long as I have, the number of ways you can get killed seem infinite.

      Reluctantly, but inevitably, I got up and crept down the stairs in my socks. I put on my boots and jacket. I wished Maggs was with us, but she was serving a higher cause protecting Poppy—and Marley—upstairs at Oddities.

      Leaving all the lights off, I went to the door and unlocked it. Then cracked it open, sliding outside, weapon at the ready. The snow had finally stopped. But it was bitterly cold. I moved away from the door. My eyes were already adjusted to the dark. The lights of Rocky Start glittered across the Little Melvin through the leafless trees. There were several Christmas displays up, blinking colorfully.

      It looked like one of those pretty postcards of the way a small-town Christmas should be. Except it was Rocky Start. For the first time I wondered if Rocky Start could really be like that. And then I wondered if it should be. If maybe it should be just what it was, weird and dangerous and full of people who looked out for each other. So not that different from other towns after all. And then I stopped wondering and paid attention to my immediate surroundings.

      I turned away from Rocky Start and scanned the darkness on this side of the river. I waited, feeling the cold seep into my body. A hard lesson I’d learned many years ago was to do nothing. To be still. So few people were capable of that, especially when the environment was unfavorable. If there was someone out there, they were going to have to outwait me.

      It was only when my teeth began chattering uncontrollably that I decided to give it up. If there was someone from the Cauldron out there, they were earning their money. Which, based on my experience, they did with the least expenditure of time and energy as possible. So I felt reasonably confident there wasn’t.

      I put my hand on the door, then paused as I heard something. Very faint. Almost completely masked by the sound of the Little Melvin. A low buzz that I couldn’t place. I looked again, focusing on the off-center part of my vision, which worked better in the darkness. Nothing moving.

      Then I realized the sound was coming from above me. I scanned the sky through the bare branches. The night was partly overcast. The buzz grew louder and then I saw a small dark blur shoot by about two hundred feet up and then it was gone.

      A drone.

      I was both relieved—something had actually alerted me—and concerned. Who the hell was operating that thing? And why? It’s not that drones were illegal, but why was one flying over the forest this late at night?

      I waited a while longer, losing all feeling in my fingers and toes, but it didn’t come back.

      I slid back inside and went upstairs and sat down in the rocking chair, gun in lap, in front of the dying fire. It took ten minutes to stop shivering and regain feeling. Much too cold to crawl into bed and chill Rose awake.

      There most likely wasn’t a real threat right now. This was more like what it felt like when I’d gotten tasked with a mission but had to wait for the actual mission packet to let me know exactly what it was. Something was looming. I just didn’t know the specifics.

      And then I waited for dawn, watching over Rose.
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      The next morning, less than ten minutes after Max and I got out of the Pathfinder and walked in the back door of Oddities, before Max even had a chance to shower and invite me in, someone was pounding on the front door of the shop. Maggs had ambled down the stairs to make sure we weren’t a threat and to get a treat. She was alert, but she didn’t seem particularly perturbed about whoever was banging on the door. I guess she figured Max was there and he’d let her know if he needed her.

      Max grumbled something and drew his pistol, which pretty much said “Do not fuck with me.” He was definitely tired because I’d woken to an empty bed and Max sitting in the rocking chair, gun in his lap, staring into space, cold and exhausted. Which made me less inclined to sleep in the cottage again until it was finished. If Max thought there was that much danger in the woods, there was that much danger in the woods.

      The door-banger was Dmitri, bundled up against the cold, and Max reluctantly unlocked the door and let him in, along with a blast of cold air.

      Dmitri was beaming. “Good morning, lovely people. The sun is shining and it is a great day to go into the forest, yes?”

      “No.” Max looked back at me. “Go have breakfast. I’ll take care of this outside.”

      He kissed me—which was always good, I loved it that he’d think to do that—and then took Dmitri outside, and I closed the door behind them to keep the cold and the Russians out.

      I knew Max was preventing Dmitri from inviting himself in for eggs and bacon, and I knew Dmitri was manipulating Max into looking for treasure in exchange for some kind of information, but I wasn’t sure that Dmitri had useful info about anything in Rocky Start. I mean, Max had to find out what he knew, but I wasn’t optimistic about their outdoor chat.

      Of course, it could just be that Max wanted to be outdoors and would agree to look for treasure with a wily Russian so he could walk through woods in freezing temperatures and fall into the Little Melvin again. His idea of a good time was not always mine.

      My idea of a good time was collage masks. I remembered the fake-leather red fox mask that Ozzie had labeled “Lian,” and that one was going to be an easy one, just the black lace mask, and something that said “lawyer” and something that said “hot woman,” so I headed for the counter to start work and saw Poppy coming down the stairs, yawning.

      “Where’s Max?” she asked, around another yawn, looking as tired as he had.

      “With Dmitri, talking treasure,” I said. “I gather you’re not going to school today?”

      “I called in sick.”

      “I’m the one who has to do that,” I said.

      Poppy shrugged. “Well, I called in that Poppy Malone was sick, but since nobody can tell our voices apart, they just assumed it was you.”

      I thought about being the Iron Mother and making her go to school, but it was two weeks before Christmas and they weren’t doing anything anyway. Plus, she’d negotiated all her coursework and rarely had to show up. Also, I liked having her with me. She was growing up—nineteen next month—and my days with her were growing short. I knew the healthy mother thing was to let her go, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. So I was holding on for a little bit longer.

      We went into the kitchen and I thought about breakfast. “It’s really not an overnight oats kind of morning,” I began and then I stopped as Maggs got to her feet and lightly growled at the back door, more letting me know someone was there a second before they knocked. My theory was that she was more protective when Max was gone, but maybe she’d just smelled Dmitri and knew he was familiar.

      I got close enough to see in the dim light of early winter dawn and recognized Lian. “Easy, Maggs, it’s one of us,” I said and opened the door.

      She came into the kitchen, looking serious and miserable.

      “Where’s Max?” Lian asked.

      “Talking about treasure hunting with Russians,” I said. “You just missed him going out the front door. Hey, I’m making you a mask. Any requests for things to put on it?”

      Lian shook her head and sat down at the table, slumping into her chair.

      Something was really wrong.

      “Should I leave?” Poppy said, making no move to leave.

      Lian shook her head. “Rowan wants us to get out of town; he says it’s not safe here, what with people gunning for Coral and, you know, the whole Geoffrey serial killer thing before that. And Serena before that. He thinks we’ll be safer in New York City. And Mei wants to go.”

      “How does he think he’ll keep you safe in New York?” I asked, thinking about Herc and how, according to Max, his tentacles were everywhere.

      “Living in the public eye,” Lian said. “Rowan is well known in the city. He thinks Herc would hold off doing anything that might draw unwanted attention.”

      Poppy was nodding, and I thought Rowan was probably right. She would be safer in Manhattan than here in Rocky Start. Hell, given the last few weeks, just about any place would be safer than Rocky Start.

      Lian went on. “But Christmas is coming, and Mei only has another six months before she graduates from high school, and I think⁠—”

      “You should leave,” Poppy said, and we both looked at her, startled.

      “Poppy,” Lian said, “everything I’ve worked for for nineteen years is here, everything Mei has worked for. She’s probably going to be valedictorian. We can’t just pick up and⁠—”

      Poppy cut her off. “Whatever her dad wants Mei for, he hasn’t given up.”

      “But—” Lian began, but Poppy kept talking. “Mei’s getting phone calls from an anonymous caller that she thinks is him. He’s still after her. She wants to leave. You have to get her out of here.”

      “What?” Lian was startled. “He’s been calling her?”

      Poppy nodded. “She really wants to go.”

      I sided with Poppy. “Lian, if something happens to you, Mei is left vulnerable.”

      Lian shook her head. “Rowan would protect⁠—”

      “He can’t, not here,” I said. “He’s an Outsider. Look, something is going on. Something bigger than we think. Serena killed people and died, Geoffrey killed and died, and now that random woman came for Coral and died. Two contractors went after Max on the Trail and died. It’s too much death, and sooner or later, one of those killers is going to succeed and not die and one of us will. Somebody is willing to spend multiple lives to get what they want here in Rocky Start, and we don’t have a clue about what they want. This place is not safe even if Herc isn’t gunning for you. Get out of here.”

      Lian swallowed and nodded. “Okay. Okay then. Tomorrow night. There are things I have to do. Things to pack, but really I don’t want to take much. Rowan says he can hire a van under an assumed name because we can’t take my car; Herc’ll track that. We’ve got a lot of stuff packed already because Rowan insisted, and I can get the rest of the important things packed by tonight; we just need to load the van in back of the office where Herc doesn’t have a feed, and then tomorrow we can go.” She blinked at me. “I mean, I had planned all of that, but I thought we’d have more time. You and me, I mean. To say goodbye. And have Christmas together one more time.”

      I blinked, too, feeling the tears start, and went around the table to hug her, and she met me halfway, like always.

      “I’m going to miss you so much,” Lian said, tears in her voice.

      I went right into Cheery Boost. “Are you kidding? You’re going to live someplace fancy in New York with your rich journalist lover, and you’ll forget me in a nanosecond. So I’ll visit to remind you.”

      But even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t true. This was an ending. Nineteen years we’d been friends, and now⁠—

      I think when I was trying to convince Lian to go, I’d forgotten what that would mean to Poppy and me. Especially to me. I almost said “Maybe day after tomorrow,” but Poppy spoke first.

      “Go now,” she said. “Don’t hesitate. Mei really wants to get out of here and . . . and I’m afraid for you both.” She stopped. “I’m afraid for everybody. Somebody came for Coral. That’s like trying to kill a bunny.”

      A well-armed bunny, I thought, but Coral had been an adopted grandmother to Poppy her whole life, she couldn’t see Coral as the tough woman she was, even in her seventies.

      “We could take you, too,” Lian said to her. “If you’re scared, come with us.”

      “No,” Poppy said. “I’m staying. This is my town. Tell Mei I’ll get a burner phone so her dad can’t listen in and call her.”

      I nodded and turned back to Lian. “Take everything you can get in the van. We’ll pack up the rest and send it after you.”

      Lian said, “Okay,” and hugged me again and left, crying, and Poppy went upstairs, probably to text Mei, and I sat down again, hard. I think my knees gave way for the last couple of inches. Too much change, too much loss. The Rocky Start I had lived in for almost twenty years was done. That third act of my life, following Ozzie around, raising Poppy, laughing with Lian, was really over now.

      I had no idea what my new fourth act would be. It had definitely started—Max, a cottage in the woods, Ozzie and Lian gone—but I was still just reacting again, just like my first three life acts.

      I had no idea why any of the horrors of the past month were happening.

      I had no idea of how to stop them.

      I had no idea of how to even start.

      So I sat there for a moment, frozen in incapacity. Waiting for Max to come back and tell me what to do.

      But this was Act Four, this was the new Rose, and the more I thought about it, the surer I became. If anybody came for my kid, my lover, my friends, my town, I would level buildings and burn forests to stop them. Nobody was going to fuck with the people I love again. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but I was sure as hell going to do something.

      And I did not need to be rescued by Max. From now on, people needed to be rescued from me.

      I went back out to the store counter and pulled out the mask Ozzie had set aside for Lian and began to work on it, and while I was doing that, I thought about whatever that person working in the dark, hiding in the background, was doing. What he or she wanted. What was the point of all the death?

      It had to be something big.

      Which meant I would have to be bigger. Stronger. No more waiting for rescue.

      No more waiting for anything.
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      I had gone upstairs, trying not to cry about losing Mei. I had done enough crying, I needed to do something. So I got dressed in my jeans and my big, thick, light blue hoodie that said “Tell Your Dog I Said Hi” and put on my furry boots, and went downstairs to get the box that Marley and I had found the day before, a box labeled “Betty” that had been shoved under one of the tables in the messy front room we still hadn’t fixed up. When I opened it, it was full of cracked but otherwise intact teacups that Ozzie had picked up somewhere. That seemed mean—Mrs. Baumgarten really liked teacups and cracked ones would leak tea—so I had showed it to Marley and he said, “Yeah, she uses them for target practice.”

      I should have known better. Ozzie didn’t make mistakes.

      I knew Mom was planning to go out to check on Mrs. B., so I went into the kitchen to tell her about the teacups and ask if I could take them—I really needed to get out and walk and think—and saw she was talking to Mr. Crothers, who runs Cover Stories. He looked like he had big problems—he kept looking over his shoulder as if somebody was after him—so of course he’d brought them to Mom.

      He was whining. “—and now she’s calling the bookstore ‘our shop’ and rearranging things.”

      “Can’t you just tell her to leave?” Mom said, looking exasperated.

      “I tried,” Mr. Crothers said. “But, you know, we’d spent the night together—” He shot a glance in my direction. “—looking at books, and, well, I kind of owed her—” He sighed. “And she has my keys. Somehow. I don’t remember giving them to her. Exactly.”

      “Oxley,” my mother said firmly. “You do not owe her. And if you do not get rid of her, she’ll own your store by the weekend. The woman is a professional leech.”

      Mr. Crothers looked miserable. “Well, and I kind of wanted—” He looked back at me. “—to, you know, look at books again.”

      “Then you’re going to have Hermione in your shop holding onto your keys,” Mom said and looked at me. “What’s up, Pops?”

      I smiled at Mr. Crothers, who evidently was pretty open-minded about who he slept with, and lifted the box so my mother could see it. “This is a box of cracked teacups that Ozzie wrote ‘Betty’ on, so—” I looked at Mr. Crothers. Clearly, he had other things he wanted to tell Mom that I did not want to hear. “—I’m just going to take these out to her.”

      Mom looked surprised. “Are you sure? That’s in the woods and . . .” She stopped, and I knew she wanted to say “and you’re scared,” so I stuck my chin out, faking bravery; my mom never gets scared, so I’m not going to be weak sauce either.

      “The sun’s up and nobody’s gunning for high school kids,” I told her. “And I need the exercise.”

      “Well, I did promise Betty I’d go out and check on her, but . . .” She looked at Mr. Crothers—who looked at her pleadingly—and then back at me. “Are you sure you’re okay going out there alone? You should wait for me. Or Marley. Where’s Marley?”

      “Somewhere with Max,” I said. “Mom, nobody has gone after us except that stupid snake since Serena died, and even then, she just kidnapped me for leverage, not because she was after me. I think I’m safe.” I really didn’t want to look timid, like I needed somebody to protect me. I could do this. Easy.

      Then it occurred to me that what I needed was a gun. Everybody else had one. And I was going to see Betty Baumgarten. She probably had extra. We had the shotgun but mom always hid the shells.

      “I’m going,” I said. “I really need the exercise.”

      Mom gave up, although I could tell she wasn’t happy. “I’ll be out there later this afternoon.” What she didn’t add was “After I get Oxley straightened out,” but it was there. That was going to take a while.

      “I’m on it,” I told her. “I haven’t seen Fernanda in a while, so I’ll take her a banana to remind her who I am.” Fernanda loved bananas.

      “Max is out in the forest with Dmitri,” Mom said. “You have Max’s satellite phone number, right?”

      “Yep.”

      So I walked out to Mrs. Baumgarten’s cottage in the woods with my box of teacups and a banana. It’s kind of a ways out of town, but it’s a nice walk and the box of teacups wasn’t that heavy and neither was the banana. The only human I saw was Hermione Witch, who ran across the street from the bookstore to ask me my favorite Christmas song. I told her it was “Grandma Got Run Over By A Reindeer,” and she didn’t seem happy about that. By the time I reached the bridge into the forest, I realized it would have been easier without the box of cups, but Mom had said Max walked that route with his heavy rucksack to keep fit, so I could carry teacups to be fit. Although sometimes I think men just like hurting themselves, like Mr. Crothers with Hermione, who everybody knew was trouble.

      When I got to Mrs. B.’s, I stopped outside the white picket fence where Marley and Reggie had rigged a doorbell, balanced my box on the gate, and pressed the bell. I waited and then Fernanda came trotting around the corner of the cottage, followed by Mrs. B.

      “Poppy!” she called out. She tied Fernanda to the hitching rail on the side of the cottage and walked across the small bridge spanning the moat to the gate. “What are you doing all the way out here?”

      I held up the box. “Ozzie left you a box of cracked teacups with your name on it. And I brought Fernanda a banana.”

      “That was kind of him and you,” she said, opening the gate and waving me in. “But I could have picked them up at Oddities. Does your mother know you’re out here?”

      “Yep. But things came up.”

      Betty raised her eyebrows. “Things?”

      I thought about being discreet, but this was Rocky Start. Everybody would know shortly anyway, and Betty didn’t talk. “Oxley Crothers slept with Hermione Witch last night and now she has his keys and she won’t leave. She’s insisting on working in the bookstore, and she’s calling it ‘our shop,’ and he’s panicking all over my mom. And Hermione is asking everybody for their favorite Christmas music, so be ready.”

      Mrs. B. looked unsympathetic. “Anybody who sleeps with Hermione Witch deserves what they get. That woman will take anything that’s not nailed down.” She took the box from me and began to walk to the back of the cottage. “Come on. I was just having tea.”

      I fed Fernanda her banana, which she ate, peel and all, and then we went around to the back of the cottage to the white table with the four chairs Mrs. B. had set up there. The back picket fence was far away, up against a hillside, and there was a lot of stuff lined up on it—evidently, Mrs. B. didn’t just shoot teacups—but the amount of broken china around the fence made it pretty clear that was her target of choice.

      She put the box down next to the table.

      “Teacups, huh?” I said as she knelt and opened the box.

      “Oh, how nice,” she said when she saw how many cups there were. “Very kind of Ozzie. Yes, teacups for target practice. You can definitely tell when you’ve hit one and they’re small enough to be a challenge at a distance. Also, cheap.”

      “In this case, free. Ozzie wanted you to have them.” I was still staring at the teacups. “Could I have the broken pieces from under your fence?”

      Her eyebrows went up as she stood. “Whatever for?”

      “Mosaic. I can break them into smaller pieces and do mosaics with them.” That might turn out to be awful, but it might not, too. And Mom might get into it. She needed to do more art; that’s what she loved doing the best.

      “Of course,” Mrs. B. said. “Let me unpack this box, and you can have it to put the pieces in. But be careful, dear. The edges will be sharp . . .” She looked down at my hands, at the red marks and white scars still there from the cuts thanks to Serena a month ago. “Well, that was remarkably tactless of me. I apologize.”

      I shook my head and hesitated, then got up my courage. “Could you teach me to shoot? A handgun, I mean. Ozzie taught me how to fire a shotgun., but its not the same thing, is it?”

      She looked at me for a moment, as if trying to understand. “I could, but why? Coral tells me your mother isn’t in favor of firearms.”

      “I can’t sleep. Nightmares. It’s always the same thing. Serena comes for me out of the dark and I’m tied up and can’t defend myself.” I hated sounding so pathetic. “And now with somebody coming for Coral . . .” I stopped because she looked appalled. “Never mind, it was a dumb idea. Mom would never allow me to have a gun.”

      “No, I understand,” Mrs. B. said. “I used to be very good at mixed martial arts and was never really fond of firearms, either. But one must adapt as needed as we get older.”

      I thought about her in action, this sweet little old lady surrounded by big, bloodied guys battling in a cage.

      My money would have been on Mrs. B.

      “A firearm is a good compensator,” she said. “Let’s have some tea and talk.”

      So it wasn’t a flat-out no, but I had a feeling I was going to have to make a pretty compelling case. Besides “I’m terrified of a dead woman who threated to cut pieces off of me, and now I have nightmares about her coming back for me.”

      “Please, sit.” She gestured to a chair. “Do you take milk or sugar with your tea?”

      “Neither, please.”

      I took one of the chairs and she went through a sliding glass door, then returned with a tray holding a teapot and two teacups and saucers—no cracks—and a plate full of Oreos. She put the tray down and poured us each a cup. She slid one of the cups and the plate of Oreos over to me.

      Then she reached into one of the pockets on her dress and produced a pistol which she put next to her cup.
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      “Why don’t you just tell me what I don’t know, Dmitri?” I asked him after Rose shut the door behind us, leaving us together in the cold on the sidewalk in front of Oddities. My burgeoning awareness of interpersonal interactions told me that meant that Rose was getting really tired of Dmitri. “We showed you the maps, it’s time for you to tell us what we need to know.”

      “You need to know many things.” He smiled. “We get treasure, then we can talk.”

      “And if someone dies here while we’re wandering around looking for gold that doesn’t exist?” I asked.

      Dmitri waved that off. “The people of Rocky Start are the wrong ones for anyone to go after, are they not? Many hard cases here.”

      “Even idiots get lucky once in a while,” I said. “And somebody came after Coral. You really think that’s the end of it?”

      “The treasure?” Dmitri said.

      Marley came out of Ecstasy, a cup of coffee to go in his hand. He stopped when he saw us. He looked at Dmitri, then me, then back at Dmitri.

      I sighed. “You free now?” I asked Marley.

      Marley shrugged. “I’m off until Monday. But I promised I’d help Luke.”

      Dmitri was watching this with growing impatience. “Are we going?”

      Marley looked at me. “You’re treasure hunting?”

      “Apparently,” I said. “I’ll clear it with Luke.”

      “I’ll get the maps.” Marley headed into Oddities and upstairs.

      “A bright young man,” Dmitri said. “Possibly the next Max Reddy.”

      “I’m still here, Dmitri,” I said and he shrugged, and we stood there in silence for a minute or two until Marley came back out with the maps.

      Dmitri and Marley went to get the truck with the trailer and the snowcat, and I went into Nice Funerals and told Luke I was taking Marley since I needed someone who was familiar with the forest roads. He didn’t complain. It left him alone with Jackie Quill, who was looking around the place while saying, “I’m really not staying,” so Rose must have suggested she look the place over while Luke was working there. And to give her a chance to look Luke over. He seemed good with it, she seemed good with it, so I moved on and met Dmitri and Marley in the alley.

      We spent some time grabbing gear we might need out of the back of Luke’s shop. Ropes, tackle, shovels; the usual treasure-hunting stuff. Marley seemed enthused, Dmitri was focused, and I was less than thrilled. Despite the maps, I had a feeling this wasn’t going to be easy. It wasn’t likely that Ozzie had left ancient treasure piled by the side of the road. I’d looked at the topographic maps and it was going to be very difficult just to get close to the spot Marley had marked.

      Once we were loaded, Dmitri was in the driver’s seat of the pickup truck, the snowcat on the trailer. I sat in the back, letting Marley take the front passenger seat as he was the navigator. “Where is Tanke?” I asked. We could use some muscles and Tanke seemed to have them in abundance.

      “Tending to my gift for Betty,” Dmitri said.

      “I thought you were giving it to her this morning.”

      “All things happen in their own time,” Dmitri said.

      Which meant he might like Betty, but treasure was more important.

      As we pulled out of town, I suddenly realized that I had bypassed Pike and gone straight to Luke without conscious thought. I knew Pike was focused on Coral, but he was the law in town.

      Had been the law in town, I realized. Now that was Luke and me. “Fuck,” I muttered. I’d also not cleared taking Marley with Pike, although at this point, I doubted I could stop Marley. He was twenty. Of course he wanted to look for treasure.

      All I wanted to look for was Rose and butterkuchen. I felt really old.

      “What is wrong, my walking friend?” Dmitri asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Dmitri didn’t pursue it. He pulled onto the two-lane highway that went past Rocky Start. It had been plowed, but snow covered the surrounding countryside. At this altitude it wasn’t very deep, perhaps four inches. Unfortunately, we were going higher, which meant deeper snow and colder temperatures.

      A mantra from my time in the Army had been “Don’t volunteer for nothing.” Ever since Pike had tossed me that cheap badge on State Street, I’d been fighting living up to it. I’d even left town to finish the Trail. Both attempts had been futile. I’d been drawn in and I tried to remember when exactly that had happened.

      And then I decided I wasn’t ready to give it up and hand it over to Marley. He was just a kid. He’d need experience. Mentoring.

      Fuck.

      We passed the sign marking the boundary of Rocky Start and drove into the woods, checking out the roads there, going slow because of the snow. We’d only gone a few miles when my cellphone buzzed. I pulled it out and saw it was Poppy texting, which immediately set my nerves jangling.

      I read her message and quickly typed a reply:

      
        
        ON OUR WAY

      

      

      I reached forward and grabbed Dmitri’s shoulder. “Turn around. Now!”
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      You know, I thought I’d be cooler about seeing a gun up close. Maybe it was because this one was next to a plate of Oreos. Very weird.

      “A firearm is a tool, Poppy.” Betty said. “But it is a tool that kills. Therefore, it must be treated with the utmost respect since it can take the most precious thing of all: life. Have you considered that?”

      “I want to be able to protect myself,” I said.

      “I understand,” she said. “But killing is a line that, once crossed, changes you as a person.”

      I thought about all the people who had died, the terrible waste, and the responsibility if it was my fault. “I think I understand.”

      She peered at me. “Perhaps you do, but nothing can truly prepare you for the reality. At the very least, you should understand how to operate one. It’s a skill everyone should have whether they own one or not. Because life can bring the unexpected.”

      She picked up the pistol, pushed something on the side, and the thing holding the bullets, the magazine, she called it, dropped out. Then she pulled the slide back and deftly caught the bullet that came flying out the top.

      “Drink your tea, dear,” she said, and I picked up my cup and drank.

      I took an Oreo, too. Well, they were right there and I needed something to hide the fact that I was shaking a little bit.

      “The biggest mistake novices make,” Mrs. B. said, pushing the bullet into the magazine, “is they clear the gun in the wrong order. They try to clear the chamber before removing the magazine. All that does is load another bullet into the chamber. See?” She demonstrated. “They think they have an unloaded gun, but it’s not. It’s often the last thing they do before accidentally shooting themselves.”

      I nodded. And sitting there, just the two of us, in between sipping tea, she showed me how to properly clear the weapon so it was safe, load it, aim it, and a whole bunch of other things. It was a lot, a five-Oreo lecture.

      And then she handed me the gun.

      At first, I fumbled with it because it weighed a lot more than I thought it would. Once I had the hang of handling it, Betty had me unload it and do what she called dry-fire, which was pulling the trigger without any bullet. Then she had me load it again while she watched my every move.

      Finally, she told me to put the gun down on the table.

      “Well?” she said.

      “I think—” I started to say, but then Fernanda made this horrible sound from behind us, and Mrs. B. grabbed the gun and tackled me to the ground, and I heard a crack that sounded like a shot, and Mrs. B. jerked as she fell across me, and when I looked up, a guy dressed in black was coming closer, a mask over his face, looking right at me, raising a rifle for another shot, aiming at me, and I thought, I’m going to die.

      And then Mrs. B. fired. Three times.

      The guy’s head snapped back from the first shot, and he dropped to his knees as the second shot hit and the rifle fell out of his hands, and then with the third shot, he fell face-forward onto the cold hard ground. It was nothing at all like I’d seen in the movies. Just the drop to the knees, and then hitting the ground, all of it in a second, although it was like slow motion for me.

      “Is he dead?” I asked, horrified.

      “I certainly hope so,” Mrs. B. said.

      Fernanda came running around the corner of the house, her broken halter dangling, and stomped on the body.

      Definitely dead.

      There was a dead guy right there.

      I’d watched him get shot. Fall on his face. Die.

      I was trying not to scream or throw up when I noticed Mrs. B. had gotten up and taken her chair again.

      “Could you text Max, please?” she asked me, calm as ever as she looked at me. “And possibly that doctor who came to town?”

      That’s when I saw the red splotch on the right shoulder of her dress.

      She held out the gun with her left hand. “Reload please, in case someone else is out there.”

      I reloaded, my hands shaking, making sure I was doing everything exactly the way she taught me.

      She held out her hand and I gave it back to her, my lust for learning how to shoot completely gone.

      I texted Max.
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      I didn’t tell Dmitri what the cause of our fast return was and he wasn’t happy, but he must have seen my face because he obeyed. We got back to town fast and he dropped Marley and me off behind Oddities, where we immediately commandeered the Pathfinder. I didn’t go in and tell Rose because Poppy’s fourth text had been emphatic that I didn’t. Which of course put me in a classic catch-22 between mother and daughter, but for the moment, I honored Poppy’s wishes. I’d pay for it later.

      We did scoop up Jackie, and her black bag, from the pharmacy next door as Poppy had requested. She told us Luke was in Bearton buying building supplies. Rose had said we could trust her and given that Poppy had texted in a bit of a panic, I wasn’t about to argue the point. From the text it was hard to tell how bad things were:

      
        
        MRS. B SHOT

        GET DR QUILL

        SHOOTER DEAD

        DON’T TELL MOM

      

      

      We hightailed it out of town, took the turnoff into the forest, and roared up to Betty Baumgarten’s cottage. I opened the gate and let Jackie in, Marley at my side. We ran around the house to where Poppy had said they were and skidded to a halt as we faced an enraged llama.

      Behind Fernanda, Poppy was standing next to Betty who was sitting, her dress stained with her blood. Poppy was keeping pressure on her shoulder, and there was a masked body underneath Fernanda; the way it lay, I knew that whoever it was, he was way beyond dead.

      Poppy looked at me, barely in control. “She’s been shot.”

      “Is that a llama?” Jackie asked, staring perplexedly at Fernanda.

      “Can you call off Fernanda?” I said to Betty, and then I spun about as a familiar voice called out. “Milaya moya, I have returned!”

      It was no Douglas MacArthur coming around the side of the house, but Dmitri again. He’d evidently been as busy as Marley and me since he’d dropped us off because behind him was Tanke, leading another llama on a leash.

      So now I was looking at two Russians, two llamas, and a corpse.

      Yeah. Rocky Start.

      “Oh, hell,” I heard Betty say, so the wound didn’t seem to be that bad.

      The good news was Fernanda lost all interest in us and approached the new llama, and Jackie didn’t waste any time, hustling over to Poppy and Betty. Dmitri realized Betty was hurt and lost all interest in his llama and ran to her, leaving Tanke with two llamas, which didn’t seem to bother him at all. He evidently preferred llamas to people, and who could blame him?

      Marley had gone straight to Poppy, who clung to him, and there seemed to be more to that than just “Hey, friend, are you okay?” but this wasn’t the time to get into that. Too many moving parts, and it was a sideshow for the moment.

      Jackie did a quick assessment, but I could see that the wound wasn’t mortal or even particularly bad. The bullet had creased her shoulder on the outside, carving a not-too-deep furrow in the flesh of her upper arm and back. There was a lot of blood, but it would heal and leave a nice scar. Betty didn’t seem overly concerned and she was the one bleeding.

      I’d figure out the kids and the llamas later.

      With Betty and Poppy in good hands with Jackie and Marley, Dmitri and I went over to the body. It had been pretty badly mauled by Fernanda. Dressed in black pants and a black jacket. I could see body armor underneath the jacket. The body armor hadn’t done him any good because there were three black dots in the black balaclava covering his face. One centered in the forehead, one two inches to the left of that, and one in the left cheek. A tight shot pattern for Betty at this distance, even with a shoulder wound. Any one of those rounds would have been sufficient but she’d made sure. I pulled up the sleeve and there was the Cauldron tattoo, albeit in bright red rather than the black the others had had. Another miscellaneous dog.

      I went over to the three women. Poppy was helping Jackie bandage Betty’s wound, Marley and Dmitri hovering around them.

      I pulled Poppy to one side, and Marley stuck with her.

      “Tell me exactly what happened.” I was tempted to tell Marley to step aside, but he was in this, too.

      She nodded, and I realized she was shaking. “We were talking, and we heard Fernanda make this awful noise, and Mrs. B. tackled me to the ground and I looked up and there was this guy with a gun and he was aiming at me.” She met my eyes. “He was aiming at me, Max. I thought I was going to die. And Mrs. B. shot him three times and he died.” She took a deep breath and Marley tightened his arm around her. “Am I going crazy? Because he looked right at me and raised the gun. I don’t think he meant to shoot Mrs. B.; he hit her because she was knocking me down. If he’d shot again, he’d have shot me, Max. But that’s crazy, right?”

      “You’re not crazy,” I told her, sounding as sure as I could. But why the hell would someone want to take Poppy out?

      Marley looked at me and there was steel in his gaze. “This stops now. Who is this guy and who sent him?”

      “Probably another Cauldron dog,” I told him. “The person we want is the one sending them.”

      “I want to see his face,” Marley said, his voice flat, no emotion.

      I was starting to think there might be more to Marley than I’d thought.

      So I went back to the body with Poppy and Marley, knelt, and yanked the balaclava up. I heard Poppy suck in her breath.

      “Somebody you know?” Marley asked Poppy. He had his arm around her again, holding her close.

      She swallowed and nodded.

      “Yeah, it’s somebody we know,” I told him. “And good news. I think Betty got the person at the top of this mess.”

      Marley looked at me, surprised.

      “Junior Stafford,” I said. “The guy who started all this the first day I came to town. The guy, I’m pretty sure, who took over the Cauldron.”

      “So this is done now?” he said. “This is over? Nobody else coming for Coral or Pike?” He looked at the girl leaning on him, safe in the shelter of his arm. “Or Poppy?”

      Poppy was staring in horror at the nightmare that had come back into her life.

      “I think so,” I said, and he tightened his arm around Poppy and kissed her on the forehead and said, “It’s all over, Pops.”

      “No,” Poppy said. “It’s never over.”

      Marley held her tighter, and then Dmitri came up and said, “We must get Betty back to Rocky Start. The doctor wants her safe in town until Tanke has cleared the area.” He looked at me, his face grim. “We will, of course, stay with her tonight. Tanke will take care of the Fernanda and Dolly, and I will protect my Betty.”

      I thought about saying “Betty will have something to say about that,” but it wasn’t a bad plan and it would mean I didn’t have to go after any treasure wild-goose chase for a while, so I nodded. Some part of my brain processed that we now had a new llama named Dolly. Great.

      “Let’s get Betty back to town,” I said and checked with Poppy, who was holding onto Marley with both hands now, and we went back to Betty, who looked like thunder.

      “Yeah,” I told her. “We’ll end this, I promise.”

      “Well, hurry,” she said, cranky, probably because she’d been shot, and we headed back to town, leaving Tanke with the llamas.

      Fernanda Llama and Dolly Llama.

      Somewhere, the entity that controlled my life was laughing its ass off.
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      I finally got rid of Oxley Crothers by telling him that our discussion was over because he had two choices: keep sleeping with Hermione and lose his bookstore, or boot her out of the store and lose the sex. He kept insisting there must be a way he could get both, but I told him that Hermione was a black hole into which all his possessions were going to be sucked—he whimpered a little bit when I said “sucked”—so it was all or nothing. He was still waffling over the answer when I pushed him out the door.

      Then I went back to Lian’s mask. I’d added the lace around the eyes and found a scales-of-justice online that I could print out and glue on, but then the only other things I could think of were Mei and Rowan, which was a real disservice to Lian. We are not the sum of the people we care about, we are full people on our own. So I added tea cup earrings because she did love her chai, and found some flame stickers because even though Lian was always calm, there was also anger burning in her, and I put those in her eyes in the scales. And then I thought, That’s enough. She’s a minimalist. Law and anger on a sexy mask. That was Lian.

      I thought about a mask for Betty that I could take her. I’d told her Ozzie had labeled a mask for her, too, an owl. She’d frowned and said, “Wisdom?” and I’d said, “Raptor,” and she’d laughed, delighted. So I dug out the owl mask and worked on it for her, adding a row of teacup charms across the top for her to shoot at and a frowning llama keychain face peering through the cups, and then the black lace mask that I’d decided was going on all my honey pot masks—yes, I was going to do a series of collaged masks, it was too much fun not to—and then I realized I didn’t know what her weapon of choice was. I figured it must be a gun, or what were all those teacup targets for? And then there were her many lovers, especially the Russian. Maybe a bear for him? But there had been Melissa, too, and the only thing I could think of for Melissa was a coffin, so no. And Betty would not want herself defined by her lovers. By her llama, maybe, but not her lovers.

      I was gluing the last of the guns down when Max came through the door, his face grim.

      “We need you in Ecstasy,” he said. “Betty’s been shot.”

      I dropped the mask. “Get Jackie!”

      “Already did,” he said, and of course he had. “But we could use a little help over there. It’s a bit of a nightmare.”

      I came out from around the counter. “Why did you take her to Ecstasy?”

      “Jackie wanted her there. She doesn’t have a clinic and⁠—”

      I cut him off, remembering. “Poppy was⁠—”

      “She’s fine but upset,” Max said. “Turns out the shooter was Junior. I think it’s giving her Serena flashbacks.”

      “What?” I didn’t wait for an explanation; I was out the door and then into Coral’s, looking for my Poppy.

      Nightmare was an understatement.

      Jackie had Betty in a chair and was adjusting the bandage on her shoulder, but my eyes went to Poppy, standing behind Betty’s chair with blood on her hands, which I fervently hoped was Betty’s and not hers. She was wide-eyed and breathing heavy, and Marley was behind her, holding onto her as if he were propping her up.

      Coral was sitting beside Betty, looking grim and angry.

      Dmitri was on Betty’s other side, holding her good hand, saying things in Russian that sounded like endearments and curses and promises, with Anita and Quill watching until Coral sent them back to the kitchen.

      And of course, Hermione was by the counter, crying as Oxley Crothers kept handing her paper napkins and trying to reason with her to get his keys back while she sobbed, but most of her attention was slyly devoted to finding out what was going on with Betty. Oxley looked at me, his eyes pleading with me to come help him, but he’d made his bed, he was stuck with Hermione in it.

      Also watching it all was Louise and her fancy coffee thermos, sitting at a nearby table. She was actually drinking from it this time instead of walking out with it, observing everything with a smile, as if it were an amusing reality show. A laff riot.

      And then Dottie burst in the bakery, saying, “What the hell? I saw Max help Betty out of the truck, is she all right?”

      “Shot,” I said, and then Bea followed her in, saying, “What’s going on now?” and I gave up on everybody else and went to my daughter as the honey pots congregated around Betty’s table.

      “Are you okay?” I said to my kid.

      She nodded. “I never saw anybody die like that before. Serena just went to sleep when Herc injected her with that stuff. Junior . . .” She shook her head. “I don’t think I want to learn to shoot.”

      I was going to say “You wanted to learn to shoot?” but we could talk about that later, when that shocked look was out of her eyes.

      She turned away into Marley’s arms, and he said, “What you need is butterkuchen. Or maybe Schokobrötchen. That’s chocolate.”

      “Coffee with a shot of brandy,” Poppy said, and he said, “Yeah, we’ll start with chocolate and work up.”

      So Poppy was covered. And she was not going to learn to shoot a damn gun.

      Unless she really needed to.

      Half an hour later, Jackie had cleaned Betty up with a fresh bandage on her, and Dmitri had gone to get his things from Nice Funerals to move out to Betty’s cottage, where his minion, Tanke, was evidently babysitting two llamas and a body. Betty had tried to say no to Dmitri, but he was adamant, plus there was that new llama to take care of—Dmitri said its name was Dolly—and I think she was too exhausted to deal with it all by herself. If Dmitri and Tanke were staying with her, that was about as safe as she could be. Two Russians and two llamas, all of them ready to stomp on anybody that came for her.

      Hermione was avid to know everything but trying not to show it, and Oxley was getting frantic because she wouldn’t stop crying, so I went over and patted Hermione’s shoulder, and when, as expected, she collapsed into my arms while she kept an eye out over my shoulder in case Betty died horribly in front of her, I picked her pocket (very useful skill from being a magician’s assistant long ago) and got Oxley’s keys, handed them to him behind her back, and told her she should have some cocoa and rest. While she was thanking me for buying her cocoa, which I wasn’t going to do, Oxley escaped, and she sat down at the table with Betty and Jackie, probably hoping there’d be free food, too. She actually said, “No lasagna?”

      Max went to tell Luke about the body out at Betty’s, and Marley left to find out what Pike was doing out at his place in the woods and tell him to get his ass back to Ecstasy, and then it was just me and the honey pots and Jackie and Poppy.

      Most of us were trying very hard to get back to normal.

      It occurred to me that no one had bothered to slip a note with possible enemies under my door since I’d asked. That had been, in retrospect, a naive request. Plus, the lists would have been ridiculously long and thus useless.

      I looked around the table and saw my honey pot plot people: Betty (exhausted but tearing into butterkuchen one-handed), Jackie (keeping an eye on Betty), Coral (looking like somebody was going to pay as soon as she figured out who and her arm healed), Poppy (still pale but thinking hard now), Bea (looking actually upset for once), Dottie (glaring at Louise), and Hermione (looking for free food). Even with all the cross-currents, we were together. That felt right.

      Except for Louise, still at the other table. “We should get a bet going,” she called out. “Which one of you is going to be next?”

      “What are you so damn cocky about?” Bea said, drunk but still functional and clearly angry. “You could be the next one.”

      I started to say “There’s not going to be a next one, Betty just took out the leader of the Cauldron,” but that seemed too easy, so I kept my mouth shut and tried to think. I’d had my doubts that Junior could run the Cauldron. And we’d closed the book on killings too soon once before with Geoffrey, although Max had assured me that Junior was most definitely dead. Three to the head, he’d said, impressed with Betty’s marksmanship. So maybe it was over.

      Louise didn’t think so. “Oh, I’m protected, unlike the rest of you,” she said, looking at all of us with contempt. “I know people. And I know things. If anything happens to me⁠—”

      “What the fuck do you know?” Dottie snarled. “If you know who’s doing this⁠—”

      I put my hand on Dottie’s arm to stop her. “Louise, we need help here. If you know anything⁠—”

      “I know everything.” There was a definite sneer in Louise’s voice, but there was a shift in her eyes that said she was bluffing.

      “Then share, for God’s sake,” I snapped. “We don’t want any more people getting shot.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Louise stood up, thermos in hand, empty now since she’d been swigging from it through all the uproar. “Nobody in this town ever gave a damn about me, so why should I care about them?” She smiled at all of us. “Let me know when the next body drops.”

      And then she sashayed over to Anita for a refill and left.

      “I hate her,” Dottie said.

      “No shit,” Bea said.

      “I’m not surprised it was Junior,” Betty said. “Incompetent as ever.” She looked thoughtful. “And then Dmitri showed up with a llama.”

      Bea frowned. “Wait, the Russian brought you another llama?”

      “Focus, Bea,” I said.

      “Okay.” Bea said. “What I don’t get is why anybody would kill Betty. She really is retired.” She looked at Betty. “I think.”

      Poppy spoke to the group for the first time. “Junior wasn’t trying to kill Betty. He was aiming for me.”

      My heart stopped. “Poppy, honey, no.”

      “I thought so, too,” Betty said to her. “That’s why I knocked you over.”

      “No,” I said. “She is not part of this⁠—”

      “Of course I’m part of this,” Poppy said. “I’m part of Rocky Start. This is all of us.”

      I started to say “No, that can’t be, no, that’s not true,” panicking, and then Jackie said, very calmly, “I don’t think he came for Poppy.”

      That made no sense since Jackie hadn’t been there, but I was all for her take on things.

      Poppy shook her head. “He was looking right at me as he came forward, getting ready for the kill shot.” She sounded calm, but there was panic under that, I could tell.

      Jackie was calm, nothing panicky about her. “Were you looking at him when he shot the first time, or was your back to him?”

      “My back,” Poppy said, surprised by the question. “My back was to him.”

      Betty nodded.

      “From the back, you look just like your mother,” Jackie said. “She’s a little shorter than you, but otherwise, same dark curly hair, same voice, same body, same movement. I thought that at dinner the other night. From the back, a lot of people probably can’t tell you apart.”

      “So he was gunning for me?” I said, and the relief washed over me. Nobody wanted to kill my kid. Thank God, nobody wanted to kill my Poppy.

      And then the other shoe dropped.

      “He was after me?” I shook my head. “That makes no sense.” But, of course it did. I’d shot his mother; wounded her, but still, that was motive to come after me. And there was also the snake, which had obviously not crawled into my oven on its own.

      “It makes perfect sense,” Jackie said. “You’re not looking at this logically.”

      I glared at her. “Okay. Explain. Logically.”

      “The knife attack on Ms. Schmidt two days ago, the snake in your oven, and now this attack on somebody the shooter thought was you. What have they accomplished?”

      “Well, they’re annoying the hell out of me,” Bea said.

      “You’re all upset,” Jackie said. “You’re arguing with each other. The blonde is making fun of you. The postmistress wants to kill her.” Dottie nodded enthusiastically. “Ms. Witch is using the distraction to try to take over a bookstore.”

      “Am not,” Hermione said absently, but no one paid attention to her.

      And then I saw what Jackie meant. “He was destabilizing us. This wasn’t just an attack on Coral or Betty or me, it was an attack on Rocky Start.”

      “She’s right,” Betty said quietly. “It’s the confusion. He was coming for something and he wanted to take out any resistance. Coral and I are injured, Bea’s drunk⁠—”

      “What the fuck does that have to do with anything?” Bea snapped.

      “You started day-drinking because of Harvey,” Betty said. “And you got much worse when he was killed. You’re just as injured as Coral and me.”

      Bea looked at her in horror and then began to cry.

      “And the one person keeping you all together,” Jackie said, “is Rose. I’ve only been here three days and even I can see that. She’s the anchor. If somebody wants to create confusion here, Rose is the logical target.”

      “You’re exaggerating,” I told her.

      “No,” Betty said. “She’s not.”

      Coral nodded in agreement.

      “Okay, wait.” I looked around the table. “Nobody knew I was going out to Betty’s today, so why would they go out there to shoot me? They have to have been after Betty.” I looked at Betty. “Sorry.”

      She shrugged and then winced hard.

      “Stop that,” Jackie told her and checked her dressing. While she was doing that, she said, “Everybody at this table knew. We all heard you tell Betty that the other day. That you would stop in and check on her.”

      That shut us all up.

      Okay, Rose, I thought once I’d absorbed the shock, lead. “So the good news is, that’s going to help us a lot. Now we know what to do next. This isn’t over just because Junior is dead.”

      “How the fuck does that help us?” Bea said, through her tears.

      “We have a traitor among us.” I looked around the table. “Somebody here told Junior I’d be at Betty’s. All we have to do is figure out which one of us it was and make them cough up what they know. I’m voting for Louise, but I’m open-minded.”

      “Not necessarily,” Dottie said at the same time, speaking fast. “One of us could have told somebody who told somebody . . .” Her voice trailed off as we all looked at her. “Not me. Somebody else.” She stopped for a moment. “You’re right, it’s Louise!”

      “No, she was surprised,” Betty said. “Enjoying the confusion, but she was surprised when she heard that Junior showed up. That’s why she stayed, to find out what happened. She looked uncertain at the end, for all her gloating.”

      “She was showing off,” Bea said. “She doesn’t know shit.”

      “I don’t even remember you saying anything,” Hermione said to me. “But it’s all over.” She beamed at the group. “So what’s everybody’s favorite Christmas song?”

      “Not now, Hermione,” I said as I looked around the table.

      Not a community, after all.

      “One of us is a traitor,” I said, “And whoever it is better start talking now.”

      The entire table went silent, and I didn’t care. I looked at Bea. “You said you know people, so you weren’t worried. Who have you been talking to, Bea?”

      “Not anybody who would shoot Poppy!” Bea sounded insulted.

      “Did you tell anybody I was going to Betty’s today?”

      “No,” she said. “Why would I? That’s not news.”

      She looked confused, not guilty, but her eyes shifted away from me.

      “Who are you talking to?” I said and she stood up.

      “I don’t have to put up with this,” she said and walked off, so she was definitely talking to somebody. Just not about me going to Betty’s. Probably. Maybe.

      I looked at Dottie. “Sold any information to anybody lately, Dottie?” Dottie tried to look indignant, so I said, “I know Norman is dead, so you wouldn’t have been selling info to him again, but you probably have a new source of income now.”

      Coral glared at her. “You betrayed those children to Norman? For money?” she said, her voice with a savage edge.

      “No!” Dottie said. “I just told him when Oddities would be empty! And that was weeks ago! Norman’s dead!”

      “So who are you talking to now?” I said and Coral leaned forward a little.

      “Nobody!” she said, trying to sound outraged and just sounding scared. “Herc calls sometimes about what he sees on the feed, but he didn’t ask anything about Betty or Poppy! I swear.”

      “How about Mei?” I said.

      She stopped and then stuck her chin out. “Mei wasn’t out at Betty’s. She has nothing to do with this.” She looked around at everybody staring at her. “It wasn’t me! It was that husband-stealing bitch Louise.” She focused on me. “Go ask her! She’s the troublemaker!” She shoved her chair back. “I didn’t talk to anybody,” she said and walked out.

      “She talked to somebody,” Betty said.

      “Yes, but was it Junior?” I asked. “We’ve got enough leaks in this town to start a flood. I think Dottie tells Herc everything he asks for, but I don’t see Herc trying to kill Poppy or Betty. What’s the point? Serena might, but she’s dead. We need to find out which one of us was cozying up to Junior.”

      “There’s a horrible thought,” Betty said.

      Jackie looked at me. “So now what are you going to do?”

      “Talk to Louise.”

      “Good luck finding her,” Betty said. “She tends to stay on the loose, and since she’s not vamping Lionel anymore, she could be anywhere.”

      “I’ll find her.” I stood up to go. “I’m anti violence against women, but if she set up an attack on my kid, I will be all for it.”

      “Do it yourself,” Betty said. “If you send Max, she’ll just enjoy it.”

      “And on that I’m leaving.” I waved to them all and left but when I stopped at Oddities’ door, Jackie was behind me.

      “Betty is no dummy,” she told me. “At least consider that he wasn’t after Poppy, that he thought she was you. Be careful, Rose.”

      I was surprised; she sounded like she cared. “Thank you.”

      “I still don’t think we’re staying,” she said. “Although Hester wants to now that she’s working with Coral, and Luke has promised to help us get set up.” Her voice slowed a little bit when she said “Luke,” but then it went back to its usual briskness. “But I do see what you mean about there being good people here. I don’t know how many of them worked for the CIA⁠—”

      “Everybody at that table except for Hermione and Poppy. And me and you.”

      “Oh.” She shrugged. “They’re good people now. Yell if you need my help. And be careful. Somebody’s out to get you, and I do not want you to be the next person I stitch up.”

      Then she turned and went next door to her pharmacy while I stood there gaping at her.

      My life just kept getting weirder and weirder.
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      Luke had received my message and had grabbed another body bag from Melissa’s basement. I filled him in as we drove out to Betty’s, where Tanke was standing in the front yard with an assault rifle looking like a toy in his hands, the two llamas grazing close together in the yard. Fernanda had a buddy now, which I was hoping would make her less hostile, at least to me. Tanke had brought Junior’s body out front and tossed it over the fence, which was nice of him, but I think it was mostly so we wouldn’t upset the llamas coming in after it. As we—make that Luke—picked it up to put it in the back of the Pathfinder, Tanke came forward and pointed at me.

      I waited as he came out of the gate. Then he pointed to the left, at the Pathfinder, and then left again.

      “Vehicle?” I asked as he watched my lips, and he nodded.

      He led the way into the thicker woods to the side of Betty’s property. I recognized the vehicle hidden in the trees. It was either the same one in which Junior and his mother, Serena, had shown up in town several weeks ago, or its twin. Mercedes G63. It had ballistic protection, heavy suspension for the armor, a souped-up engine, and run-flat tires.

      But that wasn’t what Tanke wanted me to see. He went to the rear and swung open the gate. A plastic bin was in the cargo bay. Inside of it was some C-4, wire, crimpers, and a box which held fuses and assorted other bomb-making material. The wrapper around the block of C-4 had been torn open and some was missing. There were clippings of wire on the floor of the cargo bay. Which led to three quick realizations:

      Someone had made a bomb.

      The bomb was not in the cargo bay.

      Junior had not tried to kill Betty with a bomb.

      Then I noticed something else. A box with a red label: “Poisonous Snake! Do Not Open!” The return label was Snakes-R-Us. Really. The box was, of course, open and empty. There was also a long pole with a loop on the end. Who the hell shipped a poisonous snake? The internet was just full of nuts. At least we knew who was behind the attempt on Rose in her kitchen. Fucking Junior was an idiot, although I’d been thinking about it, and a snake in the oven definitely targeted Rose, and once the oven was opened and the snake out, might look like an accident. Not likely, but Junior wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.

      But looking at this, Junior had also made a bomb and it wasn’t here.

      Tanke tapped me on the shoulder and held up a key fob. Then he pointed to the driver’s compartment. It took me a second, then I nodded. We walked around and he got in the driver’s seat after shoving it back as far as it would go and I took the passenger. Tanke cranked the engine. The souped-up engine rumbled smoothly. But my focus was on the display on the console. It showed “Route Ended” right at Betty’s cottage. I tapped on it and searched for the location prior to that.

      “Oh shit.” I gestured and Tanke put the SUV into gear and drove us back to Luke, who’d stashed Junior in the Pathfinder. I yelled to him. “Follow us to Pike’s cabin!”

      He got into the Pathfinder to follow. I pointed at the GPS. Tanke nodded.

      We turned on the forest road, away from Rocky Start. Tanke was driving fast. The forest road was plowed, courtesy of the blade Pike mounted on his old rusting pickup truck. I noted a couple of sets of fresh tire tracks in the snow, one of which was from this SUV. Junior had been here.

      As we pulled into the clearing in front of the cabin, I saw Pike and Marley come out of the house and head for his truck, so I leaned across in front of Tanke and pressed down hard on the horn.

      Startled, Pike drew his pistol, but then he recognized Luke in the Pathfinder behind us. I got out and hurried over.

      “There’s a bomb around here,” I said.

      Luke and Tanke had come to flank me.

      “I haven’t seen anybody,” Pike said, casting a look at Tanke, who was new to him and understandably a reason for concern.

      Marley frowned. “What makes you think⁠—”

      I opened the back of the Mercedes. “This.”

      Marley looked at the pile of crap. “Car bomb. This is pretty basic stuff. Probably wired to the ignition.”

      We all looked at Pike’s old rust bucket pickup truck.

      “Damn it,” Pike muttered.

      “I think we leave it be,” I suggested. “Or blow it in place.”

      “I love that truck,” Pike said.

      While we’d been talking, Marley had gone over to the truck, dropped to the ground, and slid underneath. Pike yelled at him, but the kid’s voice echoed out to us. “Yep. Bomb. Wired to the ignition. Also the hood if you open it. Pretty basic setup.”

      “Get out from under there!” Pike yelled.

      “Hold on,” Marley said. “Is it the red wire or the blue wire?”

      “GET OUT OF THERE, MARLEY!” Pike shouted, his face red. “YOU GET YOUR ASS OUT HERE RIGHT NOW OR⁠—”

      He stopped as Marley slid out from underneath, holding a block of C-4 with wires dangling from it. “I was kidding,” he said, grinning at Pike. “I know my wires.”

      I closed my eyes in relief. The act had been instinctive and stupid on Marley’s part. The first part was good, the second part needed some leavening with experience, preferably without him blowing himself up.

      And definitely some mentoring.

      I sighed, and said, “Marley, any decent chemist would have wired the damn thing to go off if it was tampered with. Thank God Junior was inept. We will talk before you go after any more bombs.”

      Marley nodded, not looking chastened—hey, the bomb is off Pike’s truck, right? I could hear him thinking—and I looked at a future of trying to keep him and Poppy alive.

      Which is what Pike and Rose had been doing for twenty years.

      Pike was cursing Marley up one side and down the other, but he stopped when Tanke walked up, gently took the bomb from Marley’s hands, pulled the primary and backup fuses out of the C-4, and then smiled at Marley and nodded, giving him a thumbs up.

      Great. Tanke approved.

      Pike shifted to me. “How the hell did you know?”

      “You were on the GPS of the guy who just tried to kill Betty. The guy, by the way, was Junior, who is now dead.”

      Pike still looked shaken. “What?”

      I quickly filled him in on the failed attempt, the bomb-making material we found in the back of the G63, and the body in the back of the pickup. And the Snakes-R-Us box.

      “I gotta see his body,” Pike said.

      We trooped to the back of the Pathfinder. Luke had stuffed Junior’s body into a bag and then put it in the back. He pulled it out slightly, then unzipped the top. The balaclava with three neat holes in it was back over his face.

      I pulled the mask up.

      Pike nodded in approval. “Tight group. Betty still has it. Now we know who was behind all this.”

      “And the best part,” I told him, “is that all our attackers were from the Cauldron. Serena must have left the family business to Junior. It’s possible that it’s over now.”

      Pike looked at me. “It’s never over, you dumbass. We made that mistake before.” He looked down at Junior. “But this might give us a break.”

      He went back to his truck, shaking his head. Marley said, “Let me talk to him and then I’ll come back to Ecstasy with him, meet you at Oddities.”

      I nodded and Luke said, “If you’re thinking about putting Junior in the freezer at Melissa’s, we’re full up. She only had four cold units. We’ve got Melissa, Sid, Geoffrey, and the woman who tried to take out Coral in there. At least Bea had Harvey cremated.” He looked at Junior. “We can keep him if we cremate somebody.”

      “Sid,” I said.

      “Hermione wanted a funeral,” Luke said.

      “Hermione wanted a reason to stay in town,” I said. “Get Jackie to give you permission to smoke her Uncle Sid, and we’re done.”

      Optimism: another good thing Rose had given me.

      I’m sure the entity that controlled me was having a good chuckle over that.
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      Dmitri took Betty home with instructions from Jackie to care for her with his promise to bring her into town the next day for a checkup. Jackie went in the kitchen to see what Quill was doing that had her so fascinated that she wanted to stay in Rocky Start (learning to bake like a pro thanks to Coral). Hermione went back to the bookstore to bedevil Oxley (and probably to sleep with him and steal his keys again). And I went back to Oddities to vibrate with tension in private. What with one thing and another, I’d never gotten to see Louise and interrogate her, my fault. I had to start carrying through on my promises to myself to be a badass.

      Max came back with the news that Junior’s body was stashed at Melissa’s and Sid was turning to ashes with Jackie’s permission, which Luke had gotten when he’d gone to tell her what had happened at Pike’s (why Jackie would need to know all of that was a mystery, but it meant they were spending more time together, so yay for that). Marley followed Max in a minute later and said Coral and Pike were at Ecstasy for the night and his brother, Reggie, was in the spare room next to them in case anything else happened. Poppy said, “Are you going over there, too?” and he said, “Nope, I’m here,” and she nodded and relaxed a little.

      And Maggs sat by the front door and watched everybody come and go and didn’t miss anything.

      I was finding it exhausting keeping track of all those people, but somebody had to do it, and since I wasn’t wounded, drunk, or looking for a reason to knife somebody, that somebody was me. One of the problems with ex-spies is that they’re all loners who don’t want you to know where they are or what they’re doing, which would be fine with me except they were also retired and armed ex-spies in their seventies and eighties, most of whom should not be out on their own since they were erratic and short-tempered even before age made them grumpy and short-sighted.

      I really needed to know where they all were. When you live in a town full of loose cannons, it’s important to know when the cannons start rolling, and I still had Louise, Bea, and the Ferrells on the loose.

      And then there was Max, looking exhausted and serious but not grim.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “I think it’s over,” Max said. “Junior planted a bomb on Pike’s truck, but Marley disarmed it.”

      I swung around to look at the guy I’d been thinking of as a kid. “You disarmed a bomb?”

      Marley shrugged and then grinned. “Yep.”

      “You could have been killed,” I said, but Marley wasn’t looking at me, he was looking at Poppy.

      Who was horrified.

      “Pops,” he said, losing his smile as he went to her. “It’s all right. It was easy. And it’s all over.”

      “Are you crazy?” she said.

      Since she was handling that numbskull, I looked at Max. “How is this all over?”

      “Junior was the new CEO of the Cauldron. Inherited from his mother. Even has the tattoo.” Max shook his head. “That’s something stupid I could see him starting up. The tattoo thing. New management leaving its mark. Literally.”

      “And you think that means it’s over?”

      Max frowned. “It’s logical. Serena ran the Cauldron. She’s dead. It makes sense he’d take over. And now he’s dead.”

      “But you said Herc said he didn’t take over.”

      “Herc lies. And the last time I talked to him, he fudged a bit when pressed about Junior and the Cauldron. Oh yeah, I found the box that rattlesnake was shipped in. Junior definitely put it in here.”

      “Who the hell ships a rattlesnake?”

      “Snakes-R-Us,” Max said, and I almost laughed.

      But I was still finding it hard to believe that one death would end it all, even if it was that abusive creep Junior. There was always somebody else coming. We just needed to find out what that somebody wanted. And give it to him. That’s what I told Max.

      Max sighed. “Look, Junior had motive. Revenge for his parents. He sent the killers after Coral and me and then he tried to take out Pike and you personally. And now he’s dead. Betty put three bullets in his head. And then Fernanda trampled him. He’s gone.”

      “He went for you, me, Coral, and Pike. But Coral had nothing to do with killing his parents, and Luke was there when his mother died and he isn’t being targeted. It’s something else. This is all wrong.” I paused. “The Honey Pots think it’s a plan to destabilize Rocky Start.”

      “Why?” Max shook his head. “Sometimes good things happen, Rosalie. Like you and me. Not often, but sometimes.”

      I loved it that he thought we were a good thing—I still wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t look around and say something about the Appalachian Trail yodeling to him—but I put that aside to gloat about later.

      I stopped arguing because the closest thing to proof I had, if it was proof, was that Louise knew something was going on, and that Bea and Dottie had run like rabbits when I said one of the group was a traitor. People knew things that I didn’t. That was bad.

      Okay, I had no idea what I was going to do to get them to talk since I was not a violent woman, but I’d think of something.

      You know, having morals is a real drawback in this town. Maybe I’d give those up along with the Cheery Boost.

      Marley was over in the corner talking to Poppy, who was looking at him with real fear in her eyes; not afraid of him but for him. Really afraid for him. So whatever they had going, it was serious, but they weren’t all the way there yet, they were being too careful of each other—no touching, no kissing, no cute names, no high school romance stuff—although so much had happened that high school was probably long gone for both of them now. They were kind of circling, I realized, being careful of each other, which is always a plus in a relationship, so good for them.

      “What’s with them?” Max said in my ear.

      “I don’t think they know,” I said. “So I’ll go start dinner⁠—”

      “Forget dinner,” Max said. “We’ll go to the Wok Inn. You’ve worked hard enough today.” He leaned down and whispered, “Wear that red dress that makes me crazy, Rosalie,” and I laughed because his voice tickled in my ear, and because that red dress had made him lunge for me the last time I’d worn it weeks ago, and he still remembered it.

      “Yes, I will,” I said, and he kissed me, right there in front of everybody, and I realized we were doing touching and kissing and cute names, so I wasn’t going to be all superior when Poppy and Marley finally worked it out.

      Love makes you stupid, but it’s good stupid.

      Max called out to Marley and Poppy to tell them we were all hitting the Wok Inn that night. “It’s safe,” he told them. “And it’s been a four-crab day, so we deserve it.”

      A four-crab-rangoon day was family code for “We’ve been through hell,” so Poppy nodded and went upstairs, and Marley looked back at us, confused, and followed her.

      It definitely did not feel as though our problems were over. On the other hand, I had a red dress and a man who appreciated it. And I loved crab rangoon.

      For tonight, I’d pretend we had a win.
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      I was hoping Dmitri would give me a break and focus on taking care of Betty before harassing me again about the treasure. I needed a few days off. That didn’t mean I didn’t have work to finish.

      Since I had some time before getting dressed up for dinner at the Wok Inn—which primarily meant changing my present t-shirt for my clean t-shirt and putting on Oz’s jacket—I headed over to the post office. Lionel had the CLOSED sign on his door, so I reluctantly went across the street to Dottie’s domain. I went in and heard loud voices echoing from the back room where they sorted mail. Dottie and Lionel were arguing, about what I did not care. I noticed that the high-tech cameras in each corner on the far side of the counter had their little red lights on, meaning they were live.

      I tapped the bell on the counter. After a moment Dottie appeared, a very fake smile plastered on her face (Rose could teach her a few lessons on Cheery Boost) which melted away when she saw me and went back to her angry bird face because she saw no point in wasting that nonsense on me.

      “What do you want, Reddy?”

      “Lionel was downloading and translating some⁠—”

      “Old-school microfilm,” Dottie finished for me. “Yeah. We don’t work for you, Reddy. And who the fuck do you think you are, telling Lionel to cut Herc’s feed? It’s Herc, for Chrisssakes. You trying to get us killed?”

      Lionel appeared behind her, looking bedraggled. Going back to married life had not put a spring in his step.

      “I’ll deal with Herc,” I said.

      Dottie replied to that with a scornful laugh. Even I could pick up the scorn in it, so it was a very good scornful laugh. She had that down. “Yeah. Good luck on that.”

      “The microfilm?” I asked past Dottie to Lionel.

      Dottie looked over her shoulder and glared at Lionel, who shifted his feet nervously as he replied. “It was thousands of pages. A couple of years’ worth of traffic between a remote SCIF in Jalalabad, Afghanistan, and KGB headquarters in Moscow. I mean, these Russians did not keep things to the point. Lots of bullshit.”

      I thought of some of the classified message traffic I’d read in various SCIFs around the world. The Russians didn’t have the market cornered on that. “Did you translate it?”

      “I ran it through the AI translator,” Lionel said.

      “What format did you put it in?” I asked.

      Lionel shook his head. “PDF, but⁠—”

      “But we don’t have the microfilm anymore,” Dottie said. “Nor do we have the download Lionel stupidly did for you. Big mistake.”

      “Where is it?” I demanded.

      “Herc has both,” Dottie said. “And he wants to talk to you.”

      “You gave the microfilm and the translation to Herc?”

      “He asked for it,” Dottie said, as if that was answer enough. And, yeah, it kind of was.

      Right then, my satphone buzzed. “Did you tie Herc back into the feed?”

      “Hell, yes,” Dottie said.

      “Damn it.” I pulled out the phone and stepped outside onto the sidewalk, not wanting to share what was coming with our postal service dynamic duo.

      “Yes?” I said after hitting the accept button.

      “Max, Max, Max,” Herc said.

      I waited.

      “Last I knew, you don’t run Rocky Start, Max,” Herc said. “You’re a visitor. Passing through.”

      “I’m part of the town now.”

      “Really?” Herc said. “Interesting. Even Oz wouldn’t have dared shut down my feed. You’re not Oz.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “But it seems like you’re thinking about taking his place.”

      “Junior Stafford is dead. You lied to me. You told me he wasn’t running the Cauldron.”

      “Why’d you cut my feed?”

      “Because you lie.”

      “I tell people what they need to know, when they need to know it,” Herc said. “You should be used to that by now.”

      “Why do you need a SCIF in Rocky Start.”

      “That’s my business.”

      He was, of course, lying. I moved on. “Betty Baumgarten almost got killed. So did Rose’s daughter, Poppy, best friend to your daughter.”

      “There’s a Russian in town,” Herc said.

      “Two Russians,” I said.

      “Alexei Dmitri,” Herc said. “I haven’t heard his name in a long, long time. Is he still looking for the treasure he says he lost?”

      That was phrased oddly. Another one of Herc’s quirks. Which I knew weren’t quirks. They were attempts to keep the other person off-balance. But I was feeling pretty grounded right now, here in Rocky Start.

      “He’s staying with Betty Baumgarten,” I said.

      Herc laughed, but there was no humor. “She shot him once.”

      “He got better,” I said.

      “He’s not there for Betty,” Herc said. “He’s there for the treasure.”

      “You told me that was just a rumor,” I said. “Of course, you also told me that Junior wasn’t running the Cauldron.”

      “Dmitri is dangerous, Max,” Herc said. “Has he found what he’s looking for?”

      “You said there is no treasure.”

      “Dmitri thinks there is,” Herc said. “He didn’t come to Rocky Start to give Betty Baumgarten another llama.”

      “It’s surprising what people will do for love.” I didn’t add that he wouldn’t know anything about that.

      “Keep me updated on Dmitri,” Herc was saying. “And if he finds the treasure, terminate him and let me know.”

      I blinked. “Remember when you said I don’t work for you anymore and hung up on me?”

      “I lied,” Herc said. “You’ll always be mine, Max. When has anything good ever come from a former KGB officer? If you’re worried about danger in Rocky Start, Dmitri should be at the top of your list. If you’re protecting Rocky Start now, he’ll attract people you don’t want coming to town. Undesirables.”

      I was stuck back on the “always be mine” part, like he was a vengeful ex.

      “Why don’t you just leave everyone alone?” I said.

      “Because Rocky Start is my town,” Herc said. “Always has been. And you keep fucking with me. Don’t screw with my SCIF or my feed. Or my town.”

      “Fine.” I wanted to ask him why he didn’t have the latest encryption and tell him that the Russians were reading his stuff, but giving Herc any information at this point seemed foolhardy. He was sounding a bit strange, and that wasn’t good. Some of that was no doubt due to the fact that our relationship had shifted. He was no longer the boss who sent me contracts. In fact, I wasn’t quite sure who he was any more. But he was being awfully possessive of Rocky Start.

      “And stop trying to use Lionel and Dottie,” he went on. “They don’t work for you. That microfilm is mine. Always was. I let Oz keep it because he did nothing with it. Didn’t even translate it. It’s trouble. That’s what Serena came to town for and it’s what got your little woman in trouble. Much better that it’s in my hands now. Like it always should have been.”

      Little woman? What the hell? “What’s on it?”

      “Old crap,” Herc said. “Nothing that matters now.”

      “Then why do you care?”

      “I’m cleaning up loose ends. You’re lucky I don’t come down there and crack some heads. I am not happy your girlfriend stole it from me.”

      “Right.” Although, it was kind of nice he was acknowledging Rose as my girlfriend. Like making it official. God had noticed.

      “Max, listen to me very carefully. You want to be the new Oz? The new keeper of the peace in Rocky Start? Then you work for me. Do you understand? I keep a big umbrella over that town. It’s mine. You deal with the stuff inside. You do not screw with my stuff.”

      His umbrella wasn’t working too well, but now wasn’t the time to tell him that. He was offering a truce, a way to work together, and given the power he wielded, I’d be a fool to turn it down.

      “All right,” I said.

      “I need Rocky Start to be stable, Max. Can you do that?”

      I blinked at the sudden change in his voice. He was actually asking me, not ordering. “Yes.”

      “Good. Stay on Dmitri. Do not trust him. Keep me updated.” The phone went dead.

      I went back inside, where Dottie was glaring at me, arms folded, with Lionel lurking behind her, trying to be as small as possible.

      “What did Herc say?” Dottie asked.

      There was no use lying to her since the red lights on those cameras were staring at me. “He said that I’m the new Oz.”

      “And?” Dottie prodded. “What about us?”

      “He said you don’t work for me.”

      Dottie nodded and sneered over her shoulder at Lionel. “Told you. Get lost, Reddy.”

      I reined in my anger. I really had no idea what I had done to get on her shit list, but I understood her knuckling under to Herc. She’d been doing it for years.

      It was all very tiring and I was already exhausted. “Don’t push it, Dottie. I still remember you gave info to Norman and almost got some people I care about killed.”

      “I didn’t—” she began, but I held my hand up and she stopped.

      I spoke slowly and clearly. “Do. Not. Fuck. With. Me.” She started to sputter and I kept going. “Do. Not. Fuck. With. This. Town. You’re going to have to decide: Herc or Rocky Start. I am not happy you gave that microfilm to Herc.” I was saying that as much for Herc’s benefit via the cameras in the corners as hers.

      She folded her arms. Lionel hung his head.

      I pushed harder. “Do you know who has been flying a drone over the forest at night?”

      “What kind of drone?” Dottie asked in a way that told me she knew exactly what I was talking about.

      “Small one. Observation only.”

      Dottie shrugged. “Some kid got an early Christmas gift.”

      “You’ve got a drone,” I said.

      “We do,” Dottie acknowledged. “And neither of us has flown it since the night of Ozzie’s funeral.”

      Lionel nodded, supporting her statement. “No reason to.” But he wouldn’t look me in the eyes.

      “You’re paranoid, Reddy,” Dottie said.

      “I’ve got reasons to be paranoid.”

      I turned and walked out. Before I’d gone ten feet, Lionel was behind me.

      “Max?”

      “What?”

      He held some mailers. “Mail for Oddities.” He held it toward me. I automatically put my hand out.

      “Thanks for setting Dottie straight,” he said, but the important part was the thumb drive he was slipping me in the mail. Then he whispered, “The drone is Herc. We launch it when he tells us to, and fly it where he wants to look at whatever he wants to see.” I was startled by that, and even more startled when he whispered, “Help us.”

      He turned and walked away, back into the hellhole that was his wife’s post office, under the ceaseless scrutiny of Herc.

      I walked back to Oddities, knowing that things weren’t quite as peachy here in Rocky Start as I had thought.
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      Mom went upstairs for a shower. I think she just needed alone time to process before we went to the Wok Inn. Yeah. Me, too. But the door to the shop opened, and I turned, expecting to see Marley back from checking on Pike and Coral and Reggie, really wanting to see Marley, but it was Darius.

      He came toward me as the door banged shut behind him. “I heard what happened,” he said, looking concerned, the way he always did when I needed help. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I lied. Actually, I was wondering if in my nightmares tonight, I was going to have both Serena and Junior. I mean, Junior was dead, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t show up again in my sleep. Serena did.

      Darius stood there in front of me, looking at me, and I just waited. Eventually he’d say something or go away, and I just wasn’t in the mood to take care of anybody else, even Darius. My mom had stopped vibrating once she found out that Junior had thought I was her, which didn’t help my stress at all; Mrs. B. was safely tucked away in her cottage with Dmitri, Tanke, two llamas, and some butterkuchen; and Max had said we were going to the Wok Inn that night. I’d had a full day, and now I just wanted to get a shower and maybe put some makeup on. My little black dress. Be a girl instead of a target.

      “So,” Darius said finally. “I’m leaving.”

      I nodded. “Going to your grandpa’s for Christmas.” Every year between Thanksgiving and Christmas, he went to visit his mom’s family for a week and celebrate both holidays with them while he was there.

      He took a deep breath. “No, for good. I’m going to finish high school there and then go to college. I just want out of this . . . town.”

      “Wow,” I said, stunned.

      “It’s a lot closer to Harvard.” He relaxed a little as he started talking about college. “Close enough to go home to my grandpa’s on weekends if I want. Less than an hour.”

      “You’re not going to spend Christmas with your dad?” That was inconceivable to me, a holiday without my mom. And Coral. And Max. And Marley. I needed them with me. It was hard enough facing Christmas without Ozzie, although he’d always been very bah humbug about it. And then he’d heap presents on me, most of them weird, and he’d decorate, and don’t get me started on Ozzie’s Christmas decorations. The Santa skulls usually stopped people in their tracks.

      Damn, I missed him.

      “You know,” Darius said, carefully. “You could come with me.”

      That jolted me into paying attention. “What?”

      “You could come with me. We could visit Harvard. You might really like⁠—”

      “No,” I said, the fury that had been hiding under my fear all day erupting now that it had a deserving target. “I would not like Harvard. I am not deserting my mother on Christmas. If you have to leave your dad, we’ll take care of him, but I’m not leaving Rocky Start.”

      He looked annoyed. “My dad’ll be fine. He’s all caught up in that Jackie woman. He won’t even notice I’m gone.”

      That pissed me off. “Darius, your dad has been a monk for ten years. You’re grown up. He gets to have a life now, too.” I shouldn’t have said that, but he made me so mad. Jackie was great and if Luke liked her⁠—

      “Yeah?” Darius said. “How would you feel if a stranger came to town and your mom hooked up—” He stopped, probably remembering Max.

      “Jackie is really nice,” I said, trying not to sound accusing. “And she’s a doctor, that’s good. And her kid is great. You⁠—”

      “What I’m saying is that it’s not like I’m leaving him alone for Christmas,” Darius said. “He’ll be fine.” He looked down into my eyes. “Me, not so much without you. You could at least try⁠—”

      “No.” I practically shrieked it, stepping back from him, and he just stood there, looking sad, but at least he’d heard me that time. “Look, Darius, I love you,” I said, feeling bad for him now. “I’ll always love you, but⁠—”

      That was a mistake. He stepped up and put his arms around me before I got to the “but” and tried to kiss me, and I pushed against his chest, and said, “No,” just as Max and Marley came in.

      Of course.

      “Problem here?” Max said, his voice cold.

      I shoved Darius again and he stepped back, looking betrayed.

      “No problem,” I said. “We’re over and I’m staying in Rocky Start.” I looked over Darius’s shoulder at Max and Marley. “With the people I love.”

      “It’s such a waste of you,” Darius said, like he was in mourning.

      “No, it’s not,” I snapped. “I’m going to do great things here.” I looked back at Max and Marley and had no doubt who I belonged with. “With the people I love.”

      Darius looked back and saw Marley. “Oh.” He looked down at me, his face stormy now. “Well, then, you have a good life.”

      He started for the door and Max stepped to one side, looking at Darius coldly.

      But Marley was different. “If you need more time alone with Poppy . . .” he said quietly to Darius.

      “I’m leaving,” Darius said shortly, and then he took a deep breath and held out his hand to Marley. “It’s been good knowing you, man.”

      Marley shook his hand, looking confused as Darius went out the door. “What the hell?” he asked me.

      “He’s moving in with his mom’s family. Never coming back,” I told him.

      “Fuck,” Marley said, and went out the door after him.

      Max looked at me. “That’s what you needed. More drama.” He looked angry, at Darius I think, but he was keeping it in check.

      “I need to be alone,” I told him. “And Chinese food.”

      “We can bring you back takeout if you’d rather.” He forced a smile for me. “Not a problem.”

      “No, I don’t leave my family. We’re eating together.”

      Max now had an odd look on his face, but I didn’t care about that right now. I went upstairs.

      I could not understand how Darius could walk away from everyone here.

      He couldn’t understand how I couldn’t do that.

      That wasn’t a gulf we could bridge.

      It wasn’t a gulf I wanted to bridge.

      And my head hurt.

      So I went upstairs to play with makeup and find my little black dress. Darius loved that black dress, mostly because it had what my mom called a boob window. Heart-shaped.

      His loss.
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      I took a long, hot shower—alone for once—and put on makeup and my fancy red dress that I’d worn to the Wok Inn with Max before, and went down to the kitchen when I heard somebody knock on the back door. I couldn’t see anybody through the window, so that was a little disconcerting, but then Lian popped up, like she’d been bending over, and she had a banker’s box in her hands, so I went to let her in.

      She looked my red dress up and down. “Lookin’ good,” she said and went back out the door for another box. “I am not giving these to Barry,” she told me as she unloaded the last of four boxes into my kitchen from the back stoop. “If he tries to take them from you, shoot him. Call me with any questions. The number is taped to the top of the boxes. It’s a burner phone number, and you’re the only one who has it. There’s another burner in the top box for you to use to call me, and one for Poppy to call Mei on her new phone. Rowan got them for me, paying cash in Bearton so they can’t be traced.”

      I looked at the boxes. “I have no idea what to do with this.”

      “That’s why we’ll use burner phones,” Lian said. “Call me. I’ll walk you through it. Oh, and the envelope on top of the last box is for Poppy. Tell her we love her. And now I have a van to finish loading.”

      “Do you need help?” I said, and she shook her head.

      “Rowan’s on it. Darius just asked Mei if she wanted to go with him to his mom’s family and then to see Harvard, and she leapt at it. She’s gone already.” I looked surprised and she said, “Her bags were already packed so he picked her up in front of the law office. They stopped back here and she threw gravel at Poppy’s window and said good-bye. So they’re gone, and Rowan and I will be out of here by nightfall.”

      “Wow. Okay, wait a minute. I have something for you, too.” I ran to get her fox mask.

      When I gave it to her, she laughed. “This is how you see me?” she said. “A sexy, legal fox with fire in her eyes?”

      “That’s how everybody sees you,” I said, which was true.

      “Oh, Rose.” She hugged me, and then she kissed me goodbye and left to finish loading her rented van.

      I thought, Wait, but she really couldn’t. This was the end.

      I hated it.

      We’d raised our babies together. We’d gossiped and cried together, laughed together, planned together, and now she was gone. It was good that she was leaving—she’d never liked being in Rocky Start and now she was free to live a better life—but she was my best friend and she was gone.

      Max came out into the kitchen wearing Ozzie’s dress jacket again, the one that had once had fifty thousand dollars sewn into the lining. He smiled when he saw my red dress with the fringe at the bottom, and then he caught a look at my face. “What’s wrong?” he said, intense again.

      “Lian just left. Forever. They’ve almost got the van packed. She’s gone.”

      “We can go to New York and visit,” Max said. “Rowan owes us for not killing him.” Then he saw the boxes. “What’s all this?”

      “Town records,” I told him. “Lian told me never to give them to Barry.”

      “What’s in the envelope?” He took the manila envelope taped to one of the boxes and opened it and then showed it to me: It was the title to Lian’s ancient BMW, over twenty years old now, transferred to Poppy. “Marley will have a good time with that.”

      “With what?” Marley said, coming into the kitchen. He had a dress jacket on, too, and was looking very non-kid-like. Max handed him the title. “Sweet,” he said. “Lotta potential in that old car.”

      “We need to stash four banker’s boxes from prying eyes and Barry Mason,” I told him.

      “I know a place,” he said, and we each took a box—Max took two—and he showed Max the secret storage behind the bookcase in the library.

      “This closet could be very helpful,” Max said as we shoved the last of the boxes in.

      “Food would be very helpful,” I said, and then Poppy came downstairs in her little black dress with the short skirt and the heart-shaped boob window, looking very grown-up, enough that Marley’s eyebrows went up into his hairline and Max looked at me like he did not approve.

      “She’s eighteen,” I whispered to him when she’d walked past them both and headed out the door, Marley following her, slightly dazed. “Nineteen on January tenth. She’s fine.”

      “That dress,” he said.

      “Max, were you a virgin at eighteen?”

      He scowled. “That’s different. I was in a war zone when I was eighteen.”

      “So is she,” I said, and we went out the door, Max shaking his head.

      When we caught up with Poppy and Marley, Max noticed they had plenty of space between them as they walked.

      “Did they fight?” Max said quietly. “Darius was here earlier⁠—”

      “How did that go?”

      “Not well, but she was mad at Darius, not Marley.”

      “I don’t think Poppy liked Marley almost blowing himself up,” I said, “but that’s just a guess. It’s really not our business.”

      “Marley is going to spend the rest of his life almost blowing himself up,” Max said. “He’s that kind of kid. She should get used to it. You have.”

      I was a little skeptical about “She should get used to it,” and I was even more doubtful that I’d ever get used to Max dodging bullets, and I was positive that I was going to miss Lian forever, but first and foremost, I wanted food.

      And the Wok Inn had it.
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      The Wok Inn was the best (and only) restaurant in town, its black and red interior centered on the massive koi tank on one wall, which is where Hugh seated us. Center of the room, full visibility, good lines of fire for Max.

      Marley held Poppy’s chair for her—Pike and Coral raised kids right—and then said, “Is there a reason we’re sitting here in the middle of everything?”

      “Hugh likes Max sitting where everybody can see him,” I told him.

      Marley looked at Max. “Lucky you.”

      Max shrugged. “As long as people don’t interrupt us⁠—”

      “Oh, hello!” Hermione Witch stopped at the end of the table, Oxley Crothers trailing her morosely. “We’ll get two chairs and join you!”

      “No,” Max said.

      Hermione pouted. “I’ve had a very bad day. I lost Oxley’s keys, but he found them for me.” She hooked her arm through Oxley’s and didn’t see that he was shaking his head no, which probably meant she’d found them in his pocket while she was feeling him up. Probably to find the keys again. There’s just no helping some people. “So listen,” she went on, “I’ve heard about the Viking funeral you had for that old guy who used to run Oddities. I heard Poppy is the person who planned it—” She smiled at Poppy and then went on, “—and I was thinking we could give Sidsie the same⁠—”

      She didn’t get to finish because all four of us said “No,” at the same time.

      “That’s not fair,” she said, and Poppy said, “Life’s not fair.” Hermione evidently got the message that we weren’t in the mood to discuss funerals because she said, “Okay, what’s your favorite Christmas song?” and Max said, “‘Joy to the World,’” and she beamed, and then he added, “The one with the frog,” and she just looked confused. Then she must have finally picked up on the vibe at the table because she said, “So we’ll talk later,” and Max said, “No, we won’t,” and Oxley dragged her off.

      “Frog?” Marley said.

      “Three Dog Night,” I told him. “Long before your time. Big favorite of Ozzie’s also,” and Poppy nodded, looking sad again.

      “Thank you for getting rid of Hermione,” I said to Max, and then Louise came in with Alfie Packer, the vet who’d taken her to Peru before she went back to Lionel (look, Louise got around, okay?).

      Alfie was not looking happy.

      I saw Lionel and Dottie in a corner near the door, talking intensely, leaning toward each other, looking upset, although not with each other, oddly enough. Probably because they hadn’t spotted Louise yet.

      Louise pulled Alfie over to us. “Hello, Max,” she purred.

      “I’m on a date,” Max said flatly as Hugh came up to the table with plates of crab rangoon.

      “Did we order?” I said, confused.

      “I heard about your day,” he said. “A four-crab day if there ever was one. On the house.”

      “Oooh,” Louise said, reaching for one of the crab plates, and Poppy slapped her hand and moved the plate over to Marley.

      “Not yours,” she said, not smiling.

      Louise narrowed her eyes at Poppy.

      “Can I get you a table?” Hugh asked Louise pointedly.

      “You can get me one,” Alfie said, looking at Louise with disfavor. “And separate checks. In fact, separate tables.”

      Louise looked annoyed and waved her hand, dismissing him like a fly, and Hugh took Alfie to a table in the back, possibly to make it harder for Louise to find him. Good luck with that.

      The problem, of course, was that even annoyed, Louise was gorgeous, absolutely freaking beautiful. That tended to cloud men’s minds. So when Louise looked over and saw Oxley and Hermione at a table on the other side of the restaurant, she smiled at him and he automatically, no brain engaged, smiled back, which restored Louise’s good humor. It did not restore Hermione’s and she began to cry, making Oxley talk faster and hand her napkins.

      Louise turned back to our table smiling, mission accomplished. “Well, hello you,” she said to Marley, I think to annoy Poppy for the crab slap, but also possibly because Marley was looking like an adult now. A very attractive adult male. If we’d been in the wild, she’d have pawed the ground. “You clean up nicely.”

      “I don’t do older women,” Marley said, concentrating on his plate of crab.

      For a moment, Louise looked dangerous, and I noticed Max’s hand move off the table toward his jacket.

      “It’s just not your day, Louise,” I said to draw her fire, and she looked at Max, who said, “I’m on a date,” which is when she gave up and turned and walked away, huffy again.

      She looked beautiful huffy, too.

      Alfie looked trapped as she made a beeline to his table and sat down.

      Poppy eyed Marley. “She’s very attractive.”

      “She stiffed the garage where I work by sleeping with my boss. And she doesn’t take care of her car, which is a flashy knockoff.” He grinned at her. “And she tried to cop the crab rangoon in front of you. I don’t do dumb.”

      Max snorted, and Poppy laughed, the first time all day, I think, and I thought about all the memories we’d built here, about Coral and Pike and Luke and Betty and Anita and Hugh and the kids Poppy ran with, about Lian and even Rowan, about the people who had been kind to my baby and me, all the people I cared about. And above all, about Ozzie the grump, Ozzie the skinflint, Ozzie the best man I’d ever known.

      Well, tied for best with Max.

      “What?” Max said quietly as Poppy and Marley fought over the crab rangoon on the other side of the table, smiling at each other.

      “Ozzie,” I said. “You. Poppy, Coral, Pike, Lian, Betty, Luke, Marley . . . I am a lucky woman.”

      “Well, we’re lucky, too,” Max said and then frowned as Bea came up to the table, weaving a little.

      “I gotta problem,” Bea said.

      “I’m on a date,” Max said, so I got up and said, “Let’s go outside, Bea,” and took her arm.

      She didn’t want to go, but she was in no condition to argue, so when I’d strong-armed her out onto the street in the cold, which I was hoping would be sobering (Hugh nodding his thanks at me as we left), I said brightly, “So what’s the problem, Bea?”

      She focused on me. “Life is awful.”

      “Part of it,” I said. “But then there are the bees. Beautiful bees that make the world a better place. You save the bees every day, that’s a wonderful part of life.”

      She sniffed, but she thought about it. “I love the bees. But not the people.”

      “Really,” I said. “Anybody in particular you don’t like?” Because if she’d been talking to somebody, working with somebody . . .

      “Some people,” she said vaguely. “I need a drink.”

      She tried to turn to go back inside, but I half-walked, half-dragged her across the street and opened the door to her shop. “How about some sleep?” I said brightly while she looked around, confused at the change of scenery. “Hey, how did you like the bee mask?”

      She brightened. “I like it.”

      I nodded. “Ozzie left that mask with your name on it. A leopard, a beautiful powerful leopard that reminded him of you.”

      “Oh, Oz,” she said, mournful now. “He was the best.”

      “He really was.” I pushed her in the door to the shop and then realized I was going to have to get her upstairs to her apartment.

      “I’m so sorry,” Bea said as she tripped on the stairs.

      I strong-armed her up the steps, practically carrying her. “We all miss him,” I said, breathing hard as we got to the top.

      “Not sorry about Oz,” she said. “About . . .” her voice trailed off as I dragged her into her bedroom and let her fall on her bed. “This is nice,” she said and passed out.

      I looked down at her, half tempted to slap her awake and find out what she knew. I decided against it. She was out cold, and the chances of getting her sober enough to tell me anything would be balanced by the fact that if she was even a little bit sober, she wouldn’t tell me anything. So I swiveled her feet up on the bed and covered her with a blanket and went back to the Wok Inn.

      My family was at a table full of food.

      “We ordered without you,” Poppy said. “And Hugh added more stuff. He said it’s on the house. I think because you got Bea out of here.”

      “Good,” I said and sat down. “Did I miss anything?”

      “Dmitri came in to get takeout for Betty and Tanke,” Poppy said. “He said Betty is much better, and Fernanda and Dolly have bonded, and so has Tanke. He’s a llama shepherd now. Oh, and he thanked us for the butterkuchen.”

      “Just what Rocky Start needed,” Marley said. “A llama shepherd. We never had one of those.”

      He grinned at Poppy and she laughed, and I relaxed a little more.

      “And Louise is now in the bar with Barry,” Max told me. “His lucky day. Alfie Packer took the opportunity to escape.”

      “Smart man.” I grabbed a crab rangoon and sat back and crunched while I looked around the room. Nobody was yelling or shooting at anybody, just nice people eating good food. Plus, Louise and Barry, which had huge entertainment possibilities. Then the door opened, and Luke came in with Jackie and Quill, and Quill saw Poppy and waved and smiled, and Jackie looked surprised at her kid, possibly because Quill wasn’t sulking, and I thought, Maybe it is all over. Maybe we’re good now.

      I mean, Junior was dead, and if he’d been running the Cauldron, he was the reason people kept showing up to kill us. I think for him, it was personal, and I doubted the next guy in charge was going to kill for free. As I understood it, the Cauldron was very profit-oriented.

      “Maybe it is over,” I said, and Max said, “Maybe,” and passed me a crab plate.

      But when I looked at Poppy, she shook her head, and I thought, Yeah, I don’t think so, either.
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      We got through the rest of dinner with only Barry trying to talk to us—“I’m on a date,” I said, holding back on my desire to put some hurt on him for spreading treasure rumors, and he wandered back to the bar and Louise because he was not a smart man—and then Rose and I had tea, like civilized people as the place started to clear out. Poppy and Marley excused themselves and left, not tempted by tea, and I was left with Rose, who I was tempted by. Always.

      “So how was your day, honey?” Rose batted her eyes at me.

      “Getting better every minute,” I said and then because she had to know, I added, “I talked to Herc.”

      Rose lost her smile. “Great. So what’s the bad news?”

      “First things first,” I said. “Dottie sent the microfilm and the download and translation I asked Lionel to do to Herc.”

      “You know, I have about had it with her—” Rose began, but I held up a hand. I had, of course, waited until Dottie and Lionel had vacated the Wok Inn before telling her this so she wouldn’t drag Dottie out into the street and do something violent.

      Rose had gotten a lot more violent since I’d left for the Trail. Possibly because of me, or maybe just because she had so much sublimated rage. She’d never have hit an assassin with a chair before she met me.

      Of course, she wouldn’t have had to hit an assassin with a chair before me.

      “It’s probably for the best,” I said.

      “How?”

      I smiled and pulled the thumb drive out of my pocket. “Lionel slipped me the download anyway.”

      “Oh.” She blinked at it. “That makes me almost like him.”

      I frowned. “He also said, ‘Help us.’”

      “He said, ‘Help us,’ not ‘me’?” Rose asked. “Him and Dottie? They’re an ‘us’ again?”

      I nodded. “After I left the post office. He followed me, slipped me the drive with the mail, and then asked me to help them. He didn’t want Herc to hear that.”

      Rose looked thoughtful.

      “Herc also pretty much said I was Oz’s replacement.”

      She sat back in her chair and regarded me. “You needed Herc to tell you that?”

      That was not the response I had expected. “Well. No. But at least he wasn’t telling me to get the hell out of town like he’s been doing.”

      “Why the change?” she asked.

      “He was pissed about my ordering Lionel to cut the feed. We argued. We compromised.”

      “From what you’ve said of Herc,” Rose said, “he doesn’t compromise. He rules.”

      I’d thought she’d be happy that I was going to fulfill Pike’s hopes and dreams and become the town marshal. I bit back an irritated reply as she went on.

      “So what’s his game this time?” She leaned forward. “There’s more here than we’re seeing. First, Geoffrey taking out Ozzie, Serena kidnapping Poppy to get this microfilm that Herc now has. Melissa, Sid, and Harvey all dying; the attempts on Coral and me. I think they’re all linked. There has to be somebody working in the background. And I don’t see that being Junior. Serena was pulling his strings before, but I bet somebody else was doing it this time. Which pretty much leaves Herc. So what does he want?”

      She seemed to have skipped over the attempt on me, but I didn’t see the need to remind her. I was never big on conspiracy theories because I believed in Benjamin Franklin’s adage that three can keep a secret if two are dead. But this many people at once? I wasn’t big on coincidences, either.

      Herc could definitely be one of three with the other two dead, and if those two were Junior and Serena, mission accomplished. That could have even been his game: to get rid of both of them via the very lethal citizens of Rocky Start.

      “Herc wouldn’t have sent a has-been alcoholic dog to take out Coral,” I said. “That has Junior written all over it: cheap labor. The snake was stupid, which also indicates Junior. And we know Junior planted the bomb that didn’t go off. Junior shot Betty while he was aiming for Poppy, thinking she was you. Incompetent doesn’t even begin to describe Junior, and it never described Herc’s style. And before that? Geoffrey was an outlier. Serena is dead.”

      Rose was still frowning. “So why does Herc suddenly want you to be sheriff?”

      “He needs stability in Rocky Start,” I said. “He did want me to keep an eye on Dmitri and let him know if he found any treasure.”

      “So there is treasure,” Rose said.

      “There’s the possibility of treasure.” I didn’t want to add the next bit, but full disclosure required it. “He also wants me to terminate Dmitri after he finds the treasure. If there is treasure.”

      Rose blinked. “Kill him?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      “I wasn’t planning to.”

      “Herc is insane,” Rose said.

      “Possibly. But wicked smart crazy. The most dangerous kind.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that he’s the entity you imagine controls your life?” Rose said, picking up a fortune cookie. “Except he’s been doing it for real?”

      “Well, yeah, he’s been . . .” but I trailed off because something in my brain flipped.

      Rose kept talking. “What I don’t get is how anybody, especially Herc, would benefit from all the violence we’ve had here.”

      “I don’t know either,” I replied, but my mind was elsewhere. “But Junior is dead. Geoffrey is dead. Serena is dead.”

      “Maybe someone wanted them dead?” Rose said, which mirrored the possibility that had occurred to me.

      “Maybe. But they went about it the hard way.”

      “Bea was acting guilty tonight,” Rose said.

      “She was drunk. Give yourself a break, Rose. We’re alive tonight, be happy.” But I was trying to avoid the truth bomb Rose had just laid on me. Herc was the entity I’d been imagining for years. It was so obvious that it hurt. I’d suspected it, but been unwilling to face it head on. And the larger implications tore at the very foundation of the life I had lived before Rocky Start.

      But that life was over, the future was Rocky Start. The entity could take a hike.

      I noticed Luke laughing with Jackie and Quill over at their table. Luke looked relaxed and happy, and I was glad for him. Poppy had said that Darius was heading out of town, probably for good, and that released Luke from the deathbed promise he’d made to his ex to focus only on Darius until he was of age. Now he could start his own life. The rest of his life.

      And so could I.

      Across the table from me, the rest of my life said, “Let’s forget about Herc for now. He ruins everything, even dinner. But we still have a snitch in town. Bea. Louise. Dottie. One of them. Junior may be dead, but this is not over.”

      “Maybe,” I said, looking at Rose, at her bright eyes and always-tumbled curls and her smile, her real smile, aimed at me. “But being with you makes it all better.”

      She beamed at me, and I relaxed again. At least I was home again with Rose. And now I knew that the entity controlling my life wasn’t a joke I told myself.

      That joke was over.
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      After midnight, we walked the two blocks home from the Wok Inn hand in hand, something I was ridiculously happy about because Max Reddy had never struck me as the kind of guy who held hands. If he was holding mine, he really wanted it in his. He had this whole aloof persona, the grim, silent Man in Black, but every now and then, the façade cracked and he did things like glare at Rowan Masters for flirting with me, or announce to anybody interrupting us that he was on a date, and the adult part of me wanted to say, “Hey, I’m not your property, Mister,” but the immature part of me just loved it. I might not be his property, and we were going to have a lot more arguments ahead because we were both stubborn and sure we were right, but I was still his and he was mine.

      It was weird, and it was wonderful, to belong to something like that, to be part of something like that. I didn’t think I’d ever have that and then love had come into town and thrown a rat named Junior into the street for me, and now here we were, walking down the street under a light romantic snowfall, holding hands, belonging to each other.

      “Rosalie,” he said as we got close to Oddities. “We should go out to the cottage tomorrow night.”

      I thought about saying no for a moment because of Poppy, but Marley was staying close, and maybe with Junior really dead—I’d looked to make sure when Max and Luke had put him in the freezer (replacing Sid) at Melissa’s, and it was Junior and he was really dead—maybe we could go out there and just be us. Out at the cottage, we weren’t the new Ozzie or Herc’s minions or anything but us. This was all so new that we needed practice being us.

      “There is no bear rug out there,” I reminded him. “But I suppose we could make do.”

      “They must make fake bear rugs,” Max said, and I laughed.

      “You really want sex on a bear.”

      “Not on a real one.” He looked shocked. “She might have been a mother.”

      So when we got inside, I googled and, sure enough, the internet was full of fake bear rugs. But they all had heads and tails which I told him was just too gross.

      “So we’ll cut the head and the tail off,” he said and then we negotiated until he admitted that the bear part wasn’t as crucial to his fantasy as the furry part—“You’re into furries?” I said, and he said, “I’m into whatever you’re naked on top of”—and we ended up ordering a Faux Sheepskin Shag Performance White Rug—“Shag Performance,” Max said, “no pressure there”—that was six feet long for $119, rated 4.7 by discerning buyers. Bonus: no head or tail.

      “It’ll take five days to get here,” I told him, and he said we’d just have to make do with a bed until then.

      So I shimmied out of my red dress and we did.

      Then I woke up in the middle of the night because Max had rolled over and taken the covers with him and I was freezing. I put my ice-cold hand on his side, and he came awake with a shudder.

      “What the hell?” he said to me, half asleep.

      “You took the covers and I’m cold,” I told him. “See?”

      I started to move my hand south, and he caught it and yanked it off his body.

      “Don’t even think about it, Malone,” he said and threw my half of the covers back over me. Then he rubbed my hands together between his warm ones until they weren’t icy, and I put my arms around him and listened to him sigh in resignation.

      “Yeah, you put up with a lot,” I said and kissed his neck, and he pulled me closer.

      “That was a terrible way to wake up,” he said in my ear.

      So I ran my hand down his stomach until I got to the good stuff, and he drew in a breath and said, “Yeah, that’s better.”

      “You know, you’re easy,” I said, and he kissed me and then we just fell into our rhythm, warm and safe and laughing and then not laughing, intense and shuddering and holding onto each other, chasing that big finish we both knew how to get to now.

      That was one of the many things I loved about Max, that we made love together. He’d said once that he loved the way I moved when we had sex, and I was surprised because I thought that was what I was supposed to do, but then I realized I didn’t know a damn thing about sex, twelve years with the same guy and then three one-night stands that had not been good. And then Max showed up and I realized that a good lover did more than show up and put it in. We were still getting the hang of it, still missing on some things, but we made up for it, laughing and trying again, nothing was a tragedy, nobody to blame, nobody’s ego hurt, just us fumbling toward ecstasy like teenagers.

      Which is where we were when I finally came, shuddering in his arms while he held me tight, safer than I’d ever been with anybody, and then he let himself go and I held him, thinking, We’re together. This is how it’s supposed to be.

      I was also thinking, Please don’t leave again, when he whispered, “I love you,” in my ear, like a promise. “I love you so much,” I said. “I know this is really fast but I love you.”

      “It’s not fast,” he said. “It took us fifty years to find each other. We’re slow.”

      I laughed then and held onto him, and we fell asleep in each other’s arms until he woke up at six because he was trained to do that or something. It’s his only flaw in bed.

      “Don’t go,” I said, snuggling into him, still half asleep, and he said, “Wasn’t going to,” and kissed me, and I woke up some more and moved my hands over him, and he did the same to me and one thing led to another, and things were going really well, I could feel myself getting close, and Max knew it and was going into high gear, and I gasped as the first spasm hit⁠—

      And the earth moved.

      No, really, the whole building shook, a brilliant flash of light and a boom, all in a second.

      We both stopped.

      “Okay, I’m good, but I’m not that good.” Max pulled away from me and got up and went over to the window. After a minute he said, “Are you sure Lian and Mei and Rowan left?”

      “Positive.” I sat up, really alarmed now. “I went over before dinner to see how many boxes I’d be shipping to New York. Mei had already left with Darius. I watched Lian and Rowan drive away down the back alley where Herc couldn’t see. Lian texted me when they hit Virginia, heading north. They’re gone.”

      “Good,” Max said. “Because her building just blew up.”
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      Marley had walked me home and made sure I was safe upstairs, said goodnight, and then left to go back to his apartment across the hall.

      That was good. I was dealing with being mad at Darius for still expecting me to want college and him, and at Marley for defusing a damn bomb and almost getting himself blown up, and at Louise for trying to take our crab rangoon, and at Mei for leaving even though I knew she had to and I’d hugged her good-bye and told her it was going to be okay, and just everybody in general. Yes, I knew that was stupid and irrational, but some days are so bad that stupid and irrational are a big step up from screaming and crying.

      And I couldn’t sleep, which was just stupid. If I could sleep with Marley next to me, I could sleep alone. It’s not like my subconscious was thinking he’d spring up and save me from Serena’s ghost. There was no reason for me to be safer with him, he was just a friend . . .

      Okay, that was a lie, but I had enough to worry about without opening that can of worms.

      Get your act together, Malone, I told myself, you do not need a man to save you, and then realized that was something Marley would say. I didn’t need Marley with me anymore, I’d just absorbed him into my inner life, he was kind of part of me now.

      Which was a big improvement on having Serena in my inner life, so I rolled over and after a while, I went to sleep.

      Hours later, when it was almost dawn, I awoke to a huge boom and the building shook.

      I got out of bed and without thinking ran out of my bedroom and across the hall to Marley’s apartment and into his bedroom.

      He was staring out the window at the street, his broad body silhouetted against the orange glow outside.

      “What the hell?” I said, and he held out his arm without turning around, and I walked over beside him to look out the window and put my arm around his waist as he pulled me close.

      Lian’s law office was on fire. There was fire licking out of blown-out windows, but the building seemed okay; at least the roof was holding for now.

      “I don’t suppose that was a gas leak,” I said.

      “We should call 911,” Marley said.

      “No.” I watched the flames lick higher and start to move toward the next building. “Wait until it burns down Nice Funerals.” I was never going to forget finding all of Geoffrey Nice’s trophies there. Especially the piece of Ozzie’s shirt . . .

      “Poppy,” Marley said gently. “We don’t want to torch the whole town.”

      “Maybe,” I said, but then I remembered the other side of Nice Funerals was Luke’s shop, full of beautiful wood furniture and no bodies, and that if Jackie turned Nice Funerals into a clinic, Quill could stay. “Okay.”

      “Hold on,” Marley said. “Look.”

      As we watched, the flames began to go down.

      Marley laughed. “I forgot. Lian had Luke put in a sprinkler system. Reggie and I helped him do it.”

      As we watched, the flames died down until it was mostly dark again, just some glowing inside the windows, like there were embers still.

      Markey let go of me and went over and pulled on his jeans. “I’m going to check it out. You stay here.”

      “You do not tell me what to do,” I said. “But yes, I will stay here because that building is not safe and it’s not dawn yet. So you are staying here, too.”

      He grinned at me. “You are not the boss of me.”

      “Okay, what do I have to do to make you stay? Watch Ice Station Zebra again? Because that’s a big ask, Bernard.”

      “You could start by putting on that black dress again,” he said. “But I’m still going down there.”

      Okay, now I really was annoyed. “Not alone.”

      He snorted. “What are the chances? Pike, Max, Luke, they’re already there. This is man’s work, honey. Go make me a sandwich.”

      He pulled his hoodie over his t-shirt, and I said, “Fine, you’re a sandwich.”

      “I’ll be back,” he said, and as he went by me to the door, he bent and kissed me on the cheek, just a peck, but it was a kiss, and said, “I’ll be careful. Stop worrying.”

      I didn’t say anything, just watched him go, wondering what the kiss meant—we’d been friends a long time but there had been no cheek-kissing before—and what I wanted it to mean and what he thought it meant, but mostly I just wanted to know what the hell had happened to Lian’s building.

      And if the person who blew it up knew that Lian and Mei had already left, or if the point of all that was to take them out.

      I was never going to sleep now, so I went downstairs to the kitchen, and, of course, my mom was already there, making cocoa. The woman is uncanny about serving people’s needs.

      “You okay?” she said, looking all flushed and rumpled in her blue robe.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Lian’s building is toast. Marley went out to see what Max was doing.”

      I sat down at the table, and Mom poured two cups of cocoa from the pan and sat down across from me. “You had a very bad day.”

      I shrugged. “Nobody I love died, although Marley almost screwed that up, too. He could have been blown up. And now he’s out there again.” I thought about him, poking around a still-hot building that was probably going to collapse on him, with Max, who had about as much sense as Marley did. There’s a dangerous situation, they both seemed to think. Let’s run into it. “He told me not to worry and kissed me on the cheek like I was a little kid, like that would make it all right.”

      Mom sipped her cocoa.

      “I’m not upset about yesterday,” I told her. “I didn’t enjoy it, but Junior’s gone and Betty’s still alive and I am unperforated by bullets. I still have a hard time sleeping, but I couldn’t do that before today, so what the hell.”

      Mom nodded.

      She had that look on her face that said she was waiting for me to say something important, so I said, “What?”

      She shook her head. “Just a lot to think about.”

      “I don’t want to think,” I said and sipped my cocoa, hot and sweet and chocolatey.

      “Marley kissed you on the cheek, huh?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      She nodded. “So what’s new with the shop?”

      “I’ve changed the name.”

      “What’s the new name?”

      “Odd Poppies.”

      She laughed, and I had to smile, too.

      “Reggie’s going to make me a sign.”

      Mom nodded again, approving. “Those are good boys, Reggie and Marley.”

      “They’re not boys, Mom,” I said and then felt bitchy because she hadn’t meant anything by it.

      “I know,” she said quietly. “Poppy, what is going on with you and Marley?”

      I lifted my chin, eyes straight at her. “According to Mei, we have a situationship.”

      Mom nodded. “And that is . . .”

      “It’s like dating purgatory. We’re not not-together but we’re not together, either.” I thought about it. “It’s confusing because of Darius and Mei, and because I’ve known him forever, and because everything keeps blowing up here, and I need sleep to think clearly, so . . . it’s a situationship. I’m confused.”

      My mother looked at me sternly. “Well, get unconfused. That’s a good boy and you’re making him crazy. Pick a lane, Poppy, and if it’s not the one he’s in, let him go.”

      “I don’t have him,” I said, insulted.

      She just sat there and waited.

      “I don’t even know if I want him.”

      She waited some more.

      “It’s not like I don’t have other things to think about,” I said, sounding defensive.

      “How would you feel if he started dating somebody else?” Mom said. “I ask because I was waffling about Max for a long time⁠—”

      I snorted on that one because as far as I could see, there’d been zero waffling, but I think she was trying to make a point.

      “—and then Louise hit on him and I thought about ripping her throat out.”

      I frowned at her. “Maturity is not your strong suit these days. You’re getting violent, Mom.”

      “So if Olivia came by and put her arm around Marley and invited him to the movies⁠—”

      “I would not care,” I lied through my teeth. “You know a building just blew up down the street. Why are we talking about this?”

      “Because I can’t do a damn thing about the building except make cocoa for everybody, but your life I have an investment in. You’re happier with Marley than I’ve ever seen you. You’re smiling again for real for the first time since Ozzie died, and it’s always when you’re with him. Mei’s gone, Darius is gone, you really like Marley⁠—”

      “So what am I supposed to do?”

      Mom shrugged. “When I wasn’t sure, I crossed the hall into Tennessee and jumped Max. And then I was sure.”

      “You really did?” I said, surprised out of my annoyance.

      “Yep. Surprised the hell out of him, but he coped.” Mom tilted her head at me. “I’m betting Marley would cope, too.”

      I frowned at her. “You’re telling me to have sex with a boy? That’s not like you.”

      “It’s not the sex. I think you should figure out what you want and go after it. I want you to be happy. And I don’t see you doing anything to get that. You’re stuck circling the drain, and you need to do something to get yourself out of that. Don’t wait for anybody to rescue you, don’t wait for some hero to come along and tell you what you need; if you don’t know what you want, go find out and then get it. Move, Poppy. Save yourself.” She smiled at me then, the old loving smile she’d been lavishing on me for almost nineteen years. “You can have what you want, but you have to go after it. Depending on men to rescue you could mean a really long wait. Ask me how I know.”

      I just sat there with my cocoa, looking at my life through her eyes. She was right. I wasn’t trying to save myself, I was just trying not to be things. Not to be afraid, not to be awake, not to be . . . alone.

      Go after what you want, Mom said.

      And I thought, I want Marley.

      It was such a relief to finally just think that, admit that, that I exhaled and relaxed in my chair.

      Yep, I wanted Marley. Great humiliation could await me, but that was life for you.

      I wanted Marley.

      “I’m going to go see what Max is doing,” Mom said, standing up. “He and Marley together—” She shook her head. “—you know they’re doing something macho.”

      “Dumbasses,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      Marley was being a dumbass, but he was my dumbass.
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      The same fire chief who’d responded to the crash and explosion of Geoffrey’s hearse showed up to certify that yes, the fire was really out. He’d gotten over a dozen calls from civilians who’d heard the explosion, and even though I’d also called right away and told him the fire was dead, he was duty bound to show up. But he hadn’t brought all the trucks and other stuff that would follow him in a normal town.

      The fire had burned fierce and bright for a couple of minutes but then died out. It turned out Lian, being Lian, had put in sprinklers. So everything was damp and soot-covered but the building was intact. It was going to need repairs and a cleanup inside, but the structure was fine.

      Junior hadn’t been good at arson. An inept bombing was a fitting legacy for him.

      The official story for the curious was that it was a gas leak, but we knew it wasn’t. However the civilians in Rocky Start tended not to ask too many questions, mostly because they didn’t want to know the answers. The fire chief didn’t ask any questions, either. Oz had paid off the Bearton Fire Department with a new rescue vehicle a few years ago, and I’m also sure back in the beginning, Herc had reached down from on high and added his own special nudge making Rocky Start a little bubble out of the world of normalcy. I knew for certain that neither Tennessee or North Carolina wanted to claim the town, nor did our adjoining counties. We were a world unto ourselves carved out of the state line between those two. Easy to ignore. Those four boxes Lian had left with Rose probably had a lot in there that made sure Rocky Start stayed that way.

      Rose came out in her robe to make sure I wasn’t rushing into a burning building, and I told her we were going to rush into a non-burning building and to go back to bed. Then Marley, Luke, and I went around to the back to look at the ignition point. From the blast pattern, that bomb had been placed at the ground floor rear between the outer wall and a dumpster, which the accelerant had also caught on fire.

      Thus, it was not surprising when Luke found fragments of wire that matched what had been in the back of Junior’s van. Then Marley found a piece of a basic timer, indicating that was what had finally set off that explosion.

      “Junior was an idiot,” Luke said, looking at it. “They teach this in explosives pre-kindergarten, and he still managed to screw it up. He was trying to use the dumpster to direct the blast to take out the back wall and collapse the building. Instead, he blew up the dumpster.”

      “It wasn’t just that,” Marley said. “He screwed up the amount of accelerant inside and it burned itself out.” He shook his head. “Too much fuel.” When I looked at him, he said, “Common problem,” and handed the piece of the timer to Luke. I was beginning to wonder what Pike had been teaching those boys out at his cabin.

      It might have been funny except for the fact that if anyone had been inside, they might have been killed from the smoke inhalation alone. I was betting the whole mess had been intended to kill. Otherwise, there was no point unless it was simply to cause confusion. But to what end?

      But it had Junior’s modus operandi and his supplies all over it, so we could add it to the list of transgressions done by a dead hand. He’d set it up to go off when he was far away; he just hadn’t realized how far away he’d be when it blew. Which was across the street in Melissa’s locker.

      “He should have used a shaped charge,” Luke said.

      “How do you make one of those?” Marley said.

      “You don’t need to know that,” I said, and then Luke gave me a look, then took Marley aside.

      Great.

      Of course, everyone should have a basic working knowledge of shaped charges, but Marley was still a kid.

      Except he wasn’t.

      He was laughing with Luke about something now, but I wasn’t as relaxed as the two of them. My conversation with Rose last night still bothered me on several levels. I wanted to talk to Luke about it, but that was short-circuited as Dmitri’s big pickup truck rolled into town, pulling the trailer with the snowcat on it.

      “Treasure hunting time?” Luke said. “Six AM? Early bird gets the gold?”

      “It’s always time for treasure,” Marley said.

      I suppose some kids fantasize about treasure hunting. Pirates. Cowboys and Indians. Yada, yada. Things like that. I’d grown up focused on survival; fantasies hadn’t had the mind-space to bloom.

      I had to keep reminding myself that Marley wasn’t a kid anymore. His childhood hadn’t been a walk in the park; he’d pretty much found his way into Rocky Start as a foreign orphan with only his little brother to rely on. I had to stop thinking of him as a youngster. He probably hadn’t been a kid since that trek up from Mexico.

      “So, my friend,” Dmitri said and gestured to his truck.

      “Get the maps,” I told Marley, resigning myself to the inevitable, and he nodded and went back to Oddities.

      “You coming?” I asked Luke.

      He shook his head. “I’m meeting Jackie for breakfast and we’re going to discuss how she’d want to set up the clinic.”

      “Breakfast?”

      “You know,” Luke said. “Food. Sustenance.”

      “Right. So she’s staying?”

      “She’s thinking about it,” Luke said, smart enough not to commit someone else to a course of action.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “We need a doctor,” Luke said.

      “Right.” I didn’t say “And you need a lover” because Dmitri was looking at me impatiently. Also, it was none of my business. “Everything okay with Darius?”

      “He’s gone to his mother’s family,” Luke said. “Going to stay there until he goes off to Harvard, he says.” He didn’t sound happy about it, but he didn’t say anything more, and I didn’t push it, just nodded goodbye to him and walked over to Dmitri, who was now staring at the broken windows in Lian’s office.

      “You have trouble this night?” Dmitri said, although the damage was right there. Hard to miss blown-out windows.

      “A bomb on a timer,” I said. “Looks like Junior’s handiwork.”

      “Ah, Junior. A foolish boy who had a sad ending. His mother was not so foolish.”

      “Same ending, though.”

      “Yes,” Dmitri said. “You say Herc finished her off?”

      “Yeah. Injected her with something when she was down and couldn’t fight back. Poison. You’d have liked that. He took the body for proof of death. That’s why Junior came here. Vengeance.”

      Dmitri looked away and nodded.

      Marley came out, maps in hand. We climbed into the pickup. The gear we had appropriated from Luke’s shop was still in the bed of the truck.

      We drove out onto the two-lane highway. The road was a bit clearer since we hadn’t had snow in a couple of days. Once more we were passing the sign marking the boundary of Rocky Start. I remembered passing that sign almost two months ago now. Being annoyed that Herc had sent me that far out of my way off the Trail for a pair of boots.

      And I wondered, just for a moment, if I’d known what I was walking into, if I would have kept on walking. Life was a lot more complex now. It had all these people in it. It wasn’t just gunfire and bombs, the stuff I could handle. It was Pike being obnoxious and Coral feeding me and Poppy taking care of Maggs and Marley backing me up and Rose . . .

      Who was I kidding?

      If I’d known what was ahead of me, I’d have run into Rocky Start.
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      So Lian’s building blew up, but she was safe and gone, and I’d interfered in Poppy’s life, which had been the right thing to do, probably, but I still had other things I needed to do.

      For instance, I hadn’t done enough to get Jackie to stay and we needed a doctor. So I asked her to meet me at Ecstasy at eight, after her breakfast with Luke (YAY!), and I gathered up all the information Barry had given me two weeks before about Nice Funerals after I’d inherited it, and I went over determined to get her enthused about a clinic, which would get Rocky Start a doctor. I was going to accomplish something, damn it.

      Luke got up when I came in, holding his chair out for me to take his place, and then went to sit at the side counter. Where he could keep an eye on us, or at least her. He seemed to like looking at her. That made me positively cheerful.

      “I have a business proposition for you,” I told Jackie when we had tea in front of us. “I know Luke’s been showing you around Nice Funerals, so here’s all the information on the building, including a professional inspection. The building would make a great storefront clinic. The fire chief said it wasn’t damaged in last night’s next-door explosion, so that’s good. I’m pretty sure it’s worth more than the pharmacy—it’s larger for one thing—but I’m willing to trade the buildings even up. Poppy wants to expand Oddities eventually, so even though the pharmacy is smaller than the Nice building, it’s a better location for us.”

      “Last night’s explosion,” Jackie said, focusing on the key factor as usual. “Yes, I had noticed that.” She frowned at me. “I think I’m getting used to this town. I just looked out the window this morning, saw the fire was out, and went back to bed.”

      “Oh, that’s great,” I said, relieved that she wasn’t going to get hung up on overnight bombs. “We’re just a normal little town. Our kind of normal, but still, normal. You know, Nice Funerals would be much more suitable for a clinic than the pharmacy.” I thought about all the dark wood and wrought iron some ancient Nice had decided would be good for mourning. “With a little paint, of course. Brighten the place up, but still homey.”

      I waited for Jackie to say “Yeah, everybody wants a homey clinic to die in,” but she evidently wasn’t in the mood to snark. So I shoved the folder over to her and watched her look through the papers while I drank my tea with my fingers crossed, not easy to do.

      “So what do you think?” I said when she closed the folder.

      Jackie frowned. “It’s the oddest thing.”

      I blinked. “Odd? Not really. The pharmacy is kind of creepy.” I did not add “Of course, a serial killer lived in Nice Funerals.” She knew that. He was gone. Not relevant.

      “I just got an absurdly good offer on the pharmacy,” Jackie said.

      Okay, that was odd. “From who?”

      “I don’t know, some company. When I got the initial notice from Mr. Mason that I had inherited the pharmacy, he informed me he had a potential buyer. I didn’t think anything of it until I got a text last night from Mr. Mason. The new offer is for twice what the building is worth.”

      I kept a grip on my temper because I wanted to save my rage for Barry. If he was making an offer, he was up to no good, not to mention screwing with my future.

      “What did you say?” I asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I haven’t,” Jackie said. “I’m kind of torn. It’s a great offer, but my daughter is really liking it here.”

      I noticed she couldn’t help but glance over at Luke, and I knew her daughter wasn’t the only one liking it here. She looked back at the papers I’d given her on Nice Funerals. “But I might be interested in this since Hester is adamant about staying. She’s thinking seriously about being a professional baker. I know it’s fast, but she’s never shown enthusiasm for anything like she is working with Coral, and she’s very clear that she doesn’t want to move around anymore. Luke showed me the building, and the apartment upstairs is very nice, much better than the one over the pharmacy, bigger, three bedrooms⁠—”

      She went on talking, but I was thinking about Barry.

      Duplicitous, loose-lipped, criminal Barry.

      “The thing about Barry,” I said carefully, “is that he is extremely bent.”

      Jackie nodded. “Yes, I had gathered that. I was wondering if this wasn’t something he was doing with Ms. Witch.”

      “Hermione?” I shook my head. “She has no money, so there’s nothing in it for Barry. He has to be working for an outsider with deep pockets . . . Oh, hell.” There was only one person that could be. I stood up. “You look over these documents,” I told her, smiling brightly. “Maybe talk to Luke about it. I’ll be right back.”

      I headed for the door, stopping only to tell Luke that Barry was up to no good with Jackie’s inheritance. Luke has a strong need to save people and, I was pretty sure, a strong need for Jackie, so he could do some good work while I headed for Barry Mason’s office, conveniently located above the Wok Inn.

      So I could throw him out of an upstairs window if he gave me any crap about who was buying the pharmacy.
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      “Rose!” Barry said from behind his desk when I barged into his office. He eyed me nervously, looking hungover. “So nice to see you.” I glared at him, and he added, “Uh, what can I do for you?”

      “Who made the offer on Quill’s Pharmacy?”

      “That’s privileged information,” Barry said.

      I shook my head. “Barry, who do you think is going to miss you?”

      “Miss me?”

      “When you get killed for being a moron.”

      “What?”

      “My friends are being attacked, my daughter was almost shot, somebody is trying to kill me, and now I find out you’re trying to sell a building to an Outsider?” I shook my head. “You know how people here in Rocky Start feel about Outsiders. When people find out⁠—”

      “There’s nothing to find out!” Barry tried to regroup, but panic had definitely set in. “Dr. Quill was very pleased with the offer and⁠—”

      “No, she wasn’t, I just talked to her, stop lying, you’re annoying me.” I walked around his desk and sat on the corner of it. Barry froze in his chair as I leaned forward and patted him on the chest. “Barry, it’s a new day. I’m not a nice person anymore. And I am really unhappy with you.” I’d lifted his cellphone out of his breast pocket while he’d been trying to think fast, not in his skill set. I tried to put it in my apron pocket and realized I wasn’t wearing my apron.

      That was new.

      Barry said, “Now, Rose,” and I decided the apron wasn’t important at the moment.

      “You know, Barry,” I said. “You should really start doing more thinking. Like how you’re going to survive in this town if everybody hates you.”

      “Hates me?” Barry looked horrified. “Why would they⁠—”

      “You’re working for an Outsider, Barry,” I said.

      “Look, Rose,” he said, “I’m sure we can work something out. The same company is interested in Oddities, too. And in Coral’s place. We could all make a lot of money out of this.”

      I got up and went to the opposite side of the desk and sat down with his phone in my hand and watched the realization that he had screwed up cross Barry’s face. “Someone we know then. Who is it?”

      “People are allowed to make offers on property,” Barry protested.

      “Not here.”

      “I’m not—” Barry began but stopped abruptly as I held up his cellphone. I turned the camera toward him, getting face recognition to unlock it; an astonished face still worked. Then I turned it back to me and checked his calls.

      “What’s this number you received a call from last night? Just before you texted the new offer to Jackie?”

      “Fuck you,” Barry said.

      I reached for the screen. “Guess I’ll just have to call it and see who⁠—”

      “You can’t,” Barry said quickly.

      “I can,” I said. But I had a better idea. I started punching in a number.

      “Who are you calling?” Barry demanded, half-rising out of his chair.

      “Sit down,” I snapped and, surprisingly, he did. I put the phone on speaker.

      Max’s voice echoed out of it. “What do you want, Barry?”

      “It’s me,” I said. “Barry just offered Jackie twice what the pharmacy is worth. Barry is not coming across with explanations. I am very unhappy with Barry.”

      “I’d hate to be Barry,” Max said.

      I stood up and walked around the desk, looming over Barry.

      “This isn’t like you, Rose,” Barry said. “I really can’t talk to you about this.”

      I shoved him back in his office chair, yanked open his desk drawer, found a lovely sharp pair of scissors on top—I’d been hoping for a letter opener—grabbed them with one hand and his tie with the other, and cut off the bottom of it.

      This was so much better than Cheery Boost.

      “Rose!” Barry started to rise, and I put my hand on his chest and shoved, so his desk chair went crashing into the wall behind him and his fake diploma from Harvard fell to the floor, glass shattering.

      “Barry still alive?” Max asked, not sounding very concerned.

      “I’ve just cut his tie and am thinking seriously about moving to earlobes next, but I am really not a violent person. If you’re not busy, could you come beat the hell out of him?”

      “Sounds like you’re doing a good job on your own,” Max said. “Luke’s probably closer if you just need someone to beat him bloody.”

      “Wait,” Barry said.

      I gave him my new Death Glare which I think used fewer facial muscles than the Cheery Boost. “Last chance. Barry. Who made the offer on the pharmacy?”

      I brandished the scissors at him and he said, “Herc. Herc wants to buy the pharmacy.”

      “What the fuck?” Max said from the phone.

      “Why would Herc want a pharmacy in Rocky Start, Barry?” I said, my voice cheerful and soft again. I was going to save Death Glare for the Big Stuff.

      “I have no idea,” he said virtuously.

      “Max,” I said into the phone. “Barry made an offer to Jackie for the pharmacy when he told her she inherited. Then he texted her last night to tell her the offer was doubled. But he didn’t tell her who wanted it. Nor did he tell any of us about the original offer. Because it was from Herc.”

      Max’s voice echoed out of the speaker. “Herc must really want Sid’s place. Why, Barry?”

      “I have no idea,” Barry said.

      “I’m looking at Barry,” I said, “and I think he’s lying. I still have the scissors and he still has his earlobes, but that can change at any minute.”

      “Oh, wait now,” Barry said.

      “You can just kill him,” Max said, I’m sure more to intimidate Barry than seriously. Then again, it was Max. “No one will miss him. Even better, just use Barry’s phone to call Herc. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to know that Barry is talking about his business. And I’m sure Herc already knows that Barry called me just now on his phone. I’ve got no doubt Herc gets an alert anytime Barry calls someone. Hell, he might even be listening in.”

      Barry went white. “Hold on. Just hold on.”

      I stared at Barry. “What does Herc want with the pharmacy?”

      “He’s retiring here,” Barry said.

      I was so stunned I didn’t know what to say for a moment, and even Max went quiet at that.

      “Why, Barry?” I said. “Why would⁠—”

      Barry spoke fast. “The guy’s over eighty. The business is getting trickier. I don’t think things are going well for him. He just wants a soft place to land. That’s all.” Barry straightened what was left of his tie, looking a bit more confident. “I mean, I think that was his plan all along. From the very beginning of Rocky Start. You know Herc,” he added, the words tumbling out. “Always planning ahead. He never does anything that doesn’t have an angle.”

      I spoke to the phone. “Did you get all that?”

      “Herc retiring?” Max said. “In Rocky Start?”

      “Yes. Does it make sense?”

      There was a pause, then Max said. “Sort of. Did Jackie take the offer?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Good,” Max said.

      “Barry,” I said, “do you have any idea how the people in Rocky Start are going to react to you putting Herc permanently in their midst?”

      “I don’t think that’s high on the list of Herc’s concerns,” Barry said.

      I leaned toward him. “Where is it on your list, Barry?”

      “No, no, it will be okay, Rose. I’m sure he’ll buy Oddities from you.” Barry nodded at me, all nervous positivity now. “He really wants that whole side of the street. And he’ll pay top dollar, too. More than top dollar. He⁠—”

      “He wants Ecstasy and Oddities, too,” I said to Max, keeping my voice mild, trying to process that. “Funniest thing is that somebody tried to kill Coral, the owner of Ecstasy, and then came for me, the owner of Oddities, after bumping off Sid, the owner of the pharmacy. I’d say that’s a pattern, wouldn’t you?”

      “When did someone try to kill you?” Barry said, confused.

      “Junior came after me and he couldn’t tell Poppy and me apart because he’s an idiot. So he almost killed her. He also put a poisonous snake in my kitchen. I’m wondering if Herc was behind Junior.”

      “That couldn’t have been Herc,” Barry said. “A snake? Not his style.” He looked at his cellphone. “Right, Max?”

      “Herc wouldn’t send an idiot to do a job,” Max said. “And if he’s making offers⁠—”

      Barry jumped in. “He’s paying. Top dollar.”

      “Barry,” Max’s voice echoed out of the phone. “Herc really said he’s retiring here?”

      “Well, not in so many words,” Barry said.

      “What were his exact words?” Max demanded.

      “I don’t really remember,” Barry said, his eyes shifting. “I just got that impression.”

      I tapped a finger on his phone to make my point. “You know how news travels in this town, Barry? You think people are going to be happy about a rumor that you’re helping Herc to move here? And that’s why people like Max and Coral and Betty and me are being attacked? I’d expect a visit shortly from a few people. They’re not as nice as me.” I realized I was still holding the ends of his tie and threw them on his desk.

      “There’s no connection with Herc for that,” he protested. “He’s not sloppy.”

      “As far as you know,” I said. “And what you don’t know is volumes.” I held up his phone and quickly went to system settings. “I’m removing the requirement for identification to sign in. So I can use this whenever I want.”

      “Hold on,” Barry protested.

      I showed him the screen. “See? So if Herc calls, you won’t be able to answer. But I will. How do you think he’ll feel about that?”

      “Come on, Rose,” Barry pled.

      “Barry, you spread the rumor about treasure,” I said. “Now we’ve got two Russians in town. And an extra llama. I think you need to be elsewhere. Somewhere far from us. Somewhere far from where Herc can find you.”

      Barry sat there, the color draining from his face. “Yes, uh, I have a business . . . thing, out of town. I should probably take care of that.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “That’s a good idea. Leave all your keys with me. After you give me all the communication you had from Herc about this.”

      “He’ll kill me,” Barry said, just stating a fact.

      Max spoke from the phone. “He’ll have to get in line.”

      “There’s nothing written down,” Barry said. “Well, just the offers he had me draw up.”

      “For what buildings?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Oddities. Ecstasy. A couple more. I don’t exactly remember.”

      “Fuck,” Max muttered.

      I glared at Barry. “So, you’re going to go do that business thing out of town now. After you give me the keys to everything. And stop telling people there’s treasure here in Rocky Start. Because no matter how far you run, Max will find you.”

      “Right,” Max said.

      “Your keys, Barry. All of them.”

      “Sure.” He tossed me some keys as he skirted around the desk and then around me to go out the door.

      I watched him cross the hall to his apartment door and go inside, and thought about following him in and decided that was too much to ask. God knew what was in that apartment.

      “He gone?” Max asked.

      “Yes. I suppose he could have a gun in there and come out and shoot me.”

      “Knowing his life expectancy if he did that? He’s dumb but not that dumb.”

      I got up and closed the door and turned the lock, just in case.

      “This isn’t good,” Max said.

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “If Herc is actually retiring to Rocky Start, he’s clearing it out of anyone who can challenge his rule,” Max said. “Junior might have been working for him.”

      “Junior was incompetent,” I pointed out.

      “But he almost succeeded,” Max said. “At the very least, he distracted us.”

      “True,” I said. “But from what exactly? We need to know what’s going on. I’m going to go through Barry’s office and his phone. Get back to town as soon as you can.”

      “Be careful.” There was a burst of static. “We’re going off grid,” Max announced. “I think⁠—”

      Whatever else he was about to say was lost along with the signal.

      I looked around the office and sighed and started in on Barry’s files.

      About an hour later, I heard Barry’s car roar off from the parking lot at the side of the building.

      So far, unfortunately, other than the offers for the properties like Barry had said, there was nothing to implicate Herc in anything other than wanting to buy up a nice chunk of Rocky Start.

      I still had Barry’s phone but had no desire to call Herc. I did feel a strong desire to get the hell back to Oddities and go through Barry’s phone. Knowing I had to, I did go into Barry’s apartment—he’d left the door open—but it was empty.

      Rose Malone, badass, cleaning up Rocky Start.

      I’d have felt better about that if I wasn’t feeling like the wheels were coming off the place I was cleaning up.
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      “Herc is retiring?” Dmitri said as I gave up trying to keep a signal. “In Rocky Start? I would not want him for a neighbor.”

      “I don’t want him within a thousand miles.” I was annoyed that Dmitri had listened in, although there really wasn’t an option for privacy inside the cab of the pickup truck.

      Marley had directed Dmitri onto a single-lane mountain road which was, thankfully, paved but had been unevenly plowed. We were moving deeper into the mountains where cellphone reception was pretty much nonexistent. I was proud that Rose was running Barry out of town. I didn’t know how to take the Herc retiring thing given that Herc was prone to lying. Then again, I couldn’t think of another reason why Herc would be buying the pharmacy at an exorbitant cost and interested in the other properties. I just couldn’t imagine Herc living in Rocky Start. Then again, I’d never thought about where Herc lived; I guess I’d kind of assumed he crawled into a coffin in some dark basement under his office.

      Still, Barry’s comment that it had been Herc’s plan all along resonated. He always planned ahead. I could see him sitting there, over forty years ago, thinking about his landing spot in old age while the rest of us were just trying to muddle through the day. And things were changing in his world. The fact he had survived this long was a testament to his ruthlessness and his network of spies and leverage. But that kind of thing never lasted forever. Herc had known that, and he had had the ego to believe that he would actually make it to old age, something that most players rarely considered.

      “Nothing is as it seems with Herc,” Dmitri said.

      “No shit,” I said.

      “Pike hates him,” Marley threw in.

      “The feeling is pretty much universal,” I said.

      “Does it bother you that you worked for him?” Marley asked me, a question which stabbed to the core of my anxiety that Rose’s observation about Herc being my entity had initiated. “I asked Pike that once and he got kind of upset and didn’t say anything.”

      Surprisingly, Dmitri answered him. “It is easy to judge from the outside. Especially by those who do not understand the gray world that people like us exist in.”

      “I’m not judging,” Marley said. “I’m trying to understand. Sometimes, late at night, I could hear Pike calling out. Nightmares. The man has some serious PTSD. The weed helps, but still. It’s bad.” He hesitated. “It’s better when he stays with Coral.”

      I looked at him. “You and Reggie have some PTSD, too, I understand. From your time before Rocky Start.”

      Marley nodded. “Pike will never tell us what my grandfather did or how he knew him well enough to send us here. But whatever it was killed him.”

      Dmitri looked over at Marley, then back to the road. “People like Max, and me, and your adopted father, Pike, and probably your grandfather, did many things others might look down upon or pass judgment about. But one must take the larger view when viewing covert operations.” He took one hand off the wheel to help make his point. “When there are disagreements among nations, there are two obvious ways of settling them. One,” he held up a single finger, “is diplomacy. The second,” another finger, “is when diplomacy does not work. And that is war. Not something anyone desires. We, those like us, we are a third option. Covert operations.”

      “Tertia Optio.” I hadn’t thought of that in a long time, but it was the motto of one of the classified units I’d worked alongside of over the years.

      Dmitri nodded. “I like to think that I played some role, no matter how small, in preventing World War III between the great powers. A war which would have concluded, inevitably, with an exchange of nuclear weapons and the end of the world. It was only twenty years between the First World War and the Second. But for the last eighty years, no Third has come.” He sighed. “It is, however, a very dirty game where one can never be certain who is who or even what side they are on.”

      Which brought me back to one of my first questions for Dmitri. “Was Serena Stafford a double agent?”

      “A double agent,” Dmitri said, “is just as easily a triple agent, which makes them just an agent.”

      Marley shook his head. “I don’t know how you guys keep things straight.”

      That made two of us.

      “Nothing is straight,” Dmitri said.

      “Your answers sure aren’t,” I replied. Had Serena been playing both sides, but ultimately been working for the Americans? That didn’t jive with her desperate attempt to get the microfilm. Which I really needed to take a look at. Except, as Lionel had pointed out, it was tens of thousands of pages of messages.

      “Hold on,” Marley said, checking the map. “Take this right.”

      A snow-covered narrow road. Whoever had gone this far had given up and headed back. Virgin snow ahead.

      Dmitri didn’t hesitate.

      We rumbled along that for a little way, driving slowly and carefully. Finally, Marley indicated an opening in the trees to the right. There was a narrow forest road there, sealed by one of those locked pole gates that blocked access to many forest roads when they closed for the season.

      “Your young friend and I will offload the snowcat,” Dmitri said. “There are bolt cutters in the bed of the truck.”

      I wondered who had appointed him boss, but, really, we had to do it anyway, so there was no point complaining. We got out. I grabbed the bolt cutters. I figured I was committing a federal crime as I cut the padlock. As if that were a concern. With Marley ground-guiding, Dmitri backed the snowcat off the trailer and rumbled through the gate, then waited for us to join him. I closed the gate. Anyone passing would see the tread marks of the snowcat heading into the forest. But it was not really an issue since no one had passed down this road in at least a week.

      We clambered on board, Marley again taking the front, the topographic map on his lap. Dmitri drove us down the trail.

      We had to cut two more locks on pole gates as we went farther into the National Forest. The sky overhead was gray, portending more snow in a season that had already set records. The surrounding terrain was quiet and ominous. Snow tends to absorb sound, and the wildlife was running away from the sound of the snowcat. We ended up on a path that could barely be called a road. Branches on either side scraped along the side of the snowcat.

      We were still a distance away from the locale that Marley had determined when we came upon several interlocking, downed trees blocking the way..

      “That ain’t natural,” Marley said.

      Dmitri looked over his shoulder at me. “They prove we are on the right path.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “How do you know?” Marley asked.

      “Ozzie blew those trees down with explosives,” I said.

      I opened my door and Dmitri killed the engine.

      I got out and walked forward, the other two joining me. A half-dozen trees had been blasted down, forming an abatis. “Ring charges,” I said, looking at the remaining stumps. “The way we clear landing zones in the jungle. Or an obstacle across a trail. Ozzie knew how to do that.”

      “Why would he do this?” Marley asked.

      “To keep someone from getting there,” I said, pointing ahead.

      “We’ll need a chainsaw,” Marley said.

      “Easier if we do as Oz,” Dmitri said. “Explosives.”

      “I’m not blowing up the National Forest,” I said. “Chainsaws and the winch. It’ll take us a while to clear. And we could use help. Tanke and Luke come to mind.”

      Dmitri nodded. “Some muscle would be helpful.” But he was looking past the blown trees, as if he could see gold.

      “Tomorrow,” I said.

      Dmitri, of course, had thoughts. “If Oz did this, he didn’t plan on coming this way again. Perhaps he removed the treasure.”

      “Perhaps.” I shrugged. “If he did, we have no idea where he hid it. Definitely not in Oddities. We’ve searched the entire place. More likely, he knew he couldn’t do anything with it so he left it here, where nobody could find it.”

      “Perhaps you missed something,” Dmitri said.

      “Oz wouldn’t have blown this if he’d removed the treasure,” I pointed out. “Plus, he left the clues only Pike could have found. And Marley,” I added. Then I heard it. The same sound from that night at the cottage, very faint but coming closer. “Drone.”

      We all looked up. About a thousand feet above us was a black dot against the gray sky.

      “Is it armed?” Dmitri asked because, yeah, that’s the first place a player’s mind went to.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “It’s an observation drone. The Ferrells have one. Supplied by Herc. It’s being flown by the Ferrells on his orders.”

      “That is not good,” Dmitri said. “He knows where we are right now.”

      “Another good reason to head back,” I said.

      “Can we disable the drone?” Dmitri asked. “When we get back?”

      “What do you mean ‘we’?” I said. “I tried cutting Herc’s feed. That didn’t last long. If we go to the Ferrells and disable it, Herc will know. He will not be happy.”

      Dmitri muttered something in Russian, indicating he wasn’t happy either.

      Join the crowd, I thought.

      “We go back,” I said. “We’ll be lucky to get back to Rocky Start before dark.”

      “But now Herc knows the way,” Dmitri said.

      “Do you want to cut up fallen trees in the dark while Herc watches, waiting for us to clear the way for him?” I said.

      “No,” he said and got back in the snowcat.
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      Max finally texted from his satellite messenger that they were on their way back, with no treasure in hand. I was working on Dottie’s mask, thinking about what she knew and how I could get it out of her, when there was a knock on the shop door. When I saw it was Lionel, acting furtive, I opened the door. Max had said that Lionel had asked for help and if he needed help, I might get something out of him. Like who Dottie was talking to. “What’s up?”

      Lionel was looking left and right and then he handed me a package and slid into the doorway, furtive as all hell. “I did what Max asked. Put the Eye on Alexei Dmitri.”

      “Do you want to come in?” The cold air was pouring into my nice warm shop while he played spy.

      “I’ve got to get back,” Lionel whispered. “Dottie thinks I’m delivering the last of the packages.”

      “What are you afraid of, Lionel?” I said. “Who is Dottie talking to?”

      He looked at me as if I were an idiot. “Herc, of course.”

      “Beyond keeping the feed open? She’s giving him information about the town?”

      “She’s selling him information,” Lionel said, disgust in his voice. “I had to do the Dmitri search when she wasn’t there.”

      “Okay,” I said. “What did you find out?”

      “Dmitri was sent to the Gulag after what happened in Afghanistan with Pike and Oz. And then he went dark, presumed dead.”

      When he didn’t say anything else, I said, “And after that?”

      “That’s it.”

      “And his friend? Tanke?”

      “Nothing.”

      That wasn’t very helpful.

      Lionel shifted his feet. “Herc’s been telling us where to send our drone. Tell Max there’s nothing we can do to stop that. Well, we could, but Herc would kill us, so Dottie keeps sending it up whenever and wherever he tells her to. Then we land it back on the roof and recharge it. It’s up now.” He looked around. “I gotta go.”

      “Thank you, Lionel,” I said. “Do you know anything about Herc possibly retiring here?”

      Lionel’s eyes got big. “What?”

      That was answer enough.

      “What do you know?” Lionel demanded. “Herc is coming here?”

      “Just a rumor,” I said.

      “Oh, God,” Lionel whispered.

      “You’ve been a great help,” I said, but he was gone before I got to the last part. He went into Ecstasy next door, probably to get a mocha for an alibi.

      I went back inside and looked at the package he’d given me. It was for Cover Stories, so I’d have Oxley or Hermione in here asking for it if I didn’t take it over soon. I’d really rather have kept working on the mask that was Dottie’s, a red cardinal with Dottie’s sharp, beak-like nose and scowling shape. I could stick some stamps on her, but that was about all I knew about Dottie, except that she’d sold Norman information he’d used to kidnap my Poppy and she hated Louise. And she sold information to Herc. She was basically a survivor, screw everybody else.

      Hard to make a mask out of that.

      Well, no, there were the knives. Dottie was big on knives.

      I stuck some American flag stamps on the mask along with one of the black lace eye masks to show she was a former spy, and then dug some knives out of the jewelry stuff that Ozzie had—we were running low on knife earrings for me to destroy, I’d have to start rationing those—and on an impulse, I stuck on a cheery daisy like the one on Dottie’s pith helmet.

      It still wasn’t enough. The thing about Dottie was that she was bad-tempered—well, she was married to Lionel, that would do it—and impulsive—she really was going to gut Louise one of these days—but mostly she sat and watched. And I remembered that she’d called their surveillance feed The Eye, like it was the Eye of Sauron, staring balefully at everyone. So I hunted down two small creepy eye charms for the eyeholes and then one big one for the center of her forehead, and then it did look like Dottie, mad as hell and watching everybody.

      And selling information to Herc.

      Yeah, I needed to find a way to get Dottie on our side and away from Herc.
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      Despite our best efforts, neither Tanke or Luke were accompanying us on our treasure hunt the next morning, depriving us of much needed muscle. Tanke was taking care of llamas and Luke was taking care of our prospective doctor. Priorities.

      I too had a lot of other things I’d prefer doing, like taking a shower with Rose, eating breakfast with Rose, taking Maggs for a walk with Rose, pretty much anything with Rose, but we’d agreed it was time to push Dmitri to find out what he knew. Rose had her own plans to press some of her honey pots to find out who was talking to who. We knew the Ferrells were in trouble and leaking like the Titanic to Herc. They were also maintaining and launching the drone for Herc. I didn’t buy Lionel’s story to Rose that Dottie was doing it all. They were a couple. We needed to find out who else knew what so we could figure out how to respond to Herc’s supposed plan to retire to Rocky Start and what he was actually up to.

      As Dmitri, Marley, and I traversed the same route as yesterday, I took the opportunity to engage in small talk, not my forte.

      “If we find the treasure,” I said to Dmitri. “And we let you have it, what would you do with it?”

      “First we recover,” Dmitri said as he turned us off onto the forest road.

      I wasn’t letting him off that easily. “You can’t sell it. It’s too rare.”

      Marley spoke up from the passenger seat. “You going to melt it down?”

      Dmitri shook his head. “No civilized person would do that.”

      “Then what?” I pressed.

      “I will speak of it when the time comes,” Dmitri hedged.

      “How did you send Betty a llama from the Gulag?” I asked, trying to find a hole in his story. And discover more about over three decades of being dark.

      Dmitri laughed. “The Gulag is a strange place. No one wants to be there. Not even the guards. But the system always served a larger purpose beyond holding undesirables. The camps are usually positioned in places where there is wealth in the ground. And a smart prisoner can end up becoming a rich warden.”

      “And you were a smart prisoner?”

      “I became rich,” Dmitri acknowledged, “but I was still a prisoner, despite eventually running the camp.”

      “Why and how did you leave?”

      “When I received word that the fate of the treasure had been discovered, along with a possibility of recovery. It was the reason I had been sentenced to the Gulag in the first place.”

      “I thought that was because you lost the SCIF.”

      Dmitri waved that away. “The SCIF lost all importance when the Soviet Union fell. The treasure became more valuable as the years went past. Even more so now that the rest of it has disappeared.”

      “That’s why you left,” I said, “not how.”

      “When one is motivated enough, one can do things. Until recently, the intelligence said that Oz and Pike’s plane crashed at sea and all onboard were killed, with the treasure lost. My Gulag was much like Rocky Start. A number of former Soviet agents who were no longer active gravitated there over the years. No longer welcome in the new Russia. Although we were in Siberia, we made it a palatable place to live. And there was money to be made from the minerals beneath our feet. We had a symbiotic relationship with Moscow. It left us alone and we supplied raw materials to the motherland. But we were still prisoners.”

      “And you dropped all that and raced here when you heard about the treasure,” I said. “Who let you out?”

      “It’s complicated,” Dmitri said, and it was Marley’s turn to laugh.

      “That’s what I tell Pike when I don’t want him to know something,” Marley said.

      “You said your Gulag ‘was,’” I noted. “Don’t you plan on going back?”

      “That depends,” Dmitri said. “I was able to make a deal with those who hold power to leave. I just have to deliver.”

      Just great. Herc and Dmitri. In Rocky Start.

      We reached the first gate and I swung it open and the snowcat passed through. Then the next two gates. Finally, we arrived at the blown down trees.

      I picked up the chainsaw and got to work.
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      I got my tea—not Lemon Zinger, Vanilla Bean Macaron this time—and some cake—not butterkuchen but gingerbread—from Anita and sat down at the table off to the side and thought about how Lian would never be coming in to join me again. Good for her, bad for me. I was sipping my tea and wishing that Coral would come out of the kitchen and talk to me and trying to figure out how to get Dottie to come over from the Dark Side, when the door opened and Hermione Witch came in, beaming.

      She saw me and waved and came over, and I braced myself for whatever she wanted now.

      Turned out she wanted to gloat.

      “I’m living with Oxley now,” she said as she plopped herself down across from me. “He loves me!”

      “That’s nice,” I said, thinking about the haunted look I’d seen in Oxley Crothers’ eyes.

      “And Oxley’s stereo system has speakers all over town, can you believe it? Some kind of warning system that nobody uses anymore. So I’m gonna play Christmas music all month! What’s your favorite?”

      “‘Fairytales of New York.’”

      “Never heard of it,” she said, blinking.

      “It’s a classic,” I said. “Hermione, blasting Christmas music is a bad idea. We like it quiet here.”

      “But it’s Christmas,” she wailed, and then the door opened again and Louise came in.

      She looked over at the two of us and smirked and looked around again, probably searching for Max or any available Y chromosome, and then she went to the counter, where Coral had just come out to give Anita a break, and asked for a refill on her thermos.

      “I’ll ask Louise,” Hermione said. “I bet she loves Christmas music.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “‘Santa Baby.’”

      “Such a cute song,” Hermione said, and when Louise came over to say something cutting, Hermione asked for her favorite Christmas song. Louise said, “‘The Five Days of Christmas.’”

      Hermione said, “I thought there were twelve.”

      Louise shrugged. “I like birds,” she said, which was news to me; I didn’t think she liked anything but money, black coffee, and men. Then she added, “And maybe the lords a-leaping; how much money do lords have?” which was when the door opened again and Dottie came in, headed straight for us.

      I got up to take her knife away if she drew one, but she ignored Louise and said to me, “A van left early two nights ago, up the road to the highway, and then headed north. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Nope,” I said. Until Lian was safe in New York, I wasn’t telling anybody anything. And even then, nobody needed to know, especially since I had no doubt that Dottie was asking for Herc. I really needed to do something about Dottie.

      “So you were hunched over your little screens, spying on people again, like a little bird,” Louise said, looking down on her. “That’s so cute.”

      Dottie turned eyes like razors on her, and Louise laughed and unscrewed the top on her thermos, evidently settling in for a nice tormenting chat to make Dottie scream. Louise, our own personal Mean Girl. With firepower.

      “Knock it off, Louise,” I said, and she laughed at Dottie again.

      “You think you and Lionel are back together? That’s pathetic. All I have to do is give him the eye, and he’ll be crawling back. Hell, all anybody has to do, really. He’s a hound, Dottie. One you can’t feed at home.”

      “You shut up about my Lion,” Dottie snapped.

      “Lion!” Louise laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s barely a cat. Declawed.” She toasted Dottie with her Stanley thermos and then drank deep.

      I watched to make sure Dottie didn’t pull out a knife.

      “So,” Hermione said to Dottie, oblivious to the tension, “what’s your favorite Christmas song?”

      “‘Let It Snow,’” Dottie said, watching Louise now with her little eyes narrowed. “So I don’t have to deliver the mail. What the hell?”

      I looked up as Louise dropped her thermos and clawed at her throat, gasping, leaning on the table, turning blue, desperate to breathe. I said, “Sit down!” and shoved a chair toward her, but then her body spasmed and she went down to the floor.

      I could hear Hermione screaming as I tried frantically to think of what to do as I went down on my knees beside her, how to help, and then she twitched a couple of times on Coral’s nice clean black-and-white-checked floor and went still, her eyes staring up at nothing.

      It was the stillest I’d ever seen her.

      The thing was, whatever else Louise had been, she’d been alive, every inch of her.

      And now she wasn’t.

      “Louise!” I said out loud, trying to think, Louise was dead, and I didn’t want that, and I had to fix this, and I didn’t know how, I hadn’t stopped the monster who was targeting my town, I hadn’t⁠—

      “Huh,” Dottie said, looking surprised but not upset, and that broke me out of being stunned.

      “CPR,” I said, knowing it was probably useless, but I had to try, and then Coral said, “Don’t touch her.”

      I looked back to where Coral had come out from behind the counter and was heading our way.

      “She is dead.” Coral said. “And nothing you can do can bring her back. That was poison, most likely in her mug, and if you try mouth-to-mouth, you will be tasting the poison, too.”

      Hermione had stopped screaming and was bending over the body now. I very much doubted she had any interest in trying to resuscitate Louise, so I said, “Hermione, no, Louise would not want you to have whatever she has on her.”

      Hermione looked up, abused. “But we were such good friends.”

      “Touch her and I will break your arm,” I told her and meant it. Then I took my phone out of my apron and called Luke.

      He sounded surly when I got him, snarling, “Yeah?” into the phone, and I said, “A body in Ecstasy, Louise this time. Coral thinks it was poison.”

      I heard a woman’s voice in the background.

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Luke asked, sounding resigned.

      “Positive,” I said and he hung up. I looked at Coral. “Luke’s on his way,” I told her, pretty sure he was, and she pulled a tablecloth off one of the empty tables and covered Louise. When she was done, I said, “Coral, she thought she was safe because she knew something.”

      “That something is probably why she was killed.” Coral frowned at the body.

      I tried to remember. “She was fine until she drank from her thermos, a big gulp. And then she convulsed. There wasn’t anybody else around her⁠—”

      “When I took the thermos to fill it,” Coral said, “it was light, no liquid in it. And the coffee is fine, I poured myself a cup after I filled her bottle. It wasn’t the coffee.”

      “Then it’s a Christmas miracle,” Dottie said, staring down at the cloth-covered body as if she couldn’t quite believe it.

      “Knock it off, Dottie,” I looked at Coral. “So somebody put it in the thermos and waited for her to fill it?”

      Coral shrugged and then Luke came in, carrying a body bag and looking like thunder, and I realized I’d interrupted something. He had his t-shirt on backwards, for one thing. And when he said, “I’m going to start calling you and Max in the middle of the night,” I realized I’d gotten him out of bed. With somebody. Although in my defense, it was late morning.

      Which was probably a good time to sleep with somebody who had a teenager who was working at Coral’s during the day.

      “I am really sorry,” I said.

      “Let’s get it done,” he snapped.

      Then Jackie came in, also looking disheveled, so we might be one step closer to getting a doctor. Not the way I wanted to find that out, but I was willing to take any win at the moment.

      Jackie got down on her knees and pulled back the tablecloth and looked at Louise. She shook her head. “This place is basically an ER in a bad part of town on a Saturday night. With scenery.”

      “This will stop once we find out who’s doing this,” I said, desperate to reassure her. “We’ll stop whoever it is and the town will be back to normal, I swear.”

      “I get the feeling this is normal for this town,” Jackie said. “And you want me to raise a daughter here?”

      “Your daughter wants to be raised here,” Quill said from behind Coral. “Also, I’m already raised. And I’m staying.” The girl looked at Louise on the floor and Jackie hastily covered her again. “She was mean,” Quill said of Louise and went back into the kitchen, and Coral sighed and followed her.

      Jackie stood and put on rubber gloves from her bag before she picked up the thermos.

      “Coral just filled that a minute ago,” I said. “It was from a pot that others have had cups from. It wasn’t in the coffee.”

      “So it was already in the thermos,” Jackie said. “Put the poison in there, which would have no weight, and then Louise drinks after it mixes with the coffee. When was the last time she drank from this?”

      “Yesterday morning, as far as I know. Every morning. I think she used it as an excuse to come here, to see what was going on.”

      “So anytime in the last twenty-four hours,” Jackie said. “That made it easy.”

      The few customers at the other tables were Rocky Start regulars who looked mildly interested and not terribly upset and were now going back to their coffee and pastry. I began to wonder if my estimate of only 10 percent of the population being pros had been too low. Or maybe lately, if you came to Coral’s, you had to expect there might be death. Or maybe they just didn’t care. Louise had not had a lot of admirers. And that made me think of Ozzie’s funeral, the flaming boat pushed out into the lake while dozens and dozens of people watched and wept. The real tragedy of Louise’s death, I thought, was that nobody cared.

      “I’m assuming the police are not on their way,” Jackie said.

      I shook my head. “Pike is upstairs, but Luke is here now. We’re covered.”

      Jackie came to stand next to me as Luke unrolled the body bag beside Louise. I had a random thought that Louise’s body bag should have had rhinestones, something glittery and flashy, and then I realized she’d have gone for basic black—she’d had the kind of beauty that didn’t need jewelry, she’d sparkled on her own. And all of that beauty was now wrapped in black heavy-duty plastic, like takeout.

      “Tell me something positive,” Jackie said. “Tell me something that will make me want to stay here. Quill really wants to, but this place scares me.”

      I gave up. “Hermione is going to pipe Christmas music into town and is asking everyone for their favorite song. Avoid her.”

      “That’s your selling point?”

      “The thing is,” I said, watching Luke head for the door, “we do take care of each other. Whoever this is, he or she is not part of Rocky Start. Dottie might have gutted Louise on an impulse, but she wouldn’t have poisoned her coffee and then sat back and waited. Betty could have shot her, but she didn’t give a damn about Louise. Bea . . .” I shook my head. “Bea’s too destroyed over Harvey’s death to do anything like this. We’re all like that. We’ve been putting up with Louise for years, why kill her now? This was cold and calculated and not us. This is not how we kill people.”

      “And how do you kill people?” Jackie said coldly.

      “Defending ourselves against Outsiders.” I looked at her. “If you don’t want to stay, if you don’t want to be part of us, get out now. We need you, and your daughter wants to stay, but this is a community you have to want to be part of to understand, not stand off to one side making smart remarks.”

      Her eyebrows went up, and she said again, “That’s how you’re selling me on this place?”

      “I’m not selling anything,” I said, fed up with trying to convince her to stay. “If you don’t want to be part of us, leave. But if you’re going to stay, help. We could really use your help.”

      Jackie snorted. “That’s pretty cold, Malone. Louise didn’t mean much to you, I gather.”

      I looked in her eyes. “I’m going to start screaming any minute now. Louise just died in front of me and I didn’t like her, but I would have invited her to Christmas dinner anyway; she was part of us. I didn’t want her dead, and watching her die was horrible. I want this to stop. I need to fix this.” I took a deep breath. “So I’m going to go talk to Bea to see what she knows, and to Dottie to find out what she’s sitting on. I swear to God, if I have to beat the information out of them, I will. This has to stop.”

      Jackie nodded. “Okay.” She thought for a moment and then took a deep breath. “Want me to go with you?”

      That was a surprise. “Wow. Thank you, no. Bea will think it’s an intervention if I bring a doctor. I’ll take Poppy. Maybe reminding Bea that Poppy almost died twice will be motive for her to talk.” I smiled at her, or tried to. “I appreciate the offer. You help Luke.”

      Jackie looked unsure. “He doesn’t need my help to put another body in the basement.”

      “He’s upset with me for calling at a bad moment,” I said, trying to be tactful. “If you could smooth that over, that would be good. We need him.”

      Jackie nodded. “Yeah, I can do that.” She looked over at the door, at Luke standing there like a monolith, Louise’s body bag over his shoulder. “I can do that.”

      She went to join him, brushing past Hermione who actually asked them what their favorite Christmas songs were.

      “Knock it off, Hermione,” I called to her and she frowned at me.

      “We just need some Christmas spirit!” she said, but she looked cross, probably because she hadn’t been able to pillage the body. “I just want everybody to feel Christmassy!”

      “Hermione, sometimes it’s not about what you want,” I said and went back to Oddities to get Poppy.

      I was also going to get what I wanted: an end to this madness.
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      Here we were, back at the trees blocking the trail, armed with two chainsaws. Marley and I handled those as Dmitri took charge of the remote for the winch on the front of the snowcat to pull aside what we cut.

      We could have used Luke and Tanke, but Marley was a hard worker. I knew I’d be sore as hell tomorrow because I’d tried to keep up with him. Because I am a man’s man. But I wasn’t a twenty-year-old man.

      It took a few hours to clear away the last of the trees and open up a path just big enough for the snowcat to scrape through. When we finally shut down our chainsaws, we heard the drone again. It was high, out of gunshot range, slowly circling.

      Apparently Herc no longer felt the need to be discreet.

      “Our friend is back,” Dmitri said.

      “He never left,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We stored the gear and climbed into the snowcat. Dmitri pushed it forward, tree branches scraping the side. I could see Marley wincing at the damage done to the paint job. Dmitri was treasure-focused.

      I noticed that while Oz had sealed off the way when he was done doing whatever he had done, he’d originally had to blast his way in here, as there were twisted and broken trees on either side of the narrow way for almost two hundred meters. It had taken Oz a lot of time, energy, and explosives to make his way in here. And the same to keep anyone else from doing it after him.

      Finally, we ended up in a small clearing that Oz had blasted out on top of a knoll. We got out. Marley pointed ahead, where the ground dropped off precipitously. We walked over there and looked down. There was a gulley descending as far as we could see.

      “The location we marked is down there,” Marley said.

      Dmitri was staring down the slope, perhaps hoping for a magic carpet. I’d studied the map and knew this was what we’d encounter. There was a winch on the front of the snowcat and several coils of rope in the cargo compartment. Which got me thinking.

      When Oz had come up here, he’d been in the Pathfinder. In non-snow conditions. He’d been alone. He had a winch, but I hadn’t seen a remote, just a normal wired control for it. He had to have tied off to go over the edge, probably in two places for redundancy since he was alone. One would be the Pathfinder. And the other?

      “Hey,” I called out, getting Dmitri and Marley’s attention.

      They came over and I pointed to a tree about ten feet to the side. A rusting steel cable was wrapped around it, secured by a double bolt on the free end. It was covered in rotted padding.

      “Oz used this as an anchor point,” I said. “He had to double-anchor because he was alone.”

      “Very good,” Dmitri said. “Very, very good. We are definitely in the right place.”

      “Dude,” Marley said. “I told you that.”

      Dmitri nodded and patted Marley on the shoulder. “Yes. You did. Very fine work, young man.”

      I looked over the edge. With a rope one could clamber down. Getting back up would be hard, very hard. “Let me see the map,” I said to Marley.

      We gathered around. I checked the contour lines. “Six hundred feet,” I said.

      “We have that much rope,” Marley said.

      “Yeah, but the scramble back up would be helped a lot if we use the winch,” I said.

      Before I could ask, Dmitri supplied the answer. “Seventy-five-foot steel cable.”

      Then Marley explained how we could still use the winch with the rope we had, segmenting the rope, stopping every seventy-five feet and adding rope, or taking away, unwinching on the way down and winching on the way up. It wasn’t particularly complicated, but he knew exactly what to do.

      “Who first?” Marley asked, looking between me and Dmitri.

      “I will—” Dmitri began, but I cut him off.

      “I’m younger, in better shape, and better looking.”

      Dmitri laughed. “You are younger, yes. That is all. If younger, better shape, and better looking are criteria we go with our young engineer.”

      “It’ll be me.” I didn’t bother to argue; the kid was not going down there. I quickly made a Swiss seat out of a twelve-foot length of rope. Inserted a snap link. Clipped a couple more on my side. I clipped to the end of the winch. “Marley, you’re on the controls. When you get to the end, give me time to tie in a length of rope. I’ll call out to let you know when I’m ready. Winch the cable back up to the rope I tied in. Let me know when you’re ready and I’ll start down again.”

      “No sweat,” Marley said.

      “Reverse on the way up,” I said.

      “Roger that.”

      I went to the edge and then over, Marley playing out the winch. It was awkward at first, but then we got in a rhythm and I went down the steep slope. After seventy-five feet it jerked to a halt. I braced myself against a tree trunk, unclipped from the winch, cinched a rope into it, tied a loop on the end, and clipped into that. I yelled out. The steel cable was pulled upward along with that rope while I waited. I pulled out the slack and went down until I reached the end of the rope, then waited until Marley once more unspooled, letting me go down. It was slow and tedious and I wondered how Oz had done this all by himself. He’d been a tough old coot, and I imagine if he had just laid in six hundred feet of rope, he could have made it down. And even made it back up, but that would have been very, very hard.

      As I went down, I looked left and right because it was as likely the bundle had landed in a tree on the slope as at the bottom.

      I heard water rushing when I got halfway down. A half hour after starting I was three-quarters of the way down when I saw something off to the right. “Hold!” I yelled.

      It took a few seconds, but then Marley stopped the winch. I had to pull myself up around a couple of trees on the slope as I crabbed my way in that direction.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Wrapped in the tatters of a faded green parachute was a bundle, jammed up against the trunk of a tree. It was lashed to the tree by several pieces of rope and covered with a tarp.

      Oz’s bundle.

      Using the rope and the tree to brace myself, I carefully untied one of the ropes so I could pull a part of the tarp aside. Pushing it aside, I could see the OD green of the bundle. I tapped on it. There was a wooden box inside.

      “You okay?” Marley’s voice sounded far away even though he was only about four hundred fifty feet above me.

      “Hold on,” I yelled.

      I slipped a couple of times, but I managed to use one of Oz’s ropes to secure the bundle to the end of rope just below me. Then I cut the rest holding it to the tree. As I cut the last one, the bundle fell free and pulled me sideways a few feet, then stopped about ten feet below me.

      “Up!” I yelled.

      And as slowly as I’d gone down, Marley winched me, and the bundle, up. I had to tug on it a number of times as it got caught up. It took a while since I had to stop and secure both me and the bundle every so often as Marley swapped out the rope and reset the winch cable.

      Finally, I clambered over the edge and up to the snowcat where Dmitri and Marley waited. I unclipped from the rope.

      “Well?” Dmitri demanded.

      I pointed to the rest of the rope being winched up as the bundle slid over the edge.

      “At last!” Dmitri exclaimed, running to it and dropping to his knees.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      I used my knife to cut away the bundle that had been secured around the contents. What we were left with was an old wooden box about three feet wide, two deep, and two high, secured with a padlock.

      “That is it!” Dmitri said. “My box! Oz put his own lock on it, but that is my box!”

      I guess when you’ve been thinking about something for over three decades it’s a bit of a thrill to finally find it. I handed him the bolt cutters; he deserved this last bit.

      He cut the lock and tossed it aside. Then with great fanfare he swung open the lid.

      “Whoa,” Marley said.

      I kind of hadn’t really believed there was treasure. Perhaps it’s my generally optimistic outlook on life. But the glittering hoard inside the chest proved me wrong. It was impressive. Bracelets and rings and necklaces and crowns and other ancient jewelry; a lot of gold and precious stones. Dmitri ran his hands through it, and Marley picked up pieces and then put them down under Dmitri’s eagle eyes. I guess if you find treasure, you want to touch it. I just wanted it out of my sight, out of Rocky Start, no longer making us ground zero for Outsiders.

      And besides, I had higher priorities. “Dmitri. Pay up. We got you your treasure. What information do you have for us?”

      Dmitri ran his hands through the top of the pile inside the chest, muttering something in Russian, as Marley dropped the last piece he’d been holding, the one he’d been looking at longest, back in the box.

      “Dmitri!” I snapped.

      He reluctantly looked up. “There is much you don’t know.”

      “Which is why we just rescued your treasure. Talk.”

      He looked back at his gold and then nodded.

      “Much of what you thought was true,” he said, “is wrong.”
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      I went next door and collected Poppy and told her what had happened and that I needed her help with Bea.

      “Louise is dead?” Poppy said.

      “Yes. Poisoned.”

      She took a deep breath. “By who?”

      “We don’t know.”

      Poppy nodded and then took a minute. “I can think of a lot of people who’d want to see her gone. Dottie, for instance.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think it was Dottie. She was standing next to me when it happened and she was surprised. Dottie’s not good at hiding emotions. We were all surprised.”

      Poppy frowned at me. “Is this why you want to see Bea? You think she killed Louise?”

      “No. She knows something and I can’t afford to be patient and understanding anymore.”

      “Right.” Poppy nodded, a little wobbly. “Time to get ahead of the death curve.”

      She took a deep breath, and I thought for a moment that she looked older. Sadder. Wiser. Not so much a kid anymore. The same way Marley had changed. Or maybe they’d both been changing all along and it was just that I was finally seeing them as grown up now.

      It had been so much easier when they were kids.

      “The problem,” I said, “is that it couldn’t have been Junior. He’s been dead two days. Someone put the poison in Louise’s mug in the last twenty-four hours.”

      “Great,” Poppy said. “We have another killer.” She called Maggs and came with me, but she was quiet as the three of us walked down State Street toward Bea’s Honey Pot shop.

      “Are you all right?” I said.

      She nodded. “Yeah. You’ll fix it. You and Max.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do with that, but she said she was okay and that was a lot. “That’s some faith you have there, Poppy.”

      “Yeah. Faith and some sleep,” she said. “I’m getting there. You were right. I was stuck. I just have to figure out a direction to move in.”

      She didn’t sound sure, though. We were going to need another cocoa talk at the kitchen table.

      We kept trudging through the slush on the sidewalk, both of us lost in our thoughts, soaking in the peace of a gentle winter morning in a beautiful mountain town and trying not to think about violent death and what we were going to do about it, and then a loudspeaker clicked on somewhere and Mariah Carey started shouting about what she wanted for Christmas.

      “What the hell?” Poppy said at the music, stopping in her tracks.

      “Hermione found Mr. Crothers’ loudspeaker system.”

      Poppy frowned. “There’s a speaker system? And what’s Hermione still doing with Mr. Crothers?”

      “Guess.”

      “Really? He’s that dumb?”

      “At least he didn’t hook up with Louise,” I said, and then remembered nobody was going to be hooking up with Louise again. “For right now, it’s Bea we’re concentrating on. She knows something and she’s upset and we need to get her to rehab before she dies. So, we’re going to talk to her before she drinks herself into a coma and see if she’ll cough up some information and listen to us about her drinking. I’m thinking Louise’s death might knock something loose there. Because right now, she’d be even easier to kill than Louise.”

      Poppy nodded, still wincing at the music. “And then we shut this Christmas music crap down.”

      “One thing at a time,” I said.

      By the time we got to Bea’s shop, the music had shifted, inevitably, to “The Little Drummer Boy.” Some man wrote that song. The last thing any mother wants right after giving birth is some random kid showing up beating on a drum.

      The shop was dark and the CLOSED sign was up, but when we tried the door, it opened. I called out, “Bea!” suddenly anxious because of the unlocked door. Anyone could have walked in there. Poppy went in to check the workroom at the back of the store, and I stood at the bottom and called her name again. When Poppy came back and said she wasn’t in the back room, we looked at each other, both afraid of what we were about to find, and started up the stairs to Bea’s apartment.

      Every wall in the shop was painted honey-yellow, which made sense, but the upstairs was all that gold color, too. The pictures on the walls were of bees, framed in gold. When Bea had a decorating theme, she didn’t mess around. We checked the kitchen, the front bedroom, and the powder room in the hall, all empty, which left us Bea’s bedroom.

      “Please don’t let her be dead,” Poppy said.

      Her bedroom was empty, too, her bed unslept in.

      “Bathroom,” Poppy said and opened the door.

      Bea was in the tub, her eyes closed, slumped down so that her chin was in the water. There was a half-finished drink on the shelf by the bath and her bee mask behind it, like she’d been drinking and looking at it, and an empty bottle on the floor.

      Oh, hell, I thought. Make a mask, cause a suicide.

      I went closer, afraid to see a bathtub full of bloody water, but it was clear. I said, “Bea?” and patted her cheek, and that caused her to slide down so her mouth and nose went underwater. Bubbles came up as she exhaled.

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and hauled her up before she inhaled soapy water, and Poppy pulled the stopper. I kept patting Bea’s cheek and calling her name, and she’d flinch and shake her head, still unconscious but definitely alive, thank God. So I grabbed my phone and called Jackie, who said, “What the hell now?”

      There was a man’s voice, undoubtedly Luke’s, in the background.

      “Bea Handler is unconscious in her bathtub and I’m not sure what to do,” I told her.

      “Is she above water?” Jackie asked.

      “Yes. And we’re draining the tub. But we can’t bring her around.”

      Jackie must have put her hand over the phone as I heard two muted voices, then she came back on.

      “On my way,” Jackie said. “The Honey Pot, right? End of the street across from the Wok Inn?”

      “That’s it,” I told her and put my phone back in my pocket. “Get me some towels,” I said to Poppy, who grabbed them. I draped those over Bea as the last of the water finally ran out of the tub.

      Poppy stood there, staring down at her.

      “Go look in the bedroom for a diary or a letter or something that tells us who she’s been talking to.”

      “She’s dead?” Poppy said, horrified.

      “No, she’s drunk.”

      “Then we shouldn’t be messing with her stuff.”

      “Poppy, go look,” I said, having no patience for scruples at this point.

      Poppy went. In a couple of minutes, I heard the shop door bang again, and Poppy called down to somebody, “Up here!” and shortly after that, I heard her talking to somebody in the bedroom, and then Jackie came into the bathroom.

      “She’s alive,” I said, and then suddenly Bea snorted in her stupor, which was a relief.

      “Was she trying to kill herself?” Jackie asked, eyeballing the bottle.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Subconsciously, maybe. I think she drank herself unconscious. Can you get her, I don’t know, somewhat coherent? She knows something we need to know.”

      “Yeah, that was clear yesterday.” Jackie examined Bea and then took her phone out of her jacket and punched in three numbers. “Suspected alcohol poisoning, The Honey Pot shop in Rocky Start.”

      “Rescue squad?” I said, not liking it but knowing it was necessary.

      She nodded. “Yes, and I’m not taking any arguments this time.”

      I nodded. Pike would just have to deal with Outsiders in an ambulance.

      “Thank you for coming,” I said. “Again.”

      “Do you think somebody did this?”

      “No, I think she did it. She was really upset yesterday.” I hesitated. “I think she’s been talking to somebody, maybe working for somebody, and she wasn’t happy about all the attacks. I think she knows a lot more about these attacks. She knows she’s in trouble.”

      “What could she possibly know?” Jackie said. “She’s drunk most of the time.”

      “She didn’t used to be. Her lover died by the same serial killer who took out Sid, and she fell apart.” I looked down at Bea and felt sorry for her. All she’d had were her bees and Harvey, and now Harvey was gone. Personally, I thought that was a blessing, but I could see where he’d left a hole in her life.

      Bea began to snore, which was so normal, it was a relief.

      Poppy came to the door and said, “There’s no diary, but I found a burner phone.”

      “Okay,” I said, concentrating on Jackie. When Poppy was gone again, I said, “Look, I know you don’t want to stay, and I don’t blame you, but⁠—”

      “No, I’m in,” she said, and that placid façade cracked a little. “Hester and I talked after the Louise thing. I was afraid she’d be upset, but what’s bothering her is leaving here. She really loves the bakery, Coral’s teaching her a lot, and she wants to stay in one place to finish high school. She says I’ve dragged her all over the country for my work and she deserves her last year-and-a-half of high school in the same place. She says you all need a doctor, and we can stay until she graduates, and if I say no, she’s going to move in with Coral.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Wow.”

      “I could make her leave with me,” Jackie said, sounding miserable. “But she’s always gone along with me, and we have moved a lot. I mean, with the traveling doctor thing we got to see a lot of places, and the money was really good, saving for college, but I had no idea she wanted something like the bakery. Of all the places we’ve been and things she’s been exposed to, this is the first time she’s shown real, genuine desire. She says Coral is teaching her everything. She wants to be a professional baker, go to school for that; I’ve never seen her so excited. It might not last, she’s young, but she’s happy, the happiest I’ve ever seen her. So I’m thinking we stay at least until the new year and if she still feels the same way . . .” She took a deep breath. “. . . we’ll stay for her high school years.”

      Okay, good. Finally things were going our way: Bea wasn’t dead and we were closer to getting a doctor. “I’m sad for you but glad for the town,” I told her.

      She gave a small smile. “Don’t feel too sad for me. Rocky Start has its attractions.”

      Yeah, Luke was hot.

      She leaned over the tub to look at Bea again, clearly finished with our conversation, and I went out to check on Poppy.

      She was standing in the middle of Bea’s bedroom with a cheap phone to her ear. “It wasn’t locked. I just hit redial. So the last person Bea talked to should answer—” She stopped to listen, and I watched shock make her face go slack.

      “Poppy?” I moved forward and took the phone out of her hand and listened.

      “—had it with you, Bea Handler,” the woman on the phone snarled. “I’m not paying for any more drunken rambling about snakes and llamas. Don’t call me again.”

      And then the phone went dead.

      I knew that voice.

      I’d know that voice anywhere.

      And so would Poppy.

      Serena Stafford wasn’t dead.
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      “Do not start at the beginning, start with what we need to know now,” I told Dmitri as I untied the Swiss seat.

      “Serena Stafford is alive,” Dmitri said.

      Marley and I both stopped to look at him.

      “She’s doing all of this?” I said.

      “I do not think so,” Dmitri said. “She does what Herc tells her to do. But I do not think she does that so much anymore. There is trouble there between them.”

      “There was always trouble there,” I said. “She was a double agent.”

      “Yes and no.” Dmitri finally closed the lid on the treasure and focused. “She wasn’t betraying her country. She was authorized to give me classified information and I was authorized to do the same with her. We were cutouts between my boss and Herc.”

      I thought about that for a moment. “She was working for Herc when she did that.”

      “Yes,” Dmitri said. “There has always been a KGB or FSB version of Herc in Moscow. Running the darkest missions. But the only way someone like that, and Herc, can truly be effective in keeping the balance of power is proper intelligence.”

      Surprisingly, Marley figured it out quickly. “Tertia Optio.”

      Dmitri graced him with a smile. “Very good. To give you an idea, when your country started supplying the Mujahideen with Stinger missiles, there were some very, very upset people in Moscow. It was a dangerous move on the part of the United States. After all, you were supplying weapons that were killing our soldiers. Many of your politicians did not understand the gravity of the situation and the potential responses that our military were considering. They wanted to, at the very least, kill some of your people. It could have been another Cuban Missile Crisis but this time ending in disaster. Serena and I were able to pass intelligence back and forth and take actions that reduced the threat and casualties.”

      I knew some of the history of those missions and realized what had been the most likely results. “She betrayed the Mujahideen we were supporting.”

      Dmitri nodded. “Some of them. It was a delicate balance. Things were kept at an acceptable level of loss for both sides.”

      Marley was coiling the ropes and listening. This was an education you didn’t get in school. Real world.

      “Okay,” I said. “But Herc threw Serena under the bus and kicked her out of the Agency after Oz and Pike stole⁠—”

      “No,” Dmitri said. “He did not. He expanded his power by letting her move out of the CIA and found the Cauldron. Pure mercenaries. Working for both him and his counterpart in Moscow.”

      In retrospect, that was obvious. But retrospect is exactly that. Herc never let an opportunity go to waste.

      Dmitri went on. “Herc and Serena were lovers. Off and on over the years. May be lovers now. Maybe not. But they always worked together. Except Herc was the puppet master.”

      “Is that why she wanted the microfilm?” I asked. “It implicated not just her, but Herc?”

      Dmitri nodded. “There are still people who would be upset about some of the secrets sent back and forth on that microfilm. It is best for all involved if it remains secret.”

      Marley tossed the last of the gear into the snowcat.

      “So Herc wanted to finish her off,” I said, “to keep the connection secret.”

      Dmitri laughed. “You still think she was dead when Herc took her body?”

      I closed my eyes, not surprised but feeling stupid. It had not even occurred to me that Herc had been so insistent on claiming the body for a reason other than proof of death. “She’s really alive?”

      “Yes,” Dmitri said.

      “How do you know?”

      “She required medical treatment for a gunshot wound at a secure facility that isn’t as secure as Herc thinks it is. It is not a place that cares about nationalities. An international haven in a safe country for all sorts of people needing medical care. My contact in Moscow has kept me updated. After all, she did work for them, too, with the Cauldron. She was sidelined, and out of the information flow, but she will be back in the game soon.”

      I’d heard about a place like that several times in my previous career.

      “Do you know where she is right now?” I asked Dmitri. “Still in medical?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Does she know about the treasure?”

      Dmitri shook his head. “I doubt it. That was a very closely held secret on both sides.”

      That made sense. She’d had Oz and Pike airdrop the SCIF to her; mission accomplished as far as she was concerned. It was Pike who’d wanted them to jump close to Rocky Start. With the treasure. Except they’d lost it off the ramp. And then Oz had been forced to use the microfilm to keep Herc away from town.

      But now Herc had the film and was coming here. I looked at the treasure chest, which Dmitri noted.

      “Herc wants the treasure,” Dmitri said. “Especially now.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s done,” Dmitri said. “He’s old and the sands of power have shifted. He is beset on all sides and his time is over. He has to get out before his enemies—and they are numerous—take him out.”

      “So he really wants to retire here?”

      Dmitri shrugged. “He prepared the place, did he not? As a sanctuary? A bolt-hole? Nobody comes here? Everybody here watches everybody else? Where else would he be safe?”

      I thought of the Ferrells’ SCIF, the players he’d sent here. He’d built himself a landing pad in Rocky Start. Except he was Herc and no one really trusted or liked him, which wouldn’t matter to him. Until he realized that people trusting him would be important to his survival.

      I didn’t know if he was capable of realizing that.

      “What would he do with the treasure?” I asked.

      “I’m sure he can make some sort of secret arrangement,” Dmitri said. “There are oligarchs who would pay well over a billion dollars to add the treasure to their private collection. There is a very rich subculture dedicated to stolen art. This kind of money can buy him a shield.” He tapped the chest. Then he looked me in the eyes. “Did he mention me?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “And?” Dmitri prodded.

      “He said to let you find the treasure, take it from you, then kill you.”

      Dmitri nodded, not surprised. “And that is why Oz could not bring the treasure back to town and had to hide it out here. And try to block access to it. He knew Herc would stop at nothing to get it.”

      I looked up. The drone was up there somewhere. And now Herc knew we had the treasure. He was coming to Rocky Start. Serena was alive. It was all much worse than I had imagined.

      At least Rose had run Barry off.

      “We need to get back to town,” I said.

      “Wait.” Marley opened the lid to the treasure box and took out something small. “I want this.”

      Dmitri looked at him and then held out his hand.

      Marley dropped a small ring into it, beat-up gold, no stone or gem. “Please.”

      “Just this?” Dmitri said. “It is only a signet. There must be something better. With perhaps a diamond?”

      “No,” Marley said. “That one.”

      Dmitri handed it back. “Thank you for your assistance, my friend.”

      Marley nodded and put the ring in his pocket.

      I thought about asking him what his intentions were and decided my day had been weird enough. If that was for Poppy, she could handle it and let us know.

      “And now, yes, we do have to get back to Rocky Start,” Dmitri said. “We are exposed out here.”

      Which reminded me. “Is Serena back in charge of the Cauldron?”

      Dmitri shook his head. “Not while she was recovering. Until she gets back in country, she is ignorant of what is going on. That is the way Herc operates. Compartmentalize information.”

      So Junior had taken the reins. Badly. “She put Junior in charge?”

      “I do not believe she would do that knowing his limitations,” Dmitri said. “But Herc would. A blunt instrument to sow confusion. Everyone is disposable in his view.”

      That is exactly what Herc would do. Put an idiot in charge to deflect attention in the wrong direction.

      We loaded the chest in the back of the snowcat and made our way to the trailer and pickup truck. Dmitri drove us back to town and let Marley and me off in front of Oddities and then headed out of town to spend the night at Betty’s.

      With the treasure. I had no desire to sit on top of something Herc wanted. Of course, it appeared Herc wanted Rocky Start.

      As soon as Dmitri was out of sight, my satellite phone vibrated in my pocket, which was not a surprise given the drone. “Go ahead inside,” I told Marley.

      I pulled the phone out and answered.

      “Yeah?”

      “Max, Max, Max,” Herc said. “What the fuck?”

      “Good evening to you, too,” I said.

      “I told you to take that chest from Dmitri and then kill him. You did neither.”

      “I’m not your dog, Herc.”

      “Time to make a decision, Max. Take out Dmitri and get me the treasure or get me as your enemy.”

      “No.”

      “Too bad.”

      “Are you actually retiring here?”

      “I’m coming for a visit, Max. And I’m coming in heavy. Either be ready to give me the treasure or face the consequences.”

      The phone went dead.

      Just great.
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      Max walked into the kitchen and beat me to the bottom line as he announced, “Serena is alive.”

      “I know.” I told him about Poppy doing the callback on Bea’s burner phone. “And Louise is dead. Poison in her coffee. And Bea is in the hospital. Alcohol overdose.”

      Max sat down at the kitchen table without saying anything in response. It had been that kind of day. Maggs wandered over to him and shoved her head against his leg. He reached down and scratched behind her ears. I was tempted to do the same to him, he looked so exhausted.

      “Do we know who poisoned Louise?” Max asked.

      “No, but I’m positive Bea poisoned herself with drink.” I told him what had happened in Ecstasy while he was out treasure hunting with the boys and finished with, “And how was your day, dear?”

      “We found the treasure,” Max said.

      Okay, then. “Gold?” I said.

      He nodded. “All the usual ancient treasure stuff. You know. The standard loot.”

      “A lot of it?”

      He nodded. “A treasure chest full. You know the standard treasure chest thing.”

      I spread my hands. “Where is it?”

      “Dmitri has it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Herc wants it and I don’t want Herc coming through that door tonight. He’s been tracking us with the Ferrells’ drone. He knows we recovered it. He knows it’s with Dmitri right now. And he says he’s coming in hot, and he’s not in a good mood.”

      “You realize,” I said, “the Ferrells are just the tip of the iceberg.”

      Max nodded. “Dmitri told me that Serena has always been working with Herc.”

      “Does Dmitri know where Serena is?”

      Max shook his head. “He says she’s been hospitalized at some secure location overseas to recover from being shot. It’s possible that if Herc really is cleaning house before he comes here, she’s already dead again now that Junior is gone.”

      “She was alive when Poppy did the callback on Bea’s burner phone a couple of hours ago.” We both sat there, and I said what I’d been thinking since Lian had left. “If Lian hadn’t left him before Mei was born, she could have been Serena. She really believed in him until he turned on her. She could have become that.”

      “You’re feeling sorry for Serena now?”

      “No,” I said. “But I can understand her a little more. I followed Poppy’s father around for twelve years without question, and he was a loser idiot scamming people. If you love somebody, you look away from a lot of bad stuff. Until it’s too late and you can’t look away anymore. Maybe Serena just never looked away.”

      Max frowned. “I’ve done a lot of what people might consider bad stuff.”

      “When you went back on the Trail,” I said, “you gave me a chance to look away. I could have decided to forget you as a bad bet. Instead, I realized I want you here, even knowing everything I did about you. You had reasons for the bad stuff. And you’ve done nothing but good since you’ve arrived here in Rocky Start.”

      Max pursed his lips, considering that. Then in typical Max fashion he filed it and changed the subject back to the more immediate problem. “Serena’s not going to be happy Junior’s dead.”

      I shrugged. “How is she going to find out? There wasn’t a drone out at Betty’s. Junior’s on ice. The people who know he’s dead aren’t talking.” I hoped. “Okay, Herc wants the treasure, right?”

      “Yeah,” Max said.

      “Let’s give it to him.”

      Max frowned. “Why?”

      “We have to get ahead of Herc.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “Herc will come here to get the treasure, right? So all we have to do is get it from Dmitri and shove it out the door to him when he arrives.”

      Max nodded. “He said he’s coming in heavy. Which means with some gunslingers.”

      “They can shoot the treasure. Who would know when he’s showing up? The Ferrells, right?”

      Max nodded. “He’d want their drone up for overhead observation. Spying on us in plain sight.”

      “So let’s have a chat with Lionel and Dottie, nail down the time, and figure out how to stop Herc..”

      “Herc wants to retire here,” Max said. “It’s not going to be that easy.”

      “I think it’s not going to be easy for Herc, either.” I took Barry’s phone out of my apron pocket. “I went through Barry’s messages from Herc while you were out treasure hunting. He was asking about all of us. You on the Trail, me, Coral, Pike; he wanted to know where we’d be and when.”

      “He told Junior to get rid of all of us,” Max said.

      “The last one was from Louise. I found a sealed envelope with Louise’s name on it in Barry’s office. Inside was a letter she had written in case of her death. It was opened, so Barry read it after she gave it to him. She wrote about some sort of operation she’d done for Herc years ago and how if she died, it would be Herc who killed her. She probably told Herc she’d written it, thinking that would be protection.”

      “Stupid,” Max says. “You don’t blackmail Herc.”

      “I think she was desperate. And scared.”

      “So who killed her?” Max said. “Herc didn’t come to town for that. And we had Junior on ice. Who . . .” His voice trailed off.

      “Barry would have told Herc. She went straight for Barry the other night at the Wok Inn. If she was trading sex for his help, he had the opportunity to poison her thermos.” I thought about it. “So that rat is getting away with murder.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Max said. “Barry can run, but he can’t hide. Herc knows now that he’s given up his office. I’d be surprised if he’s still breathing. He’s a loose end, and Herc doesn’t like those.”

      “So if we find out from the Ferrells when Herc’s hitting town and give him the treasure, we’re safe?”

      “No,” Max said. “But let’s talk to the Ferrells anyway. Herc has both the post offices wired, so they won’t talk there.”

      I glanced at the clock. “It’s Sunday night. They’re likely at the Wok Inn eating dinner.”

      “All right,” Max said. “Let’s go.”

      I didn’t bother with my red dress. It just wasn’t a red dress kind of night.
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      Hugh greeted us with genuine enthusiasm when we walked in the Wok Inn. He was probably planning on bribing us with a lot of crab rangoon and having Rose or me toss any troublemakers. The place, however, was subdued.

      Lionel and Dottie were at their usual table at the far end of the restaurant. Both gave me the stink eye as Hugh seated Rose and me at our usual place next to the fish tank. We ordered and I gave it a minute before I decided it was time to ruin the Ferrells’ dinner.

      “You want me to be good cop tonight?” I asked Rose. “You did very well being bad with Barry.”

      She frowned at me. “I don’t think good cop is in your skill set.”

      “I’m versatile,” I protested.

      “In what context?” she said, and I gave up.

      We finished our appetizers—crab rangoon, but only two orders—and then we got up and walked over, grabbed two chairs, and sat on either side of the Ferrells’ table. Neither bolted for the door, but they didn’t look happy.

      I decided to dispense with small talk. “When does Herc want you to launch the drone tomorrow?”

      “Fuck you,” Dottie said, but without much enthusiasm.

      “Did you watch the feed today while the drone trailed us?” I asked.

      Lionel gave a slight nod. I heard a thump and realized that Dottie had kicked Lionel under the table. At least she hadn’t stabbed him.

      “And the drone followed Dmitri back to Betty’s.” I didn’t need either of them to acknowledge that. “I know that because Herc called me and wants me to kill Dmitri and grab the treasure for him.”

      Neither of them seemed surprised by that revelation.

      “You flew it for Herc, right?” I pressed. “He ordered you to follow us.”

      Lionel swallowed hard, then nodded. Dottie glared at him.

      Rose spoke up. “Dottie, you saw Louise die this morning. We’ve also lost Ozzie, Melissa, Sid, and Harvey. Coral and Betty were hurt and I got a snake in my oven. Poppy was almost shot. Two Cauldron guys tried to kill Max on the Trail. And now Herc wants Max to take out Dmitri.” She dipped her head a little and spoke more softly. “And you and Lionel are afraid of him now, Dottie. In ways you weren’t before. It’s too much. Herc is out of control.”

      “I am not going to kill Dmitri,” I added. “And Herc is going to come down on us for that. He’s told me he’s coming and coming in strong. So it’s time to pick a side. Have you heard from Herc since we got back with the treasure?”

      They exchanged a look. Given they were snoops, they weren’t very good at masking.

      “I take that as a yes,” I said. “When does he want the drone in the air tomorrow and you to fly it for him?”

      Dottie tried protesting. “Why do you think⁠—”

      “Dottie!” Rose snapped. “You need to decide now. Whose side are you on?”

      Dottie shook her head. “It’s not that easy.”

      “Herc had Lian’s office blown up,” Rose said. “You think he’ll stop at a post office or two?”

      I was about to chime in as the bad cop when Lionel surprised all of us by confronting his wife.

      “Listen, Dottie,” he said. “We both fucked up. Okay? You’ve been riding my ass about Louise, but your gambling got us in this shit, too. It helped Herc get his hooks into us, and he’s never let go. And he’s never going to let us go.”

      I was a fraction of a second faster than Dottie as she snatched a knife from under her leather jacket, twisting her wrist and forcing her to drop it to the floor.

      Lionel was unfazed. “I’m not saying that it’s your fault, Dottie. It’s our fault. We’re in this together. The choice isn’t whether we stick with Herc or not. He doesn’t give a shit about us. We either fight him here or we run. Because if he sets up shop here, we’re screwed. And if we run, we’ll just die tired, baby.”

      Dottie was staring at her husband. Then, without looking at either of us, still looking at him, she said, “We launch the drone up at fourteen hundred tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll have us fly it over Betty’s place. Unless, of course, our CCTV catches a vehicle leaving Betty’s and heading out of town. Then we put it up ASAP and track. All Herc gives a shit about is the treasure. He figures he can take the town over, no problem, but he wants that treasure, too. Given that, it means he’s coming to town tomorrow afternoon. He wouldn’t trust moving in without overhead imagery.”

      “What are you going to do?” Rose asked, her voice soft again.

      “Whatever Herc wants,” Dottie said.

      “I mean, after the drone. Are you staying to meet him or leaving town?”

      Dottie looked at Lionel. “Staying. Where would we go?”

      “If you need help, come to us,” Rose said, and I almost stopped her. We couldn’t save everybody.

      But Dottie nodded, and Lionel put his hand across the table and gripped hers, and they almost looked like they were a married couple. At least Dottie wasn’t stabbing him with her fork.

      “Thank you,” Dottie said, and Rose nodded and we went back to our table, pretending that everything was fine, probably in case Herc had somebody else on the payroll in the restaurant.

      I had no idea whether they were on our side or not, but pretty sure the balloon was going up tomorrow at two.
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      That night, after working all afternoon on cleaning up the last room in Oddities, I went upstairs. I was still trying to sort out my life. Maybe tonight I wouldn’t dream about Serena.

      Maybe tonight I’d do something about Marley.

      Maybe I’d just get some sleep.

      Marley followed me as far as the living room at the top of the stairs.

      “You okay?” he said.

      I nodded.

      “What about Serena?”

      I took a deep breath. “It’s fine. It’s like the other shoe dropped. My worst nightmare came true. She’s alive. So now I can stop dreading it. I’m fine. Pretty sure I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” he said, hesitating. Then he gave up. “Goodnight,” he said and went back to Ozzie’s apartment.

      I went in and sat down on my bed and thought. Somebody had tried to kill me yesterday. Okay, they thought they were aiming at my mom, but that was bad, too. And either way, I’d be dead. And then Marley had crawled under a truck to defuse a bomb, and he could have died. We both could have been dead. It was pure dumb luck we weren’t.

      But we were alive now.

      My mom always said, “Life is too short to wait for tomorrow,” which is pretty funny when you look at what she’d been doing since I was born. But if I’d died today, it would have been way too short. She meant that you couldn’t wait around for life to happen, even though that’s what she’d been doing to keep me safe for nineteen years. But I didn’t have a reason to wait for my life, especially if my life was going to be that short.

      Here’s the thing. I broke up with Darius, who I’d truly thought was the love of my life, a month ago. And now when I hung out with Marley, it felt really good. Not just friends good. Good. And let’s face it, he’s hot. And Darius and Mei were gone. And we were still here.

      And I did not want to be any more alone than I already was.

      And my mother had said when I figured out what I wanted, I should go get it.

      So I took a deep breath and crossed the hall into Ozzie’s apartment and startled Marley as he came out of the bathroom.

      “What’s happened now?’ he said, looking braced for anything. And really, really good, all tousled dark hair and broad shoulders in an old white t-shirt and everything I wanted.

      Why had it taken me so long to figure that out?

      “I had a thought,” I said.

      He closed his eyes. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Sorry.” I just stood there, not sure what to say next. I mean, “I think I’m in love with you” probably wasn’t a great lead.

      “Uh, anything else?” he said when the silence had stretched out too long.

      “Yeah. What’s bothering you?”

      He shook his head. “I’m good.”

      “No,” I said, stalling. “It took you two weeks to move in here. So something’s wrong. Spill it, and then we’ll be back to normal. Also, don’t defuse any more bombs.”

      “If I spill it, we won’t be back to normal.” When I didn’t say anything, he nodded. “Yeah. So I’m gonna go check on Pike and Coral.”

      I grabbed him by the shirt. “Reggie’s over there, they’re fine. Tell me what you’re upset about.” And if you give me any kind of encouragement, I’ll tell you what I’m doing over here.

      “I’m not upset,” he said, looking me in the eye. “I’m being . . . careful.”

      I let go of him and folded my arms in front of me. “Tell me, and we’ll get it out of the way. You don’t have to be careful with me, what am I gonna do, yell at you?”

      “I can take you yelling at me,” Marley said. “That happens all the time.” I must have glared because he said, “Okay, okay.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been helping the old guys with the treasure hunt. They’re not as spry as they used to be.”

      I frowned at him. “That’s what you were being careful about?”

      “No. Shut up and let me finish.”

      I shut up.

      “We found a bunch of stuff. Dmitri let me have a piece of it, too, even though none of us can ever sell any of it because⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know that part,” I said. “So you think I’ll be upset because you took a piece of treasure?” He gave me a look, and I said, “Right, shutting up.”

      “So.” He took a deep breath. “It was a ring, the kind of thing they used to press into wax to sign stuff, and it has a woman engraved on it who has wings, like an angel, and a big stick, not very well engraved, just kind of scratched in there like it was still moving, and it was so much like you, and I asked and Dmitri gave it to me.” He dug something out of his pocket and showed it to me.

      It was an extremely beat up gold ring, very simple with a flat top, and if you squinted at it really hard, it had a woman scratched into the flat part, and she had wings and was holding something out to the side, like a big stick. It looked very, very old, and very, very beat up.

      And I wanted it because Marley thought it looked like me.

      “We could probably clean this up,” I told him. “I mean, we’d have to be careful, but it’s gold so it’s not going to dissolve in water or anything.” I held it out to him. “Kinda small for you.”

      “It’s not for me,” he said, and I froze.

      “For Mei?” I said, trying to sound upbeat.

      He shook his head. “Mei and I were together for over a year, and I liked her a lot, but I never once thought about giving her a ring.” He met my eyes then. “I saw this one and I knew I had to give it to you. Angel with a big stick.”

      “Me.” I swallowed. “So what does that mean?”

      He sighed. “It means whatever you want it to mean.”

      “What do you want it to mean?”

      He hesitated again, and I realized why he’d been cautious about telling me. We were in deep water here.

      “Well,” he said and stopped, and I waited and he finally gave in. “I would like it to mean that if anybody hit on you, I could kick their ass.” When I blinked at him, he added, “I would like the right to kick their ass.”

      “That is the worst declaration of love I’ve ever heard,” I told him.

      He winced. “Sorry.”

      I looked at the ring. “I’m assuming that if I put this on, I will have the right to kick the ass of any girl who tries to flirt with you.”

      He blinked at me. “Uh . . . yeah, I guess. Find a big stick and hit them with it.”

      “Marley, do you love me?”

      He swallowed hard, and then before he could say anything, I said, “Because it’s taken me a while to figure this out, but I think with Darius, it was easy and I loved him a lot, but with you it’s different; it’s serious, it’s important, and it’s really right, and I’m pretty sure I’m in love with you, and I almost died this week and life is too short to waste time, so if the rest of this relationship keeps going in the direction I think it’s going, if you even look at another girl, I’m going to kick your ass, so . . .”

      I ran down because he was just staring at me, very still, there in the middle of Ozzie’s beat-up living room. “Say something, Marley,” I said finally, and he shook his head, and I thought, Oh, hell, he doesn’t want me.

      And then he leaned close, and my breath kicked up because he was so close, and he whispered in my ear, “My name is Marco, Boppy, and I love you. It’s always been you.”

      And I lost my breath. And when he pulled back, I followed close enough to whisper in his ear, “I am very glad to know you, Marco, and I love you, too. Always.”

      And then I kissed him because I had to.

      He didn’t grab me or anything, just kissed me back, and it was so good, just right, you know? It was so right, and then he put his hand on my cheek, and I never wanted that kiss to end, so when he finally put his other hand on my waist, I didn’t wait for him to pull me close, I just went, wanting to be against him, wanting to feel him against me as the kiss got rougher and . . .

      He’s a really good kisser.

      “Yeah, I love you,” he whispered. “It’s been hell being this close to you and not touching you and⁠—”

      He stopped then because I was kissing him again, I had to, it just felt so good, and yeah, I know I’d only broken up with Darius a month ago, so I was a heartless slut, but this was different, this was safe and right, this was hard work and laughter and teacups and Ice Station Zebra, this was where I was supposed to be, with Marley. I really think we’d been such good friends for such a long time that the love was already baked in, I think we’d loved each other for a long time, I think we just had to bite into it.

      Also I didn’t care, I just wanted to be with him.

      “I don’t want to sleep alone tonight,” I whispered to him.

      “Yeah, I don’t want that, either,” he said and kissed me again.

      And then he reached over and locked the door.
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      Later that night, curled up warm and happy next to him, I said, “Hey, wait a minute, I never got that ring.” So we had to go find it because we’d kind of forgotten it in the kissing and the touching and the nakedness that ensued. But we found it, and we sat on that floofy white comforter on the bed, both of us stark naked, and he put that ring on my finger, which was ridiculous because we were too young to do that, and he said I could wear it on a chain around my neck if I wanted, and I said, “On my finger, Marco,” and he put it on and kissed me again and . . .

      I didn’t care that it was too soon, I didn’t care at all. Life was short, or at least it could be.

      And this was so right.

      I mean, the ring fit.

      And I slept like a baby all night in Marley’s arms.
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      “I feel like we’re in that movie High Noon,” I told Max over coffee and Franzbrötchen in Ecstasy as we watched State Street with the sun sliding up over the mountains to the east. “Watching the clock, waiting for Herc to show up.”

      “When did you see High Noon?” Max asked.

      “It was one of Ozzie’s favorites.”

      Max nodded. “Figures. Herc wants the drone up at fourteen hundred, not noon. Plenty of time.”

      His confidence was not contagious. “What time is that in civilian speak?”

      “Two this afternoon,” Max went on. “So we have all morning and two extra hours.”

      Coral was behind the counter with Anita. Quill was in the back, baking. But Pike was sitting at the side counter, cradling a cup of coffee, looking like a shadow of his former self. He’d nodded at us when we came in, but Max hadn’t briefed him on recent events. And I had a terrible feeling the reason he hadn’t was because he felt Pike might be a liability in whatever was coming. Or . . .

      “I assume you have a plan,” I said.

      “I do.”

      “Which you have not shared with me yet.” I glanced at Pike, then back at him. “You are not sidelining me, Max Reddy. This is⁠—”

      “Whoa,” he said gently. “I am not sidelining you. You’ve done pretty damn good on your own, and I think we make an excellent team. But we need a bigger team.” He nodded at the door as Luke and Jackie came in, smiling.

      Luke saw us and nodded, but Max didn’t signal them over. I figured he was letting them have a last meal together, which was considerate of him. A kinder, softer Max just before we went into battle against Herc over ancient treasure.

      “You can’t cut Pike out,” I said.

      Max shifted in his chair. “He’s not well.”

      “He’s still Pike,” I said. “He and Coral have been the heart of Rocky Start for decades. Ozzie might have been the backbone, but they were what kept it going.”

      “All right,” Max said. “I’ll get Pike in on it. When I have it.”

      “Wait. You said you had a plan.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “When you say ‘I do,’ it means you have a plan already.”

      “I have the, uh, skeleton of a plan.”

      “Does it have a brain yet?” I realized he wasn’t chatting with Pike or Luke because he didn’t actually have a plan.

      “I don’t want a showdown in town,” Max said. “Too many civilians. If Herc comes in heavy, like he promised, it will be a bloodbath.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So?”

      “So we keep the treasure out at Betty’s. That’s what he’s coming for.”

      “All right,” I agreed. “So a bloodbath at Betty’s is your plan?”

      “Not if we can help it.”

      “Why not just give Herc the treasure?” I asked.

      “That’s Plan A,” Max said. “Dmitri won’t be happy, but his happiness isn’t on my bingo card.”

      “Will Herc be satisfied and go away?” I asked.

      “Not if what Barry said is true and he plans on retiring here. Also, he lied about Serena. When she came to town and grabbed Poppy, she was working for him. I think Junior was working for him. We can’t trust Herc. Ever.”

      “Then we have a problem,” I said. “Even if he agrees to go away if we give him the treasure, that doesn’t mean he’ll stay away.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Max agreed.

      “So plan A kind of sucks.”

      “Dmitri thinks Rocky Start is his bolt-hole, the place he’ll feel safe.”

      “So what’s Plan B?”

      “We move the treasure away from Betty’s,” Max said. “Draw Herc after us. Then we ambush him.”

      I’d been afraid of that but had also spent a couple of hours lying in my bedroom in the dark, Max fast asleep next to me, thinking hard. I’d thought about being on the circuit and how I’d create distractions for my magician lover, making the audience look one way when the action was happening the other way.

      “We need to fool Herc,” I said.

      “I’m all for that.” Max nodded. “That would be good. How? And fool him about what?”

      “Make him think he’s seeing something that isn’t real. Give him an illusion. I have a plan.”

      “Good,” Max said, “because right now, my plan is for shit. Enlighten me.”

      You’ve got to love a man who asks for help. Well, I do.

      “We need to talk to the Ferrells,” I said.
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      Rose’s plan was solid, so I made some calls and then right after breakfast, I gathered the troops in Ecstasy—Pike and Luke for firepower and Jackie as our medic—and Rose went to talk to the Ferrells. Her distraction plan was brilliant; its only real weakness was that it relied on their cooperation. But if anyone was up to the task of turning them from the dark side to the light side, it was Rose.

      I gave Rose a kiss goodbye, something I’d never done before any mission in my long career, hoping it wasn’t the last. I figured we had a fifty-fifty chance of success. I’d gone in with worse odds but never as much at stake personally.

      “See you soon,” Rose said.

      “Absolutely,” I said with as much optimism as I could muster and with what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      She didn’t seem reassured. Possibly due to my failings in the smile department, or maybe just her realistic approach to what was coming. One thing I loved about her was that she was realistic once she gave up on the Cheery Boost.

      My team took Luke’s minivan to Betty’s. The van was dull tan with wood paneling, which you don’t see much anymore. With good reason. However, it held some secrets. It was a 1993 Chrysler Town and Country that Marley and Reggie had rebuilt and made into an EV. I’d made fun of the old vehicle the first time I saw it, but subsequent events had shown me the error of my ways. Plus Luke’s admonition that if I poked any more slurs at it, he’d take it personally. The electric power meant it ran relatively silent and had great acceleration. More importantly, it had a locker full of weapons and other goodies in the back that were going to come in handy.

      I knew we—meaning Luke, Jackie, Pike, and me—were seen by the CCTV as we got inside the van in front of Ecstasy and tracked by the static cameras out of town heading toward Betty’s. That was what we wanted. I’d already texted Betty earlier and let her know we were coming. Her reply was familiar and made me smile:

      
        
        SHIT

      

      

      We pulled up outside the white picket fence. We were no longer under surveillance since the drone wasn’t getting launched for several hours. The G63 was parked there along with the pickup truck and the snowcat. Behind the fence, two llamas eyed us suspiciously. At least I thought the look they were giving us was one of suspicion. They were llamas, they always looked suspicious.

      But then Tanke showed up behind them and walked between the two. He put a big hand on their necks, rubbing affectionally, and their heads turned toward each other. Tanke, the mute llama whisperer.

      Tanke pointed to the cottage. Pike, Luke, Jackie, and I trooped through the gate and then into the cottage. Jackie had her black bag, and the rest of us sported combat vests and automatic weapons. Betty had her dining room table set for tea and the pot was on the stove. Dmitri was seated facing the door and the treasure chest was against the wall.

      “Welcome,” Dmitri said as Betty asked us how we took our tea. She had one arm in a sling and Dmitri hustled to help her serve as we sat down. We stacked weapons.

      After everyone was seated in a civilized manner with a cup of tea, it was time to discuss violence.

      Dmitri beat me to the plan. “I take it from the various accessories you are carrying and your cryptic text to Betty earlier that this is not purely a social visit.”

      “Herc is coming today,” I said, leading with the headline. “The Ferrells will be launching the drone at fourteen hundred to provide him with overhead surveillance.”

      “Are you sure he will be here?” Dmitri said.

      “He told me he’s coming,” I said. “I’m sure he’ll be bringing gunslingers. Dogs.”

      “So there will be a fight,” Dmitri said.

      Betty wasn’t looking pleased at the prospect.

      “I would like to avoid that,” I said.

      “And how do you propose doing that?” Dmitri asked.

      The door opened and Tanke came in. He moved to a position where he could watch all of us.

      “Give Herc the treasure,” I said.

      Dmitri sighed and shook his head. “I cannot do that.”

      “You can,” I said. “There’s nothing you can do with the damn treasure anyway. You don’t have Herc’s connections. Let him have it and sell it to some billionaire. You’ve told Betty you’d like to live here. The treasure won’t help you do that.”

      “It has nothing to do with Herc,” Dmitri said. “Nor money. I told you that Herc has a counterpart in Moscow. He wants the treasure also. More so than Herc. Tanke and I will never be free unless we send it to him. And I assure you, that counterpart can just as easily hire a team of dogs to come lay waste to this town to get the treasure. He will also send people to our Gulag and murder our friends. It is not just our freedom we will be buying.”

      Betty spoke up. “You know better than this, Max. Giving Herc what he wants is appeasement. He wants more than the treasure. He wants Rocky Start. And he’ll take out anyone who stands in his way. It’s been building up to this. That’s what I finally see.”

      “I had to give it a try,” I said.

      Betty nodded. “You know Herc has to go down. So what’s the plan?”

      I’d known my Plan A, giving the treasure to Herc, wasn’t viable, but I’d felt duty-bound to float it. “All right. Rose had a really good idea. And if it’s going to work, we need to get going now.”

      “Going where?” Betty asked.

      I pointed at the chest in the corner. “Herc knows the treasure is here. He followed us back with it via the drone yesterday. His CCTV has the roads out of town covered and he knows it hasn’t left. Nor you,” I added, nodding toward Dmitri. “So he’s coming in heavy. He’s going to take it by force. We need to make that happen on our terms. In a place of our choosing. And it needs to surprise him and his dogs.”

      Jackie spoke up, concerned. “We’re going to fight dogs?”

      “It’s a term,” Betty said, “for mercenaries.”

      Jackie nodded. “Right. Mercenaries.”

      Betty smiled at her. “You’re jumping in the deep end, aren’t you?”

      Jackie shrugged. “I’ve worked in some of the toughest emergency rooms in the country. Three times there were shootings in the ER while I was trying to save a patient.”

      “That was your work,” Betty said. “Why are you doing this?”

      “My daughter wants to live in Rocky Start,” Jackie said.

      “And you?” Betty pressed.

      “And me,” Jackie agreed, not able to stop herself from taking a quick glance at Luke. “For a while.”

      “Good enough,” Betty said. “What’s the plan, Max?”

      I noticed Pike had yet to say anything, just following the conversation.

      I continued. “We make them think the treasure, and we, are someplace we aren’t.” Seeing their confused looks, I gave them the details. “The Ferrells launch the drone now but keep Herc out of the feed. He won’t be looking for it until fourteen hundred.” I pointed up. “They put it overhead and start recording. We load the treasure in the G63. We convoy to Pike’s cabin with the drone following our movement. Off-load the treasure in Pike’s cabin. Prepare an ambush there. All of this is recorded by the Ferrells. Then they bring the drone back, turn it off, and recharge it for Herc’s use later. They download the footage and then⁠—”

      Pike was nodding as he finished the plan. “Play it when Herc orders the drone up. He’ll think he’s seeing a live feed.”

      “Right. And he’ll head to Pike’s cabin, thinking we’re there. But we’ll ambush him along the forest road. Surprise him and his dogs.”

      “I like it,” Dmitri said, “but there is much that can go wrong.”

      “Every plan goes to shit once contact with the enemy is made,” I said. “You have a better plan? Other than giving Herc the treasure?”

      Betty pointed out the weakest part. “Can we count on the Ferrells? What if they go live with the feed when Herc wants it? Betray us?”

      “Rose is dealing with the Ferrells,” I said.

      “If anyone can get them to flip,” Pike said, “it’s Rose.”

      Betty, Jackie, and Luke nodded.

      I liked how everyone had such confidence in Rose. I did, too, but I was also worried about all the unknowns. The variables that would pop up once we came into direct conflict with Herc.

      “She’ll text me when the drone is ready,” I said.
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      “Herc is going to kill all of us,” Dottie said when I told them I needed their help and outlined my plan. “We might as well slit our wrists right here and now.”

      She and Lionel were seated in front of their consoles but facing me, not the machinery. It seemed the motivation from the previous evening at the Wok Inn to forge their own path in Rocky Start not under the thumb of Herc had faded.

      “Let’s ignore that for the moment,” I said. “Can you do it?”

      They exchanged a glance. Then began talking to each other, using technical terms I didn’t quite understand. They weren’t arguing for once. They were snoops presented with an intriguing problem and that was what I was counting on to overcome the specter of Herc.

      Finally, it was Dottie, not Lionel, who gave me the answer. “We could pull it off. But it won’t be perfect. For one, the shadows won’t be quite right given the time difference. And if Herc notices, he’ll⁠—”

      I cut her off. “He wants the treasure more than anything. When a mark wants something so badly, they don’t notice details.”

      “Herc is more than a mark,” Dottie said. “He’s always one step ahead.”

      “That’s why we’re doing this,” I said. “Trying to get ahead of him. How long do you think you’re going to last if Herc is here in town? Until he tires of you? He uses people and then he throws them away. Look at all the people he’s eliminated because he didn’t trust them. Look at Louise who just wrote a letter trying to leverage Herc and gave it to the wrong lawyer. You think you’re not on that list?”

      “She was asking for it,” Dottie said.

      “Was Poppy asking for it when Junior pointed a gun at her?” I said, and when Dottie started to protest, I said, “We can’t do this without you, both of you. We need to save each other, Dottie. We need to save Rocky Start. This is a good place to live for all of us and Herc will poison that. The two of you can save this town. You do have the capability to do this, right?”

      “Yes,” Dottie said slowly. She frowned. “We can even change the time-date stamp in the video so he thinks it’s live.”

      I nodded. Cheery enthusiasm. “And if we pull this off, you’ll be safe, we’ll all be safe. You’ll have helped save the town, the two of you. That’s important to me and I think it’s important to you, right?”

      “Yes,” Lionel said, sounding very sure.

      I pulled out my cellphone. “Max is out at Betty’s with the others, prepared to do their part. They’re putting their lives on the line. You can be part of that, you can be heroes. How long will it take you to be ready?”

      “I didn’t say we’d do it,” Dottie protested.

      “I’m doing it,” Lionel said. “With or without you, Dottie. I’m tired of being Herc’s monkey.”

      “You can’t do it alone,” Dottie said to him.

      “I can try,” Lionel said, and that was the most impressive thing I’d ever heard him say. He turned to his wife. “We were good at this kind of op, Dottie. Back in the day. We still are.”

      “Nobody else could do this but the two of you,” I said. “Together. Together, you’re unstoppable.”

      Dottie was staring at him and then she slowly nodded. “We are.”

      “So please, we need you. How long until you’re ready?” I asked again, knowing that if I could get Dottie to buy in, we were home.

      Dottie closed her eyes in thought. “Fifteen minutes.”
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      Rose texted:

      
        
        DRONE LAUNCHING

      

      

      How she managed to get the Ferrells to go along, I had no idea. Whether their resolve would hold this afternoon was also questionable. But for now, the plan was moving forward.

      We loaded the treasure into the back of the G63 under the camera of the drone flying five hundred feet overhead. We couldn’t hear it and it was hard to spot the small black dot. But it was there.

      I got in the minivan with Luke, and we took the lead in the convoy, heading deeper into the forest toward Pike’s cabin in the mountains. The G63 was behind us. Behind that was Tanke in the snowcat, the treads churning up the forest road, which at this point was a mixture of gravel, snow, and mud. And overhead, the drone was tracking and filming.

      We arrived at the clearing in front of the cabin and off-loaded. We carried the treasure chest into Pike’s cabin. I noticed that Dmitri had put a new lock on the box; his own.

      We grabbed some spare ghillie suits that Pike had—because of course Pike had spare camouflage Ghillie suits—and positioned ourselves behind a berm between Pike’s cabin and the forest road. From above, it would look like an ambush.

      I checked my watch. It was a quarter to two. I pulled out my phone and called Rose. “Are we good?”

      I heard her ask the Ferrells and then she relayed their answer. “Good to go.”

      “All right. Let’s hope this works.”

      “It should,” Rose said.

      “We’re moving out. I’ll see you soon.”

      “You better.”

      I hung up and then called out, “Let’s do it.”

      We gathered our weapons and piled into the vehicles. We retraced our steps until we came to the one-lane bridge across the creek in the forest where Norman had ambushed Poppy and Darius weeks earlier. We crossed to the side closest to town. There was no sign of the drone. It was back at the roof above the SCIF, the battery being recharged and the video downloaded.

      We hid the vehicles out of sight under trees behind Rose’s cottage. Then Luke and Tanke dug into the forest road just before the bridge in several spots. I slid under the bridge and Pike passed me charges, which I placed on one of the supports. I was making a guess on how much to use to take out one side of the bridge, remembering that we’d have to fix all this once we succeeded.

      If we didn’t succeed, we wouldn’t care.

      Then we prepared the kill zone using more of the explosives in Luke’s minivan, putting shaped charges in each hole. We used the snowcat to chew up the snow-covered forest road to obscure where the holes were, then ran det cords back to a spot on one side where I could detonate them. Tanke drove the snowcat across the bridge and out of sight down the road and then hoofed it back.

      I did a last walkthrough, checking everything and making sure the holes in the road were camouflaged. The lines for the explosives were wired to detonating clackers close at hand. We lay down in the brush to the side, where we were camouflaged with white sheets we’d taken from Betty.

      Luke was to my right, Pike to my left. Dmitri and Tanke were farther down the line toward the bridge. Jackie was hidden behind us, safe behind a downed tree. We each had an automatic weapon; Jackie her black bag. Luke also had his big .50-caliber Barrett. We were as ready as we were going to be.
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      Dottie’s phone came alive with a “Ride of the Valkyries” ringtone exactly at two PM, or fourteen hundred in Max speak. It was on the console next to her keyboard and mouse and she looked at it like I had looked at the snake in my oven. She did not want to deal with it. But she didn’t scream or run away.

      “Dottie?” Lionel said. “You have to answer.”

      She picked up the phone. “Yes?” She listened for a moment. “Yes, sir. It will be on station as requested.” She put the phone down.

      “Herc?” I asked, not that I doubted it.

      She nodded.

      “Showtime,” I said.

      “If he catches on to what we’re doing,” Dottie said, “he’s going to come here and kill all of us.”

      “It wouldn’t be that easy,” I said. “He’d be fighting Max and Luke and Pike.” I paused. “And us.”

      “Damn right,” Lionel said.

      Dottie nodded to Lionel. “Run it.”

      He hit the execute key and the show began. One of the monitors showed what Herc and his people were watching: Max and the others loading the treasure and then getting in the vehicles and heading deeper into the forest toward Pike’s place.
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      I had my phone propped up, leaning against the log I was hiding behind so I could watch it. It showed the recording that the Ferrells were transmitting to Herc of our convoy this morning leaving Betty’s and heading along the road right in front of us toward Pike’s.

      The drone itself was still sitting on the roof of the post office. We were spoofing Herc, showing him something taped earlier and hoping he’d buy that he was watching it happen in real time. There was a lot that could go wrong with it, but Rose had been pretty confident it would work. Her argument that greed overwhelmed the senses was compelling, but we were betting our lives and the future of Rocky Start on it.

      On the screen it showed the convoy pulling away from Betty’s. Rolling down the forest trail. Crossing the bridge in front of us and going on.

      A text message popped up on the screen. From Betty who was watching the road in real time from her cottage:

      
        
        TWO SUVS PASSING

      

      

      This was a critical moment. If Herc suspected anything, he’d stop at Betty’s, bust in, and try to force her to tell him what was going on.

      
        
        ROLLING YOUR WAY

      

      

      That meant they were between the cottage and this bridge. Herc was falling for it.

      “We got company,” Luke whispered, his head cocked, listening. The rumble of powerful engines. A black SUV appeared on the forest road, coming this way. Followed by a second ten meters behind it. The vehicles were moving slowly.

      The unknown? How many gunslingers Herc was bringing. I figured four minimum to a max of six inside each vehicle. Not good odds, but the dogs were focused on the feed from what they thought was a drone overhead. Not watching out for an ambush. As far as they were concerned, we were waiting for them at Pike’s behind the berm.

      The lead SUV was a hundred meters away and closing.

      I looked left and right. Everyone was hunkered down, hiding.

      I picked up one of the clackers next to my phone. Flipped off the safety.

      I glanced at Luke and he smiled, ready for action. A fire in his eyes, just like old times. There is something addictive about the adrenaline rush you get in these situations. My time sense was slowing down as it always did just before making contact with the enemy. I checked on Jackie. There was no sign of her, hidden behind the log.

      I kept my head down. I could hear the tires on the gravel as the SUVs approached. Then the sound from the tires from that first vehicle changed tone as it went onto the bridge.

      I gave it two seconds, then depressed the first clacker.

      As the sound of the explosion roared past us into the surrounding mountains, I popped my head up, weapon at the ready as the far edge of the bridge gave way and the lead SUV tipped off into the gully. The second SUV slammed on the brakes. Right in front of us almost exactly where we’d thought it would.

      “Fire in the hole!” I yelled, and everyone ducked again as I depressed another clacker. The shaped charge buried by Tanke under the gravel went off and tore through the engine block of the second SUV, killing the vehicle and giving the people riding in it a bad shock and probably some shrapnel.

      The sound of the two explosions faded into the snow-covered mountains around us.

      Then Luke fired his big gun, the .50-caliber round shattering the bulletproof glass on the driver’s door but not punching through. The next bullet would do that.

      “Everyone out!” I yelled. “Hands up.”

      Of course, it was very doubtful—given their proximity to the explosion that had disabled their vehicle—that they could hear anything. But it was good form.

      Luke and Pike kept their weapons trained on the second SUV while I ran over to join Dmitri and Tanke, who had the truck in the creek bed in their gun sights. It was lying on its side. Whoever was inside were caught by their seatbelts. I knew they were now cutting themselves free but dazed by the explosion and drop off the bridge. The passenger door facing the sky moved slightly. But given the armor, it was too heavy for even two people to push open against gravity. There was only one way out for them, and it took them a few seconds to figure it out.

      The cargo bay door dropped open, splashing into the water. Men dressed in black fatigues and wearing body armor scrambled out. Four of them.

      “Drop your weapons!” I ordered, firing a burst from my M4 for emphasis.

      They were dogs and knew when the odds were against them. There was a moment’s hesitation, so I fired again, joined by Dmitri and Tanke, their rounds splashing water all around and very, very close to hitting the men. Their weapons went into the creek. I gestured for them to scramble up the embankment.

      None of them were Herc.

      “You’ve got them,” I told Dmitri and he nodded.

      “Face down,” Dmitri ordered, indicating the stream bank.

      I turned back to the second SUV, just in time to catch the firefight breaking out between Luke and Pike and the occupants. There were several dogs who’d bailed out of the vehicle and were now hiding behind the SUV, popping up to fire quick bursts in our direction.

      I moved to my left, passing the ones surrendering, covered by Dmitri and Tanke’s guns. I slid down the embankment along the edge of the creek and made my way under what remained of the bridge. The firing was increasing in volume, short quick bursts from each side, which indicated a standoff with neither side willing to risk more than keeping the other pinned down. At least I hoped that was the case and that neither Luke or Pike had taken a round. I was assuming Jackie was smart enough to keep down, safe behind the log.

      I crept up the bank and peered over. Four men dressed in black fatigues and sporting combat vests were using the bullet-riddled and blasted truck for cover, occasionally lifting their automatic weapons up overhead and firing blindly at my comrades, something that was much more common in combat than people realized. A form of suppressing fire—with the off chance you might actually hit something—while not exposing yourself.

      I brought my rifle to bear while I realized that none of them were Herc. Unless he was hiding in one of the vehicles, he was somewhere else.

      Fuck.

      There was no time to dick around with this, and screw form. I aimed and fired, hitting one of the dogs in the leg, knocking him over. The other three were startled at the shot coming from their flank and their partner falling to the ground, screaming in pain.

      “Drop the weapons!” I yelled, firing off another round, hitting one of those still standing in his chest plate, staggering him back.

      They dropped their weapons.

      Pike and Luke came forward, Jackie with them. She immediately went to work on the wounded man.

      I went down into the gully and checked the interior of the SUV. No one inside.

      Then I climbed back up and checked the one there.

      Empty.

      Where was Herc?
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      I was still trying to get my head wrapped around the turns my life had taken, which were very, very good and very, very bad.

      Marley loved me and Serena Stafford was alive.

      I felt strangely calm about that. Mom made me swear I wouldn’t leave Oddities until she came back this afternoon, and Marley said he wasn’t leaving me alone, so we’d spent the morning in the front room on the other side, arguing about the dragon he and Reggie were making because he thought it was too big for the space and I thought the bigger the better, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Serena still being alive. And worrying about whatever Mom and Max and the others were up to.

      Then Marley went upstairs to get Maggs for our walk, figuring Mom would be back soon and give us the okay, and I went into the front room of the shop, full of my mother’s china rainbow and Ozzie’s ammo ashtrays and Marley’s automated teapot. And I thought, Maybe I knew Serena was alive all along. Maybe that was why I’d had the nightmares. Maybe there’d been some clue that she wasn’t dead, something so slight that I’d only noticed it subconsciously, and that’s why I had nightmares. My subconscious was trying to warn me that⁠—

      The bells rang as the shop door opened and when I turned, I wasn’t that surprised to see Serena Stafford standing there, gun in hand, pointing it at me. She was dressed all in black, tall, pale skin, long black hair with a streak of gray.

      If I hadn’t known she was alive already, I would have been screaming.

      “Don’t scream,” she said.

      “Wasn’t going to,” I said.

      She looked surprised. “Good. I need information.”

      “About who shot your son? Nope⁠—”

      “My son,” she said, frowning. “He’s been shot?”

      I wasn’t sure that she wasn’t playing me. “He tried to kill me. Somebody shot him to save me.” She looked confused, so I added, “He asked for it.”

      “You mean he sent someone to kill you.” She shook her head. “But he wouldn’t have ordered that. That makes no sense.”

      She really was confused, not faking it, I was pretty sure. “The theory is that he was looking for my mother and saw me from behind and thought I was her.”

      “Stop lying,” Serena said. “Joseph is in France.”

      I think I was more caught by the idea that Junior had an actual name than I was by the idea she thought he was in France. I mean, even she had called him Junior before.

      Maybe it had been a code name. Maybe she’d given up on calling him that when she learned he wasn’t her son with Ozzie but rather with that despicable Norman. The big thing was, she didn’t know he was dead. And she hadn’t known he’d come here trying to kill people.

      She was frowning now. “And you are much too calm. Are you on some drug?”

      That was annoying. “No. This is what ‘I don’t give a fuck what you think’ looks like. What do you want from me this time?”

      “The microfilm,” she said.

      “We did that movie already.” I knew I should have been terrified, but I was just tired of all of this. Of people who thought guns solved problems. Idiots, all of them. “Herc has the microfilm.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Herc sent me here to get it.”

      I shrugged. “He lies a lot. The Ferrells gave it to him.”

      She blinked and I knew that hit home because it had the ring of truth since the Ferrells were rat-bastards. And it was the truth.

      “Where’s your mother?” she demanded.

      “Not here.” I wondered how much she didn’t know. “They’re safeguarding the treasure.”

      “What treasure?”

      Wow, she was really out of the loop. I shook my head. “You really shouldn’t trust Herc. Dmitri’s treasure.”

      She blinked. “Alexei Dmitri?”

      “He’s here.”

      “What the fuck?” she said, more to herself than me. “He’s dead.”

      “No. He’s alive. And here. Brought a llama.”

      She gestured to the door with her gun. “You’re coming with me.”

      “No.” I leaned back on the table behind me, too tired of this crap to be defiant standing up. “I’m not going with you. We did the hostage thing once before and it didn’t work. If you shoot me, you don’t have a hostage, you have a corpse. If you shoot me in the leg, you have a lame hostage who is going to be screaming at you. If⁠—”

      “What the hell happened to you?” she said. “You weren’t like this⁠—”

      “You happened to me,” I said, and then the door to the shop opened and hit her in the back and Serena staggered for a second and then moved to the side, weapon still ready.

      “Oops, sorry,” Hermione Witch said gaily. “I was just—oh, hey, hi! What’s your favorite Christmas—oh. You have a gun.” She looked from the gun in Serena’s hand to me. “Maybe I’ll just come back later.”

      “Oh, no,” Serena said and turned to aim the gun at Hermione. “Get in here. Over by her.”

      Hermione was shaking her head. “You know, really, I can just⁠—”

      And that’s when Marley came down the stairs with Maggs on a leash, saying, “We’re ready to—” and she swung to put the gun on him and the dog. It was getting crowded and I could tell Serena was losing control.

      I thought about diving for her knees and stomping her into the floor, but that would probably just get everybody shot, plus she was aiming at Maggs now, who was trying to leap for her throat and barely being held back by Marley, who also evidently did not want a gun aimed at them. So I said, “Stop that now. You need to know some things.” She looked at me, and I said, “Herc has the microfilm. Dottie gave it to him days ago. Junior is not in France, he’s dead. Somebody put three bullets in him when he shot at me. No, I will not tell you who shot him, but I can take you to his body. If you want. I wouldn’t recommend it, he took the bullets in the face, but I know how you people like proof of death.”

      She had frozen on the word “dead.” “I don’t believe you,” she said, but she did. It was in her face.

      I shrugged. “I don’t care.”

      “I’ll just leave now,” Hermione said, and no one paid attention to her as she scuttled out the door.

      “Who the hell is she?” Marley asked, still holding on to Maggs.

      “Serena Stafford. Junior’s mother. The woman who kidnapped me.”

      The way he looked at her then, I’d never seen him like that before. I was afraid he might let go of Maggs’ collar and go for her. He was looking at the woman who’d traumatized me, but I was looking at a mother who had just found out that her son was dead. I didn’t feel sorry for her, I still hated her, but she was a human being now, not an Evil Force Sent To Give Me Nightmares.

      “Your son did a lot of damage here,” I said. “He sent someone from the Cauldron to kill Coral. Luckily, they failed. He put a snake in my mother’s oven. Stupid. He put a bomb in Pike’s truck; it didn’t go off. He put another in Lian’s office. That one went off.”

      “A snake?” Serena said.

      Compared to trying to kill Coral and a bomb on Pike’s truck, that was what she focused on?

      “A rattlesnake,” I said. For the first time the gun wavered. “Did Joseph have something for snakes?”

      She didn’t answer.

      I was grateful when Marley spoke up. “I’ll take you to his body,” he said, his voice grim. “And then you will leave.”

      “We’ll both take you,” I said.

      The muzzle of the gun moved to Marley, back to me, back to Marley. That twitch quivered in Serena’s jawline. “A fucking snake,” she said. “Joseph loves snakes.”

      Kindred spirits, I did not say.

      “Loved,” Marley said. “He’s dead.”

      Serena stared at him, lowered the gun, and then said, “Take me to him.”

      This was the biggest anti-climax of my life, my worst nightmare and my dream date, all going to put this to rest once and for all.

      Serena Stafford was back, and I didn’t care.
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      My cellphone buzzed and I saw it was Max. “Did it work?”

      “We bagged eight dogs,” Max said. “But Herc wasn’t with them.”

      “Where the hell is he?”

      “I don’t know,” Max said, “but I’m on my way back to town.”

      “Oh shit,” Dottie exclaimed, pointing at one of the CCTV screens. A black SUV was parked in front of Oddities.

      “When did that get there?” I demanded, chagrined that we’d been so focused on the drone recording.

      Before Dottie answered, Hermione of all people came scuttling out of the shop and ran away down the street. I threw myself down the staircase and ran for Oddities. I reached the door to the shop and skidded to a halt.

      It wasn’t Herc. It was Serena. Walking out with Poppy and Marley and Maggs. There was a look on her face that wasn’t hate or anger or even that cold, confident look she’d had the last time she was in here holding a gun. She had a gun, but it was down by her side, not pointed at anyone; an afterthought.

      She was shattered.

      “We told her we’d take her to Junior,” Poppy said.

      “Joseph,” Serena said, but there was no force behind the word.

      “Joseph,” Poppy said. “And then this is done.”

      I thought for a second about what I’d do if somebody had just told me that Poppy was dead, had taken three bullets to the face, and was cold in a drawer somewhere. I could feel the grief clutching at the back of my throat just thinking about it. My screams would never have stopped⁠—

      “Drop the gun,” I said to Serena.

      I knew every evil instinct in her body rebelled against it, but whatever Poppy had said to her overruled that. She put it away in her coat.

      “We’ve got this,” my daughter, beautifully alive and about to exorcise her demon, said. “You stay here, please.”

      Then she walked past me and Serena followed her and Marley and Maggs out.

      So I let them go.

      And waited for Herc.
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      We’d left Pike and Dmitri and Tanke and Jackie to deal with the captured dogs. Jackie was bandaging the one wounded in the leg and had taken a look at the large bruise on the chest of the one I’d shot in his body armor. Both would live.

      Luke was driving the van back to Rocky Start.

      I asked him, “Where do you think Herc is? Standing off and waiting?”

      “Nope,” Luke said, Mister Cheerful and Optimistic as always. “He’s likely to be in the worst place we can imagine him being.”

      “Oddities.”

      “Yeah,” Luke said. “Or the Ferrells’. But definitely in town.”

      “Faster,” I ordered Luke, not that he needed that. The electric van accelerated rapidly.
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      I watched through the front window of Oddities as Poppy and Serena and Marley and Maggs all went into Melissa’s, heading for the basement, and I tried not to think what it must be like to be Serena right then. I hated her for what she’d done to Poppy, but even hate couldn’t smother the feeling of what she must be going through. Nobody should ever outlive her child. Even if you’d embraced violence as a way of life, that could never⁠—

      “Hello, Rose,” somebody said from behind me, very calmly, and I turned, and there was Herc in my kitchen doorway. I was not surprised.

      He didn’t have a gun pointed at me, so there was that. He was just leaning against the doorframe, his arms folded, completely relaxed. He still looked weird—too much plastic surgery at eighty makes you look embalmed, not young—but he got points for being so confident that he wasn’t waving a gun around.

      “Where is Serena?” he asked. Politely.

      “She just went across the street for a second,” I said. “She’ll be back. Maybe.”

      “Why?”

      “My daughter wanted her to see something.”

      I started to edge toward the door, and he straightened, putting his hand inside his coat.

      I knew that might be a fake, maybe he didn’t have a gun in there, but given his rep, I decided not to chance getting shot and stayed put.

      “You have caused me a great deal of difficulty, Rosalie Malone,” he said, surveying me.

      I nodded. “I’m very proud of that.”

      “I wasn’t happy when you stole the microfilm⁠—”

      “It wasn’t yours to take,” I said. “We found it here in the shop, and Ozzie left me everything in the building, so it was mine.”

      “—but the real problem,” he went on smoothly, as if I hadn’t interrupted, “is what you did to Max.”

      “Fed him lasagna?”

      “Corrupted him,” Herc said. “He was the perfect weapon and you ruined him.”

      The perfect weapon. He’d known Max for over thirty years, and that’s all he saw?

      “A miscalculation,” Herc went on. “But I hadn’t realized you’d be a problem.” He cocked his head a little, as if puzzled. “You were nothing here for twenty years, and then suddenly you’re ruining everything.”

      “Nineteen years,” I said. “And I was never nothing. And Max was never just a weapon.”

      “He thought he was,” Herc said. “He was what I needed him to be. That’s all that counts.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever hated anyone as much as I hated Herc in that moment. He’d taken an abused teenager and turned him into a killing machine, and even then he couldn’t erase the sweet, caring man inside, waiting for somebody to value him, even if Max hadn’t realized that was what he was.

      I wasn’t the only one who’d been waiting for a real life for decades.

      “He’s a good man in a good place now,” I said, not adding “with a good woman who will protect him no matter what” because I knew Herc would just sneer. “He’s not yours anymore.”

      Herc did sneer then. “You think he’s yours?” He shook his head.

      “Hey, he put his ass on the line for me, Making you get rid of that warrant on me⁠—”

      He laughed. “Oz asked me to do that years ago,” he said.  “I didn't do it then, I didn't do it now.”

      That hit home.

      Of course Ozzie had asked him. Ozzie had taken care of me except for the important detail of telling me he had. Maybe he thought I’d leave if I knew, get in more trouble without him. That’s when I realized I was like Max, except the entity controlling my life had been Ozzie, and above him, Herc too, in a perverse way, because he’d controlled Rocky Start. I’d lived for others all my life, even if they were good others like Ozzie, protecting me.

      No more.

      It all came back to this snake in human skin standing in front of me. He’d destroyed so many lives. Twisted so many from who they should be.

      Herc laughed. “How naïve to worry about a twenty-year-old warrant. A speck in the big scheme of things. Just like you.”

      “You were just saying what a pain in the ass I am,” I pointed out. “I can’t be both. Pick a lane, Herc.”

      And that’s when I realized I had picked a lane, too, when I’d taken charge in Ecstasy with the other women. When I’d confronted Barry and run him out of town. When I’d decided we needed Jackie and now she was staying. I smiled, and for the first time there was a look on his face, a narrowing of the eyes.

      He shrugged, trying to pretend it hadn’t happened. “No matter. Max is done. Along with Pike. Rocky Start is mine.”

      “No,” I said. I held up my cellphone. “I came up with a plan. And it worked. Max just called me. Your men are prisoners. Dmitri still has the treasure. And Max is on his way back and he isn’t happy. Rocky Start is ours. You’re the speck.”

      “Louise said you were a problem,” Herc said, shaking his head. “She was, too, but Barry took care of her. And he said you were a problem, but I took care of him. So now, I need to take care of you.”

      His attention shifted, looking behind me, so I glanced over my shoulder. Luke’s minivan had come to a halt outside, appearing silently as if from nowhere, and the doors flew open.

      I turned to see Max running toward the door, Luke right behind him, and Herc said, “Well, I guess we’re going to find out,” which is when he pulled a submachine gun out from under his coat and aimed it at me.

      Max came bursting through the door and then stopped, gun drawn.

      “Not so fast, Max,” Herc said. “Lower your gun or I shoot her right now.”

      Max lowered his gun. “If you kill her,” he said, “I will end you.”

      “I know,” Herc said genially. “But she’ll be dead. So you’re not going to do anything, Max.”

      Luke came in the door, but he had his weapon down also. He stood on the other side of me. Being flanked by Max and Luke felt pretty good. Luke looked from Herc to Max. “We’ve got numbers,” he said.

      “I know,” Max said.

      Herc laughed. “I wanted this town and my treasure. And I wanted you here, running the place for me, and my daughter here, people I could trust, but I don’t have that now, I get that. Here’s what I want now, here’s the bargain, Max, and it’s a good one. Give me the treasure and I’ll leave this town forever. We both get what we want.”

      “He’s lying,” I said.

      “I know,” Max said.

      “Oh, yeah,” Luke added.

      Herc’s eyes shifted slightly, and I looked over my shoulder.

      Serena was walking back down State Street, right on the blue line that separated North Carolina from Tennessee. She looked like a vampire in broad daylight coming to claim a soul, her face hard like stone.

      I noticed that the Ferrells were standing outside the post office on one side of the street, watching her go by. Waiting to see how it played out.

      High Noon.

      Serena Stafford walked in.

      “It’s about time you showed up,” Herc said. “Take Max and Luke’s guns.”

      She took a position to the side, between us and Herc. She met his eyes, level and calm. “You sent Joseph here. I told you not to, and you sent him into this hellhole.”

      “An exaggeration,” Herc said smoothly, evidently missing her ravaged face. “He and I discussed the situation and we agreed upon the sequence of events.”

      “He would have done whatever you told him to do,” Serena said. “He trusted you. He admired you.”

      “He was forty, Serena, he could make up his own mind.”

      “You killed them all to get this town and a bunch of gold. All of them, starting with Oz, just to get a safe place to retire. You⁠—”

      “Take the guns, Serena,” Herc ordered, and Serena turned her gun on Max.

      “You weren’t the one who killed him, were you?” she asked, and Max said, “No.”

      She nodded. “I guess it doesn’t matter who pulled the trigger.” And then she turned on Herc and shot him, once, in the exact same spot that Betty had shot Junior with her first round. Right between the eyes.

      I froze as his body hit the floor, watching Max, who was watching Serena.

      After a moment that lasted a hundred years, she dropped her gun on the floor.

      “I won’t be back,” she said and walked out the door and got into the SUV and drove toward Melissa’s. To collect her son’s body, I assumed.

      Max had crossed the room, kicked Herc’s gun to the side, checked to see he was dead, even though it was obvious to all of us he was. But Max wasn’t taking any chances.

      Then he came back to me, put his arms around me, and just held me. It took him about ten seconds.

      “That was bad,” he said finally, his voice a little shaky.

      “But it’s really over now.” I couldn’t quite believe it. “He’s really dead?”

      “Yep,” he said.

      “Then it’s worth it.” I leaned against him.

      After a minute, I realized the place was full of people, Maggs checking both Max and me out, Luke picking up what I really hoped was going to be his last body, Dottie and Lionel with shotguns and relieved faces, Coral looking appalled and Pike looking tired, and front and center, Poppy, crying, with Marley right behind her as always.

      My town.

      All we needed was⁠—

      Hermione Witch pushed her way to the front, looking avid. “Rose would want me to⁠—”

      She saw me and stopped. “I heard a shot,” she said.

      “I’m not dead,” I said.

      “That’s so . . . good!” she said brightly. “So what I really came for . . .” She paused, trying to think of something. “. . . is what’s everybody’s favorite Christmas song?”

      Poppy told Hermione to leave, and she did, and that’s when I knew.

      Everything was going to be okay.
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      The next week was mostly cleanup and realignment. It’s funny how a threat from the outside can organize a community, and when that threat goes away, people kind of look around and straighten up and decide that changes should be made, now that they have room to breathe. It was easier for me because I hadn’t been in Rocky Start long enough to settle into a routine, but I could tell it was unsettling for Rose and Poppy.

      Luke and I were not on board with Pike’s assumption that we’d be the new Pike and Oz. We talked about it and agreed that if things went sideways again, we’d step up, but somebody else could watch the town in the meanwhile. He had Darius coming back for Christmas in a couple of days after all—Darius had told Luke he couldn’t have Christmas without his dad—and furniture to make and a doctor to court, although that was pretty much a done deal, too. Luke was so happy, I almost didn’t recognize him. So he definitely wasn’t keen on being the marshal either.

      But that didn’t mean we could just let law and order—or at least order—go. Which is why, when I was done talking to Luke that morning, I went to Oddities where Marley and Reggie were taking down the ugly old Oddities sign and putting up a really nice carved one that said “Odd Poppies.” When Marley climbed down off his ladder, I said, “Take a walk with me.”

      He looked at me oddly, but the kid had had a lot of odd in his life, so he came along.

      We started down the street to the right of the blue line, which meant we were in North Carolina. We passed Cover Stories and Hermione waved from the big window where she was putting up a display of Christmas books while Oxley stood beside her handing her mistletoe and looked pitiful.

      Marley looked at Hermione waving at us, and then back at me and shook his head.

      “Don’t get involved,” I said, and he nodded.

      We walked past Merriweather’s Funeral Home, which now belonged to Betty, but the funeral home sign was down now, and Dmitri and Tanke were inside doing some kind of redecorating, probably with llamas. They’d ordered another one—Llama Mia—and I foresaw a lot of llama crafts. I was also betting there was some gold in the basement there since the bodies were all gone now, and I didn’t believe for a minute that Dmitri had sent all his treasure back home. Just enough to get his “entity” in Moscow to set him, and his friends in the Gulag, free.

      We kept going, past Sneakers, the shoe store, and Dottie’s post office, and some vacant storefronts that were starting to look like something was happening inside. Frozen Assets, usually closed for Christmas, had decided to open for the holiday, the owner back from wherever he’d been hiding from Herc, and was selling mint and strawberry ice cream, green and red swirls. The Wok Inn was decked with holly and twinkling lights. Across the street, Bea’s Honey Pot shop had a sign that said “Grand Reopening in June,” which is when Bea was getting out of rehab. We kept walking, checking doors on the places on both sides of the street, making sure the ones that should be were locked, nodding to shopkeepers and citizens.

      “What are we doing, Max?” Marley said.

      “You do this every morning. Make sure people see you. Try the doors that should be locked, stop to talk to people about what’s going on, just be present so they know you’re there.”

      “Max, I am not going to be the new you.”

      “I remember when I said that about Oz. I figure in a couple of years, you’ll take one of these storefronts and open your own garage. That’ll make keeping an eye on the place even easier. Luke and I will be around if you need help, but it’ll be you and maybe Reggie. Deputies.” He started to protest and I said, “Rose and I are moving across the river to the cottage. The Oddities building and the town are all yours now. Your generation’s.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      I kept walking. “It’s good to have a clear purpose when you’re young.”

      We were going down the opposite side of the street now, toward Oddities that was now Odd Poppies, and Poppy waved, and I could feel Marley relax beside me.

      So that was good.

      I went on. “And then in about ten, fifteen years, I’ll teach your kids to build a rope bridge where the old one was.”

      “Whoa,” Marley said. “Wait⁠—”

      “After that, maybe start them on shaped charges. The basics.” I looked at him. “I’m not going anywhere, Marley. Rose and I will be right across the river. Luke will be in his shop. Pike will be in Ecstasy. You’ll have backup if you need it.”

      He looked relieved by that.

      “And you and Poppy will be right here,” I finished, and he sighed and nodded and went toward her, Poppy’s dark curls ruffling in the breeze. She looked like Rose, determined and in charge and smiling at him.

      “Hey, Marley,” I called, and when he turned around, I said, “In case anybody asks you why you’re trying shop doors.”

      Then I tossed him a badge similar to the one Pike had given me weeks ago, and he caught it and looked at it and gave me a look that pretty much said, You bastard.

      Yeah, I know how you feel, kid, I thought.

      Look, I knew we weren’t in the clear. Given our population, we were never going to be in the clear, there would always be Outsiders and people who were just dumbasses—Oxley waved at me from the other side of the street looking like he wanted to talk—and probably some with evil intent. But the big threat was done, over, vanquished, ashes via Melissa’s crematorium, and if anything happened again, Marley wouldn’t be alone, Luke and I would step up. Rocky Start was back to what it had been when Oz had been alive and running things, mostly just a very small town in the Smokies with a great bakery and a lot of fine people.

      That you shouldn’t mess with.
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      It was kind of a mess at first, the week after Serena gunned down Herc in my shop.

      Getting Herc’s blood out of the shop floor was a pain in the ass, but getting rid of Herc was easier. Luke burned his body and sent the ashes to Serena in a big Ziplock bag and told her to scatter them somewhere awful. We haven’t seen her since.

      Luke’s project was getting Jackie and Quill set up in what had been Nice Funerals. Reggie was experimenting with wood signs since he figured those would sell faster than sculpture. Pike and Coral were pretty much settled in above Ecstasy permanently, and Reggie was staying with them until he was sure everything was back to normal, and then he’d go back out to the A-frame. Mom had signed the Oddities building over to me and now we had a Christmas tree upstairs in our living room, and one downstairs in the shop, both with some of Ozzie’s Santa skulls on them. They were beautiful.

      I said “we” because Marley had moved in to our apartment, which William took gracefully, even curling up next to him while he slept, probably because Marley put out a lot more body heat than I did. At times, a lot more heat. I really loved Marley sleeping with me.

      Marley was pretty happy, too.

      Mom taught me how to make lasagna since her oven wasn’t hooked up at the cottage and for some reason she’s decided to never make it again, so I made up three pans of it and took one of them out to the cottage, already baked because even though the kitchen wasn’t finished, there was a microwave out there, so no problem. I took another of the pans over to Coral, and then I put the last one in the oven for Marley and me. It was a big hit, but I told him I’d make it once a month, no more, because my mother was right, it was a pain in the ass to make, so he told me to show him how to make it, and it turns out, he had a great time with it because he loves assembling different parts into one thing, so it’s going to be his signature dish.

      So it's all been fast and confusing and exciting, but all that really matters is that at the end of the day, I meet Marley in the kitchen, and we make dinner and talk about our days and make plans and laugh. I’ve never been more sure of anything than I am about Marley and our future. We know we’re really young, but we both know what we want, so I think we’re going to be fine. Especially since he’s making the lasagna from now on.

      And I’m much better. I almost never have nightmares now, and if I do, Marley is right there beside me to say, “Wake up, Malone,” in a half-asleep voice, and I roll into him, and he puts his arms around me and we fall back asleep and it’s all right again.

      I think that’s where we all are now. We’re all right again. We’re gonna be better, we have big plans, but we’re all right again.

      And my shop is going to be glorious⁠—

      The door to my future glorious shop opened and Marley came in.

      “Max has lost his mind,” he said, but he didn’t sound upset.

      “What made you think Max was sane?”

      Marley held up a metal star badge. “He just made me a deputy.” He looked at the star. “I think.”

      “Were you ever going to say no when he asked for help?”

      “Of course not.” He sounded outraged.

      “Then you were already his deputy, the badge is just jewelry.”

      Marley opened his mouth to argue and then stopped. “Okay.”

      I was going to go on but the door to the shop opened again, and Oxley Crothers came in.

      “I need you to get Hermione out of my bookstore,” he said to me, sounding a lot firmer than he had before, but I knew Oxley.

      “No,” I said.

      He looked surprised.

      “My mother gave you every chance, she even stole your keys back for you, and you still let Hermione back in because she’d have sex with you. My mom has moved, and I’m not going to do this dance with you.”

      “But she has my keys again—” Oxley started and Marley shook his head.

      “Mr. Crothers,” he said politely, “we’re forty years younger than you are. Why are you coming to us for answers?”

      Oxley looked around. “Well . . .” and I could see that he was seeing Ozzie and then my mom everywhere. Like their wisdom had soaked into the place and he could just grab some of it off the shelves.

      The door opened again, and Hermione came in, bright-eyed and flushed, which I figured meant she was here to do battle.

      “OxOx!” she said and then stopped. “Oh. I thought Rose was here.”

      I couldn’t help myself. “OxOx?”

      She brightened. “You know, like XOXO, only backwards.”

      Oxley looked at Marley, pleading.

      “Cute,” I said.

      “Oh, I think so,” Hermione burbled on.

      The thing about Hermione is that there’s always intent under the burble.

      “So this is your shop now? I love it. New management all over Rocky Start.” She went over to Oxley and put her arm around him. “OxOx and I are making big changes! This town needed us young people!”

      Oxley looked at me in mute appeal.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful.” I came around the counter to the young person who had twenty years on me and gave her a hug, which surprised her.

      Then I handed Oxley his keys back.

      “Do not come back here for solutions. That was my mother. If you come in here again, you’re gonna buy a teacup. Are we all clear on that?”

      Oxley nodded, clutching his keys like they were a lifeline.

      Which Hermione would have back by the end of the day, but that was his problem, not mine.

      Marley looked at me when they were gone. “OxOx?”

      “Yes,” I said. “The guy she acquired after Sidsie.”

      He nodded. “You got any cute names for me?”

      “Center of my existence and reason for living?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s the shop,” he said, but he grinned when he said it. “Hey, how about schnitzel for dinner tonight?”

      Here we go, I thought. Somebody else who thinks I’m my mother. “I have no idea how to make schnitzel.”

      He looked surprised. “Oh, I’ll make it. I like making food.”

      He made it sound like “I like building cars.”

      Which, now that I thought about it, was probably true.

      “You run the shop,” he said. “I’ll make dinner.”

      “You are the best thing that ever happened to me,” I said.

      “I think that was the money Ozzie left you,” he said. “Which reminds me. You know that Venus de Milo thing down in the basement you want me to bring up? The head fell off. There was $50,000 in it. I left it down there so you could get it yourself. There’s leftover lasagna for lunch, right?”

      “I’m going to love you till the day I die,” I said.

      “Damn right,” he said and kissed me.

      I wasn’t kidding, either.

      We’re going to be just fine.
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      I’d started moving the day after Serena left, but I’d stuck around in Rocky Start for another couple of days to make sure everybody was settled: Bea was safe in rehab, Dottie and Lionel were back in control of their Eye in the Sky and not feeding info to anybody but each other and Max if needed, Coral and Pike were permanently settled in over Ecstasy, Jackie was getting ready to move into Nice Funerals as soon as Reggie finished her new clinic sign (Nice Funerals, Jackie said, was not a good sign for a clinic), and Luke was making real progress on the building there and on Jackie. And it turned out that Poppy and Marley were ridiculously well-matched. I worried about them being so young, but then young in Rocky Start was not like young anyplace else. They knew what they were doing, so I stopped worrying. Mostly.

      And then there was Max and me and Maggs. She’d come with me today as I moved the last of my boxes out of Oddities and into the half-finished but still livable cottage. I mean, drywall would be nice, but it was quiet in the forest except for when Fernanda and Dolly came by to crop whatever grass was left naked by melting snow.

      It was late afternoon by the time I’d moved the last box in, and as I turned on lights and looked around, I could see that people had been in. The plumber had been there to put in my kitchen sink, which made me ridiculously happy. There was now running water both in the kitchen and upstairs in the bathroom, real progress. The new stove hadn’t arrived yet, which bothered me not at all. I’d had enough cooking for a while, and when I checked the undercounter fridge that was doing stand-in duty until the big one came, Poppy had filled it with food including a pan of lasagna, so that would make Max happy.

      So I started to unload the boxes. There were a lot of them because Poppy and Marley had been bringing them over all week. I unpacked the ones I’d packed—at least I knew what was in those—and started setting up house, which made me feel more and more like I was finally home, more than I’d ever felt at Oddities, to my surprise. That had been Ozzie’s house.

      This was mine.

      And there was fun stuff to discover, besides the lasagna. Poppy had put iPods in every room—we had a lot of those thanks to Ozzie’s tendency to buy them for every holiday—and she’d loaded all four with playlists of my favorite music and all new stuff, too. Now I could have any music I wanted at my fingertips in any of the four rooms. She’d put “Fairytales of New York” on there, which was always going to make me laugh because Hermione had piped that out to all of Rocky Start without listening to it first, and then come into the store steaming about my choice of Christmas music. “You don’t want my favorite, don’t ask,” I told her, and she stomped back to Oxley, who was doomed to have a lot of sex and a bookstore that would shortly belong to his future wife, along with anything else he owned, because he could not say no to her.

      Not my problem.

      When I was down to the boxes Poppy had brought in, I opened the first one and found the rest of the masks Ozzie had left me and all my glue and knives and collage stuff. A second box held all of the miscellaneous stuff I’d collected for collage over the years, hundreds of tiny metal pieces, lace and ribbon, stickers, old pieces of toys of Poppy’s, just a huge box of junk for me to sort through. It made me want to make plans for more collage, which is pretty much what I thought Poppy wanted.

      But the next box was a revelation. All new acrylic paints and all my painting equipment that I hadn’t used in years. Good black pens and water colors and sketchbooks and even a watercolor block. The thing about painting is, you need time to yourself to do it right, lots of time, and I had given that up when I’d had to raise Poppy and take care of Ozzie. Poppy was pretty much grown up, so that part of my plan was finished. Except you’re never finished raising a kid. But now I had time to paint, lots of time, all for me.

      The last box had a three-foot Christmas tree decorated with things from the shop, including one of Ozzie’s Santa skulls, and at the top she’d tied my bottle self-portrait as an angel, too big for the tree but still great. I set it up in the window at the top of the stairs and plugged it in, and all the little white lights came on in the dim light from the window, and even though it was brand new, it felt like home.

      Well, Santa skulls can do that for you.

      So I sat there on the window seat at the top of the stairs that looked out over the Little Melvin to Rocky Start and felt peaceful and happy and loved. I was on the right side of the river, my kid had sent me a Christmas tree, I wasn’t making lasagna, and my lover was probably coming home to me shortly unless he’d decided to head back to the Appalachian Trail⁠—

      The door banged downstairs and Maggs went down the stone steps as a one-dog welcoming committee and then came right back up, Max’s steady tread right behind her. When he reached the top of the stairs, he had another box in his hands, but he stopped when he saw me.

      “What’s up?” he said, and I would have gone with the Cheery Boost and an equally cheery “Nothing!” but I wasn’t doing that anymore because this was my Act Four. Things were going to be different now.

      “When are you going back on the Trail?” I asked and he put the box down and sat beside me, crowding me a little with warmth and his smile.

      “Why the hell,” he asked, “would I go back to the Trail?”

      “You didn’t finish it,” I told him. “And you always finish your mission.”

      “That wasn’t my mission, that was Herc’s mission. My mission was getting to Rocky Start and you. I’m here. With you. Are you mad at me?”

      “No,” I said, absolutely truthful. “But I don’t ever want to have someone controlling me.”

      “That makes two of us,” Max said. “Could you explain to me what we’re talking about? I get the feeling this is a big moment and I’m missing it.”

      I thought about it. “Coming out here feels like the first time in my entire life that I’m living for me and not for somebody else.”

      Max nodded. “Do you want me to live back in Rocky Start so you can be alone?”

      I straightened up. “Hell, no, don’t even think about it.”

      He shrugged. “Then I’m good. The last thing I want is to control you. I have a hard enough time controlling me.” He put his arm around me and leaned back against the window and took me with him, so I put my head on his shoulder and just relaxed into him. He stroked my cheek with his thumb, his hand warm against my face. “Change anything you want, Rose, just don’t change us.”

      He sounded very sure, so I put my arms around him. “We’re going to have to figure this all out, you know. We’ve never had a normal life together.”

      “We survived the abnormal life,” he said. “The normal life should be a piece of cake, but I know it won’t be since life can get in the way. But I do promise to give it everything I have to make it good.” He looked down at me. “You really thought I’d go back on the Trail after all of this?”

      “I didn’t know,” I said, and he bent and kissed me and took my breath away, the way he always did, and then he said against my mouth, “Now and forever, Rosalie Malone, you and me,” and I held onto him because I did believe it. Not the piece of cake part, but I believed in us.

      “I don’t mind making cake,” I told him. “We can still have that.”

      “Forget the food, there’s a box to unpack, and I think it’s that performance shag rug.” He nudged the box at his foot. “It was delivered to Betty’s, and Dmitri flagged me down to pass it over. And to tell me they’re getting another rescue llama. He seemed really happy. And we’re living next to a llama rescue now.”

      “I think that’s sweet,” I said.

      “Tell me that when you have a herd of llamas by your front door. Give me the knife from your apron and I’ll open the shag.”

      I straightened and then realized I had no pockets.

      Because I wasn’t wearing my apron.

      Because I’d evidently left it back at Oddities. No, at Odd Poppies.

      I’d been forgetting it a lot all week, and now I realized I didn’t want it back.

      Max must have noticed it at the same time because he said, “Good,” and ripped the tape off the box with his bare hands, all man, to expose a lot of fluffy fake fur.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said.

      “Your choice,” he said. “You want to talk about cake or go into the bedroom and lay the new rug? So to speak.”

      He grinned at me then, invitation and promise and heat and strength, everything I’d ever wanted in the shape of a middle-aged, dark-haired, weather-beaten man with a five o’clock shadow in an ancient black t-shirt, who’d come into town with a big black wolf and into my life with violence and passion and so much love that he took my breath away.

      “Let’s go lay that rug,” I said.

      And we did.
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CHAPTER 1

      On a cold April day, thanks to an awful card my awful Aunt ML had sent me, I was driving down Route 52 along the Ohio River toward my home town for the first time in fifteen years. I had a six-foot plush teddy bear riding shotgun (color: Guilt Red) while I told myself not to be ridiculous, everything would be fine, and look how beautiful the Ohio River is, and ML is nuts anyway. (The card ML had sent had one sentence on it: ‘Your mother is sick and in terrible trouble and needs you, but you don’t care because you’re a cruel, thoughtless daughter and a disgrace to the family.’ On the front, it had said, ‘Thinking of you . . .’)

      Then I saw the Welcome to Burney, Ohio, sign looming up in front of me, and my childhood memories loomed, too, and my stomach turned over, and I flat-out panicked and floored the Camry past the turn-off to my mother’s house (and Aunt ML’s house three doors down), running from my past like the coward I was. The old car was hurtling along like a champ when I heard the siren. I looked in the rear-view mirror, saw a cop on my tail, said, “Oh, hell, no,” and pulled over onto the muddy edge of the two-lane highway.

      I heard the door on the cop car behind me slam, and realized my palms were clammy which was ridiculous: I was not eighteen anymore. I was perfectly fine. I prayed that whoever was about to bust me didn’t know me. I’d been gone for fifteen years. It was possible. Not probable. But⁠—

      Somebody knocked on my window.

      At first all I could see was a nice broad expanse of uniformed chest over a trim waist. Then I shut off the stereo—Terri Clark singing ‘Bigger Windows,’ so appropriate—rolled down the window letting in the cool April air, looked up, thought, Thank you, God. The cop wasn’t anybody I knew, which meant I wouldn’t get any 'Well, here’s trouble back in town’ crap. He had brown hair that looked like he’d cut it himself, non-twinkling brown eyes, and a nose that had been broken at least once, a real Burney guy.

      I smiled up at him, cheerful and innocent as all hell.

      He didn’t smile back, but he didn’t look particularly upset, either. And when he said, “Ma’am, do you realize you were going seventy-five in a fifty-mile-an-hour zone?” he sounded bored.

      “Yes, officer,” I said, holding onto that smile. “I wasn’t thinking. I apologize and I certainly won’t do it again.”

      He held out his hand. “License and registration, please.”

      I got my license and insurance card out of my billfold and handed them to him, and said, “I’ll be just a second with that registration.” I shoved the bear back again and opened the glove box, and a bunch of papers cascaded out onto the floor. So, I stuck my head between the bear’s legs and into the space under the dashboard and sifted through a couple of dozen old repair bills, lapsed insurance cards, and expired registrations as fast as I could before I found the current one. When I straightened up again, he had bent down to look through the window.

      “Nice bear,” he said, still with no expression at all.

      “Thank you.” I handed him the registration.

      He looked at it and then at the license. “Your name is Elizabeth M. Danger?”

      “Yes, sir.” Please don’t ask what the “M” is for.

      “Any relation to MaryBeth Danger?”

      Oh, hell. “She’s my mother.” Please don’t tell her I’m here.

      He nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

      He walked around my old car, probably looking for code violations, and then back to his cruiser, and I rolled up the window and watched him in my rear-view mirror to see if he was going to call my license in. He had a nice ass, but that was peripheral to the fact that of course he was going to call it in.

      I tried some box breathing to chill the anxiety attack I did not want to have in front of the cop. In for four counts, hold for four counts, out for four counts, hold for four counts, in for . . .

      The worst thing about traffic stops is the waiting. I’m sitting there like an idiot, box breathing while people drive past, and I really can’t do much because the cop’s going to come back, so I’m stuck with my thoughts. Like Fucking Burney, and I can’t believe I panicked like that, must be Post Traumatic Burney Syndrome, and I wonder if it looked like I was blowing that bear, and Fucking Burney, and That cop is cute in a Neanderthal kind of way, and Anemone hasn’t called me in twenty-four hours, I wonder if she’s trapped under someone heavy, and Fucking Burney. Well, you get my drift. I can’t do anything worthwhile because at any minute⁠—

      He knocked on the window again and I rolled it down.

      “Since you’re a local, I called the station. Steve Crider says hi.” He passed back my registration and license.

      “Steve’s a cop now?” I said, surprised. The police department was not where I would have guessed Steve Crider would end up.

      “He also said not to give you a ticket and to say hi to your mom for him.”

      “Good old Steve,” I said, with real enthusiasm. “Tell him I said thank you. Except I can’t say hi to my mother.”

      He raised his eyebrows, so I went on: “I was stopping by home for a short visit because it was on my way to Chicago, and then I decided I didn’t want to, and that’s why I gunned the car, and once I’m done here, I’m going to keep on trucking, so I won’t be telling my mother anything for a while, and I definitely won’t be speeding in Burney again.” The guilt rose up again as I said that, but Aunt ML was insane, Mom was probably fine, so no reason to stop . . .

      He nodded. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to say, ‘I sure will say hi’?”

      “That would have been a lie.”

      His eyebrows went up again on that one, but then he was a cop, so he probably figured everybody lied. Then he said, “Is your mom going to worry when you don’t show up?”

      “She didn’t know I was coming.” I glanced at the giant bear beside me. “It was going to be a surprise.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “Then I can go?”

      “If you want your right rear wheel to fall off. Did you have your tires rotated recently?”

      I blinked up at him. “Last week. When I bought the car, Johnny Porter told me to do that every six months.”

      “Johnny Porter. You bought it a few years ago, then?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Right. Wait a moment, please.”

      He went back to the cop car and opened the trunk. A minute later he was back holding an X shaped black wrench. “You’re missing three lug nuts on your right rear tire. Didn’t you feel the vibration? I noticed the tire was wobbling and that’s why I pulled you over.”

      “What?” The entire car rattled and shook all the time. It was an eighteen-year-old car. That was like a hundred in people years. I’d rattle and shake, too.

      He didn’t wait. I watched him walk around the car to the right rear and drop down. I was tempted to get out and watch, but he hadn’t said I could, and I didn’t know the proper protocol for lug nuts and cops, so I stayed put.

      The car shook slightly a couple of times and then he was back. “I put new ones on.”

      “You carry lug nuts with you?”

      He seemed perplexed by the question. “Of course. I’d stop and get it lifted and those nuts tightened down first chance you get, but they should hold until Chicago.” He looked over the car.

      “The tire will stay on.” He didn’t say anything about the rest of it.

      “Thank you. Very much. That was above and beyond the call.”

      “You’re good to go.”

      “Uh,” I began, and he waited. “Could you ask Steve not to tell my mother . . .” I stopped, realizing how lame I sounded. I’m thirty-three and I’m asking the cops not to tell my mom I got busted. “Never mind.”

      “Too late anyway. The grapevine here makes sound look slow.”

      The way he said it and the accent, which sounded like New York City, made me think he was still getting used to it, so I said, “You’re not from here, are you?”

      “No.” He frowned at me, and I remembered I wasn’t the one who was supposed to ask the questions.

      “Sorry,” I told him. “I’m used to interviewing people. Forget I asked that. Thank you very much for not giving me a ticket. And for the lug nuts. You’re a good person. I hope you enjoy living in Burney.”

      “I do,” he said, actually sounding like he meant it, and stepped away from the car.

      I turned the ignition and the car sputtered, as usual, and then the engine kicked in. I stepped on the gas pedal, and my tires spun. Hell. I’d forgotten I was in mud. I looked in the rear view and saw that the highway was still deserted except for the nice cop walking back to the cruiser behind me, so, apologizing to the Camry, I floored it. The car spurted out of the mud and onto the highway, fishtailing a little, and then it coughed in mid-surge and died.

      I steered it back onto the shoulder using the last of its momentum, feeling guilty and stupid and cowardly. I knew that was no way to treat an eighteen-year-old car, but it was Burney for god’s sake. I tried to restart it. No go. “Come on, come on,” I said and tried again. No go. No, no, no, I thought, panic rising, please, not in Burney, and cranked the ignition again but there was nothing there.

      I put my head on the steering wheel and tried to stay calm while my stomach churned. I was not trapped in Burney. This was not happening. A minute later, the cop knocked on the window.

      I rolled it down. “Well, at least the tire didn’t fall off.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “I think it’s dead.”

      “Try cranking it,” he suggested.

      I did. He cocked his head, listening, then waved his hand for me to stop. “Yep. It’s dead. I can call the Porters.”

      The Porters. Their mom Kitty had baby-sat me. I’d baby-sat their little sister Patsy. Their big brother Cash had felt me up in the front seat of the truck they’d probably send to tow my car. And they all knew my mother.

      “Or not,” the cop said.

      It would take hours for some out-of-town tow truck to get to Burney, and by that time, my mother would have heard and driven out to the highway to find me. “That would be . . . fine. Thank you.”

      “How about this,” he said. “I give you a ride to the garage, you talk to the Porters in person and ask them to keep it quiet, and they’ll get you back on the road.”

      I squinted up at him. He mostly looked monolithic, and his ears kind of stuck out, and those brown eyes were hooded which made him sort of inscrutable, and he definitely had been cutting his own hair, but I was warming to him. This was a man who understood the importance of avoiding family. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”

      He opened the door for me, and I got out into the cold and looked up into sharp brown eyes and realized there was something going on there. He’d give good interview, I thought, and then I realized he was staring at my chest.

      I looked down at my T-shirt that said Attempted Murder with the silhouette of two crows on a branch under it. “I’m not advocating murder,” I told him. “It’s a play on words. A bunch of crows is called a murder, like a bunch of seagulls is called a flock, but there are only two crows on the branch so they’re just trying for a murder.” When he didn’t say anything, I said, “I’m not going to kill anybody, I swear.”

      “Good to know,” he said. “Better get a coat.”

      I reached in for my hoodie and my laptop bag and saw the bear. Hell. I could just leave it in the car. If somebody stole the damn thing, I wouldn’t have to mail it to my mother. But it had cost two hundred dollars.

      “Wait a minute.” I handed the cop the laptop bag and pulled the hoodie on. Then I went around to the passenger side of the car, opened the door, and tugged on the bear. It didn’t budge. I yanked again and then again, and it popped out, and I stumbled back and lost my balance and let go of the bear as I flailed my way down the embankment and fell on my butt in the mud.

      I checked my hoodie. No mud. It’s a Wonderfalls hoodie that says I Surrender to Destiny and it’s a collector’s item so that was important. Then I looked up at the road and saw the cop, backlit by the late winter sun, my bag still under one arm, holding up the bear.

      That bear was six feet tall standing up, the top of it even with his head, so that was an impressive save.

      “It’s fine,” he said, holding the bear even higher. “I got it before it hit the ground.”

      “My hero,” I said.

      “Should I cuff it?” he asked.

      He was definitely not from Burney.

      “We’re good,” I said. “Give me a minute here, please.”

      He took the bear and my bag back to the cruiser while I climbed to my feet, examined the damage to my favorite five-button jeans—there was a laundromat in my future—and began Plan B. The Porters had a bathroom at the garage. I could wash out the dirt in their sink, leave town, and hit a laundromat when I got to Indiana. And maybe get the lug nuts tightened. I was pretty sure my mother wouldn’t follow me to Indiana. She didn’t like driving in the dark.

      I was never opening a card from Aunt ML again.

      I wiped the worst of the mud off on my jeans and began the crawl back up the embankment, and when I looked up, the cop was there again, holding out his hand.

      I looked at my hand and said, “Mud,” and showed him.

      “No problem,” he said, his hand still extended, so I put my dirty paw in his nice clean cop hand and let him pull me up onto the highway.

      Once I got there, I looked up at him and held on for a moment. He had those eyes, and he’d hauled me out of a ditch, and he’d saved the damn bear. Plus, the lug nuts. I could spare a moment.

      “I’m Liz,” I said.

      “I’m Vince,” he said.

      “Vince, I’m going to get mud in your car.”

      “Not my car,” he said. “You can sit in the back with the bear. There’s been worse back there.”

      “Good to know,” I said and went to get into the cruiser.

      



  




CHAPTER 2

      Depending on who was telling the story, I had expected Liz Danger to be either Harley Quinn or Jane Austen. But this Liz Danger? She didn’t fit either of those. She was a blonde, but it wasn’t hot blonde and for all her Burney rep as a troublemaker, she just seemed . . . tired. And tense but putting a good face on it. She’d made me want to smile—do not flirt with women during traffic stops, Cooper—and spend some more time with her. Even standing on the side of the road talking about lug nuts with her had felt easy. And then there was the fact that when I called her license in, Steve Crider said, “Lizzie Magnolia is home again?” So that ‘M’ on Liz Danger’s license stood for ‘Magnolia.’ Like she was some ante-bellum heiress in a big gown sipping mint juleps on the porch.

      Shouldn’t work. But it kind of did. Maybe if the heiress was a real live wire with a great smile and a beer in her hand . . .

      “Thank you for this,” she said from the back seat when I got into the cruiser.  I looked in the rear view and saw her side by side with the giant red bear, smiling at me, and for a minute I reconsidered the no flirting idea.

      Five minutes later, I dropped Elizabeth Magnolia off at Porter’s Garage where we found out that Will Porter was already on the way to get her car and Patsy Porter was on the road home from Columbus, so Liz’s cousin, Molly Blue, was coming to get her. Molly pulled in while the mechanic was still telling Liz all of this, so we stuffed that big bear into the back of her SUV and I went on my way toward my own problems.

      I drove toward the biggest of the hills that loomed over Burney. At the base of the hill was the burnt out remains of what had once been the fourth largest cardboard factory in the United States, the basis of the Blue family fortune. A double-lane road wound past the factory and up the hill’s knees, twisting and turning next to a steep ravine. A place might only be two miles ‘up the hill’ as the locals put it, but that was a ten-minute drive if you were careful.

      The hole in the guard rail on the hairpin turn bespoke someone who hadn’t been careful. I went past the turn and pulled off onto the shoulder to get the cruiser off the road and parked. I got out and walked to the edge as a car passed me, going up the hill. A snazzy red Lexus, so the mayor, Patrick O’Toole, probably on his way to the Blue Country Club. Not one of my favorite people, and I definitely wasn’t one of his since I’d arrested him for spousal abuse my first week on the job. George, my boss, had voided the arrest because O’Toole’s wife had refused to press charges even though everybody in JB’s bar had seen him hit her. O’Toole was more the chief’s headache than mine—O’Toole’s wife was George’s ex-wife—so I tried to stay out of his way. George had enough problems.

      I turned to look down into the ravine. A splintered tree fifty feet below was the only sign of where Navy Blue’s car had ended up. The tree, once a tough oak clinging to side of the ravine was now leafless and forlorn and apparently dead, which was a shame. The Porters had had to call in help from the guy who had the big 18-wheeler truck rig to pull the car out. That was after I’d rappelled down to recover the body. Theirs had been more technically difficult, but mine had been harder in other ways.

      Now one side of the torn guardrail stuck out over the void, twisted so that the flat side faced up. I sat on it and scooted out a little over the void, boots dangling, feeling the metal bend slightly. I’d grown to like the spot in the past few weeks because it felt like taking my feet off the ground disconnected me from Burney and the world. It’s not that there’s anything bad about Burney. It’s like any other small town: politics and power plays over stupid small things at the top and mostly genuinely nice people everywhere else. Just sometimes I need a break from the world, especially lately.

      I heard another vehicle coming up the hill and could tell by the slight engine knock it was the chief’s big Suburban, outfitted with all the lights and bells and whistles as befitting a small town cop who wore four stars on his collar, sort of like Eisenhower, if he’d been in charge of a mess hall and not Operation Overlord.

      I didn’t look over my shoulder as the tires hit gravel, the engine turned off, a car door slammed, and boots crunched toward my location.

      “What the hell are you doing up here again?” George asked.

      I didn’t ask how he found me. The laptop bolted to the dash in the cruiser had GPS and the mayor had just gone by. “Thinking, Chief.”

      He sighed, exasperated with me. “You don’t get paid to think.”

      I gestured to the ravine. “Something’s wrong about this.”

      “You gotta stop coming up here, Vince. You don’t know this town yet. You’re upsetting people.”

      He acted like I fell off the truck and landed in Burney yesterday instead of six months ago. “Maybe because I’m not from Burney is why I’m picking something up.”

      “The mayor would like you to stop picking things up,” he said but without much enthusiasm as there was no love lost between the chief and the mayor and not just because of the aforementioned ex-wife.

      “I’m off shift, Chief,” I pointed out. “Seven minutes ago.”

      “You pulled Liz Danger over for speeding and you didn’t write her up. Why not?”

      Because Steve Crider told me not to? Because I had my own personal code about pulling people over and it didn’t mesh with the mayor’s need for a quota? Because she’d looked like she was blowing the big red bear when she’d looked for her registration which had almost made me laugh out loud? “I gave her a warning. A welcome back to Burney gift.” I looked back at the chief. “Is she welcome back to her childhood home?”

      “Kind of weird she shows up after fifteen years the weekend her old boyfriend is getting married, don’t you think?”

      “I’m not supposed to think.” I hadn’t known Cash Porter was her ex-boyfriend. Because who dated who in this town fifteen years ago wasn’t a priority in my life.

      George tried to stop from cracking a smile and failed.

      I added, “She said she was home for her mother’s birthday.”

      “Hmm.” George didn’t seem convinced. “Get off that thing. It makes me nervous.”

      I’m the one on it, I thought. Why does it make you nervous?

      “Navy was drunk and it was an accident. Let it go, Vince. This is what, the fourth time I’ve seen you sitting there?”

      I pointed down toward the Ohio River, the setting sun behind hazy clouds. The Ohio is a wide and powerful river, with a very bloody history in Colonial times that I’d read about, and I enjoyed looking at it. “A good vantage point, Chief. I can see the town.” Okay, it wasn’t much of a town for someone from New York City, but it was my home now for six months and it was growing on me.

      “Navy’s death is signed off on,” Chief reminded me. The more he tried to convince himself, the more I was sure something was off.

      But I nodded. My friend Raina had told me that once something’s signed off on, it just means the powers-that-be are done with it. It doesn’t mean it’s right.

      “It bothers people when you’re here,” Chief said. “Bothers the mayor in particular. He’s a good friend of the Blues. Doesn’t want any scandal.”

      “Navy Blue wasn’t wearing a seat belt,” I said. “And no skid marks.”

      “So? He was drunk.”

      “Even black-out drunks are aware on some level,” I said. “They hit the brakes even when it’s too late. It’s that animal part of our brain trying to stay alive.”

      The chief shifted uncomfortably in his high black cowboy boots which made as much sense as me wearing a Stetson in the Bronx. It was Ohio. Which made me wonder: what the hell are you supposed to wear in Ohio? I wore my standard black uniform of cargo pants, long sleeved shirt and gear belt, along with a vest, plates inserted. My fellow Burney cops tended to leave the plates out, but they’d never been shot at.

      “Do you know his wife?” The chief asked.

      “Margot Blue? I saw her at the funeral.” Very young and very pretty, she’d also been pretty looped, but it was, after all, the funeral of her husband. “The little girl Peri is cute but quiet.” Something wrong there, I thought, but that was probably because her daddy was dead.

      “Know who Margot Blue’s mother is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Senator Amy Wilcox,” he said as if he didn’t trust my knowledge, since I wasn’t supposed to think. He waited, perhaps for me to say something, then went on. “The senator doesn’t want anything ugly coming out about her son-in-law’s death. She has let the mayor know this. The mayor has let me know this. I am letting you know. It was an accident, Vince. Leave it alone.” He didn’t sound very enthused about passing on the message. “Get off of that damn thing.”

      “Sure, Chief.” I scooted back and touched down in Burney once more. “Anything else?”

      He hesitated. “There’s a history to all these people, Vince.” He indicated the town spread out below us. “The Blues were Burney for over a century. The last one, Cleve, Navy’s dad, ran this place. And now we have this development south of town and the new senator is involved in it, and she’s got Cash as her front man, and he’s marrying Lavender Blue this weekend. It’s all connected somehow. Be careful is what I’m saying.”

      That was a lot to think about for a guy who wasn’t supposed to. I just nodded. “All right, Chief.”

      George sighed. “You should have ticketed Danger.”

      “So, she’s not welcome back in Burney?”

      He shrugged. “She’s a wild one. Wouldn’t hurt to reel her in.” Then he changed the subject. “Cash’s bachelor party is at JBs tonight. I know you stop by and check on the place sometimes. Might want to do that tonight.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Take care of yourself, Vince.” He paused and then walked away without another word, got in his big Suburban and drove down the road again.

      I got back in the cruiser, thinking about George. He was still upset about Liz Danger, which was just dumb. I’d heard that she’d done something to his campaign posters years ago when he was running for mayor, some stupid kid prank, and he was still mad about it. Possibly because he wasn’t mayor now. Man knew how to hold a grudge.

      Liz Danger did not look like a grudge holder. She looked like somebody who wanted to get out of Dodge as soon as possible without stopping to see her mother. I could understand the feeling. I’d gotten out of the Bronx just before my 18th birthday and been sworn into the military on the day I was of age. She did look like the kind of woman who’d be interesting to get to know better, but she was leaving right away, so I put her out of my mind and decided to check Navy’s car again. The chief might have signed off on the wreck, but I wasn’t ready to. I’d never been able to put it to rest since going down there and seeing Navy’s body.

      I pulled out to head back to the highway and Porter’s garage. I had something to check on.

      Available here: https://amzn.to/46P1Yd4
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      The old man sat alone in the darkness contemplating failure on a scale that historians would write about it for centuries, and the subsequent inevitable need for change. He was one of the most powerful people in the world, but only a few knew of his existence. His position had been born out of failure over sixty years previously, as smoke still smoldered above the mangled ships and dead bodies in Pearl Harbor. For over six decades, he had given his life to his country. His most valuable asset was dispassion, so he could view his own recent failures objectively, although recent was a subjective term. He realized now it had all begun over ten years ago.

      His office lacked any charm or comfort. There was a scarcity about the room that was unnerving. The cheap desk and two chairs made it look more like an interview room in an improvised police station than the office of a man so powerful his name brought fear throughout the government he served in Washington. The top of the desk was almost clear. Just a secure phone and a stack of folders.

      There were, naturally, no windows. Not three hundred feet underground, buried beneath the ‘crystal palace’ of the top secret National Security Agency at Fort Meade, Maryland. And not that he could have used windows. The few who knew of the organization sometimes wondered if this location was what had led to its name. While the CIA made headlines every week, the Cellar was only whispered about in the hallowed halls of the nation's capitol. It might have been located underneath the NSA building but it was an entity unto itself answerable only to its founding mandate.

      The room was lit only by the dim red lights on the secure phone. They showed the scars on the old man’s face and the raw red, puckered skin where his eyes had once rested. There was track lighting, currently off, all three bulbs of which were over the old man’s head and angled toward the door. When on, they placed his face in a shadow and caused any guest to squint against the light. The few who had the misfortune to sit across from him didn’t know whether the lighting was placed in such a way to blind them as he was, or to hide the severity of his old wounds.

      He was not a man given much to sentimental reflection, but he knew his time was coming to an end, which made him think back to his beginning, as he knew all things were cyclical. He opened a right-side desk drawer and pulled out a three dimensional representation of an old black and white photograph. He ran his fingers lightly over the raised images of three smiling young men dressed in World War II era uniforms—British, French and American. He was on the right. The other two were killed the day after the photo was taken.

      He left the image on the desktop and reached for the files. The ones he wanted were the first two. He placed them on his lap. Paper files, the writing in Braille. He’d never trusted computers, even though there were ones now that could work completely on voice commands and read to him. Perhaps that was part of the problem. He was out of date. An anachronism.

      They were labeled respectively Gant, Anthony and Masterson. He ran his fingers over the names punched on the tabs. He was patient. He had waited decades for plans born out of seeds he had sown to come to fruition. Quite a few similar plans had failed, so there was no reason to believe this one would succeed. But this plan was now in motion, initiated by an event he had had nothing to do with, the way the best plans in the covert world always started to allow deniability.

      Despite his gifts of dispassion and patience, he felt a stirring in his chest. It puzzled him for a few moments before he realized he was experiencing hope. He squashed the feeling and picked up the phone to set another piece of the puzzle in motion.
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        * * *

      

      Neeley had not anticipated waiting to kill people to be so boring. Staying well back in the darker shadows, out of the dim reflection of the few working streetlights, she scanned the ghostly quiet alley. She used the night vision portion of her retina just off the center of vision as Gant had taught her. There was nothing moving. A dumpster, an abandoned car and intermittent piles of refuse dotted the pitted concrete between the two abandoned tenements. There was a way out on either end. She could hear the rumble of traffic from the Bruckner Expressway a few hundred yards away.

      Neeley had been here for a day and a half and she could superimpose from memory the details that the night refused to divulge to her naked eye. Looking right, a couple of miles to the east, she could see the aircraft warning lights on top of one of the towers of the Bronx-Whitestone Bridge crossing Long Island Sound.

      She picked up a bulky rifle and pressed the scope on top to her right eye, twisting the switch to the on position. After a moment's hesitation, the black night gave way to bright green and she no longer needed her memory for the details the technology provided. Completing a second overall scan from her location in a corner apartment in the abandoned tenement, Neeley then zoomed in on the three locations she had noted during thirty-six hours of observing.

      Two of the three men had arrived together four hours ago, just as darkness had slid like a curtain across the alley. Neeley had watched the two set up in separate rooms, on the second floor of the derelict building across the street.

      The third man had shown up twenty minutes after the first two. If he'd tried the building, he might have bumped into the first two, but this last man wasn't very smart. He'd positioned himself inside the dumpster on the alley floor, leaving the top wedged open so he could observe the street, south to north. She gave the man an 'A' for effort, getting among the moldy garbage inside the large container, but an 'F' for tactical sense. True, the dumpster had a good ground level field of fire, but the man was trapped in a steel coffin if it became necessary to relocate. The two men in the building had the high ground, always a tactical advantage and the ability to move. Of course, they lacked the element of surprise but Neeley mentally gave them a few points anyway.

      Through the scope, she could easily see the glow of one of the men across the street covertly smoking a cigarette, obviously thinking he was secure since he was well back from the window in the darkness of the room. The burning glow, barely visible to the naked eye, showed up like a searchlight in the night-vision scope. She shifted left two windows. The second man was watching the dumpster through a pair of older model, army-issue night-vision goggles. PVS-5s as near as Neeley could tell at this distance.

      Nothing else was moving in the street and Neeley didn't expect to see anything until the deal went down. Alleys in the South Bronx were places even most bad people stayed away from at night. A few blocks to the south, prostitutes haunted the streets and docks of the Hunts Point section but this area was a no man's land. Which was why the two sides had chosen it.

      The man across the street put out his cigarette. Neeley lay the rifle down and slid back from the window. Pulling a poncho-liner over her head, she completely covered herself. Only then, did she peel back the Velcro cover on her watch, and check the glowing hands. Twenty minutes to twelve. She considered the situation. At least six hours of darkness left. Neeley hadn't allowed herself to sleep since arriving here a day and a half ago. She'd drunk the last of the coffee from her thermos a while back and now her eyes burned with fatigue. Given the presence of the advance guards, odds were the deal would go down soon. She decided to take a calculated chance and pulled a pill out of her pocket. Popping it into her mouth, she washed it down with a swig from a water bottle. Four hours of intenseness. She would need at least an hour, preferably two, on the flip side of the deal to get out of the immediate area and be reasonably secure. Neeley reaffirmed the decision she had made during mission planning: 0300 and she was out of here, deal or no deal. Survival first and stick with the plan.

      Her pulse quickened as the speed hit the blood stream. Neeley pushed aside the poncho liner and crammed it into a stuff sack, placing the sack inside a small backpack. She felt around the floor with her hands. Nothing left out. Just the pack and rifle. Methodically, she did a mental inventory of her actions of the past day and a half and all the equipment she had brought with her. The room was sterile, everything accounted for. Rule number four: Always pack out what you pack in. There were some rules you just couldn't break and the remembrance of one of Gant's rules brought a wry smile to Neeley's lips.

      Neeley laid the pack down three feet inside the window and sat on it, laying the rifle across her knees. She was used to waiting. She'd spent most of her thirty-two years learning that patience was a virtue; a life-saving one.

      She picked the rifle back up, the feel of plastic and steel a familiar one. It was an Accuracy International L96A1, a venerable sniper rifle of British design, firing NATO standard size 7.62mm by 51mm rounds, each of which Gant had reloaded to reduce velocity to sub-sonic speeds. A bullet that broke the sound barrier made a cracking noise as it left the muzzle and the special load eliminated that noise. On the end of the barrel was a bulky tactical suppressor, which absorbed the other large noise source for the rifle, the gasses that came out of the end of the barrel upon firing. In essence, the suppressor was a series of washer-like baffles around the end of the barrel that took the force of the expelling gasses. It was good for about ten shots before it had to be retooled. The combination of the two made the rifle almost noiseless to operate although they did drastically reduce the range and change the trajectory of the rounds, both of which Neeley was prepared for after many hours on the range firing it.

      A pair of headlights carved into the northern end of the alley. Neeley tried to control the adrenaline that now began to overlap the speed. She watched the car roll slowly down the alley and come to a halt, the dumpster and its hidden contents thirty meters ahead.

      Looking through the scope, Neeley saw one of the men in the building across the street, the one on the left speak into his hand.

      The car was an armored limo. Another pair of headlights came in from the south. This one was a Mercedes. Not obviously armored, as it rode too high for that. It came to a halt thirty-five meters from the limo, headlights dueling. The dumpster flanked the Mercedes, to its right front.

      The doors on the limo opened and four men got out, two to a side. Three had submachineguns. The fourth a large suitcase. The Mercedes disgorged three men, all also heavily armed. One went back and opened the trunk.

      "I want your man out of the window up there," one of the men from the Mercedes yelled. The guy in the dumpster had seen the glow from the same cigarette that Neeley had. This also confirmed that the man in the dumpster had communication with the Mercedes.

      After a moment's hesitation, the man with the suitcase pulled a small Motorola radio off his belt and spoke into it. A minute later, the man who had been smoking walked out of the building and joined the other four.

      "Satisfied?" the suitcase man yelled back.

      "Yes," the chief Mercedes man answered.

      Neeley adjusted the scope's focus knob, zooming in. The remaining man across the way was now resting the bipods of an M60 machine gun on the windowsill. She shifted back to the standoff in the alley.

      The men from the Mercedes unloaded two heavy cardboard boxes from the car's trunk and stacked them ten feet in front of the headlights. The five men from the limo side moved forward, fanning out, the man with the suitcase in the middle.

      Neeley placed the crosshairs of the night-scope on the head of the suitcase man. She began to note the rhythm of her heart. The tip of her finger lay lightly on the trigger, almost a lover’s caress. She slowly exhaled two-thirds of the air in her lungs, to what Gant had called the natural respiratory pause, and then held her diaphragm still. In between heartbeats, she smoothly squeezed the trigger and, with the rifle producing only the sound of the bolt working in concert with a low puff from the barrel suppresser, the 7.62-millimeter subsonic round left the muzzle. In midstride, the target's head blew apart.

      Reacting instinctively, not knowing where death had winged its way from, the other four men swung up their submachineguns and fired on the Mercedes crew. The dumpster man replied, only to be lost in the roar of the machine gun in the window. In the ensuing confusion, and on the same paused breath, in between new heartbeats, Neeley put a round into one of the limo men.

      After ten seconds of thunderous fire, an echoing silence enveloped the street. All the Mercedes men were down. The M60 had swiss-cheesed the dumpster. Two of the limo men were still standing.

      Neeley took another breath and slowly exhaled, then paused. In between the next three heartbeats, she fired three times. First round, a headshot blowing the M60 gunner backwards into the darkened room across the way. Second and third rounds finishing the two-left standing before they even realized that death was silently lashing out of a window above their heads.

      Satisfied that all were down, Neeley pulled out a red lens flashlight and searched the dirty floor of the room. She collected the five pieces of expended brass and placed them in a pocket on the outside of the backpack, insuring the Velcro cover was tightly sealed. She listened to the earpiece from the portable police scanner in her pocket as she swung on the backpack and started down. She was on the street before the first call for a car to investigate shots fired came over the airway. The police would not respond with any particular alacrity. Shots fired were common calls in the South Bronx at night. Cops tended to band together here and only became excited if the radio call was ‘officer down’.

      As she headed toward the Mercedes, movement from one of the bodies caused her to swing the muzzle up; one of the men was still alive. Neeley watched the figure writhing on the ground for a few seconds. She stepped forward, and with one boot, shoved the body over, keeping the muzzle pointed at the man's head. The man's stomach was a sea of very dark, arterial blood: gut shot. Neeley's training automatically started scrolling through her consciousness, outlining the proper procedures to treat the wound.

      The bulky barrel of the rifle mesmerized the man’s gaze. Looking above it, into Neeley's dark pupils, his own widened with surprise. They searched for mercy in the depths of Neeley's thickly lashed eyes. Neeley's entire body started sweating and the adrenaline kicked up to an even higher level. The muzzle didn't waver.

      The round entered a small black dot between the man's eyes. The bullet mushroomed through the brain and took off the entire rear of the head, spraying the dirty street. Neeley watched the body twitch and become still. She automatically scooped up the expended brass casing and stuffed it into her pocket.

      Moving to the cardboard boxes, she pulled a thermal grenade out of one of the pockets of her loose fitting black leather, knee-length overcoat and pulled the pin. She placed the grenade on top of the boxes and released the arming lever, pocketing both it and the pin. Acting quickly, trying to make up for the seconds lost dealing with the wounded man, she tore the briefcase out of the limp hand still holding it and jogged to the end of the alley. A subdued pop and a flicker of flames appeared behind her as two million dollars worth of cocaine began to go up in flames.

      Satisfied she was out of immediate danger, and before reaching the corner, Neeley twisted the locking screw and broke the rifle down into two parts. She hung the barrel on the inside right of her coat and the stock on the left, securing them with specially sewn in bands of Velcro.

      Turning the corner, Neeley settled into a steady, swift walk. From the confused babble on the scanner, she had six to eight minutes before the first police arrived.

      She made three blocks and then turned left. Here were the first signs of life. This area was more populated, but still well within the urban battle zone known as the South Bronx. Covert eyes watched her as she moved and Neeley slid a hand up, loosening the 10mm Glock Model 20 pistol she wore in a shoulder holster.

      Her purposeful stride and appearance deflected any thoughts of evil intent from those lurking in the shadows. Neeley was tall, an inch shy of six foot. She had broad shoulders and a slender build. Her short, dark hair had seen better days and could use styling. Her face was all angles, no soft roundness, with two very dark eyes that took in everything in her surroundings. She moved with a sense of determination, her long overcoat half open, allowing her easy access to the weapons inside.

      Two more blocks, no interference encountered, and she reached her parked pick-up truck, nestled among other battered vehicles. She unlocked the door and threw the suitcase in. The first sirens were wailing in the distance as Neeley got behind the wheel and cranked the engine.

      For the first time she paused. She held her hands in front of her face. They were shaking slightly. Neeley took a deep breath and held it. The vision of the man looking up at her flickered across her eyes, then was gone. She shivered; shaking her head in short violent jerks, then was still again. She put the truck into gear and drove off.

      Sticking with the route she had memorized, Neeley drove, keeping scrupulously to the speed limit. After ten minutes of negotiating side streets, she reached an on-ramp for the Cross Bronx Expressway and rolled up it, heading northeast for New England.

      The suitcase on the passenger seat nagged at her. Neeley held her patience for two hours, until the city was over eighty miles behind her, and she was well into Connecticut, just south of Hartford. Finally, she pulled into a rest area. Parking away from other vehicles, Neeley turned on the dome light and put the suitcase on her lap.

      She checked the exterior for any indication it was rigged. Nothing. Flipping both latches, she slowly lifted the lid an inch. She slid a finger in and carefully felt the edges. Then she opened it all the way. A wadded piece of cloth lay on top, covering the contents. Neeley peeled the cloth away. Stacks of worn hundred dollar bills greeted her. She didn't count it. She knew exactly how much was there.

      Finally accepting she was safe, Neeley allowed herself to think of Gant. She wondered how it would have been to open the suitcase with him. She knew he would have been proud of her. Gant had talked about this mission endlessly. He had a source, someone he called his Uncle Joe, although he said the man was not family by blood, who had called him just two weeks ago with word of this meet. Somebody who must have owed Gant a lot, but Neeley understood owing Gant.

      She remembered all the nights she had lain with her body curled into his. Talking about it and perfecting the plan. Every ex-Green Beret's dream, he'd called it.

      Neeley closed the suitcase and with it the memories of Gant. There was still much to do.
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        * * *

      

      The day her life as she knew it came to an end, Hannah Masterson forced herself to stroll casually down the carpeted hallway. They were all trying hard not to stare but Hannah was certain they were. She doubted that they knew about John, but she'd always known that people could sense bad news. Hannah had an urge to walk the length of the long hallway, stopping at every desk, and explain in great detail to every person that she had been a good wife, never shirked her duties, always smiled and appeared happy, and that John wasn't really gone. He was just away for a little while. On business.

      Of course they wouldn't believe her. She didn't believe it either. Not that she hadn't been a good wife, but that John was really gone. Men like John, with six-figure salaries and power jobs, didn't just dump the wife, career, house and two cars for no reason at all. Something had happened to him, she was convinced of it; well, had been. The day-old postcard in her purse had forced her to acknowledge other possibilities.

      With relief, she found the door to Howard Brumley's office open and aimed herself toward a vacant chair. One look at Howard's face told Hannah that there was to be no reprieve during this appointment. His normal ruddy complexion was pale; the dancing, flirting eyes were gone, replaced by shaded 'I hate to tell you this' pupils.

      Howard picked up a file and tapped the corner nervously. "You look good."

      Hannah's wasn't a natural beauty, but more the result of money meeting good bone structure. Her blond hair was thick and shiny, flowing to her shoulders in natural waves. Her eyes, hidden now by the dark glasses, were the color of expensive chocolate left in a hot car. The few worry lines around her eyes and mouth were deepened by the stress of the past week and were the only thing that made her look older than her 31 years. She was a shade under five and a half feet and weighed what any self-conscious woman of means would weigh.

      Howard, the family lawyer, was dodging. Hannah knew it was difficult to talk to a woman whose husband had apparently taken the perpetual golf trip. That was how John had done it. Left early on a beautiful Saturday morning the previous week with his golf bag and whistling a happy tune. Glanced back once. Whether to look at her, or the house, maybe both, she would never know. The Country Club had returned the car on Monday. John had taken his clubs. Even with the car back in the garage though, Hannah couldn't believe he was gone.

      Howard put down the file folder and leaned back in his chair. "Have you heard anything else from John?"

      "Just the card from the islands. If it was John who sent it," she amended.

      "Is it his handwriting?" Howard asked.

      Hannah reluctantly opened her bag and handed the card over. "It looks like his writing, but it could be a forgery."

      Howard shook his head, staring at it. "I can't believe he would do something like this."

      "Maybe the card is just--" Hannah began, but Howard was shaking his head again and his attention was no longer on the card.

      "No.” Howard gestured to the file folder. “I mean I can't believe he would do anything like this."

      "You think he's really gone?” Hannah asked. “Off to some south sea island like this card says?"

      Howard sighed. Hannah was watching him carefully. John was hurt. That was it. "He's been in an accident, hasn't he?” She picked the postcard up from the desk. "This was John's way of trying to keep me from knowing, isn't it?"

      "He's not hurt, not that I know of.” Howard blinked. "Hannah, I've known John a long time and two weeks ago I would have trusted him with the lives of my children.” Howard took a deep breath. "I don't know what to say."

      Hannah sat still and waited to hear something so bad it would render a lawyer speechless.

      Having taken the plunge, Howard continued. "Evidently John was planning this for some time. He cleaned out everything: IRA's, mutual funds, stocks, real estate, you name it. You should have had your name on all of it. It was too easy for him. He did leave you fifteen thousand in your household account. But here comes the bad news."

      Hannah's head snapped from an imaginary upper cut. She was a little behind Howard, taking it one-step at a time. "He's gone? He's really gone?"

      Howard was in a rush to get it over with. "The house, Hannah. It's the house."

      "No. That's mine." Her voice was level and hard. "When we paid the note off last year John filed a quitclaim deed and put the house in my name."

      She remembered the night well. John had said it was a symbol of his love and devotion. Hannah who had spent most of her childhood in a succession of foster homes felt safe for the first time that night. Her house, it would always be her house.

      "John forged your name and took out a new note on the house. It's mortgaged to the max. If you sell it now you can pay the bank. As it is you have a payment of a little over six thousand dollars due in seven days. You don't have enough money to stay there more than two months."

      Hannah shook her head. "John wouldn't do that. He wouldn't do that with the house. Not the house."

      Howard must have seen too many war movies with shellshock victims as he slapped Hannah with his words. "Hannah, John's gone. He left you and stole everything that wasn't nailed down. And what was nailed down he sold out from under you."

      Hannah held up a thin, manicured hand. "But that's illegal." It was beginning to sink in. "What about the cars?"

      "Both leased," John said. He glanced in the deadly folder. "The Volvo is five hundred and forty. The BMW is eight-twenty, both payable the first of the month."

      Howard cleared his throat. Could there be more? Hannah wondered.

      There was. "I also received mail from John yesterday." Howard was holding several legal sized pieces of paper. "It's a marital dissolution agreement."

      "You're joking," Hannah sputtered. "John wants to divorce me after stealing everything?"

      Howard looked distinctly uncomfortable. "Apparently so."

      "But . . ." Hannah shook her head. "I don't . . ."

      "It's an unusual situation," Howard said.

      The understatement of the year, Hannah thought. She found it strange that the only thing that resounded in her mind was that she hadn’t seen it coming. She didn’t really care about the cars or the money—the house, of course, was a different matter, for a different reason—but she hadn’t seen this coming.

      Howard's voice took on his professional lilt. "You have to realize that some of what John did is illegal and not just toward you. The bank he took the new mortgage out from will not be very happy either. You’re probably going to have to divorce him to keep the bank and others he defrauded from coming after you, Hannah."

      "Coming after me?" she repeated. "I didn't do anything."

      "Divorcing him, and a thorough check of your lack of assets, will help convince them of that," Howard said. "But as it looks now, you're a party to everything he did. Divorcing him will be the best thing you could do."

      "Divorcing John is a good thing?" Hannah pressed her hands against her temples. "I don't understand. Until a week ago I thought I had a good marriage. John seemed as happy as ever. Something's wrong with this picture, Howard. Either something awful happened to John or my entire adult life has been a sham. After all these years for him to do this now means I'm an idiot."

      Howard's voice softened. "No. You're a lovely, lovely woman who married a snake. But now's not the time for pity. Now's the time for action. You have to rise above this, Hannah. We have to take care of the dirt John left you. Then you can start a new life."

      Hannah stared. A new life? She didn't even know how she'd lost the old one yet.

      Howard kept the words coming. "Hannah, you're a beautiful woman with lots of talents. You can get a job or another husband in no time."

      Even through the numbness, that struck a painful chord. "I can't believe you said that, Howard."

      He held up both hands, defensively. "I didn't mean it like that."

      "How else could you possibly have meant it?"

      "Hannah, please!" Howard was standing. He had an envelope in his hands that he was running one thumb along the edge of. “Do you need help?”

      Hannah was puzzled by the inane question.

      “Haven’t you been seeing someone? A professional?” Realizing he wasn’t getting through, Howard cut to the chase. “A psychiatrist?”

      How did he know about Dr. Jenkins, Hannah wondered. John must have told him, she immediately realized. Hannah gave a bitter laugh. "How can I pay for a psychiatrist now?"

      "You're still covered by John's health plan; for a while at least. I think you really should go see him. Get some help."

      Hannah stood. "I have to go."

      Howard started coming around his massive desk. "I'm sorry, Hannah. Please don't leave like this. With everything you have to worry about I'd hate it if I were the cause of any more trouble. I was just trying to help."

      Hannah didn't say anything. She walked quickly out the door. As the elevator doors shut Howard was still calling after her, telling her they had to take care of this now. Clear it up before it was too late.

      Hannah leaned against the brass wall letting the cool surface soothe her forehead. She was still willing herself not to faint when the doors slid open. The man in front of her shot an appreciative glance as he entered the elevator.

      "Nice day."

      She stared at him as she pushed by him into the lobby, awed by the fact that the world was going to go on.

      Hannah fumbled her way out of the office building and stood in a daze on the sidewalk. All around her office workers were hitting the streets of St. Louis for lunch. After she was bumped a few times she realized it was time to move on. She couldn't quite remember where the car was parked and it didn't seem to matter. The car John had brought home one day. She hadn't even asked if he'd bought it or leased it. Those were questions that simply had never occurred to her after so many years of allowing John to take care of everything.

      Hannah wondered if anything was ever going to matter again. This morning her main concern had been John and his safety. Clutching her purse to her chest, she now knew that John was never coming back. Beyond that was dangerous territory for her mind to go.

      The Adam's Mark was just ahead. Two weeks ago she might have wandered into the hotel bar and waited for her successful husband to join her for lunch. Today she didn't know if she had enough money for a sandwich and a coke. She fumbled with her purse and checked. She had a couple of dollars in cash. She had no idea what the status of the credit cards was.

      The bar was cool and dark and occupied by a lone female bartender. Hannah took a seat at the bar and waited. She noted that the bartender was about her age but looked it. Hannah's carefully tended thirty-one years had been shielded from the direct hit of aging, until this week of course.

      "Are you OK?"

      Hannah was startled by the bartender's sudden question. She nodded.

      "How about a cup of coffee?"

      Hannah indicated in the affirmative, thankful that she would have a moment to compose herself before the woman returned. Hannah noticed that the woman's nametag pronounced her Marty. She was eyeing Hannah suspiciously from the end of the bar as she poured the coffee. She carried the cup the length of the bar and set it carefully in front of Hannah.

      "Let me see if I can guess: man trouble."

      Hannah tried to smile and failed. "Yes. He left me."

      Hannah surprised herself. Even though John had been gone a week, this was the first time she had uttered those words aloud. It was as if by refusing to say them she had been able to negate the fact that he was no longer there. She had simply refused to consider the possibility. Even the post card's intent had been ignored.

      "He left you?" Marty emphasized the latter pronoun as the look on her face passed from sympathy to incredulity. "I don't mean to be funny but if you got left, I don't figure any of us are safe."

      Hannah took a sip of her coffee. The scalding liquid bit at her lips and she put the cup back on the polished surface of the bar. "Maybe nobody is safe."

      Marty was leaning on the bar. "Was this guy your husband?"

      "Yes. Next month would have been our tenth anniversary."

      "He just up and left? Took his stuff and split?"

      "Not really. He didn't even take a change of clothes. He just never came back home. For the past week I was afraid something terrible had happened to him and then yesterday I received a post card with palm trees all over it saying he wasn't coming back. I went to our lawyer and he had the divorce papers all ready."

      Marty wiped the bar top. "Sounds like he went a little bit nuts. Maybe he's gonna come back after he gets regrooved and everything will be fine."

      "He can't come back now. He forged my name on some real estate papers. He left me with nothing."

      Marty wore a mask of outrage. "Oh man, that's the worst thing I ever heard. Don't sign the divorce papers. Nail the asshole. Get your own lawyer."

      Hannah wondered why she was sharing this with some woman she would never speak to again, and realized that was the reason. She could hardly talk about this with the women in her limited social circle. She had kept John's disappearance as quiet as possible, telling only Howard and calling the people at John's office trying to find out, without saying she didn't know, if they knew where John was. But no one had had a clue as to his hereabouts. Hannah had even considered calling the police, but Howard had told her to wait a little bit. Howard's position had been that John's sensitive job at the company should be protected.

      Hannah watched as Marty returned her thoughts to the bar. Hannah drained the last of the coffee and decided that it was time to go home.

      She left the three-dollar bills that were all she had and mumbled some polite words to Marty. She passed through the hotel foyer focused on the green marble floor, ignoring the businessmen of assorted ages checking her out, noting the rings that marked her as taken and bagged by one of their own. They all gave her the soft smile and nod that they expected from other men for their own wives. They didn't expect Hannah to notice them just as they didn't expect their own wives to alert to the nods of other men.

      She found the car around the block from Howard's office. The big black BMW that John had loved to drive. It was odd to discover that she didn't own it; that she didn't own anything. She thought about that for a minute, feeling the anxiety that threatened to overwhelm her. She pulled up to the garage attendant and panicked, realizing she had no money to pay the parking fee. She flipped open the console and slid quarters out of their holder. She had to go halfway down the dime column before she had enough. She was relieved when the gate released her and she burned rubber pulling away.

      That little incident was more telling than anything Howard had said. Hannah moved some numbers around in her head and knew she needed a plan. The money that John had left would be swallowed by house expenses in no time. Howard was right: she was going to have to sell the house and then turn in the cars. But that left her without a job, home, car, anything. Hannah's mind was churning. She could sell the contents of the house. Maybe she could generate enough to lease an apartment.

      She had to get a job. The very thought brought a tightness to her throat. Not because she didn't want to work, but because she felt she had nothing to present a future employer. She had dropped out of college to put John through graduate school, working two jobs, one as a substitute teacher and the other waiting tables. Instead of going back and finishing her degree, she had become a full-time wife. John's career had been so demanding and financially rewarding that she had simply never given a thought that she would need to support herself one day. That was the deal-- the word stuck in her consciousness-- the deal they had made without even bothering to verbalize it. It had just happened.
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