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      I was not upset.

      I was perfectly fine with Max Reddy leaving Rocky Start. I’d only met him two weeks ago when he’d come to town looking dangerous, dark, and gaunt, mostly cheekbones, so we’d hardly had time to bond. I had a whole new life to plan—I had a future again for the first time since I was eighteen and threw mine away—so I had to make plans, good plans this time, a better life, so I didn’t have time for Max anyway. I mean, I was grateful for all he’d done for us, especially saving my daughter’s life—I would owe him forever for that—but I was fine with him leaving. It would be good if he’d tell me when he was going to go, but it didn’t make any difference, really. It was fine.

      I even understood when he got out of my bed every morning to get into shape to go back to the Appalachian Trail; he was a man’s man who needed to stride alone across rivers and through the forest as manly men do. Perfectly fine with that. I did notice that today, for the first time, he had his heavy backpack on. Knowing Max, it was so he could suffer more during his walk. He’d told me, “Pain is weakness leaving the body,” which is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Pain is a warning system. Pain is a body saying, “Sit down, you idiot, you’ve hurt yourself and you should stay where you are with that great woman you’ve been sleeping with.”

      I will admit that when Maggs didn’t follow him to the door that morning for another practice hike, I thought, Good for you, sweetie. Maggs is a long-haired German Shepherd, a special breed whose thick fur is pitch black. She’s large enough to be mistaken for a wolf, much like Max with his dark eyes and silver-threaded dark hair and general dark outlook on life, not to mention his lust for walking through forests and probably peeing on bushes. They clearly belonged together. So when Maggs sat down by me instead of following him to the door, I shrugged my shoulders at Max, who looked surprised. No idea why she’s not leaving with you, Max. No idea why you’re leaving me, either. You dumbass.

      Max opened the front door and called her, and Maggs just looked at him, the picture of A Big Black Dog Who Didn’t Understand the Situation.

      I could relate. For the past two weeks, I had often looked at Max the same way. I mean, I could completely understand why he might want to head back to the Appalachian Trail with winter approaching so he could eat frozen rattlesnakes and mice instead of hot lasagna and mustard chicken. Who wouldn’t?

      Anybody, Max. Anybody but you.

      You know what I hate? I hate being mad at somebody who hasn’t done anything wrong. It makes me look bitchy.

      “Come on, Maggs,” Max said.

      Maggs got to her feet, slowly, and limped toward him as he stepped outside and waited for her.

      “Come on,” he called.

      Maggs looked back at me and limped harder.

      I’m on it, kid. “Wait, she’s hurt,” I called out, and Maggs sat down again, looking pitiful. “Did something else happen to her?”

      “Not that I know of.” Max came back to stand in the doorway now, looking at his dog with suspicion.

      “You’ve dragged her off to the woods every morning,” I said. “Maybe she strained the paw she hurt two weeks ago.”

      Maggs lay down, her chin on the paw she’d hurt. I have no idea how much of our conversations Maggs understands, but I think she’s brilliant at nuance.

      “Did you two plan this?” Max said, looking at me, exasperated.

      “Yes, Max, your dog and I are plotting against you.” I rolled my eyes.

      If Maggs could have rolled hers, I’m sure she would have.

      “Fine,” Max said. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

      I smiled as sweetly as I could, which was not up to my usual level of Cheery Boost, the fake smile I’d worn constantly for my past nineteen years in Rocky Start and the twelve years that had preceded them on the road with Poppy’s father-to-be. Those were my second and third life acts (let’s not talk about Act One, my childhood). But I’d turned fifty a week ago—why are the birthdays that end in zero so much harder?—and shortly before that my boss and protector had died, and then Max had shown up, and then I’d found out I was living in a town full of retired spies, so yeah, my life had changed. I was starting my fourth act now, and it was going to be different. No fucking smiling unless I was happy, for one thing.

      I smiled down at Maggs, a sweetheart of a dog. “I’ll be here. Maggs will be fine.”

      Max shot me a slight frown that said he was having trouble decoding me—I’m upset that you’re leaving me, Max, and so is Maggs—and let the door close behind him. I watched him walk past the unbroken window—he’d broken the other one and the door when he’d driven into them to save me and my daughter Poppy; not his fault—and then I looked at Maggs. “So you’re off the hook for that.”

      Maggs got up and headed for the kitchen where she probably thought there was bacon. No limp.

      “Nope,” I called after her and she turned. “Ecstasy.”

      Her ears pricked up. “Ecstasy,” the bakery/coffee shop next door, meant the same thing as “cookie” since Coral, the proprietor, had a soft spot for dogs. Well, for any living thing that was hungry.

      Maggs reversed course and went to stand by the door as I got my cardigan off the hook behind the counter. It was November in Tennessee and North Carolina—our town straddles the state line—and warmer than usual, but there was still a definite chill in the air. Coral’s was right next door, so a cardigan would do me just fine for the five seconds I’d be out there. I dropped the key to the shop into my big apron pocket—my aprons are large to cover up my bralessness and provide me with places to stash many things—and we started for next door. I was going to work. I had things to do—make the shop look like a professional business, clear out Ozzie’s apartment, hunt for the millions of dollars people seemed to think were hidden here—so I was too busy to worry about Max leaving. After I had some Lemon Zinger tea and something wonderful from Coral’s bakery case.

      Okay, truth be told, I needed to talk to Coral. As I said, many things had happened lately, and I was pretty sure Coral would be a good person to talk to about those things.

      Like how to help my daughter, Poppy, with her PTSD from being kidnapped.

      And help me plan my future now that my world had blown up in the past two weeks.

      And why Max was going to leave me when we were so good together.

      That kind of thing.

      As I grabbed my cardigan, my cellphone buzzed in my apron pocket. I pulled it out and checked the text message from an unknown number.

      
        
        I’m watching out for you

      

      

      “Unknown number” described Max perfectly. And now he was trying to be reassuring. He needed some work on his reassuring skills. It also made me realize he’d never texted me before, which showed you how much time we’d spent together since he’d arrived in town. You have to be apart to text.

      And now we were.

      “That’s a little creepy, Max,” I said to the phone and opened the door.
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      A dog, apparently, is not man’s best friend. I say this because my dog, Maggs, was not with me this morning as I strode on the path through the forest, enjoying the beauty of nature. She was with Rose, a woman who had been gracious enough to give me a place to sleep in the apartments above her shop two weeks ago, aggressive enough to have seduced the hell out of me on the second day, and conniving enough to have corrupted my dog. Maggs hadn’t been limping when we’d gone downstairs. It was only when I headed for the door that she looked at Rose and suddenly put on the act.

      Did I mention Rose stole my wallet three times, twice on my first day in town?

      I could see why Maggs liked her. Rosalie Malone was a sweetheart—big dark eyes, curly dark hair, soft smiling mouth—so when I first saw her, I thought, Middle-aged girl-next-door. Then she picked my pocket, fed me lasagna, and screwed my brains out. That was not what I expected but considering that the girl next door to Rose was Coral, the former honey pot assassin turned café owner, and the boy next door to Rose was Sid Quill, pharmacist and weirdo with a secret lab in his basement, Rose was pretty normal.

      No, that’s not true. Rose was extraordinary, the luckiest thing that had ever happened to me. And I was going to leave her to finish the last stretch of the Appalachian Trail. I had to finish that last part after investing months of my life into the hike. I always finish my mission. There are things we are hardwired for.

      It was chilly and I could see the last of the dawn fog rising out of the rushing river ahead. I couldn’t blame Maggs for preferring the warm bed I’d slipped out of thirty minutes ago or the warm house I’d walked out of. She’d jumped up on the bed as soon I was out of it, and Rose had woken and laughed and hugged her and then started to get up to feed me breakfast. I’d told her I’d have an energy bar on the trail. I needed to get out the door. It was getting harder and harder to get out of that bed and out that door, so if I delayed for hot food and a warm Rose, my chances of escape dimmed considerably.

      Rose had dressed as fast as I had and said she was going to work, but I was sure she would take Maggs next door to her friend Coral’s coffee shop, Ecstasy, where they would partake of treats and gossip. It was a routine she’d followed for the past week, just as I’d followed my routine of a brisk walk in the forest to get my fifty-two-year-old body back in shape for the Appalachian Trail.

      The real question was whether Maggs would come with me tomorrow morning when I headed off to complete the last leg of the Trail.

      Today I was doing the same loop I’d discovered several days ago, starting out by hitting the two-lane road that meandered by the eastern edge of town toward the forest and crossed the steel-truss, one-lane, wood-planked bridge over the Little Melvin, a fast-moving, rocky river that marked the southern boundary of the town. I was carrying my rucksack, which weighed about forty pounds and was what we would have called a “nerf ruck” on a deployment since it didn’t have ammunition, explosives, radio batteries, night vision goggles, or other assorted heavy, lethal stuff in it. Just camping gear and a spare set of clothes. The river was running fast and high since we’d had a heavy rain in the mountains two days ago. Another reason to get on the Trail before the next precipitation became the first heavy snow.

      Crossing the bridge put me on a road heading into the Cherokee National Forest. The road swung past Betty Baumgarten’s little white cottage with the blue shutters and white picket fence with a trench behind it. There was a llama inside the fence and trench, which had startled me the first time I saw her, but then Rose had explained that Fernanda was Mrs. Baumgarten’s support animal, and while that was weird, this was Rocky Start, where the weird had to be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. Fernanda’s worst crime was escaping over the trench that Mrs. Baumgarten had hired the Weed Brothers to dig to keep her in, but once free, she usually did nothing more than crop vegetation unless annoyed, and eventually Betty would track her down with her harness and long lead and bring her back. For Rocky Start, Fernanda was a model citizen.

      I left the llama behind to pass another turnoff, this one leading southwest to Pike Bernard’s marijuana field and, beyond that, his large, isolated cabin. Yes, Pike, foster father to the Weed Brothers, is the local law, but he says his crop is for medicinal purposes for locals only. Given the size of his crop, there must be a lot of medicated people in Rocky Start. I knew for certain there was a lot of PTSD amongst those who had been “players” in the past.

      Ahead was another, shorter single-lane bridge spanning a creek, leading deeper into the National Forest. I went thataway.

      I was thinking about the best way to tell Rose and Poppy I was leaving tomorrow. “So this has been fun” didn’t seem like the way to go; it had been a lot more than fun. “I’m just getting in your way now” would be a lie; nothing got in Rose’s way. I’d just about decided on “I’m not the kind of guy you’d want around forever” when I realized there was no best way. It was going to be unpleasant and hurtful. I didn’t want to hurt Rose or her daughter, but they were safe now, and I had to be moving on to finish what I’d started half a year ago. I always finish what I start, and this time it was more important than usual. My future was the Appalachian Trail.

      By the time the road had looped around and reached the Little Melvin again, I still had no clue how to tell Rose goodbye, but I had worked up a nice sweat and was pleasantly warm. I turned off the road and followed an abandoned railroad grade along the riverbank, past Betty’s cottage. The ground to my right, away from the river, rose up about ten feet. The rail line had been where the rail and lumber men from a century ago had carved their way into the mountains to harvest timber. The tracks were long gone and now there was just a narrow animal track that I had slowly been expanding by passing through, surrounded by high grass.

      I reached a stone bench by a set of stone steps cut into the embankment, just across the river from Rocky Start. I could just see the green of the narrow park across the river there and the back of the State Street shops and the town full of former players and citizens where Rose wielded her Cheery Boost smile to keep everyone at a distance. The peace on this side of the river was encompassing, and when I’d found the bench last week, I’d taken out my knife and ripped off the vines that had hidden it, cutting back the grass around it just so Maggs and I could sit and look at the river and think in the quiet.

      Today, though, I went up the stone steps beside the bench. Hidden from view until I got to the top was the little cottage I’d also found. It was set back in the woods, not in ruins yet, but still in pretty bad shape, made of old gray stone with a dark slate roof that angled over the second story, simple in its tall, narrow, boxy form broken only by a sharp gable on each side, small but imposing in the wilderness. It had seemed wrong that nature had encroached and blurred its lines. So I’d started to free the little house a bit each day, finally borrowing shears from Pike to clear a perimeter, leaving just the fruit trees within ten feet of the house. I didn’t have plans for the cottage—I needed to get back on the Trail—but it felt good to set it free, felt good to do physical work again, to see clear progress every day. It was the kind of place that somebody should take care of, strong on its own but surrounded by an encroaching threat that was trying to take it over.

      I stared at it, knowing this was the last day I would be here. There was no point in clearing any more; I’d gotten the building free and that was all I could do. Then the weeds and the vines would come back and it would be like I’d never been here.

      It would be that way with Rose, too. In a year, I’d just be a vague memory, no loss to her at all. But I was pretty sure that at the end of that year, she’d be a sharp memory for me, laughing and hot in my arms. Rosalie Malone was unforgettable.

      And it was time I got back to her to tell her I was leaving her.

      I went back down the steps and pushed on along the riverbank trail a short way to where a three-rope bridge crossed the river back to town. One to walk on and two guides at hip height. The ropes were taut. The bridge reminded me of river crossings decades ago in Ranger School, and perhaps that was the allure.

      On this side the bottom rope was secured around an old concrete post that had been a marker for the railroad. The two hip-height ones on a tree on the bank. On the far side, the ropes were wrapped around a stout oak tree. I’d taken this route the past week, getting used to the balancing act. It was a little more difficult with the rucksack making me top-heavy. But it was a challenge, and I’d lived my life hitting one after another. Also, Coral’s bakery and Rose were on the other side, one street over, and this was a shortcut. Something to cross a rope bridge for.

      I stepped onto the bottom rope, a hand on the guide rope on either side. I edged my way across, feet angled so the lower rope was caught against the heel of each boot as I slid them forward. There was some sway but not much. Whoever had put this in had done a good job.

      Just as I thought that, the entity that controls the simulation that is my life decided that pride goeth before the fall, literally. I was focused on my feet but caught a flicker of movement and the glint of steel on the far bank. Before I could shift my gaze to get a better look, the rope under my feet gave way and I plunged a good ten feet into the deep, rocky, fast-moving, freezing river.
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      Maggs and I hurried the ten feet from Oddities to Coral’s door and went into the most tantalizing cloud of warmth and aroma in the universe: coffee, fresh baked bread, sugar and butter—all the smells of heaven.

      “And where is the handsome Max this morning?” Coral called from behind the center counter. She looked as warm as her bakery case, smiling at me as her cleavage pressed against the top of her low-cut apron like risen bread rolls, her platinum blonde hair gleaming as if it were sugar-glazed in the overhead light. Coral is seventy-four, but she doesn’t see what that has to do with her clothes or her hair. I aspire to be Coral someday.

      “The handsome Max is out walking in the woods again,” I said. “Can I talk to you?”

      “Of course,” Coral said and called to her shop clerk. “Anita, watch the counter for me, please.”

      Anita—an anomaly in Rocky Start because she was in her twenties, sweet-faced, and not armed—came out of the back and waved to me as I retreated to the end of the bakery cases to the little stretch of counter that was perpendicular to and half hidden behind the last case. It was where Coral’s friend-with-benefits, Pike, usually sat, and it would also keep me at least partly hidden if somebody came in looking for me, but mostly it would give Coral and me some privacy.

      Coral came down to meet me and smiled over the counter at the dog. “And does our sweet Maggs require a cookie?”

      Maggs immediately sat down and looked expectant, much more appreciative of a good thing than her owner.

      Coral got a cookie out of her dog cookie stash and reached over the counter and Maggs took it delicately, like the good girl she was. Then Maggs looked at me. Coral had told me the dog was trained not to eat unless given permission because someone might try to poison her. That seemed appropriate for a dog that hung out with Max. It had taken a lot of convincing for Max to dive into my lasagna that first day he was in town, and my lasagna is epic.

      I nodded at the dog. “Knock yourself out, baby.”

      Maggs crunched down on the cookie happily.

      “She takes commands from you now,” Coral said approvingly.

      I hadn’t even realized it. But German Shepherds were known for bonding to only one person, yet here she was with me. Good, but I had more pressing concerns. I turned back to Coral.

      “Is it some kind of retired spy thing that they have to be always on the move?”

      Coral frowned at me. “Why would you think that? Pike and I will never move from here. Oz was never away more than a night or two and then he was off in the forest on one of his jaunts. Lian has never left since she arrived. Betty Baumgarten has not left in many years. Even Melissa is never away more than two or three nights. This is where we are safe.”

      “Max is leaving,” I said, trying to sound unconcerned.

      Coral sighed. “Oh. I thought he might stay. You are so good for him.” She opened the nearest bakery case, took out a slab of yellow cake, put it on a plate, and put the plate next to my rapidly cooling Lemon Zinger.

      “Butterkuchen,” she said, which I think is German for “comfort on a plate.”

      “Danke,” I said.

      “Bitte,” she said and handed me a fork.

      I cut into my butter cake, cracking the sugar glaze full of almonds on top, and tasted it: rich and sweet and nutty, like Coral. Divine, also like Coral. Sugar: the universal solution to every problem. Except for the problems of my traumatized daughter, and my lover with one foot out the door, and what the hell I was going to do with my failure of a secondhand shop.

      Stop whining, Rose.

      The door opened as it had been doing while we’d been talking—Ecstasy is a very popular place—but this time it was Sid Quill, our local pharmacist, flashing his stained lab coat like it was a tux. I think he thought it said “Hi, I’m a professional” instead of “Stand back, I don’t do laundry.” And even though Coral and I were half hidden behind the bakery case, he looked around until he spotted me.

      “Oh, hell,” I said.

      Sid came toward me, beaming. He really shouldn’t do that. Did you ever see Rocky Horror? He reminded me of Riff Raff, so even when he was just being friendly, he looked like he was plotting something for the secret lab in his basement. That was not a joke—he actually had a secret lab in the basement of the pharmacy. Sid and most of the other men of Rocky Start never paid much attention to me until Ozzie died and left me everything, along with the rumor that there were millions hidden in our building, which I thought was a crock even though Max had found fifty thousand dollars in what he called a go bag. That is not millions, not even close—and I’d had to give ten thousand of it to Ozzie’s lawyer—but it's still very nice.

      But that’s also when the proposals had started piling up, along with the gifts. Flowers (mostly supermarket). Jewelry (nothing good). A small handgun that Max wasn’t impressed with (his was bigger). I got some peace as long as Max was with me, but on my own, I was suddenly the most popular woman in town.

      “Rose, you’re looking pretty this morning,” Sid said as he sat down beside me. He tugged on one of my curls like I was a little kid until Maggs growled. “Cute as a button.”

      Die, Sid.

      I am not cute as a button and he knew it, but the prospect of millions can make a man say many stupid things, not to mention make any woman attractive. Cash goggles.

      I couldn’t be rude, though. Sid’s our pharmacist, among other things, and his pharmacy is right next door to Oddities, my shop, so he’s a neighbor, so I have to be polite. “What will you have, Sid?” Coral said, her voice flat.

      “Well, I think I’ll have what pretty Rose is having,” Sid said, trying what I think was a flirtatious wink and looking like he was thinking of eating my liver with a side of butterkuchen.

      Coral turned to get Sid some cake.

      “So, I don’t see that Max fellow hanging around you,” Sid said, swiveling on his seat to face me. “He finally leave town?” He nudged my knee with his.

      Maggs growled again, and I moved my knee out of nudging distance. If he touched me again, I was going to learn the command to make Maggs kill.

      “Nope, he’s just taking a walk,” I said, keeping my eyes on my cake.

      “You know, Rose,” Sid began, “You’re not that young anymore. And with all that money in the building, you should have a man who’ll⁠—”

      “There’s no money and I turned fifty on All Saints Day,” I told him shortly. “And you’re what, seventy?”

      “Sixty-eight,” he said sullenly.

      “So, I’d end up taking care of you. No.” I frowned at him. “And what about that little redhead who visits you from out of town? Don’t you have a thing going there already with her?”

      “Business associate,” Sid said primly.

      Coral slapped a plate full of cake down in front of him, her scowl full of warning.

      Sid turned back to me and opened his mouth, but then the door opened again.

      This time it was Geoffrey Nice, one of our two local funeral directors, holding a bunch of sunflowers and looking around the shop. Geoffrey had had a crush on me for nineteen years. Ozzie had kept him at bay, but Geoffrey had always looked for me first, no matter where he was, so he was not a gold-digger. I didn’t want to marry him, but I wasn’t annoyed with him for trying to court me for nineteen years.

      “Rose,” Sid said, ignoring Geoffrey, which most people did, “I was hoping that you might accompany me to the Wok Inn tonight.” I blinked at him, and he added, “For dinner.”

      I forked some more cake so I wouldn’t fork Sid. “Sorry, can’t, I have work to do.”

      Sid nodded. “Looking for the money. Need any help with that?”

      That’s when Geoffrey spotted us and gave me a shy smile and came around the bakery case and sat down on the other side of me, very quiet, very large, hunched shoulders, nervous smile, his big head covered with thinning blond hair. “I got you some flowers,” he said, his voice uncertain, and held out the sunflowers, wrapped in cellophane with a sticker from the grocery in Bearton. $8.99.

      Sid snorted. Derision was evidently his love language.

      “Sunflowers!” I said as I took them. “How did you know they were my favorite?” Okay, I liked sunflowers just fine, but mostly I said that because Geoffrey was a nice guy who didn’t deserve to be snorted at by Sid.

      “They looked like you,” he said, ducking his head, and I looked at those bright sunshine yellows and sturdy petals and thought, That’s a real compliment.

      Sid was glaring at him, which annoyed me more. If Sid had been the funeral director, he’d have brought me flowers he’d swiped off a casket.

      Coral came down to take his order, so I went back to my own cake with sunflowers in my lap, trying to enjoy the almonds in spite of the company.

      The door opened again, and Harvey Ware came in, holding purple asters that looked like he’d stolen them from somebody’s dying garden. Harvey had been a good-looking guy nineteen years ago, which was probably why I’d slept with him once back then. Once. Looks can only get you so far if you don’t have skills, not to mention a complete lack of rhythm, and now, decades later, he looked like somebody who’d been left in the rain too long. The new mustache and the Hawaiian shirt under his puffy parka didn’t help. (Flamingos are never a good look for a man.)

      “It’s the routine,” Coral said to me now, shaking her head at his entrance. “You should vary your breakfast time so they cannot find you here.”

      Yes, there was my fourth act. Avoiding money-grubbing stalkers by varying my pastry-eating moments.

      “There you are, beautiful,” Harvey said when he reached me, stopping when Maggs growled. He handed me his half-dead asters over Maggs’ head and tried to put his arm around me. “Give us a smile, Rose.”

      I moved away from his arm. Someday I’m going to lose it completely and stab anybody who says that.

      “What do you want, Harvey?” Coral said, her German accent a bit stronger as I leaned away from Harvey, and he grinned crookedly at me and said, “Whatever sexy Rose is having.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Harvey,” Sid said, “give it a rest, will you?”

      Harvey lost his smile and looked down at Sid in much the same way I thought he must look at cockroaches. He was the local exterminator, and Poppy didn’t like him because she said rats and mice have souls, too, so Harvey was a non-starter for her as a stepfather, but Harvey hadn’t cottoned on to that yet. Now he looked like he was about to spray Sid with something caustic.

      Harvey put his hands on my shoulders and leaned down close to my ear, and I thought about forking him in the eye, but before I could do that, the door opened again and Bea Handler, proprietor of The Honey Pot—our local honey and beeswax emporium—came in, blonde and busty and bitchy as ever, and Harvey let go of me fast. She went straight for Harvey. “I knew I’d find you here,” she snarled at him. “Chasing Rose.”

      “Now, Bea,” Harvey said, shooting me a nervous grin, blinking hard.

      “She’s not interested in you,” Bea told Harvey. “She’s got that new guy, the one that looks like death incarnate, and I bet he’s a lot better in bed than you. So now I’m not interested in you, either. A man who’ll get out of my bed to chase another woman is nobody I want near me. Your clothes are out on the street. Pick them up any time before noon because that’s when I’m gonna set fire to them.”

      “Now, Bea,” Harvey said, but she had already gone down the counter to give Anita her order, glaring at me over the bakery case as she went.

      I finished my butterkuchen as Lionel Ferrell, the postmaster, came in with some carnations, his divorce not even final yet and his pending ex-wife Dottie not a woman anyone wanted to tangle with if they wanted to live. Or get their mail, since she was also the postmistress.

      I met Coral’s eyes for sympathy, and she leaned forward and whispered, “Be careful with Lionel. Louise is back in town.”

      “Oh, God, no,” I said.

      Louise was the sultry blonde temptress who’d led Lionel to betray his marriage vows (not for the first time; Lionel was a serial cheater, which I always found odd because he looks like that guy in the American Gothic painting), after which Louise had dumped him and gone to Peru with Alfie, the town’s veterinarian. We’d missed the vet, although Poppy had done a great job filling in on the minor stuff.

      Lionel came up behind me, smiling, and asked Geoffrey for his seat, but I stood up before he could move.

      “No, I’m done, take my seat.” I tried to slide around Lionel.

      “Looking pretty, Rose,” he said, blocking me as Harvey closed in on the other side.

      “Lionel, you’re married.”

      Maggs got up and shoved between me and Harvey and I patted her head. Good dog.

      “Call me Lion,” Lionel said, leaning closer, looking deeply into my eyes as Maggs growled.

      “No.” I moved away, Maggs close behind me covering my retreat, and then I turned to look at all of them. “Look, I appreciate the compliments, but I am not getting married to anybody, ever. So no, I do not want help looking for money which I don’t think exists. Also no, I am not available for anything at any time. Please stop asking.”

      “Oh, come on, sexy, you don’t mean that,” Harvey said, looking roguish.

      “You’ll need a man, so you’ll change your mind,” Sid said, looking confident.

      “Of course,” Geoffrey said, looking crushed.

      “Your mail’s gonna be late,” Lionel threatened.

      Okay, definitely a new life.

      “Enough!” Coral snapped from behind the counter. “You are all acting like little boys. Rose is not here for you.” She pulled off her apron, a rare sign of anger. “Come with me, please, Rose.” She indicated the door behind the counter to the kitchen where her ovens were.

      Anywhere was better than with these idiots, so Maggs and I followed her.
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      The freezing water of the Little Melvin closed over me and dragged me down momentarily, and the ruck on my back didn’t help, keeping me off-balance. I fought my way to the surface, and my head slammed into a boulder and I saw stars. By the time I could think again, I was twenty feet downstream, bouncing off other big rocks. The water was very cold, but that was the least of my problems at the moment.

      I remembered a survival swim instructor in the military, a little runt of a man who everyone had hated, strutting along the side of the pool, screaming mantras about what to do in various situations. It seems being a screaming asshole is good for remaining in long-term memory for ready retrieval in times of stress.

      I relaxed and went with the water instead of fighting it. I adjusted so my feet were downstream and my boots took the brunt of rock strikes. Going with the flow of the water made them only glancing blows rather than deadly hits. I managed to pop my head out of the water as I went under the bridge and grabbed a breath of air mixed with enough water to induce coughing. I considered dumping the ruck, but things weren’t that dire yet and everything inside was in waterproof bags so it actually gave me a little buoyancy, although it made maneuvering hard.

      I angled toward the far bank. It took around ten seconds but finally I brushed up against it. Watching downstream, I reached up and grabbed an overhanging branch. Which, to the satisfaction of the all-powerful but sadistic entity controlling my life, promptly broke.

      I went under and sucked in water, a broken branch in my hands. I let go of it. My training went out the window as I flailed about, tumbling downstream, trying to get my head above the surface. I reached out for another branch and something closed around my wrist, and I was abruptly jerked to a halt and then dragged to the bank and up, out of the water.

      I lay on the riverbank, gasping for air. I blinked. There were two figures looming over me. I rolled to the side, my ruck still on my back, and threw up a mixture of bile and water.

      I tried to shrug out of the arm straps. One of the figures helped me get the ruck off my back, popping the quick releases, which I’d forgotten about, and I finally recognized Marley, one of Pike’s foster kids. The other, Reggie, was standing nearby. They were both seniors in high school so they had the muscle to drag my ass out of the river.

      “You okay, man?” Marley asked.

      My head was throbbing and I was sopping wet and freezing, but I was alive. Always be happy for the bottom line. “Yeah.”

      “What happened?” Marley held up a pair of belts buckled together with a loop on the end. “We saw you in the water and ran down the riverbank until we could hook you.”

      I realized they both had their school backpacks on their backs. We weren’t that far from the bridge I’d just gone under, the one I’d crossed going into the woods.

      “Rope bridge broke,” I said, still not sure I’d seen anything before I’d fallen.

      Reggie looked upset and headed upstream.

      “What’s with him?” I sat up a bit too abruptly and was dizzy for a couple of moments.

      “He built the bridge,” Marley said. “So he’s gonna need to see what happened.”

      He spoke calmly, but then he would. He was the older of the two and the laid-back brother. Except now that I’d known him for a couple of weeks, I didn’t think he was as dumb as he’d seemed when we’d first met. There was something sharp in him when he wasn’t stoned that was making me think that he wasn’t that laid-back. There was probably a story there, but I didn’t want to hear it and I was positive he didn’t want to tell it. Not a chatter, Marley, and I wasn’t the world’s best listener.

      But he was damn good at rescuing old guys from the rapids without breaking a sweat.

      I grabbed my ruck. It was intact, which was more than I could say about myself. I was, of course, thoroughly soaked. I opened it and unsealed the large waterproof bag inside. Waterproofing everything was a lesson you learned early on and never forgot. Because things like this happened. I quickly changed out of my wet clothes and socks—Marley politely turning his back—and then Reggie was there, looking even more upset and holding a piece of rope.

      It had been cleanly sliced through.

      Just great. Somebody trying to kill people. I hate that. Especially when the people was me.

      “Who would do this?” Reggie asked. “We’re the only ones who ever used that bridge. I mean the gang. Who’d want to hurt us? Who’d want to hurt you?”

      He didn’t sound as outraged on that last question, more confused. He was definitely more concerned about the bridge than me. He didn’t have the fondest memories of me from that first time we’d met in their foster father’s weed field.

      “I don’t know,” I said, although I was mentally reviewing the possibilities.

      A prank? Nope, too dangerous. I was pretty sure I was the only one hitting that bridge every day the past week, Marley and Reggie being occupied with other things like high school and their friends Darius and Poppy almost getting killed.

      I remembered the flash of light on steel, which was a rather significant tell. So I was taking it personally. “I don’t think it was a trap for you guys. Somebody cut it while I was on it; they were after me. Did you see anyone on this bank? Near the rope bridge?”

      They exchanged a confused glance and then Reggie said, “No.”

      Marley added, “You can’t see the bridge from here.”

      So who was out to get me now?

      There was Junior Stafford; I’d shot and killed his newfound father, Norman, and helped my old boss take out his mother, Serena. He could have some issues with me, but I didn’t see him coming back to Rocky Start any time soon. It was too hot for him here and he wasn’t the toughest nut in the bowl. More like yogurt.

      There were any number of people from my past gunning for me, but I didn’t see any of them bothering to travel to a small town on the Tennessee/North Carolina border to cut a rope bridge; they’d just shoot me. We are professionals, after all.

      I went down a list of possible people who might want me dead—the list was not short—but what it came down to was that it had to be somebody local. Maybe somebody who wanted Rose and the phantom millions that were supposed to be hidden in the building she’d inherited week before last. Somebody who thought I was standing in their way of marrying possible money in the shape of a very fine woman. That narrowed the field down to around twenty or thirty men. Damn it. There’s courting and then there’s killing. I frown upon the latter when it’s directed at me.

      I shivered and realized I was still wet and the weather was not warm.

      The Weed Brothers exchanged a glance, perhaps concerned about my silence and the shivering.

      “Thanks for the save,” I told them. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure?” Marley asked. “You’re shaking and you got, like, a big lump on your forehead and your cheek is bloody. You don’t look good, man.”

      I indicated my ruck. “I’ve got a first aid kit. Thanks. I’ll be fine. I really appreciate you saving me. Really.” I nodded. “Go to school. I’m okay. And thanks.”

      They headed toward town, late for school, leaving the cranky old man behind.

      I stood up. My boots and coat were soaked through, and my hair was wet and freezing. Nothing I could do about that now.

      I headed into town to find Rose and her homicidal suitors.
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      Coral shut the door to the kitchen, cutting us off from the people in the front of the store, while Maggs wandered about the kitchen, sniffing her nose off.

      I was smiling at the dog’s happy, twitching nose when Coral stepped in front of me, serious as a heart attack. “Those are not harmless men out there. Some of them have had dangerous pasts. You must not underestimate them.”

      “Look, I’ve known them all for years,” I said. “They’re annoying, but⁠—”

      “No.” She grasped me by both arms, looking straight into my eyes. “Any one of those men could turn into a stalker. And stalkers are dangerous. I have had several men over the years who did not understand the word ‘No.’”

      I wanted to ask her what happened to those men, but that’s not the kind of thing you ask in Rocky Start.

      She went over to a cabinet and opened a drawer. “I know you are averse to weapons. But a woman must be able to defend herself.” She held up a knife, similar to the one she’d carried in her mourning hat, which I suspected was currently secreted somewhere on her person, probably in her apron.

      I took a deep breath, knowing she was on my side, trying to protect me. “Coral, that’s not me. The first thing I’d do with that is cut myself. I can pick locks and pockets and make stuff disappear—you want me to fool people visually, you want me to charm somebody, you want me to fix something, I am definitely your woman—but I don’t do violence. I’m not against violence, I’m just no good at it.” She started to say something, and I interrupted. “Remember the thing with Serena? I shot at her intending to kill her and only winged her. If Max hadn’t shown up, she would have shot me dead.”

      “I can teach you some basics,” Coral said, coming toward me with the knife. “And I am sure Max would be more than happy to also assist.”

      “I am not you,” I told her. “I don’t ask you to pick pockets, you don’t ask me to stab people. I think that’s fair.”

      Coral jabbed at me with the knife still in its sheath, and I turned to get out of the knife’s path and swept my arm up under hers, deflecting the blow.

      “Very good.” Coral beamed. “You are a natural.” She flipped the knife, extending the handle to me.

      I sighed. “Coral, I swear to you, if I take that knife, I will be bleeding before I get back to Oddities. And it’s useless anyway because I don’t think I could ever shove a knife into someone.”

      “You will be surprised what you can do when you have to,” Coral said. “I think you have already done that a few times. Particularly when Poppy was in peril.” She pulled the knife back, narrowing her eyes at me as if she were evaluating me. “You are changing, Rosalie Malone. In this past month, you have begun to change and it’s very good. The things you said out there, about never marrying, about not wanting their attentions, you would never have said those things a month ago.”

      I thought about it. “It’s the Selfish Day thing. I took that one day to be selfish and I think it’s just bled into my life, seeped into everyday stuff. I mean, I still do an automatic Cheery Boost, but at least I catch myself now. But there’s a big gap between Selfish Day and Knifing People. I’m gonna stick with Selfish.”

      “And what happens if someone comes for Poppy again?”

      “I will rip his heart out with my bare hands,” I said and meant every word of it. Nobody messes with my kid.

      Coral nodded and put the dagger back in the drawer. I wondered if she had a collection of weapons in there, like maybe a flamethrower. If she’d offered me a flamethrower, I’d have gone for it.

      “Coral, I really appreciate this,” I said, “but I can handle myself.” I heard footsteps on the floor above us and realized it was probably Pike, Coral’s significant other. I’d seen his pickup truck parked down the street. “Maybe we can talk to Pike. Ask him to tell them to back off?”

      Coral shook her head. “Talk to Max. Get him to stay. We need him. Pike is too tired now to take care of this town like it needs. He always counted on Oz. Without Oz . . . he has no one to balance him. He wants to negotiate everything.” She looked sad for a moment. “I think he has just come to the end of the fight, too tired to go to battle anymore.”

      “Well, negotiating is good,” I said, trying to be positive although I agreed with her. Pike was losing his edge.

      “Not with some people,” Coral said. “And that includes those men out there.”

      I thought about the men out there. An absent-minded pharmacist who needed a bath, a sleazy exterminator who thought he was hot in his flamingo shirt, a postmaster who had delusions of being a sex magnet, and a sweet funeral director who wore headphones so he didn’t have to talk to people and blushed every time he met me. “Maybe a water pistol,” I told her. “Sid apparently runs from showers and Harvey wouldn’t want his flamingos to get wet.”

      “This is not a joke,” Coral said, more serious than I’d ever seen her before. “You are in danger.” She opened a different drawer and took out a small box with a white tube in it, about the size of a small flashlight or a large lipstick. I squinted at it. Or possibly a small vibrator. It had a blue ring around the center and it looked pretty.

      She handed me the box. “Pepper spray.” She took it out of the box and showed me the flip top and the hook on the side. “Hook it onto your apron pocket. It has a range of ten feet. Aim for the face.”

      I took it. “Pretty. And I probably won’t pepper spray myself, so that’s a plus.”

      Coral flipped up the top and said, “You point this side at the man.”

      So okay, I could do this. In fact, pepper-spraying Sid and Harvey would be kind of satisfying.

      “Yes,” I said. “This I will take. How much do I owe you?” She waved that off, and I said, “Come on, Coral, this stuff can’t be cheap, and God knows what the shipping is on something like this.”

      “No,” Coral said. “I have Prime,” and I just stared at her for a minute, trying to comprehend ordering weapons on Amazon. “Just be aware, Rose.”

      I looked at the shiny white cylinder in my hand with the pretty blue ring around the middle and suddenly, I was afraid. Coral was a lot smarter about this stuff than I was. If she thought there might be danger, there might be danger.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She smiled. “Let me get you some more tea and cake. You can finish it in here. In peace.”
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      I had just gotten back into town when Pike, the closest thing that Rocky Start had to law enforcement, surprised me coming out of the door to Coral’s apartment above Ecstasy, I assumed after spending the night.

      “You don’t look good,” he said from behind me, a sign I was off my game since he’d snuck up on me.

      “I’m fine,” I lied as I set the backpack down on the bench in front of Oddities. I was trying not to shiver in front of Pike, a Clint-Eastwood-weather-beaten seventy-two-year-old, Coral’s younger man. Rose’s boss Oz had been her older man.

      “The boys texted me,” Pike said. “They’re worried about you. Are you all right?”

      Great. The Weed Brothers were worried about me.

      “They saved my ass.”

      Pike smiled, proud of his foster sons, who also tended to his marijuana farm during growing season. “They’re good kids.” He nodded to where he’d parked in front of the pharmacy. “Walk me to my truck.”

      “Sure.” What I really wanted was a hot shower, an aspirin, and Rose, but Pike wasn’t the kind of guy who asked you to take a walk just to chat.

      “Marshal Dillon or The Rifleman?” Pike asked me as we ambled past Oddities.

      Not what I’d expected since that was, in fact, chat, but better that than “We have another problem, Max, you’ll have to stick around.” I had to think for a minute. I’d been forced to watch Gunsmoke and The Rifleman on reruns while recovering from some wounds in a government hospital. They didn’t let us have the remote even though they did let us have guns and bombs to go after bad people. You figure it out.

      “Chuck Connors wasn’t a sheriff,” I said in reference to the star of The Rifleman. “Not official.”

      “We’re not exactly official either,” Pike said, nodding at a civilian, who nodded back a bit nervously.

      “Personally,” I said, “I kind of like Shane. He wasn’t officially the law either.”

      “Stranger comes to town,” Pike summarized, “cleans things up, and then rides away.” He shook his head. “You riding away, Max?”

      “I don’t have a horse.”

      “Don’t have a dog now, either, it looks like.” Pike laughed, looking at the empty space to my left that Maggs usually occupied. “And Shane was gut shot at the end. He died in the mountains. They didn’t show that.” With that he nodded up at the Smoky Mountains surrounding Rocky Start, adding, “The weather can turn in the mountains, Max. Hate to see you get caught in a blizzard. Alone. Freezing to death.”

      I was trying not to squelch in my boots as I walked. Pike saw and heard everything. “You don’t need me here.” And, I didn’t add, someone doesn’t want me here.

      “Who said I needed you here?” Pike paused at his rusting pickup truck and pointed down State Street. “You go check on the town one last time, Marshal Dillon.”

      He opened the door to his rust bucket, slammed the door shut, cranked the engine, and then rolled the window down for his parting words.

      “Later, Marshal,” he called out. “Say hey to Kitty for me.”

      He drove away past Oddities and Ecstasy, heading for the highway and then the one-lane bridge out to his place in the woods, but he’d asked me to patrol the town, which was just two blocks up and back, and he didn’t ask for much, so I strolled by the bookstore on the south side of the street and then on past the display window for the Merriweather Funeral home, glancing inside to nod at Melissa Merriweather, who always stood there between two coffins, surveying the street, dressed in an impeccable white suit, as unmoving as a statue, hawklike in her stillness.

      Then I stopped and stared in the window.

      The two coffins in the window display were tilted up on elaborate stands as usual, and Melissa was still as a statue as usual, but this time she was inside the shadowed coffin on the left, minus her jacket, her hands folded across her chest over a funeral urn, her eyes open, seeing nothing.

      I pulled out my latest burner cellphone. Pike was #3 on my favorites, Rose, of course being #1 and Poppy #2. I hit #3 and typed:

      
        
        FESTUS COME QUICK.
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      Pike pulled up a minute later, grouchy. “What the hell, Max?”

      I pointed at the window, forcing him to get out.

      He frowned and looked past me at the store, squinting. I wondered if Pike’s eyes were going. Granted, the lights were off inside the business and the storefront faced north, putting it in dark shadow.

      Then he saw it.

      “Oh, shit,” Pike said.

      I took my phone out and took a couple of pictures.

      “What the fuck?” Pike asked.

      “Evidence,” I said, although I was reacting mostly out of instinct, having had to often take pictures and even genetic samples while on missions to provide proof of death. I put my phone away and checked the door. It was unlocked. I pushed it open and entered, Pike right behind me.

      “We’ve got to get her out of the window,” he said.

      We got on either side of the coffin and lifted it off the stand. It was heavy, made of metal, and I heard Pike grunt from the effort. Being a manly man, I kept my grunt internalized. We carried it to the rear of the building via a large door that separated the ground level in half. We almost dropped it to the floor when we got to Melissa’s back room but managed to set it down without damage or spilling the body out. Then Pike closed the door and turned on the lights.

      We stood on either side of the coffin, both pretending not to breathe hard, and looked down at Melissa. Both of us had seen enough death to know she was gone.

      “So what are you going to do about this?” Pike said.

      My first thought was, Nothing, but we had a murderer running around now, and “we” included Rose and Poppy, so I was going to have to do something about it.

      Which meant I needed somebody smart and fast who knew the town and the history of its inhabitants. And who didn’t breathe hard after carrying a coffin.

      “Luke,” I said and got out my cell.
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      Luke Granger made it over to the funeral parlor in record time since his woodworking shop was just across the street. He wasn’t as big as when we’d worked together in covert ops, but he was still pretty much a human tank, well over six feet tall and broadly built. His full beard was mostly gray now, which contrasted starkly with his black skin. Besides being big, he was smart, skilled, and calm and a good man to have around in any bad situation.

      “What’s the rush?” he said to me when he came through to the back room. “I—” He broke off when he saw the body. “Oh.” He stared down at Melissa. “This isn’t good.”

      Master of the understatement, my buddy.

      “She was in the window like this,” I told him.

      “I walked right past this morning.” Luke seemed more bothered about missing the body than the body itself. “She was posed in the window?”

      “Yep,” Pike said.

      Luke frowned at me. “What happened to your head?”

      “I fell in the river.”

      Luke nodded, not one to pry. “What are you going to do, Max?”

      “You mean, what are we going to do,” I said.

      “I don’t want any part of this,” Luke started, but I cut him off.

      “Your kid still lives in this town, and we have a killer on the loose.” I looked down at Melissa. “A killer who posed the body like it’s a big joke. We’ll get whoever it is faster if there’re three of us on it.”

      “Two of you,” Pike said. “I’ll advise. You boys go out and kick this joker’s ass.”

      Since both of us “boys” were in our fifties and “boy” was never a good thing to call Luke at any time, Pike was not thinking clearly.

      “And what would you advise?” Luke said to him, sounding annoyed.

      “We’ll have to get Sid to take a look,” Pike said.

      I frowned at him. “Sid Quill, the pharmacist? Why him?”

      “Melissa was our coroner. But Sid should be able to get us a cause of death. He got kicked out of med school before he went into the Agency.” He frowned. “Too early for him to be in his shop. Probably at Coral’s.” He looked at me. “Making a move on Rose if she’s there.”

      I ignored him and knelt to feel the skin on Melissa’s throat. “Cold. She’s been dead awhile.”

      “Where’s her suit jacket?” Luke asked, looking around. “She always wore it.”

      I shrugged. “Does it matter? She was a player, right?”

      “She was a chemist,” Luke said. “A damn good one.”

      In our world, “chemist” means a wide range of things. She could poison you. Or she could concoct explosives to blow up a building. And Melissa was a legitimate undertaker who could also embalm bodies or cremate them.

      “When she was active, she was good at making it look like it was a natural death,” Pike said, staring down at her. “Could be someone here in town. Some of us crossed paths during ops.”

      That rang an alarm bell. “Something like this has happened here before?”

      Luke looked at me like I was an idiot. “A town full of retired agents with deadly skills? C’mon, Max.”

      I looked at Pike. “How many times?”

      “Three or four over the years,” Pike admitted. “Oz cleaned things up.”

      “How?”

      “With extreme prejudice,” Pike said, reverting to old-school jargon. “The number one rule of Rocky Start is you are retired when you choose to live here.”

      “I thought the number one rule of Rocky Start is we don’t talk about Rocky Start,” I said.

      Pike, of course, ignored me. He nodded at Melissa. “She’d smoke the results.” Meaning she’d cremate the bodies. “Sid will know how to do it.” He got out his phone and punched in a number. I assumed it was Sid’s since he started talking autopsy.

      “Who’s in the urn?” Luke asked.

      I pried it out of her dead hands. There was nothing engraved on the small plate on the front. I lifted the lid. It was empty. “No one.”

      “Weird,” Luke said.

      “Maybe it was for her,” I said. I turned to Luke. “Do you know anyone in town who might want to settle an old score with her?”

      “She’s been here twelve years,” Luke said. “That somebody waited a long time to settle a score. I’m thinking it’s an Outsider.”

      “So somebody new?” I said.

      “You’re the newest player in town,” Pike said as he put his phone in his pocket. “Might have to hold you on a material witness charge until spring. I’ll release you to Rose’s custody.”

      I ignored him as I tried to figure the angles.

      “You know who would know who her enemies are?” Luke said. “The one who has files on all of us. Knows every op we ever ran. Pretty sure you have his number.”

      I closed my eyes. “I do not want to talk to Herc.”

      “Who does?” Luke said.

      “I don’t think calling him is a good idea,” I said, understating considerably the dangers of calling my old boss. “Melissa looked very unhappy to see him last week when he told her to wrap up Serena’s body.”

      “Do you know anyone who is happy to see Herc?” Pike said. “He’s the fucking Grim Reaper.” He shook his head. “Besides, if Herc wanted Melissa dead, he wouldn’t have had it staged. She’d just be dead. Call him and find out what he knows.”

      “Man up, Max,” Luke said, but without an edge. “I don’t like what’s happening to our town. My son got tased by Norman Oswald and his life threatened. I am not happy.”

      I was tempted to say something like “Norman is dead, I double-tapped him, you’re welcome, get over it,” but I wasn’t happy, either. Civilians had gotten drawn into our shit world. Civilian kids like Poppy and Darius and the Weeds. And good women like Rose.

      “Call Herc, Max,” Pike said. “Oz was always the one who called him.”

      I’m not Oz. “I need to get back to Oddities. I want to make sure Rose is safe.”

      “She’s in Ecstasy,” Pike said. “Surrounded by suitors.”

      I pointed at my wet boots. “And I need dry socks. Luke, the rope bridge was cut while I was on it.”

      Luke frowned. “That’s odd.” He considered it and moved on. “Something else you can check. The Ferrells have CCTV coverage of State Street. Maybe they recorded something.”

      “We can check,” I said to Luke. “You and me. I am not going to talk to the Ferrells alone.”

      He nodded, reluctant. I knew he was with me now, a good partner to have. But behind the smile I could see he was worried.

      Well, hell, so was I.

      I needed to see Rose.
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      I left the Ecstasy kitchen, sated with food, and started for the outside door with my dog and my pepper spray. Lionel came hustling over as the door opened again, and this time it was Max, looking like hell. He took in the situation and shook his head as he walked over to me, his hair wet and his boots squelching. There was a bruise on his forehead and his cheek was bleeding.

      Lionel stepped away from me as if scorched.

      “What happened to you?” I grabbed one of Coral’s napkins to press it to Max’s cheek to clean up the blood, and I did not say “See what happens when you leave a good woman and a good dog behind?” For all I knew he’d been saving orphans by wrestling a bear in the woods. He was that kind of guy.

      “You’re a honey pot,” Max told me, surveying the guys behind me. “Shame on you.”

      “She is not,” Geoffrey started, so I put my hand on his arm.

      “He’s kidding,” I told him. “He never insults me.”

      Geoffrey looked flustered so I added, “But thank you for sticking up for me,” and he blushed again, so I threw in a Cheery Boost and he smiled.

      Then I felt Max’s hand on my arm, guiding me out of the group, Maggs at our heels.

      “Stop flirting with strange men,” he told me, his voice low as we went toward the door.

      I frowned at him. “Geoffrey’s not a stranger. Actually, I know all of them. Unfortunately. What happened to you?”

      “Geoffrey is definitely strange. And Sid is weird as hell.” He thought about it for a moment. “And so is the rest of your harem.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s okay, Coral just gave me this.” I held up the pepper spray tube. “She tried to give me a knife, but I said no.”

      “Front toward enemy,” Max said.

      “What?”

      “Don’t pepper-spray yourself if you have to use it,” Max said and took it out of my hand to look at it. “Good brand. Did she show you how to use it?”

      “Kind of,” I said, holding out my hand to take it back.

      He handed it back.

      He looked miserable. “Enough about me, you’re cold and wet.” I reached up to smooth the wet hair off his forehead. “This isn’t good, Max, you need⁠—”

      Oxley Crothers from the bookstore came in, almost bumping into me, and said, “Rose!” with a big smile. Then he saw Max and said, “You have a nice day,” and kept going toward the bakery cases.

      “Honey pot,” Max said and opened the door for me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I unlocked the door to Oddities, I said, “Really, Max, what the hell happened?”

      “I fell in the river,” he said.

      I opened the door and we went through the shop and into the kitchen, so at least he was out of the cold. “The Little Melvin is a very dangerous river.” I was trying not to yell “You could have died!” at him. “How did it happen?”

      He dropped his pack on the floor. “The rope bridge broke.”

      I wanted to go closer, to put my arms around him, pull him close to me, make sure he was safe, but I had just given up smiling at annoying men, so instead I went to get a dry towel from the laundry room. When I came back, he was toweling off his head with the dish towel, looking miserable.

      Do not hug that man. “That rope bridge would not break,” I said, handing him the bath towel. “I remember when Reggie and Marley made that and I wouldn’t let Poppy on it until Luke checked it out. He said it was fine; it was just something Reggie wanted to learn to do.” I was babbling, trying not to pull him close and keep him warm and safe, which would have been impossible with a guy like Max anyway.

      But I still wanted to.

      He gave me a tense smile as he shook the dish towel out to give back to me and began to really get dry with the bath towel. “Somebody helped this break along by cutting the bottom rope. Marley and Reggie pulled me out.”

      “Oh. Good for them.” Somebody tried to kill you? “Are you okay?”

      He reached up and touched his forehead and winced. “I’ll live.”

      And there it was again, him waving off things he didn’t think I needed to be concerned about. If he stayed I’d have fixed that, but since he was leaving, there was no point. I don’t work on spec.

      “Forget the bridge, Rose, Luke and I are handling that,” he said.

      “At least let me get you warmed up again.” I realized what that sounded like and added, “Hot shower, aspirin, something for that scrape on your cheek.”

      “In a minute,” Max said. “There’s a problem in town and I need to look into it. Close the store and stay inside until I get back. Poppy’s at school, right?”

      “Right. What’s going on?”

      Somebody knocked on the door to the shop, and when I went to look, it was Luke. Max was right behind me and let him in.

      “Sid said yes.” Luke looked at me and then back at Max. “Did you tell her⁠—”

      Max handed me the towel and opened the door wider to go out. “She’ll be fine if she stays here and keeps the door locked and doesn’t worry or do anything rash like leaving.” He looked at me. “I’ll be back shortly and tell you everything, once I know more for sure. You stay here with the door locked.”

      “You can tell me now,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      “Relax,” Max said. “We’ve got this.” He noticed Luke wincing, which is probably why he didn’t see I was about to rip his face off. “What?” he said to Luke.

      “Now tell her to calm down,” Luke said. “Chicks love that.”

      Max turned back to me. “I’ll tell you everything when I know something. Which I am now going to find out. Stay here. With the door locked. Do not let anybody in.”

      He turned to go as I said, “Why? Plague? Locusts? Zombies?” and then he was out the door, Luke behind him looking apologetic.

      Well, if he was leaving, at least I wouldn’t have to put up with any more don’t-you-worry-your-pretty-little-head-about-this crap.

      I headed to the counter to get back to work and almost tripped over Maggs. “Still not going with your dad, huh?”

      She lay down at my feet, looking up at me with those big dark eyes, refusing to leave me.

      Well, you have more sense than your father.

      Yeah, it was time Max went back on the Trail. Nobody there who’d expect him to communicate.

      And it was time I stopped bitching about Max’s life and started on my own new life. Like turning Oddities into a real business.

      Yeah, goals, that’s what I needed.

      Not Max.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t remember you being this clueless about women,” Luke began as we headed for the post office.

      “She’ll ask questions, and I don’t have any answers yet, and she’ll worry. She’s already worried about Poppy; she doesn’t need this until I can tell her what’s going on.”

      “Yeah, because being ignored isn’t going to upset her,” Luke said, but I was looking past him at a shiny stainless-steel vehicle that looked like it came off the set of a science fiction movie rolling down State Street.

      “Tesla Cybertruck,” Luke said.

      “A what?”

      “The pickup truck. It’s a Tesla Cybertruck.”

      “It’s ugly as sin.”

      “Stainless steel body,” Luke said. “Supposedly bulletproof.”

      That caught my interest. “Really?” We could have used that when we’d assaulted Poppy’s kidnapper. But then again, Luke’s old minivan had bulletproof glass, and Luke, and a really big gun that Luke could handle, so no.

      “Nothing is truly bulletproof,” Luke said. “You just need a bigger bullet. But yeah, the steel helps. Self-driving, supposedly, but I’d never trust a car to drive me.”

      “Planes have autopilots,” I noted.

      Luke shot me a look. “Yeah, but they still have the pilot.”

      “I assume there’s a driver in there.”

      I realized there was no engine noise except a low hum.

      “Electric power,” Luke said. “Ask Darius about it. He can give you all the stats. He wants me to get one, but I love my van.” He looked at the truck as it went past. “The van is electric, too, but it’s not creepy.”

      The Cybertruck’s windows were tinted so I couldn’t see who was driving. It reached the T-intersection in front of Oddities and instead of turning right to head back to the main road and out of town like most sane people, it turned left toward the killer river and disappeared around the corner.

      “Stranger in town,” I murmured. “Weird stranger.”

      “Should fit right in,” Luke said. “You have.”

      “Funny,” I said, and we covered the short distance to the battling post offices of Rocky Start in silence.

      The North Carolina post office was closed, which was a blessing: No Dottie. That meant we were stuck with Tennessee and Lionel. Still better than Dottie.

      We walked in together, but Lionel only glared at me. “Thought you’d be gone by now.”

      “You’re married, Lionel,” I said. “Rose is too smart to get involved with a married man.”

      Lionel’s receding chin went up as far as it could. “I’m gettin’ a divorce.”

      “If Dottie lets you live that long,” Luke said. “We need to see the tapes for State Street from last night to . . .” He looked at me.

      “Late afternoon yesterday to early morning today,” I said. “Focusing on Melissa Merriweather’s place.”

      “Something happen?” Lionel said, avid now.

      “Yeah,” I said. “There’s a dead body in the funeral home.”

      Lionel glared at me. “We don’t have tapes, it’s all digital. Tapes are last century.”

      “We would like to see the digital,” Luke said, no sarcasm, no threat, and in his own way, impressive just because he was so big and wasn’t bothering with threats. “Now.”

      Lionel rolled his eyes but walked around the counter and put the CLOSED sign up on the door, shutting down postal service for all of Rocky Start since Dottie was out delivering the mail. Or plotting revenge in her apartment and there was no mail being delivered.

      He led us behind the counter. We went into the back area full of carts and tables for sorting mail and a cot with a blanket. He flipped up an advertisement for American flag stamps and placed his palm on an electronic scanner. There was a beep, then a section of the ceiling smoothly lowered on hydraulic arms, revealing steps. We went up and the trapdoor closed behind us with a solid thud as dim lights illuminated the Ferrells’ secret lair. There were a half dozen monitors glowing, but they all had screensavers of hot women. The room was warm and there was the hum of machinery. Fans were cooling a bank of powerful computer servers along one wall. There were no windows.

      Luke was looking appropriately bored.

      “Tempest-proof?” I asked.

      Lionel nodded, indicating the room was lined with material that prevented electronic eavesdropping from outside. It was an electronic Vegas—what happened in here, stayed in here. What we called a SCIF: a Secure Compartmented Information Facility like they had at the Pentagon, the NSA, and the White House emergency operations center, and Oz and Pike had stolen the old Soviet version from the Russians way back when. And here we had a modern, US one in good old Rocky Start. It seemed overkill even for Herc.

      “Does Dottie have something like this over her post office?” I asked.

      Lionel shook his head. “This is the master. She can dip in from her own feed, which is hardwired and secure. Our apartment is above her office,” he added bitterly. “It’s not safe for me.”

      That was an understatement.

      “Show me what you have,” Luke said.

      “CCTV on State Street.” Lionel sat down at a monitor. He tapped a few keys, bringing up an image of the main drag. He sped it up. Nothing untoward at Melissa’s from last night through this morning. No one else going in or out of her shop.

      “We don’t have coverage of the alley behind,” Lionel said.

      “Dry hole,” Luke said. “Thanks, Lionel.” I had more questions, mostly why the sophisticated setup here in Rocky Start, but decided to follow Luke’s lead and leave those questions for later.

      Lionel opened the SCIF up and we trooped downstairs and outside, leaving Lionel to his lonely perch inside the post office.

      “Now what?” I asked Luke when we got back outside.

      “Now you go back and tell Rose what’s going on,” Luke said. “That was a dumb move back there. She’s not stupid, and she deserves to know.”

      “I don’t have time⁠—”

      “You have plenty of time.” Luke met my eyes straight on and I could see why people did anything he asked. “Oz didn’t want her to know anything and that’s why she got blindsided when he died. You really want to protect her? Tell her everything as soon as you know something. Don’t keep her in the dark thinking you’re protecting her. You aren’t. She’s a smart woman; she won’t risk herself because she needs to be here for Poppy.” He shook his head. “Single parenting. It’s not fun, Max. And you’re making it harder for her. Tell her the truth as soon as you know it. Always.”

      Telling Rose everything, making her part of this mess, would just add another degree to that. But Luke was right, she needed to know. And I was already too close to her, getting closer would be . . .

      Pretty damn good, actually. I’d wanted warm clothes, but I was starting to think what I really wanted was a warm Rose, looking at me with those big brown eyes that said, “You’re not fooling anybody, Reddy, your ass is mine.”

      Or maybe that was the entity again, laughing its ass off at me.

      “Max?” Luke said.

      “I’ll talk to Rose,” I said.

      Luke nodded. “We can talk to Sid about the autopsy this afternoon. Melissa’s not getting any deader.”

      I figured that meant he was in on the temporary partnership bit, and we’d find Melissa’s killer fast and that would be it.

      So I nodded and headed back to Oddities.

      This was not going to be a pleasant conversation.
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      I stood in the middle of the shop—my shop—and looked at what I’d done so far. It was better than thinking about Max.

      Think about the shop. That’s survival.

      I considered my work of the past week good, given everything else I’d been dealing with. Not great, it was still a shabby secondhand store, but a rainbow span of different teacups was arranged on very clean shelves—red cups and saucers at the top shading down into purple on the bottom—and the black and white teacups were on the very clean shelf where the Maltese Falcon used to be. (I really need to glue that back together.) And there were round teapots and round bowls arranged by size, small to large, on the bookshelf and the newly polished table beside the teacups, and Ozzie’s shell (ammo, not sea) ashtrays that I was now calling candle holders, displayed small to large, each holding a fat candle that I’d bought in Bea’s shop. This first part of the shop was starting to look organized so that people could actually find something they might want to buy.

      There also hadn’t been any money in any of the teapots.

      I still had the jumble of papers and ledgers that Ozzie had stashed under the marble counter to go through, but I’d get to that later. For right now, it was getting the shop looking good—well, better—taking an inventory, putting prices on things (Ozzie had just liked to announce how much something was when somebody tried to buy it, based on how he felt about the purchaser), and making plans for the future.

      What kind of plans, I had no idea. Just like I had no idea who the hell might walk in and want to buy a teacup, besides Betty Baumgarten. Sometimes we got thrill seekers from Bearton, but they usually didn’t buy anything. I was going to have to take the shop online, but I’d have to be very careful not to put the Rocky Start address anywhere on there. Bearton, maybe. I could get a post office box there.

      It all sounded exhausting and boring and probably not worth the cost of renting the PO box.

      The other side of the shop, through a broad archway into what had once been a separate building, was two large rooms full of totally random things jumbled together, no organization at all, some of it still in boxes; the entire first floor of one of the two buildings Ozzie had combined into one. The front room was the size of the first room of the shop and was gloomy and depressing, but the back room had bookshelves and a big bow window in the back like my kitchen, so that had potential once I got it cleared out.

      And possibly somewhere in those two rooms was more money. I am not a money-grubber, but we’d already found fifty thousand dollars bundled in a bag in Ozzie’s apartment. Ten thousand of it had to go to Ozzie’s lawyer, and the rest would keep the wolf from the door for a while if I was careful (I’m always careful), but if there was more, I was open to finding it.

      For now, I had this front room on this side cleaned and organized, the first room that people saw when they came in. So there was that.

      The problem was, this side of the shop was clean and sorted and cheery, but it wasn’t fun. It wasn’t exciting and different. It wasn’t . . . me. Okay, most people wouldn’t describe me as exciting or fun or different, but I had a rich inner life they knew nothing about.

      That’s what I was thinking when Poppy rattled the front door and I went to let her in.

      “Hello, baby,” I said, trying to sound upbeat and not worried at all as I unlocked the door. “Why aren’t you in school?”

      “I needed a mental health day.” She dumped her backpack on the counter, her chin out as if daring me to say that her mental health was just fine, her black curls framing a face that was in a I’ve-made-up-my-mind-so-don’t-cross-me frown.

      I wouldn’t have. After last week, it wasn’t surprising she had some issues to deal with. But it was bothering me that she was ignoring them and didn’t want to talk about it. Poppy was always so upfront and efficient.

      “The guidance counselor said I should come home,” Poppy was saying virtuously, and I knew she’d scammed the poor woman to get a free day, but I was pretty sure that she really needed it, whether she’d admit it or not. It wasn’t like Poppy could tell the counselor what really happened here in Rocky Start. The town of Bearton where she went to school was only seventeen miles down the highway, but it was a world away in terms of reality.

      “Okay, then,” I said. “Does your mental health day involve a darkened bedroom and headphones with Taylor Swift, or can you work on the shop with me?”

      “The shop,” she said firmly. “I have many ideas.”

      “Let’s hear ‘em.” I got my notebook off the counter and a pen from my apron pocket, happy that she had many ideas that weren’t about getting carved up by Serena Stafford.

      “Well, the first one is nonnegotiable.” Poppy’s chin went up again, which meant that leaving school early wasn’t the only thing she was going to be firm about.

      “Go on,” I said, putting a little threat in my voice just to remind her who was the mom here. As if that was going to work.

      “I’m going to take a gap year,” Poppy announced, a little louder than her usual voice. “I’m going to help you with the store and get the online business set up, and then the year after that, I’ll have business experience, which will make a business degree a lot more interesting because I can apply everything I learn directly to⁠—”

      “No.” I know that wasn’t cooperative or a smart thing to say to an upset teenager, but I hadn’t buried myself in Rocky Start so that she’d have a safe childhood and grow up to go on to better things, only for her to throw it all away on a secondhand store I wasn’t even sure I wanted to run. Poppy was meant for things bigger than Oddities and Rocky Start, great things, amazing things. She was not going to rot in this town, not on my watch.

      “You can’t just say no,” she was saying. “We can discuss it, but it’s my life.”

      “Ozzie gave you money so you could go to school,” I began, but even I knew that was not a winner. Ozzie had left her a ton of money, but it was hers to do what she wanted with.

      Poppy wasn’t buying it. “Ozzie saved up money so I could have a good start on life. I don’t think he’d have cared if I didn’t go to college.”

      She was right there; he’d have been thrilled if she’d spent the rest of her life here having breakfast with him and discussing the junk he brought home. Plus, he hadn’t exactly saved up the money. More like stolen it from the government and used most of it to buy up the town of Rocky Start as a giant safe house.

      “He wanted the best for you,” I began, and she cut me off.

      “And I’m the only one who knows what’s best for me,” she finished, her mouth set but her chin a little wobbly.

      Max had said, “PTSD,” when she’d blown up at me this week, several times, something she’d never done before. “It hits everybody differently,” he’d said, “but she’s definitely a prime candidate after Saturday night.”

      So, I’d spent the week looking up PTSD and trauma in between feeding Poppy and Max, keeping an eye out for any leftover money Ozzie might have stashed, ducking my suitors, and trying to figure out how to make the shop pay, just happy that nobody was trying to kill Poppy anymore. Or me.

      “Okay,” I told her now. “We’ll come back to this later. I know you’ve had a lot to deal with, but we’re safe now, everything’s back to normal⁠—”

      The shop door opened, and I turned to snarl, “Not now,” at whoever was showing up to take his shot at marrying me, but it was Max, alone this time and definitely not interested in marrying me (good) and looking grim (bad, but not unusual). “Now what?”

      “Don’t yell at him,” Poppy said, glaring at me. “He looks awful. If you’re mean to him, he’s going to⁠—”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s leaving anyway,” I told her. “I can be as mean to him as I want.”

      “You’re leaving?” Poppy said to him, her voice going up.

      “It’s okay, Pops,” I started to say, and then Max said, “I’m not leaving. Not right away.”

      That got my attention. “What happened? And don’t give me any of that ‘I’ll tell you later’ crap.”

      “Melissa Merriweather is dead,” Max said.
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      I hadn’t done that right.

      This is why I don’t talk to people. I wasn’t good with people in general, but with traumatized teenagers I was really bad, given I had no prior experience except some firsthand, many years ago on the receiving end, and I’d blocked all that out. So I dropped that on them and Poppy started to cry.

      Rose put her arms around Poppy and patted her back, making soothing noises. I shifted from one foot to the other as Rose looked over her shoulder at me with one of those frowns that I’d learned meant “What the fuck is happening now?” Or it could be “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I hadn’t been here long enough to be able to discern between them.

      “Come on, Poppy,” Rose said to her daughter, holding her close. “Let’s hear what Max has to say.”

      Poppy nodded, taking a big gulping breath, and then looked at me, blinking tears away. “You’re really staying?”

      Did you miss the part about Melissa being dead? “Until we find out what’s going on, yes.”

      “Maggs is staying?”

      “Yes.” Apparently, I wasn’t enough.

      She swallowed and pointed at my face. “What happened to you?”

      “I was in the river.”

      “Why?” Poppy asked.

      I didn’t want to get into that again; we had bigger problems.

      Rose was also focused on those bigger problems, so she just said, “Somebody cut Reggie’s rope bridge and he fell in the Little Melvin.” Poppy gasped as Rose looked at me. “So I gather Melissa did not die of natural causes.”

      “No,” I said.

      “And, of course, we don’t know who did it because the possibilities are damn near endless,” Rose said, sounding jaded about the whole thing.

      “What is going on?” Poppy said, her voice going up again, but she sounded angry now, which was a step up from sobbing. “Why are people dying? What’s happening to us?”

      “Good questions.” Rose tightened her arms around her, calm as anything. “Pops, you know this town is full of retired spies. A lot of them have pasts just waiting to catch up with them. That’s why Serena came to town when Oz died. And now, it looks like somebody caught up with Melissa.”

      Poppy sniffed and let go of her mother.

      “It’s not everybody in town,” I said, trying to help. “There are many fine people in this town who have never killed anybody.” Rose looked at me from under her brows. “Never killed anybody here. And even among the players, not all of them were killers. Some had other specialties.”

      “But some of them have killed in the past,” Rose told her. “And you know a lot of them. We’ve been here your whole life, Poppy. Nothing’s changed. Except now you know what’s going on.”

      Poppy looked from her to me and back again. “Who else here has a secret spy past?”

      Rose said, “It doesn’t matter,” but it did. The kid needed to know. Luke had been right: There was protecting and there was keeping someone ignorant, and in my experience the latter could be fatal.

      “Me,” I told Poppy. “Melissa, which is probably why somebody took her out. Luke. Coral and Pike. The Ferrells. Sid Quill. Harvey Ware. Bea Handler, Betty Baumgarten⁠—”

      “Stop it!” Rose said.

      I held my ground. “She wants to know. She needs to know that even though there are a lot of dangerous people out there, most of them would protect her and Darius and the Weeds and the rest of her friends if there was trouble.” I looked at her. “Ever notice there’s no crime in Rocky Start? No robbery, no rape, no muggings? You’re living in the safest place on earth for you. You’re okay.”

      Which was utter nonsense given the events of the past couple of weeks, I belatedly realized. The people who had hurt her here were Outsiders, but safe she wasn’t.

      Poppy blinked at me. She was going to need some time to process all this along with everything that had happened last week. And she was going to need a sense of safety to work through it.

      And since Oz was dead and Pike was mostly talk at this point, that meant she needed me around for a bit longer. Luke and me. Who were not the new Pike and Oz. But . . .

      Well, hell.

      “It wasn’t safe for Melissa,” Poppy pointed out.

      “Her past caught up to her,” I said. “Her past outside of here.” I looked at Rose. “Is it okay if I stay until this is straightened out?”

      She shrugged. “You know where your bedroom is.”

      I wondered if that meant I wasn’t going to be sleeping in her bed tonight, but I couldn’t read her tone and now was not the time to ask.

      Later, maybe.

      Eye on the ball, that was me.
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      Max left again. He said he had to make a phone call, and from his expression, he wasn’t looking forward to it. I took Poppy into the kitchen, Maggs following us. Poppy sat down on the floor in the morning sun in front of the big bay window back there, and Maggs lay down beside her and put her head in Poppy’s lap, and then William, our cat, jumped down from his shelf and curled up on her other side, two warm animals, the best comfort Poppy could have.

      She stroked Maggs’ furry head and William’s furry, purring body while I made her a huge cup of hot chocolate, the only comfort drink I could think of, and when I handed her the cup, she said, “Did you know? Before Serena Stafford, I mean?”

      “About all the ex-spies in town?” I shrugged. “I always knew the town was odd, but nobody here talked about the past, so I was good with whatever it was. Actually, I thought it was witness protection, or people on the run like me. I was laying low until I got you through school and out into the real world. Then Ozzie died and I learned a lot fast.”

      “About Max?”

      “About everybody. When Junior showed up here and tried to turf us out, Coral slashed him with a knife, getting blood so she could have Sid Quill run a DNA test. When Junior pulled a gun on me, Mrs. Baumgarten tased him without blinking and Melissa hauled him away. Those were big clues. I still don’t know how large a percentage of the population has skills, but it makes sense that it wouldn’t be just those people. And Ozzie. Ozzie was hiding out here, that’s why he wouldn’t let you put the shop online.”

      Poppy sniffed and nodded. “But we can do that now, right?”

      “I’m not sure. You’d have to be very careful. I’ll have to talk to Pike and Max first, but you can design a website now.” I was hoping that would distract her. “I think we can sell online as long as we don’t link a physical address to it. We’ll figure out how to get some order to the shop and make things easier to find, and we’ll make a sales plan, and then when everything is ready, if Pike says it’s okay, we’ll go online.”

      “So you’re good with my gap year?” Poppy looked wary but focused on her objective.

      “We have ten months before you need to be at college.” I smiled at her, trying to be positive, inflicting a Cheery Boost on my kid, which was just so wrong. “And you’ve already been accepted to UNC. Let’s see how things go.”

      Because “Hell, no, I’m not good with a gap year” was not the thing to say to Poppy at the moment. Especially since I could use a gap year myself. Reality was starting to wear on me.

      Poppy nodded and leaned into Maggs, sipping her cocoa in the sunshine, and I decided she was okay for the moment and turned to go back to my day job.

      “Mom?”

      I turned back. “Yes?”

      “What were you going to do after I went to college?”

      I blinked because it was such an out-of-the-blue question. “I don’t know. Keep working for Ozzie, I guess.”

      “You said you’d made your plan up until I went to school,” Poppy said. “Did you have one beyond that?”

      “Oh. No, not really. I wouldn’t have left Ozzie alone.”

      Poppy looked at me for a long moment, as if she were going to say something, but then she nodded and went back to petting Maggs and didn’t say anything else.

      That was disturbing, and so was the fact that Melissa was dead, that there was a killer out there, an active killer, and Melissa would no longer stand at her window, watching the street, which had always been a little creepy, but I had liked Melissa, and she was gone, and Poppy was about to come apart⁠—

      Get a grip, Rose.

      I had work to do.
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      Since the first room of Oddities was pretty much cleaned and sorted, I moved into the next two rooms, full of boxes and things jumbled on tables and shelves, dust and disorder and potential disaster. The worst of the junk was all the books piled in the back room on that side.

      Do not misunderstand me; I love books. Books have gotten me through some really bad times in the past, fiction to let me live other lives, non-fiction to help me figure out the latest mess I’d gotten myself into. But Ozzie had bought books by the pound, boxes of books without rhyme or reason, cramming them all into the big back room that could have been really charming since it was the echo of our kitchen on the other side of the wall: a large bow window, lovely quiet at the back of the building, lots of potential sunshine once I got the godawful rotting velvet drapes down.

      I wondered what Melissa’s favorite books had been. I should have asked her.

      So I needed to get everything off the shelves and the floor so I could clean—that was going to take a while—and then put the most interesting and colorful books on the lower shelves where people could see and maybe buy, and the duds higher up for wallpaper. And maybe I could make things from the worst of the books. There are a lot of ways to make art from books. I could learn how. I could do that.

      That sounded like me.

      I dragged the step ladder back there and began to rip down the drapes, dropping all that moth-eaten velvet on the floor in a cloud of dust, and the sun poured in as I sneezed, and I felt some of my tension go. This was the right thing to do. It had been so long since I’d been sure of the right thing to do that I was giddy with the thought.

      I looked out the window and thought about Melissa. Had she seen something out her window? Maybe Ozzie’d had the right idea: Cover up the windows.

      But the sunlight was intoxicating, so I gathered up all that fabric, coughing in the dust, and went out back to put it in the dumpster. Poppy saw what I was doing as I passed through the kitchen and said, “Good,” and I saw she had her sketchbook out, and I thought, Good for you, too, kid.

      We were going to be just fine.

      Even if Melissa wasn’t.

      I threw the curtains in the dumpster that Coral and Sid and Ozzie had shared and went back in, trying not to think about Melissa. Maybe if I’d paid more attention, I could have helped her. Maybe if I’d picked up my head and seen something besides the ground . . .

      What? Me against a murderer? Right, Rose.

      I stacked all of the books on the floor along the walls in the front room on that side and then dragged a step stool out of the laundry room and tackled the first shelf at the top, thinking about decoupage and collage and anything I could do with an old book to make it something that would sell.

      Half an hour later, I stopped planning art projects and deliberately not thinking about Melissa when I reached for a red-bound book on the top shelf on the other side of the room, one I’d intended to be careful with because the spine was a beautiful old red and would look great on the lower shelves. But when I pulled it out, it was metal, an old box made to look like a book, and I lost my breath for a moment.

      A box designed to look like something else. That was Ozzie all over. Hell, that was Rocky Start all over. Nobody was what they seemed.

      Maybe Melissa had a secret that killed her. There were a lot of secrets in this town.

      Ozzie had been secretive to the point of paranoia. Like if it was a box he didn’t want opened, he might have rigged it to explode; he was perfectly capable of putting a grenade in a box . . .

      Get a grip, Rose. Sure, he’d put a book-shaped grenade in a shop where Poppy might find it . . . never. Listen, if you’d had the past couple of weeks that I’d had, a book-shaped grenade would not be out of the question.

      I climbed down the ladder and looked at the box more closely. It had “Gourmet’s Delight” on the spine, so it was probably some kind of advertising gimmick, but I could see how, from far away, the red metal cover had looked like a real book. Ozzie had probably picked it up on one of his buying trips to use as a cache box, a place to hide things . . .

      Like money.

      It was heavy, and I hoped it wasn’t full of ancient biscuits as I fumbled with the hidden catch and opened it.

      Money.

      It was crammed full of money.

      Not a cache box, a cash box.

      “Rose?” somebody said, and I slammed the lid down and turned to see Harvey Ware in his dumb flamingo shirt, standing in the archway leading to the front room. “Find something good?” he said, looking avid.

      “Just an old book of Ozzie’s,” I said, my heart hammering in my chest. Now I had to get rid of Harvey so I could close the shop and find out how much money was in there.

      “That looked like money in there,” Harvey said, coming closer. “Anything I can help with? You know I’m always here for you, Rose. You found some cash? Hey, have you found any gold?”

      “Gold?” I took a step back. “It’s a secondhand store, Harvey, not a pirate island. No, I did not find any gold. Poppy and I just need some time to ourselves.” With this money.

      “Max is gone, though,” Harvey said, coming closer, his hands out, reaching for me. “You’re gonna need⁠—”

      I side-stepped him. “Max is still here.” Harvey stopped and looked around, and I added, “He’s staying for a while. And I have to go see about Poppy, she’s still a little shaky, so I’m closing the shop now.” I tried to move around him, like I was shooing him out, and he just stood there, a stupid grin on his face.

      If he tried to touch me again, I was going to yell for Maggs.

      I was trying to think of a polite way to get rid of him when I thought, Why? I hadn’t invited him, I had clearly hinted he should be gone, we were past the point of politeness, and I was trying to kick my Cheery Boost habit anyway. “Goodbye, Harvey,” I said, and his smile disappeared, and he waited a moment, for what I don’t know, and then he nodded as I detoured around him.

      “You call me if you need anything,” he told me, reaching for me as he followed me toward the door, too close, his tone more of an order than an invitation, so I flinched away from his hand and said, “No.”

      He looked surprised, so I said, “Max is here, and Pike looks out for us. You don’t need to bother about us.”

      “It wouldn’t be any bother,” he began, but I opened the front door, tapped my foot impatiently, a new move for me, and he gave up and went out.

      I closed the door, threw the deadbolt, and pulled down the shade.

      Then my phone buzzed and I checked it.

      
        
        Don’t worry about Harvey. I’m watching over you.

      

      

      That was so weird. Max’s texts were nothing like him. He didn’t announce what he was doing, he just did it. And how the hell did he know Harvey had just been in? I shook my head and put my phone away and decided to tell him that while I appreciated the concern, creepy texts did not improve my day.

      Then I carried my metal book box back into the kitchen.

      “What’s that?” Poppy said, perking up a little when I put the box on the kitchen table beside her sketchbook. Maggs was lying at her feet, looking very content.

      “One of Ozzie’s books that’s not a book.” I opened the hinged lid and turned the box around so she could see inside.

      “Oh,” she said, staring wide-eyed at the cash.

      “It was just on the shelf,” I told her. “What if somebody had bought it?”

      “First they’d have to find it back there, which is pretty much impossible,” Poppy said, and that was so much like my normal daughter, her dry voice and practical outlook, that I smiled. For real. “And then there was Ozzie with his lousy customer service, so he wouldn’t have sold it. And he always insisted those grungy curtains stayed closed so the room was always dark.”

      “Right,” I said. “Let’s count some money.”

      That cheered her right up.
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      I walked down State Street, knowing what I had to do and hating it, a lot more on alert now, looking carefully inside each shop window. Fortunately, there were no more bodies. If this was a one-off, I wasn’t okay with it, but I wasn’t as concerned as I would have been if it had been part of a pattern. Who knew what skeletons Melissa Merriweather had in her past?

      Actually, Herc knew.

      I’d grabbed my satphone out of my ruck. I’d charged it yesterday in preparation for leaving, grateful there were no messages from Herc. He’d disappeared with Serena’s corpse, and the hope was he’d stay away. He’d been running a secret section of the CIA for decades; one that contracted out particularly sensitive jobs to freelancers. The people who’d established him in power were long ago turned to dust and nobody else was talking because nobody wanted to cross him. He made J. Edgar Hoover look like a boy scout.

      How powerful was he? Twenty years ago, Rose’s lawyer friend, Lian, had worked for him drawing up the encrypted contracts, but when he’d gotten her pregnant, he’d kicked her out and sent her here to Rocky Start, set her up with a law office, and told her never to leave. Herc was an asshole but a very, very smart, powerful, dangerous one. How dangerous? Lian, nobody’s fool with plenty of backbone, had never left Rocky Start. It was a pretty place, but a prison nonetheless for her.

      And I’d asked Pike once if he was worried about immigration coming for the Weed brothers, and he’d said, “They’re citizens. Herc fixed it.”

      Yeah, the guy was nobody to cross. And now I had to call him.

      Most of the water was out of my boots by now, but the new socks were damp and my feet were freezing. I tried to ignore it, because I am a manly man, but age frays away at the ability to ignore discomfort. At least the satphone was dry since it had been inside another waterproof pouch inside the waterproof bag.

      The phone felt heavy in my thigh pocket. I had not wanted to have this conversation in Oddities.

      I turned toward my new nemesis, the river. The small park overlooking it was empty, so the Cybertruck driver must have moved on. There was an ancient picnic table there but no benches. Because Rocky Start didn’t want people hanging around. Just keep moving folks, nothing to see here.

      The wood table was old and looked like it was from the days when Rocky Start was a hub for the lumber industry that had been hard at work deforesting the mountains. I sat on the table and noticed, among the initials and obscenities decorating the top, a faded heart carved in the wood with the initials GN and RM inside of it. I hoped that had turned out all right, but given it was Rocky Start, one had probably offed the other.

      The leaves had started turning weeks ago and the surrounding mountains were bursting with color, which indicated the days of the lumber industry were long gone. There was about one good week of color left and I wasn’t going to be on the Trail to enjoy it. I pulled the satphone out and punched in the number I had memorized a long time ago. If Herc was a normal person, one might hope it would go to voicemail, but he had his phone with him all the time and always answered, no matter what time of day or year it was.

      “Still enjoying Rocky Start?” Herc began. “Or are you back on the Trail?”

      “I got a feeling you know exactly where I am.”

      “Good old Max,” he said. “Always paranoid. You know I’m not happy with you.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Who took my film?”

      “Rose.” There was no point lying about it; she’d picked his pocket clean.

      “Why?”

      “So we’re back in balance.”

      “Are we?”

      “It’s been over a week. You’d have taken action if we weren’t.”

      “You’re still breathing,” Herc said, which I took as a yes. “Why are you calling?”

      “Melissa Merriweather was killed.” With Herc, it was always good to put the headline first.

      “Nefariously?”

      “Obviously, that’s what ‘killed’ means,” I said.

      “Not necessarily,” Herc said. “There are acts of God, such as lightning strikes, plagues, locusts, droughts, wildfires and such. In fact, I believe acts of God kill more than any other. One might consider old age an act of God. All powerful and all that. Big killer, that guy.”

      “It wasn’t locusts.”

      “Max, Max, Max, always the wise guy.”

      “Someone posed her with an urn in a casket in her window. Was it you?”

      “I won’t dignify that with an answer.”

      “You know all the former players in this town. You were their handler. Is there anyone here who would wish Merriweather dead?”

      “There is always a large gap between wish and action,” Herc pointed out. “But, off the top of my head, no.”

      “What about the Cauldron?” I asked, referring to the late Serena Stafford’s international mercenary outfit. “Some of them might not be happy she was taken out, and Melissa helped with that.”

      “On the contrary,” Herc said, “everyone takes a step up. There’s a new guy running it, her former number two. I had to provide him proof of her death. He’s grateful she’s gone. It’s a dog-eat-dog world with them. Pun intended. You have no problems there.”

      “And her son, Junior?” I asked.

      “Not my concern. And really. A man who goes by Junior? Why are you calling me?”

      “I have to find out who took out Merriweather.”

      “Why?”

      I blinked. “We’ve got a murderer in town.” But I already knew where this was going.

      “Lots of killers in Rocky Start, Max. You among them. Pretty recently too, given the body I have in storage.”

      “You finished Serena off,” I said.

      “True. Surprised you only wounded her. You’re getting sloppy in your old age. Nevertheless, you ever want to pick up some work, give me a buzz. But don’t waste my time on crap like this. Either stay retired or get back in the game.” He said the last bit with some edge, indicating his patience was wearing thin.

      “Who’s your spy in town?” I asked, not that I expected him to blurt it out.

      “Having a spy would insinuate I need one,” Herc said. “Why are you calling me about Melissa Merriweather? Why do you care?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Did Pike give you a tin star, like the one Oz had? Does he still quote old westerns?” He laughed. “Such sentimentality.”

      “It’s a necessity,” I said, surprising myself. “Someone has to maintain law and order. There are good people here who⁠—”

      “Oh, Max. You’ve changed. Not for the better.”

      “So you’re not going to help.” I tried to keep the anger out of my voice. “If there’s nothing in it for you, why bother? Well, there’s something in it for you. This is the place you dump your retirees, the people too dangerous to be let loose, the people who know too much. So it’s in your best interest to help⁠—”

      “I don’t think you need help, Max. I don’t think you have a real problem. I don’t think Rocky Start has a problem. You’re getting soft, all this whining about good people. You need to hit the Trail again. You’re not done until you reach that mountaintop in Georgia, Max. It’s not like you to not finish what you started. That was one of your most admirable traits. You could always be counted on to finish, no matter what. Nothing could deter you.”

      “I’ll finish. Thanks for nothing.”

      “I gave you something, Max,” Herc said. “Advice. And here’s some more. You’ve got new boots. Use them. Get back on the Trail. Leave Rocky Start behind. There’s nothing good for you there.”

      The phone clicked off.

      I looked down at my new boots. Which were wet.

      I’d argued with Herc before but not like that, letting him know he was wrong, that he was an asshole. Was he done with me? Enough to have someone cut a rope bridge? No, that was a dumbfuck way to kill somebody. Anybody Herc wanted dead was dead, period.

      But there was something else that struck me as odd about that last bit. Herc had pushed me into Rocky Start by sending my resupply of boots here so I could talk to his kid for him. Now I was here, he wanted me gone. Why?

      And he hadn’t asked about that daughter, Mei.

      I closed my eyes tightly, as if doing so could push away my massive headache.

      After a minute, I put the satphone back in my pocket and headed back. I wanted to go find Rose and make sure Poppy was okay, but I headed for Quill’s Pharmacy first because I needed to know how Melissa had died, and that meant our local pharmacist/coroner.

      Plus, I needed Tylenol for this headache.
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      I hate it that I’m this jumpy.

      I keep telling my mom I’m fine, but I’m not. I have to admit that so I can get past this. I can’t sleep because if I sleep, I dream about Serena saying she’ll cut my fingers and nipples off. I keep losing my temper with Mom, which isn’t fair, which makes me angrier. I’m angry with Max because he won’t stay with us. Which is dumb. This whole thing is dumb.

      I wish I could sleep.

      William still comes up to sleep with me every night, but I’m so twitchy that sometimes he leaves. When even your cat says you’re overdoing it, that’s a sign you’re losing it.

      Darius seems to be fine. He got tased and threatened with a gun and left in the woods, but he’s doing great. I look in the mirror and I look a million years old, big circles under my eyes, and he’s just as happy and healthy and handsome as ever. That makes me angry, too. I’m angry all the time.

      And Mom thinks I should go to college like this. I don’t want to go to college—even if I wasn’t crazy, I wouldn’t want to go. It was just something that I was going to do, like Darius and Mei, the way I took all those stupid AP courses and loaded up my schedule so we could study together. I didn’t really want college the way they do, I just wanted to be with them. But now I’m thinking about things differently. I want to stay in Rocky Start, I want to do all the things with the shop that Ozzie wouldn’t let us do, I want control over my life, I want to be safe. Ozzie left me money, that’s a kind of power right there. And⁠—

      My cell rang, and I saw it was Darius and answered it. “Hey, you. How’s it going?”

      “Terrible,” he said. “Why aren’t you here suffering with me?”

      “Mental health day.” I almost said “Mom found more money,” but I remembered in time that Max had said not to tell anybody. “I’m feeling much better.”

      “Your mom didn’t get mad when you cut school?”

      “Hey, I have permission from the school nurse. Mom didn’t get mad until I told her I was taking the gap year. She’s not a fan, but she’ll get over it.”

      “What?” Darius said.

      “My gap year,” I said, annoyed. “I told you I was taking one.”

      “I thought that was a joke.”

      I could feel myself getting angry again. No, I thought. Not with Darius. “It’s not a joke. I need it.”

      “You won’t by September. Stop scaring your mom like that.”

      “Listen,” I said. “I am going to take a gap year, no matter what anybody says. You and Mom can both get used to it.”

      “Poppy, this is dumb,” the love of my life said. “Just give yourself some time⁠—”

      “No!” I took a deep breath. “I am not dumb. This is my life⁠—”

      “I didn’t say you were dumb,” Darius said. “I said this idea of a gap⁠—”

      “Why do you care?” I could feel myself breathing heavier. Box breathe, I told myself, but I was too angry.

      “What do you mean, why do I care? You’re my future. Of course I care.”

      “I can be your future just as well in Rocky Start as I can at UNC.”

      “No, you can’t,” Darius said, as if that was the final word. “I want you out of Rocky Start. I want me out of this backwater town full of crazy spies. I want us to be someplace where every other person isn’t⁠—”

      “Well, that’s too fucking bad because I’m staying!” I said and hung up the call.

      I mean, what the hell? This is my damn life. Why do all these freaking people think they can tell me I can’t do what I want?

      My phone rang again. Darius. I rejected it.

      I mean, I’m almost nineteen. I’m legally an adult. I have a bank account. Hell, I could move out tomorrow, except there’s no place to rent in Rocky Start. I mean, Pike probably has something somewhere, but he wouldn’t rent it to me because like everybody else he probably thinks he knows what’s best for me better than I do.

      My phone lit up with a text. Darius. I deleted it.

      I couldn’t leave Mom anyway. Max is going to leave her, so I can’t. She didn’t even make a plan for what she was going to do after I left. I mean, honestly, everybody needs a plan. And I have one. I’m going to stay here and work on the store and get some sleep.

      My phone beeped with an email, for God’s sake. Darius. I deleted it, too.

      I am not going to argue about my life with anybody.

      This is my life. I’m taking a gap year.
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      Sid Quill gave me the creeps. He was one of those guys that never looked you in the eye, always shifting about and twitching, as if he had lots of smaller Sids inside him all going in different directions. The fact that he was courting Rose didn’t help. She thought it was because she bought lube and condoms from him and then inherited Oz’s building. I thought it was because he wanted Rose. Either way, I was against him.

      Also, he was the most likely poisoner in town. Pharmacy. Chemist. General weird guy. We could spare Sid if we had to take somebody down for this.

      He was nowhere in sight as I entered the pharmacy, but there was a sign on the counter that said “RING THE BELL FOR SERVICE” and a small button in front of it. Before I did that, I grabbed a bottle of Tylenol off a shelf. I had a feeling I was going to need more than Rose had before this mess was over. I considered getting some stuff for my scrapes, but I knew Poppy had plenty of first aid supplies stockpiled for the animals she rescued. She’d done a great job on Maggs’ paw; she could fix me up, too.

      The place smelled like a cheap rearview-mirror air freshener. You’d think a guy who’d been a professional chemist could do better than that.

      I pinged the bell, which didn’t ping. Instead, it was hooked up to a circuit and a ring tone echoed out of cheap speakers, playing Celine Dion singing “My Heart Will Go On.” I fought the urge to rip the bell off the desk, mainly because I didn’t think that would stop the music. Fortunately, it only did one chorus and then silence reigned once more.

      Sid came out from behind a curtain and peered at me over smeared half-lens reading glasses. He was wearing a lab coat that had numerous stains on it. From what, I really didn’t want to know.

      “Mister Reddy,” he said, which seemed a bit formal, but we’d never been properly introduced, so I played at his level.

      “Mister Quill. Have you had a chance to check Melissa’s corpse?”

      “I have.” He looked at me quizzically. “What happened to your face?”

      “I fell in the river.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      I ignored that and waited, but he wasn’t filling me in about Melissa. He just stood there, perhaps waiting for backup from Igor. Who knows who or what he had in that basement. “About Melissa?”

      “Come on,” he said.

      I went around the counter, and he unlocked a metal door covered in peeling paint. A set of metal stairs led down into darkness. Sid turned on a light, and we went down into a deeper layer of Sid. The most immediate thing I noticed was the foul odor. Sid multiplied. And it was chilly as we went down.

      The basement was his lair. It was dug out of the solid bedrock of the Smoky Mountains like the other basements in Rocky Start. Three walls were lined with grubby wooden work benches covered in scattered gear that looked like a high school chemistry classroom with inattentive students and a terrible teacher. The fourth side was a wide set of concrete steps that went up to angled steel folding doors that led to the back alley, right by Rose’s back steps. Luke had brought Melissa’s body in that way, out of sight of State Street. One of the benches was covered with a stained tarp, hiding whatever Sid’s latest experiment was. I had no desire to find out.

      I did notice a framed anatomy chart on one wall was slightly ajar and took a slight step to the left. There was a line of gray metal behind the chart. That was interesting because it meant Sid had a safe hidden there.

      Sloppy, but that was Sid.

      In the center of the lab was a stainless steel table on which Melissa’s body rested. Her clothes were off, and no one looks good naked in death. Add in the fact he’d cracked open her chest and the spreader was still in place. And the top of her skull was missing. Her brain was in a tray to the side of the head. The tools he’d used, including the bone saw, were on a rolling cart; not cleaned up.

      Sid was a pig. When I kicked the bucket, I was definitely going for a version of Oz’s Viking funeral, courtesy of the Weed Brothers, with whatever didn’t go up in smoke becoming ashes at the bottom of the lake on Pike’s property.

      I wanted to cover my mouth and nose, but I was a manly man and wouldn’t give Sid the pleasure. “Cause of death?”

      “She was poisoned.”

      “Poisoned,” I said. “You can tell that fast?” Not that that’s not suspicious on its own.

      “Ran the bloodwork,” Sid said, nodding toward one of the benches.

      “Then why am I looking at her?”

      “Thought you’d want to see,” Sid said.

      “See what?”

      Sid seemed puzzled at the question as if it were perfectly logical, if not desirable, to see Melissa’s body in this shape. “Well. I did an autopsy.”

      “Do you want me to look at anything in particular?” I pressed. If I remembered rightly, this was the moment when the detective found something that the well-trained expert, the coroner, missed on those crime shows. But all I saw was a mess.

      “No,” Sid said, still befuddled.

      “Then can we finish this upstairs?”

      Sid was disappointed in me, but I didn’t give a shit anymore.

      We trooped back upstairs and Sid locked the door behind us.

      “What kind of poison?” Outside the pharmacy window, I saw that same weird pickup truck, the Cybertruck, pull up next door at Oddities, and some guy got out. He was dressed sharply, much better than me. Which was a low bar to start with. His hair wasn’t wet, and he definitely wasn’t wearing squishy boots.

      “Cyanide,” Sid was saying. “One of the first fatals a chemist learns. It simulates a heart attack so unless one suspects foul play, it passes most cursory autopsies.”

      I watched the guy from the fancy truck go into Oddities.

      What the hell was the guy in the Cybertruck doing going into Oddities?

      “Injected?” I asked, keeping my eye on the window. Cybertruck guy better be looking for a teacup.

      “I haven’t found a needle mark yet,” Sid said. “That doesn’t mean there isn’t one. I just got the body.”

      He’d already cracked the chest and cut off the top her head; he’d had plenty of time to do that.

      “It’s more likely someone put it in a drink or soup or something liquid she wouldn’t suspect,” Sid said.

      “She wouldn’t have tasted that?”

      “Not if you cover it right and do a good mix.”

      “So a pro?”

      Sid shrugged. “Possibly. Anyone who can google can learn about cyanide.”

      “But not do it covertly,” I pointed out. “Or make the mix.” That would be you, Sid.

      “True,” Sid allowed, not meeting my eyes. Then again, he hardly ever looked anyone in the eyes.

      “Anything that might help me figure out who did it?”

      “Well, it was a mixture, as I said. Cyanide poisoning is actually a painful death, but there was a powerful sedative, so Melissa was unconscious before the cyanide did its work. And it’s kind of a messy death. The body convulses. The mouth fills with saliva, blood, and vomit. She was cleaned up postmortem and there isn’t any bruising, so I don’t think there was much convulsing, which means there was also some sort of muscle relaxer in the mix. Actually, a pretty humane way to go. Some states with the death penalty have looked into it. I’m running tests to determine exactly all the ingredients. A bit sophisticated.”

      “So a pro?” I asked again.

      “Could be or just could be someone who can read instructions. Really, it’s not the method I would choose.”

      I was starting to think it was exactly the method he’d chosen.

      “Where did she die?”

      Sid shrugged. “Wherever she drank the mixture.”

      “How many other chemists are in town?”

      Sid frowned. “What?”

      “How many other people who could have done this are in town?” I asked. “Former chemists. Former players, Sid.”

      “Harvey Ware,” Sid said. “He was one.” He snickered. “Now he’s an exterminator.”

      “And you.”

      Sid blinked, which came off as an ugly twitch. “What?” He held up a hand. “Now, hold on. Why would I kill Melissa?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Why did you?”

      “Fuck you, Reddy.” He gestured at the floor. “I did the damn autopsy for you. Why would I incriminate myself by telling you the cause of death if I did it?”

      To prove your innocence? Actually, I doubted that Sid was that crafty. I held up the Tylenol. “Can I pay for these?”

      “On the house,” Sid said. “I hear you’re leaving soon.”

      He sounded a little too eager on that. “Not soon.”

      “But you are leaving?”

      I leaned forward, pushing against the counter. “Why, Sid? Do you want me to leave?”

      He backed up a step. “Well, no. It’s just. Well. There’s really nothing here in Rocky Start for you, is there? A man as young as you? With your talents?”

      “There’s a murderer in town.” I could see why Sid thought I was young—he was pushing seventy—but the reality was that in my profession, I was old. Not just in terms of years, but also the fact that it was a miracle I was still alive.

      “It’s most likely an Outsider,” Sid said.

      He verbally capitalized the O like other residents of Rocky Start, and I thought of Cybertruck Guy. Definitely a capital-O Outsider. And he’d parked in front of Oddities and gone in.

      “And whoever it was is probably long gone,” Sid went on. “Nobody in town would do this. Not with Oz . . .” he trailed off as he realized Oz was no longer with us, but I was standing right in front of him.

      “I hope whoever did it is long gone,” I said. “But I’m hanging around just in case.”

      “Sure,” Sid said. “How’s Rose’s search going?”

      “We found all the money, Sid. Ozzie had four thousand dollars in two-dollar bills. I guess the joke is on us.”

      Sid frowned as if trying to figure out if I was serious. “Really? Because Barry said—” he stopped abruptly.

      “Barry said what?”

      “Nothing?”

      Just great. Barry, Oz’s crooked lawyer, was blabbing. Now Rose was really in trouble.

      And then there was Cybertruck Guy.

      “I need to go,” I told Sid. “Keep me updated, please.”

      He pointed down. “I don’t have the facilities to store a body. And we can’t take her to Geoffrey Nice’s place. He’ll ask questions. Can I smoke her?”

      I blinked, then realized he was asking if he could cremate the body. “Once you’re finished checking it. Yeah.”

      He nodded. “All right.”

      “But double-check for a needle puncture. Just in case.” I had no clue how that could help us, but I felt I needed to say something.

      He appeared insulted that I questioned his professional judgement, but I didn’t wait for an answer because I needed to get to Oddities to see what Cybertruck Guy was up to.

      Stranger in town.

      Melissa dead.

      And I’d fallen into the river, and that hadn’t been an accident.

      My life was just full of shit at the moment, and I knew the superior entity looking over me was enthralled.
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      Fifty thousand dollars in twenty-dollar bills. That’s what was in the Gourmet’s Delight box.

      The same amount that Max had found in Ozzie’s go bag. I wondered if there were fifty-thousand-dollar Easter eggs stashed throughout the building. The thought was both cheering and annoying. This would have been easier if you’d put it all in one place, Ozzie.

      I heard somebody knocking on the shop door, which was the last thing I needed. If it was Harvey, I was going to be rude.

      “Put it all back in the box and hide it somewhere until I get back,” I told Poppy, who nodded and started to repack the cash in the box.

      She was learning new skills. That was good.

      I walked into the shop from the kitchen, prepared to be hostile, but when I raised the door blind, it was Lian.

      “Mei called me from school,” she said as I opened the door for her. “She said that Poppy left early. Is she all right?”

      Mei was Lian’s daughter and Poppy’s best friend, and I thought it was sweet of her to care so much that she’d call her busy mom; Lian was the good lawyer in town with a lot of clients from all over. (The other lawyer in town was Barry Mason, Ozzie’s old mouthpiece and a graduate of the witness protection program. Barry wasn’t incompetent—he had a lot of clients from all over, too, just sketchy ones. A real criminal/lawyer.)

      I nodded. “She’s getting there. She’s still dealing with the town-of-retired-spies thing.” Lian already knew about Rocky Start because her background had been in the CIA, working with Max’s jackass boss, Herc, who was also her baby daddy and had exiled her to this place but who now wanted to get to know the daughter he’d ignored, the jerk. Hey, we all make mistakes when we’re young and fall in love. Ask me how I know. “Poppy just needs some non-trauma time, so finding out about Melissa was hard for her.”

      “What about Melissa?” Lian said, frowning.

      “Somebody killed her,” I said. “Max and Pike found her.”

      Lian stared at me for a moment. “Killed her? Melissa is dead?”

      “Yep.”

      Lian pressed her lips together, her razor-sharp mind processing all of that. “And Max is leaving,” she said, zeroing in on the important stuff, as usual.

      “Well, he was, but now he won’t leave Poppy with a murderer running around Rocky Start.”

      “There are always murderers running around Rocky Start,” Lian said, but she said it absent-mindedly, as if thinking of something else. “I don’t suppose you killed her so Max would stay?”

      “If I was going to kill somebody, it wouldn’t have been Melissa,” I told her, thinking of my suitors. Especially Harvey.

      Lian nodded. “Well, it’s sad, but it’s not the first time. The past catches up with people here. Oz always took care of cleaning it up. I think Max can handle it.” She thought some more. “But not Pike. He’s past it. We really do need to keep Max here.”

      “How?”

      She fixed me with a stern eye. “Get creative, Rose.”

      “Right,” I said, not believing that creativity in the sheets would keep Max and having a hard time being practical about violent death, especially when it was somebody I knew. I mean, Melissa and I had not been close, but she’d been part of the town, standing there in her window, surveying everybody that went by. If you wanted to know about something on the street, Melissa was your woman.

      Which, I now thought, might be the reason she’d been killed.

      Lian’s attention was caught by something outside, so I looked, too.

      “Well, hello, good-looking,” Lian said as a man got out of the spaceship he’d parked in front of Oddities. Okay, it was probably some kind of vehicle, but it was all clean lines and stainless steel, and I was willing to bet that anybody driving anything like that had issues. And money.

      The guy was noteworthy, though; he strode across the walkway, confident and sure. He was medium height and light-haired, probably late thirties, early forties, and his eyes were that sexy, sleepy blue that makes some people weak at the knees, which I noticed as he came into the shop and smiled at me with straight, white teeth. He looked very Ralph Lauren: faded jeans, white t-shirt, worn brown leather jacket, an All-American Boy.

      Outsider, I thought. We’re not supposed to get strangers in Rocky Start. Because we don’t want strangers in Rocky Start.

      The Outsider smiled at me, very good-looking with the teeth. “Good morning. Are you the proprietress?”

      Proprietress. Really? “I am.”

      He nodded. “So, you’re Rosalie Malone?” he said, and I froze. I don’t care if people come in to buy teacups and ashtrays made out of used combat shells (Ozzie’s craft), but strangers should not know my name.

      Lian stepped in between us and stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Lian Kwan. And you are?”

      He took her hand, smiling at her, too, and she smiled wider. She has a thing for younger men. Herc had really turned her off older guys.

      “I’m Rowan Masters,” he said, and Lian’s smile froze. “But you can call me Rowan.”

      Lian carefully took her hand back. “Rowan Masters. The investigative journalist.”

      No, I thought. Oh, hell, no.

      He nodded, still smiling. “That’s me.” He turned back to me. “You are Rosalie, right?”

      I flashed my best Cheery Boost smile—I really am going to stop doing that now—and took the hand he held out. “My friends call me Rose.”

      “I’m Rowan.” He ducked his head a little, and his smile deepened. Very white, very even teeth. The better to bite you with.

      I held onto his hand as I reached out with my other and patted his jacket front. “Beautiful leather.”

      He looked taken aback as he said, “Thank you,” and then Lian said something to distract him and he turned to her and I had his wallet, which I dropped into one of the pockets on my apron as I stepped back. (Work with a lying, cheating magician for twelve years, you get very good at sleight of hand.)

      “So, Rosalie,” Rowan began again, turning back to me.

      “Rose.”

      “Rose,” he went on, “I understand your friend who owned this shop, Ozzie Oswald, died recently. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” I frowned at him. “Did you know Ozzie?”

      “No, but I’d heard of him.” He smiled again. Teeth. “I understand he had quite the send-off.”

      Ozzie’s funeral had been a well-attended Viking farewell, his body sent out into the lake in a burning boat, pushed out by kids dressed as zombies, so somebody might have mentioned it to this guy. Ozzie had wanted it to be memorable, after all.

      “I was wondering if we could talk about him a bit.” Rowan moved a little closer now, smiling like we were buddies.

      “No.” I shook my head. “No. It’s too upsetting.” That wasn’t a lie, his questions were upsetting me.

      “What story are you working on now?” Lian said to him, trying to distract him again, not looking at me. “Your last book was on serial killers that you thought were still out there, right?”

      Oh, well, just hell. The chances that there were killers in Rocky Start who’d never been caught were . . . pretty good.

      “A new book.” Rowan’s smile faded as he got serious, which actually made him more attractive. Not so shiny. “I’m playing with some ideas, waiting to see what comes together. It’s a process.”

      “Another serial killer book?” Lian asked.

      Rowan shrugged. Beautifully. “Who knows?”

      “Your last one was interesting,” Lian said. “The Serial Killers Nobody Knows. Creating paranoia everywhere. So why are you here?”

      “Rumors,” Rowan told her and turned back to me.

      “What kind of rumors?” Lian persisted.

      He shrugged. “This and that. Sources can be vague.”

      So can you, I thought, wondering how I was going to get him out of town before he heard about Melissa and went asking the local populace if they had any ideas on the subject.

      “I very much doubt there’s a serial killer hiding in Rocky Start,” Lian was saying brightly. “Very small community. Known each other for years.”

      Rowan smiled at her again. “I didn’t say it was another serial killer book.”

      “You didn’t say it wasn’t,” Lian said, flashing a little bit of lawyer.

      He turned back to me. “So about Ozzie Oswald.”

      “Ozzie was seventy-eight and died two weeks ago,” I told him. “He was most definitely not a serial killer.” I think. Depending on how you define “serial killer.”

      “Of course not,” Rowan said. “How exactly did he die, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “He was seventy-eight. He had heart problems. He died. Cremated. Ashes at the bottom of the lake. You don’t think he was the victim of a serial killer, do you?”

      “Again,” Rowan said, “I didn’t say I was writing a book on serial killers.”

      He stared at me, and I thought, Zebra.

      Ozzie had always said: “Rose, if you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras. Unless you see stripes, then come get me.” And now Ozzie was dead, and as far as I was concerned, Rowan was Stripe Central.

      “I really don’t want to talk about this,” I told the zebra. “Would you like to buy a teacup?”

      But I was thinking, Max, there’s a zebra, thereby joining everybody else in making Max the new Ozzie. It was kind of the way some men couldn’t tell blondes apart. In my case, it was dark, armed, uncommunicative bastards with dicey pasts. Seen one, seen ‘em all.

      “The odd thing about Ozzie Oswald,” Rowan was saying, “is that it’s as if he didn’t exist before coming to this town. He’s an anomaly and I’ve found those often lead to interesting and unexpected things.”

      “Nothing interesting about Ozzie.” I spread my hands. “Just a great, grumpy old man.” And, in spite of myself, I found my throat catching because, damn it, he had been a great, grumpy old man.

      “Tell me more, please,” Rowan said. “He sounds fascinating.”

      Okay, the obvious solution was to get this guy the hell out of town. If he found out about the subculture here, he’d have a whole new book to write. Of course, the chances that he’d live long enough to write it once the subculture found out what he was doing were slim to none. I was going to have to get rid of this guy to save his life.

      “We could just talk,” Rowan was saying.

      “I’m not much for talking and I really do have work to do,” I began and then the door opened and Max walked in and I saw him through Rowan’s eyes.

      He looked like a movie serial killer: tough, rough-looking, steely-eyed, grim, the kind the heroine falls for when he keeps saving her ass even though he’s not a long-term prospect. He looked damn good except for the bruise on his forehead that was turning purple, and he still had blood on his cheek from the scrape.

      His boots squishing was just weird.

      “I couldn’t possibly talk to you,” I told him. “My boyfriend wouldn’t like it. You really should leave.”

      I turned to Max and smiled, my eyes wide open in the universal back-me-up look, and he gave me back his what-the-hell stare.

      But then he turned to Rowan, the Outsider, and said, “I’m the boyfriend. Go away.”

      Except for the boyfriend part, he sounded exactly like Ozzie.
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      I walked into Oddities just as Rose called me her boyfriend and told the guy to leave. It sounded like we were heading to prom and here I was, without a corsage to give to Rose. Lian was standing to the side, looking confused and concerned. You and me both, Lian.

      I faced the stranger. “I’m the boyfriend. Go away.”

      He smiled at me and I disliked him instinctively. First, he wasn’t leaving. Second, he was one of those guys who was so good-looking, it made the rest of us men feel like slobs. Plus, I wasn’t having my best hair day, what with the fall in the river. Not that I ever have a good hair day. It’s just hair, after all. You cut it when it interferes with aiming your weapon. Third, he was smiling in the face of my displeasure. That was really irritating.

      And fourth, yes, more, he was dressed like he’d stepped out of one of those magazines for men who cared about what they looked like.

      He stuck out his hand. “Rowan Masters.”

      Lian spoke up. “He’s an investigative journalist. Doing a follow-up book on serial killers who haven’t been caught. He says he thinks there might be one in Rocky Start.”

      “I didn’t say any of that,” Rowan said amiably.

      I shook his hand. “Max Reddy. Serial killers in Rocky Start, huh?” I tried to look skeptical, and he took a step back. Evidently, I only have one look and it’s not inviting. I figured I looked like a guy stepping out of a magazine like Soldier of Fortune after a really rough couple of months in the bush hunting blood diamond smugglers. Which I’d done, so.

      Rowan shook his head. “I didn’t say there was a serial killer in Rocky Start. Nor that I’m writing a follow-up book. I’m just casting a wide net for information. It’s what I do when I’m researching. The story comes to me eventually. Sometimes in surprising ways.”

      You stay here too long, you’re in for some surprises. “Then why exactly are you here?

      “It’s strange the places I end up,” he said.

      I shook my head. “You cast a wide net, you never know what you might end up catching.”

      “That’s the point,” he said.

      “My point is that I’m interested in how you ended up here,” I said, pointing down for more specificity. “In Rose’s shop. Right now.” I thought that was pretty specific.

      “Just asking some questions,” he said.

      “He was asking me about Ozzie,” Rose said.

      “Why?” I said to him.

      “I understand he recently passed away,” Rowan said.

      I’d reluctantly sat in on some CIA “renditions” of terrorists, and this guy rivaled the best in terms of avoiding answering a question. I wondered how he’d do if we applied some pressure.

      “We really don’t need anybody starting rumors there are serial killers in Rocky Start,” I said. “It’s a quiet little town. Peaceful. It should stay that way.” I smiled at him to soften the words, but I’ve been told my smile isn’t one of my best features.

      He frowned at me, apparently missing the smile. “What happened to your face?”

      “I went for a swim earlier today.”

      “Outside?” he asked, looking like he was truly interested.

      “Yes. Good for the heart. Fresh air and all that.” And now he’d flipped the conversation and was asking me questions. Time to get to the point. “There’s nothing for you here.”

      “That’s unfriendly,” he said, not losing that damn smile.

      “I’m an unfriendly guy,” I said, smiling back.

      He took another step back, a tactical retreat, but I didn’t think it was a strategic one. He wasn’t going away any time soon. “I understand completely. Thank you.” He smiled at Rose. “Very nice to meet you, Rose. I’ll be at the coffee shop next door about three this afternoon if you decide you’d like to talk.” I must have growled or something because he turned to Lian. “Equally nice to meet you, Ms. Kwan, and that invitation certainly extends to you, too.” He looked at me and nodded and then he turned and walked out.

      No invitation for me.

      “What the hell?” I said to Rose.

      “This is not good,” Rose said, watching him go.

      “He’s got a nice butt,” Lian noted as she also watched him go. “But you’re right, it’s not good.” She didn’t sound too convincing on that. She turned to me. “Rose told me that Melissa Merriweather was killed last night.”

      I nodded. “Strange he’s in town the day after.”

      Lian wasn’t buying it, probably distracted by his nice butt. “He’d be pretty dumb to walk in here talking about serial killers after killing Melissa. And he’s famous. Famous people aren’t serial killers.”

      “It would be a great cover for action,” I said.

      “Doubtful,” Lian objected.

      “Or he’s a criminal mastermind trying to distract us,” I said.

      “He’s got me distracted,” Lian said. “How was Melissa killed?”

      “Sid says poison,” I replied. “Cyanide in a mix. The weird thing is she was posed in the one of those caskets in the window of her shop.”

      Rose was shocked. “What?”

      I took my phone out and brought up one of the pictures. “Like this.”

      “Where’s her jacket?” Rose asked as she and Lian peered at the image.

      “No clue.” I put my phone away.

      Then Lian finally noticed my face and hair. “What happened to you?”

      “I was in the river.”

      “Why?” Lian asked.

      Really, is there a good answer to that question? “Somebody cut Reggie’s rope bridge.”

      Lian frowned. “That’s a really dumb way to go after somebody.”

      “Have you been in the river lately?” I said.

      “I know, it’s really fast,” she said, apologizing with a smile.

      “And there are rocks,” I said. Which was close to a whine, and I realized the hit on my head had affected me a lot more than I’d realized. I sneezed.

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Rose went to the front door and pulled the blind down again. “You’re going upstairs and taking a hot shower and then I’ll look at the places you got hurt and do first aid.”

      I thought about adding some places I might have gotten hurt, depending on her idea of first aid. I know she’d been frosty earlier, but Rose was naturally a very warm woman. And I’d been injured, found Melissa, called Herc, talked to Sid Quill, and then gotten rid of an annoying journalist for her⁠—

      I saw the annoying journalist down the street, looking into the window of Melissa’s funeral home. Nothing to see there, buddy. He kept moving, looking in all the windows, and I really hoped there weren’t any more posed murders in the shops on State Street.

      “Upstairs,” Rose said to me, and I started to follow her, but Lian put her hand on my arm.

      “Call Herc,” she said. “He’s evil but he knows things.”

      “I just talked to Herc. I’m Herc-ed out for the day. For the week. For the year. We ignore this Rowan guy. He’ll go away.” Even I didn’t believe that, but I had a lot on my plate at the moment, along with a really bad headache.

      “Rowan Masters is hard to ignore,” Lian said. “Google him and he’s all over the net. But he must have secrets, everybody does. The Ferrells might be able to help with that.” She looked at Rose. “What did you get?”

      Rose pulled a wallet from her apron pocket and held it up.

      When I’d first arrived in Rocky Start, Rose had lifted my wallet not once, not twice, but three times. So if she stole this guy’s wallet twice more, I was going to get upset.

      “That’s what you were doing when you were flirting with him,” Lian said. “I thought you were muscling in on my move.”

      “Flirting?” Now I was upset.

      “Working.” Rose opened the wallet and slid out several credit cards.

      “Oh, that’s so cute,” Lian said, pointing at a credit card that had a picture of a yellow lab on it.

      “Stock photo,” I said.

      “Could be his dog,” Lian argued. “He’s the kind of guy who’d have a dog like that.”

      “Are you throwing shade at Maggs?” I asked.

      “Maggs is a very nice dog,” Lian said in her best yes-your-honor-I-will-admit-that-into-evidence-if-you-insist voice.

      “Anything?” I asked Rose.

      She shook her head as she rifled through the wallet. “Cards. Some cash. No hotel room key. No business card, which is kind of strange. Driver’s license. New York City address.”

      “Let me see,” Lian said. She looked at the address. “Oh. That’s a pretty swanky neighborhood in Manhattan.” She looked wistful for the big city.

      “Swanky?” I said. I’d been to New York City several times. Never to the swanky parts, apparently.

      Rose stuffed everything back in and closed it.

      “I’ll give it back to him,” Lian volunteered. “I’ll tell him it fell out in the store.”

      Rose and I stared at her.

      “What?” Lian demanded.

      “I’m going to change my socks,” I said.

      “You’re going upstairs to take a shower,” Rose said.

      “I have a head injury,” I said with all the dignity I could fake. “I shouldn’t be alone in a shower, I could pass out and . . .”

      “Drown?” Rose said.

      Lian took the wallet out of Rose’s hands. “You two are annoying. I’m going to go find Rowan Masters.” She frowned. “You know, he never really said what brought him to Rocky Start, but he was very interested. People don’t talk about us. More than once.”

      “You noticed?” I said, perhaps with a dash too much sarcasm. “Word gets out what he’s doing, there are going to be some real killers looking for him.”

      Lian shook her head. “No one here would go after him. He’s too famous. It would bring unwanted attention.”

      “He is unwanted attention,” I pointed out. “We’re sitting on dynamite and he’s poking around with a lit match.”

      “I’ll take care of him,” Lian said and headed out with his wallet.

      I exchanged a glance with Rose, wondering what exactly Lian meant by that. When she didn’t say anything, I said, “So about dangerous showers.”

      “Come upstairs, Reddy,” she said, heading for the staircase to her apartment. “You smell like the river and you look like screaming death, but I will protect you from dangerous showers.”

      She took off her apron, which meant she was getting serious, and I was right behind her up the stairs.

      I needed warmth and first aid, and I was pretty sure I was about to get it.
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      Once Max was warmed up and clean, he wrapped a blanket around himself and sat on the edge of my bed, towel-drying his hair and watching me, probably for any kind of signal that I’d noticed he was naked. Which I had, but I was behaving myself. Selfish Day again, although if we’re being honest, selfish would have been me pulling him into that bed to help me forget all the awful things that had happened.

      He hadn’t had much choice about the naked: His wet clothes from the river, a black tee and black cargo pants which I had washed while he was gone about town, were in the dryer, and the clothes he’d changed into, a black tee and black cargo pants, were on the floor by the door. Two sets of black tees and pants; that was all he’d had for months walking the Trail.

      I wondered how many different outfits Rowan Masters had. Definitely more than two and none of them the same.

      “You know,” I said, “there’s a closet in Ozzie’s bedroom that’s full of his clothes. You’re about the same size.” Except you’re a lot thinner. “He had a blue-checked shirt you’d look great in, and some Pendleton⁠—”

      “Yeah,” Max said. “I don’t have enough people trying to make me the new Oz, I should dress like him, too.” He finished towel-drying his hair, leaving it poking out in all directions. “But thank you for the offer. What did that Rowan guy ask you before I came in?”

      “He knew my name,” I said.

      “How did he know that?”

      “He did not say and I did not ask.”

      He looked awful, sitting there with a blanket wrapped around him, the lump on his forehead turning into a rainbow bruise.

      “I’m mad at you,” I said.

      “Yeah, that’s the kind of day I’m having,” he said.

      I went over and sat down beside him. “But I’m sorry you got so banged up, especially if it turns out it was over me.”

      “It’s okay.” He put his arm around me. “You’re worth it.”

      If he pats me on the head, I’m going to do something horrible to him.

      He kissed me instead, and I leaned into him and kissed him back because that’s what we do. Max is a very good kisser; I love how warm and solid he is in my arms, how warm and solid and safe his arms are around me, but more than that, he’s Max, so when the blanket fell off, I fell back onto the bed with him after all, just because he felt so good. I mean, I was not interested in sex with a guy who had one foot out the door and who had just treated me like a child, but he was nice and warm and he felt good next to me, and I wasn’t a child, so I was up for a cuddle.

      “Sorry I’ve been a little chilly today,” I whispered.

      “Icy,” he said. “You’ve been icy, Rose.”

      “Okay then.” I started to roll away from him, but when he pulled me back, I went. I really wanted to be next to him. Wrapped around him. Him wrapped around me. Safe and warm.

      “I’m sorry, too, Rose,” he said, his cheek against my hair. “I’m sorry all this stuff has happened to you, I’m sorry some of it is happening again, and I’m really sorry I have to leave you when this mess is over.”

      “Yeah, me, too,” I said into his shoulder.

      “I’m not the kind of guy you’d want around forever⁠—”

      I sat up, knocking him back on the bed. “Do not tell me the kind of guy I want.”

      He looked up at me, startled. “I just meant⁠—”

      “Stop patronizing me. That’s the crap you tell yourself so you won’t feel guilty about leaving me.” All of the rage I’d been repressing came out, boiling. “I don’t know if you’re the guy I want forever, Max, I’ve only known you two weeks. But you’re sure as hell the guy I want right now, and I do not want you to leave. So if you have to go, you have to go, but don’t comfort yourself that you leaving is better for me. It’s not. And it’s not better for Poppy. I get that you didn’t sign up for us, that we’re not what you’d planned⁠—”

      He pulled me down and pinned me to the bed, and I let him because I wanted him close. “No. I signed up for all of it, I had a choice to stay or go when Serena showed up and I stayed⁠—”

      That was more bull, so I tried to push him off me. “You’d have stayed for anybody; that’s what you do, Max, you save people.” I blinked up at him. “And you kill people, I know that, and it’s not my favorite thing about you, but you’d have stayed for anybody, you’d have killed to protect anybody⁠—”

      “No.” Max shook his head, sure. “I wouldn’t have. I only killed for a mission and when there was no other option. And—” he frowned as if his own thought surprised him, “—now because I care about some people enough to protect them.” He let go of me, looking suddenly exhausted, and fell back on the bed beside me.

      And then we just lay there, side by side, trying to figure out not just what was going on in the other person’s head but what was going on in our own, I think. Because I didn’t know. In two weeks? How could I know what would happen if he stayed? How could he know?

      “We need time,” I told him. “We need time together. Time where nobody’s killing people, time where we’re just being us, if we’re going to figure this out. Because I don’t know. But I want to find out. And if after a while we realize it’ll never work out, well, that’s the way it goes. I mean, you’re annoying the hell out of me right now, but I don’t want you to go. And if this could be as good as I think it might be, and you go off down the damn Trail again without finding out, I’m going to regret it forever. I’m going to regret you forever. I don’t want you to go. I don’t mean stay forever, I mean stay long enough that . . .” I took a deep breath. “You think I’m crazy, right? Thinking two weeks of friendly sex might mean something?”

      “Friendly sex?” Max said. “I have scars⁠—”

      I turned on him. “Stop it. Don’t make jokes.”

      “Right.” He took a deep breath. “Okay. I care about you a lot. About Poppy. More than I think I’ve ever cared about anybody, which is just plain weird for me because it really has only been two weeks. But I’m not wired for this stuff. I’m no good at it. You’re asking for something I can’t give.”

      “What are you wired for? Your old life?”

      “I was.” He frowned. “Now? I don’t know. I really don’t. When I stopped my old life, it didn’t work out well. Now? I was doing good on the Trail. I need to finish that, to think things through.”

      “Time away from me to think things through,” I said, thinking right now.

      “No, that’s not⁠—”

      “No, that’s good.” I sat up again. “How long is it going to take you to finish the Trail?”

      He shrugged. “Depends.”

      “A month?”

      “That should do it,” he said, frowning at me.

      “So you go back to the Trail, and after a month you’ll know if you want to come back,” I said. “And after a month, I’ll know if I want you to come back. I mean, maybe after a couple of days, I wouldn’t even miss you. You were a definite non-starter today.”

      “Hey,” he said.

      “I said, after a couple of days.”

      “I miss you now.” He pulled me back down to him. I snuggled in, and he sighed a little and held me closer. “I’ll miss you on the Trail, too.”

      “But maybe not enough to come back,” I said into his shoulder. “And maybe I wouldn’t miss you enough to care. We’re in the middle of things now, everything’s moving so fast, we’ve only known each other two weeks, maybe we need some time apart. Once you find out who killed Melissa, I mean.”

      “I just don’t know, Rose.”

      I tried to think of something to say, but basically, he was being serious and honest and talking about his feelings, which was the worst thing I could make him do. This was important. We needed time to do this right, to negotiate some things. “Okay. Okay. That’s fair. The break is a good idea. I’m with you on that.” I sat up, ready to go back to work.

      “Rose,” he began, and I shook my head.

      “Don’t. You were honest and so was I and that’s all we could ask for.” I tried a smile, which was lousy, which tells you how upset I was. I can fake a smile for anything. “Hey, thanks for getting rid of Rowan Masters for me.”

      “No problem.” Max frowned. “But it’s weird that he’d be interested in Oz. I don’t like this Rowan. I am not happy.”

      Neither am I. Suck it up.

      Then I remembered. “Oh, yeah, and one more thing,” I said, and he looked wary. “I appreciate the supportive texts, but they’re a little creepy.”

      He frowned at me. “What supportive texts?”

      I got my phone and pulled up the texts and showed him.

      “From an unknown number,” he said, looking serious again.

      “You didn’t send them?” I lost my breath. “Then who did?”

      “One of your suitors,” he guessed. “From a burner phone. That would come out as an unknown number. I do use burners, but I didn’t send those.”

      I must have seemed a little freaked out—because I was—and he added, “I’m sticking with you until this is all straightened out. Don’t worry.”

      Right. Don’t worry, and he was looking worried and not telling me what he was worried about. So I wouldn’t worry. Communication. It’s difficult.

      I decided to change the subject. “Hey, I found some more money.”

      His head came up on that one. “Where?”

      “Put on your clothes and follow me.” I said, and he sighed and did.
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      When Mom and Max came downstairs, his face was bleeding again, so I got out my first aid kit and cleaned up the scrapes on his cheek to start with. It was better than thinking about Darius. I did not want to think about Darius; I loved Darius, but just no if he wouldn’t listen to me. I iced Max’s bruised lump, and he said manly men didn’t use ice except in a drink, which made me laugh, which was good.

      When I was finished cleaning the scrape, I said, “Do you need a cone to keep from scratching it?”

      “Funny girl,” Max said, and I smiled at him, and he smiled back.

      I really don’t want him to leave.

      Mom made kid food for lunch—toasted cheese and tomato soup—except she uses three kinds of cheese in her sandwiches, too, so it’s really not kid food. Except it was what I ate when I was a kid, so it was comforting. Then she made Max go back upstairs and rest, which was good because even after toasted cheese and tomato soup and all my good patch-up work, he still looked like screaming hell.

      Then I went back to work in what I was calling the library—sorting the books, cleaning the shelves and the window—which was kind of fun because I could really see a difference. So much great light. Something was going right. I was finishing off the last bookcase when I heard somebody come in. I went out to see who it was since we were closed and, with none of the lights on in the front part of the shop, only saw a tall, dark guy heading for the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I said, and he turned, and it was Marley.

      “There you are.” He came toward me. “Can I talk to you?”

      “About what?” I was not in a talking mood.

      “Darius,” he said.

      “No.” I turned and went into the other side of the store and then turned toward the back. To the library. I liked the library.

      It felt safe.

      “He’s worried about you,” Marley said, following me.

      That made me mad, so I turned on him. “He’s worried I’m not doing what he wants. He’s upset that I’m not following his plan. He just tells me I’m wrong when I tell him what I want. He’s not worried about me, he’s worried about his future.”

      Marley shook his head. “He just wants what’s best⁠—”

      “For him,” I said, louder than I’d meant to. “Not what’s best for me.” I’d leaned forward when my voice went up, and his eyebrows went up, so I retreated a little. “Okay, look, you’re not going to college, right?”

      “That’s different.”

      “How is it different? How are we different? We just both know what we want to do now, and we know a college degree wouldn’t help either of us right now. Maybe later you’ll want to be an engineer⁠—”

      He shook his head.

      “—but for right now, we know what we want and college is just a waste of time and money.”

      “You and I are not the same,” Marley said.

      “How are we different? I’ve known you since I was nine years old and you were ten. We grew up in the same place, had the same teachers, hung out with the same people; hell, Marley, you and I are more alike than Darius and me. He half killed himself to get into Harvard, not just college, Harvard, and you and I don’t even want a state school.”

      “Not the same,” Marley said stubbornly.

      “Why? Because I’m white and you’re Latino? When has that ever mattered to us? Because I have a mother and you don’t? You have a father and I don’t. I don’t get it. I do not get it at all.”

      My voice was too loud. I was getting upset again. I could feel all the anger rise, all the fear, and none of it was for Marley, he was a good guy.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him, close to tears again and furious that I was close to tears. “I’m kind of screwed up right now. I’m not yelling at you.”

      “I know,” he said.

      I felt myself tense. “How could you possibly know?”

      He looked at me steadily for a moment, and then he sat down on one of the tables there. “When my mother was killed, my father went out to find her murderers and didn’t come back. My grandfather came the next morning and told us to fill a backpack and brought us to the US. It was a rough trip, and he got sicker and sicker. He got us into the country, across the border, but he couldn’t travel anymore, so he gave us all the food and water he had, and a letter with an address on it and directions to find the guy the envelope was addressed to. We said no, we wouldn’t leave him, but when we woke up in the morning, he was gone. The directions were to here, to Rocky Start, and we made it, although we’d run out of food, and we’d had some pretty bad scares along the way.” He looked off. “We met some bad people on the way. And some good people who helped us. They can surprise you both ways.”

      “How old were you?” My tears had stopped, I was that appalled for him.

      “Reggie was almost nine, I was ten. We got to town and Coral was baking so we followed the smell. Reggie thought she might feed kids, and we really were starving.”

      “And Coral did, of course,” I said.

      Marley grinned. “Always. Good people. We knocked on the door at Ecstasy and asked if she knew where Pike Bernard was, that we had a letter for him, and she took us in and piled food on plates for us and called Pike, and he came and read the letter and said, ‘Okay.’ He told Coral we were his kids now, and he took us out to the cabin, and we’ve been there ever since. But it wasn’t easy, we still don’t know what happened to anybody in our family or how our grandfather knew Pike, but Pike knew we were screwed up from the trip and from losing everybody and being in a new country with somebody we didn’t know, and he gave us time. We were pretty bad for a while, just really scared and sad and mad at the world, but he waited and we got better.”

      “So this goes away?” I said, desperate to believe it would. “I’ll be normal again if I just wait?”

      “No,” Marley said, and his eyes were so kind I almost cried again. “It never all goes away. I still dream about my mother. I still tense up when I hear loud voices. I still wake up sometimes and I don’t know where I am. But it’s bearable. It’s not the hell it was when I was a kid. I know I have Pike and Coral behind me, that my brother will always be by my side. You have your mom, and Coral and Pike and Darius, and I bet Max is in there somewhere.” He must have seen something in my face because he said, “Did I ever tell you how I met Max? Reggie fired a warning shot, which he didn’t mean to do, and Max knocked me out with his gun.”

      “What?”

      “It’s okay now.” Marley grinned at me. “Just a communication problem. Plus, we were both high, which was just plain dumb. I’ve recently realized it’s kind of dumb for me to be high anytime, to be honest. I need a clear head to get what I want.” Then he stopped smiling. “You are going to be okay.”

      And you know, when he said that, I thought, I’m going to be okay.

      “One day at a time,” he said.

      “Mei is so lucky to have you,” I said.

      He shrugged. “She has plans. Big plans. My plans . . . are different.”

      “I know the feeling,” I said, and he nodded. So I took a deep breath and said, “I need food,” and Marley said, “You sound just like your mom,” which made me laugh, and then we went to Coral’s for something warm with sugar, and I was okay for a while.

      I mean, I’m not okay.

      But I will be.
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      After lunch, I made Max take two Tylenol and go to sleep. His head must have really hurt because he didn’t even try to get me in bed with him, although he did choose my bed, not the one across the hall. He just groaned when his head hit my pillows, and when I checked on him half an hour later, he was out cold, Maggs curled up next to him. For right now, sleep was the best thing for him.

      So a little before three I told Poppy I was going out, gathered my stuff, and headed to Coral’s to see if Rowan Masters was there.

      He was sitting at a table by one of the big street windows, one of Coral’s large cups of caffeine in front of him. He rose as I came near the table and pulled out a chair for me, one with its back to the window right next to him.

      I took one across from that. Sit with my back to the window? Ha. There’s only so far I’ll go to bask in famous and pretty.

      He sat back down. “Sorry. Most people don’t want the sun in their eyes.” He was framed in the sunlight, which appeared like a halo around his head. Evidently God did his lighting.

      “So, Rowan, what are you doing here?”

      “Just exploring a quaint little town and meeting its fascinating citizens. Although I understand there was a death in town last night. Melissa Merriweather.” He nodded over his shoulder down State Street. “Ran a funeral parlor. Did you know Ms. Merriweather?”

      I stared at him for a minute. Two weeks ago, I would have smiled and chatted and tried to manipulate him into telling me the truth. But that was two weeks ago, two weeks I’d been dealing with suitors who didn’t listen and Max who didn’t talk. I was getting tired of this crap. And I had the pepper spray to prove it.

      “Listen to me,” I said, serious as a heart attack. “I am tired of people patting me on the head and ignoring what I need. And now you’re one of them, ducking my question. I don’t believe you just happened to wander into this town. Why are you here?”

      “Do you know how Merriweather died?” he said, evidently not having heard a word I’d said.

      “How did you know Melissa was dead?”

      “There’s a note in the window of her shop,” he said. “It reads ‘Closed—Owner Dead.’”

      “What?” I frowned, wondering what idiot had put that up, and then I realized it was most likely Sid. He probably thought it was funny. Because he was a jerk. “Why do you want to know about Melissa? Is that why you’re in town?”

      He shrugged. “I wanted to talk to her. Funeral directors see a lot of interesting things. Maybe notice a pattern.”

      “A pattern? We’ve only had one death.” This week. “Don’t serial killers kill more than once? Isn’t that why they’re serial? Instead of mono?”

      “Monokillers?” Rowan chuckled, which was annoying. Why do chucklers always sound so patronizing? “Her death could be the start. Or there could be kills elsewhere and this is the first here in Rocky Start.”

      I shook my head. “Tell me what you’re really doing here or this conversation is over.”

      He shifted in his seat. “What about your boyfriend? He looks a bit rough around the edges.”

      “Answer me or I’m gone.”

      He shook his head, too, mirroring me, something I knew all about from my years with my manipulative ex. “I’m worried about you, Rose. Max Reddy doesn’t exist, as far as my search could determine. No social media. No bank records. Nothing. You should be careful.”

      “I don’t have time for this.” I stood up, tired of all the fencing.

      He sat back. “I’m doing exactly what I said, researching to see what turns up. And look what happens when I get into town: The funeral director dies.”

      “She died the night before you got here. Which is why I don’t believe you just wandered into Rocky Start by accident.” I shoved my chair under the table and turned to go.

      “Wait,” he said. “I followed a lead to this town. I thought there was a story here. And nothing I’ve learned so far has convinced me otherwise.” He leaned forward again, smiling that smile, his blue eyes on me, and I thought, Stripes. “You should be careful, Rose. You don’t know⁠—”

      I interrupted him. “What lead?”

      Coral interrupted us then with a cup of tea for me and a pot of coffee to refill Rowan’s mug. The fact that she did it herself and didn’t send Anita told me she wanted to know what was going on.

      “Can I get you anything else?” she said as she put the Lemon Zinger in front of me and began to pour for Rowan.

      He smiled at her. “Would you like to join us?” He got up and pulled out the chair across from me, the one with its back to the window, and Coral pulled out the one next to me and sat down, also facing the window, so I sat down again, too.

      “And where is the delicious Max?” she asked me. For an ex-spy, Coral is subtle like a rock.

      “The delicious Max is sleeping off his headache.”

      “Ah. Good.” She turned to Rowan. “So what are we talking about?” she said, no flirt in her voice at all.

      “Serial killers,” I said. “And Rowan is refusing to answer my questions.”

      Rowan opened his mouth to say something non-informative but shut it when Coral said, “‘Serial killer.’ Such an imprecise term.”

      He raised his eyebrows, staring deeply into Coral’s eyes now.

      Fat chance, buddy, I thought. She sleeps with spies and killed her first man at fifteen. Your blue eyes won’t faze her.

      “Imprecise?” he said.

      “Well, what does it mean?” Coral shrugged elegantly. “If a person kills more than one victim, it is not automatically a serial killer driven by uncontrollable impulses, correct? It is just someone who’s very active.”

      “Active?” Rowan said.

      “What if this person who kills more than once is killing on orders?” Coral said. “That is not a serial killer, that is an assassin. A very old profession. Possibly the second oldest.”

      “So humanity’s first impulse was sex and the second was to kill?” I said. That made sense. In the past, I’d often wanted to kill after sex.

      “You don’t think assassins are serial killers?” Rowan said, sounding truly interested. “I never thought of the distinction.”

      Coral, the retired assassin, brushed that away. “Assassins are highly trained professionals. Serial killers are hobbyists. They tend to act emotionally, impulsively, even those that plan out their kills, because they cannot control the urge, so they leave a pattern. An assassin can never be impulsive.” She fixed him with her gaze. “And they try not to leave a pattern, although some do have a signature.”

      “Serial killers are hobbyists?” Rowan repeated, and he wasn’t dismissive, he looked like he was seriously thinking about it, turning the idea over.

      Coral waved that away, too. “There are no serial killers in this town,” she said firmly, pointedly leaving open the question of assassins.

      “So you don’t think the same person was targeting Melissa and Max,” Rowan said.

      “What happened to Max was at best a prank,” Coral said. “If it was a real attempt on his life, you cannot leave such an important thing up to chance, hoping your target is on a bridge by a certain time, hoping that the river will take him. You make sure the deed is done.”

      “So it was a bridge that failed somehow,” Rowan said and I realized he’d just gotten the answer to the question he’d asked me out of Coral. “How exactly?”

      Coral ignored that. “I would view Max’s accident more as a warning or perhaps an incentive to leave town.” She nodded toward me. “There are several men courting Rose at the moment.”

      “There are?” He didn’t say it in a surprised way, more making note of it.

      The street door opened and Lian came in and waved to us, much too enthusiastically. She was wearing a pink tailored business suit that fit her perfectly. Way too much for Rocky Start.

      “I saw you through the window,” she called gaily to me.

      Rowan stood. “Please join us,” he said, pulling the same chair out, and Lian took it with her back to the window without hesitation. It was next to him, and that was evidently where she wanted to be.

      Rowan looked at me and then Coral and then Lian and smiled. I could practically hear the gears in his brain working: Whatever Rose and Coral are, Lian is not.

      Wrong, buddy. Lian is ex-CIA. She just wants to sit close to you. And I’m just a magician’s ex-assistant, wouldn’t hurt a fly.

      “Oh.” Lian took a wallet out of her jacket pocket. “I think this belongs to you,” she said, handing it to Rowan. “You must have dropped it at Oddities.”

      Rowan took it and looked at me. “I must have.”

      “You should be more careful,” I said virtuously.

      “In the future, I will be.”

      He started to put the wallet in his pocket, and I said, “Shouldn’t you check to make sure everything’s all there?”

      He smiled again—he was giving those suckers away like they were peanuts—and said, “Oh, I think the people who had it are trustworthy.” Then he transferred the smile to Lian and said, “Thank you,” and she damn near fell into his coffee cup. For a tough, no-nonsense lawyer with a shady past in espionage, she sure was easy to seduce.

      The door opened, and Poppy and Marley came in, Marley smiling and Poppy looking better than she had when I left. So, progress.

      “About Melissa Merriweather,” Rowan said. “Was there anything missing?”

      “Missing?” I repeated. “Like?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Something personal. Close to her. Like⁠—"

      Then the street door opened, and Max came in.

      He looked at the table and shook his head as he came closer.

      “I was trying to get some information here,” I said to nobody in particular, “and then all these people showed up.”

      Max looked at me. “I turn my back for one minute.”

      “You took a nap. Which you needed.” I stood up and looked at Rowan. “Don’t come back to Oddities unless you intend to come clean. I’m tired of men who don’t communicate.”

      “She really is,” Max said.

      I took his arm. “It’s been fun, but the boyfriend needs me, so I must go.”

      Rowan protested as Max ushered me to the door.

      I whispered, “I think I was getting somewhere with him.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Max said. “Stay away from that guy. Between him and Harvey, I don’t know about you.” He looked over at Poppy and Marley, now deep in something sugar-frosted. “They were arguing, I could hear them upstairs.”

      “Well, they’re okay now.” I steered him toward the door before he threatened Marley with death. I waited until we were out on the street and then I said, “You have a point about Harvey. He came into the shop and kept trying to touch me. Ick.”

      Max stopped in his tracks.

      “He’s so hot for the money Ozzie might have left that he’s hallucinating. Do you know, he actually asked me if I’d found any gold?”

      “There’s a rumor there’s gold in the shop, too?” Max said, looking grim again.

      “Well, I’ve never heard it,” I told him, tugging him toward Oddities. “Come on, back to bed.”

      He sighed, looking more tired than I’d ever seen him. “Not yet. I need to go see Dottie.”

      I stopped, appalled. “Why?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll explain later.”

      “No,” I said. “You don’t ever do that to me again.”

      Max had that patient look that men get when they think you’re being a pain in the ass, the look I interpret as “What do I have to do to still get laid tonight?”

      “Don’t do what?” he said.

      “That ‘I’ll tell you what you need to know when you need to know it,’” I snapped. “That ‘Unless it’s food or sex, you’re not part of my life’ crap.”

      Max woke up on that. “I have never said⁠—”

      “It’s not what you say that matters, it’s what you do.” I faced him, right there on the street. “You’re treating me like I’m nothing if it’s not about sex or food. Seriously, Max, when have you ever involved me in anything else if we weren’t under actual fire? And even then, you told me what to do.”

      “And you told me different, and I changed my plan,” Max said. “What do you want, Rose?”

      “I want to be a partner, not a service provider.”

      He closed his eyes. “Can this wait until later⁠—”

      “Until this latest catastrophe is over? No. It’s my catastrophe, too.”

      “It’s not really your sphere of competence, either,” Max said, exasperated. “Can we do this inside Oddities? Rowan Masters is watching through the window. You’re getting his hopes up.”

      “No. You’re blind, Max, you only think in your . . . ‘sphere of competence.’ You think any problem can be solved by shooting at it. I have many skills, Max, and some of them could be useful here, but you’ll never know if you keep patting me on the head and telling me to keep the door locked.”

      He gave me another “I’m being extremely patient” look. “So Cheery Boost is going to nail this killer?”

      I looked at him then and thought, He’ll never change. He’d been a Master of the Universe too long in a violent world where he really could solve a problem by shooting it.

      “Fine,” I said, starting toward the Oddities door, and he said, “Wait a minute.”

      “Oh, I’ll still sleep with you tonight,” I said, defeated. “Because I really enjoy that, that’s good for me. And I’ll make you lasagna because you need fuel and I know you’re working to keep me and Poppy safe. It’s good that we’ve defined our non-relationship. I’ll stop asking for more.” I opened the door to the shop.

      “No,” he said and then stopped because he’d been loud. So not Max. “No,” he said again, not so loud, and pulled the door shut so we were still outside. “That is not what I want, that is not what we have.”

      “Maybe not from where you’re standing,” I said. “But that’s exactly what we have from where I’m standing.”

      He looked at me for a moment, took a deep breath, and said, “Okay. Please come with me to Dottie’s.” He thought about it for a second. “She’ll be more apt to talk if you’re with me, anyway.” He frowned a little. “I don’t think she likes men.”

      “Being married to somebody like Lionel tends to do that to a woman.” I took a minute to wonder if he was just humoring me and decided I’d take it anyway. “I’ll come with you. But first we get your coat out of the dryer.”

      “Yeah, that would be good,” he said.

      Okay, the last thing I wanted to do was talk to Dottie Ferrell, but that was better than waiting for Max to come back and not tell me what happened. He was giving me what I’d asked for. Who knew? Maybe I’d be brilliant at this, whatever “this” was.

      At least it was progress.
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      “The only good thing is that the Ferrells were both snoops, not field agents,” I said as we walked down State Street. Rose had pulled my coat out of the dryer and it was warm and dry and I was happy about that, at least. She was still frosty, but she’d stopped yelling at me, so progress. “It’s very doubtful that they’re killing people. Each other, maybe, but not others.”

      “Oh.” Rose stopped and looked up at me. “Maybe not. I forgot to tell you the latest. Louise is back in town, and so is the vet.”

      I frowned at her. “Who?”

      She sighed. “Try to keep up, Max. Louise, the scarlet woman who was sleeping with Lionel, thus incurring Dottie’s wrath and starting the divorce proceedings. I told you all about this. Then Louise dumped Lionel for the town vet, Alfie, and they ran off to Peru. Remember?”

      “Not really.” There was a lot going on in this town, but I guess that was what happened when more than two people gathered together in a semblance of civilization.

      “Well, she and the vet are back but not together. Dottie is undoubtedly not happy and may possibly decide to solve her problem with her knife. She calls Louise ‘Lousie’ if that comes up in conversation. Don’t get confused.” She frowned at me. “Louise is movie-star gorgeous with a killer body. If you start flirting with her, I’m going to stick my tongue down Rowan’s throat.”

      I shook my head. “Either of the new people a killer?”

      “Not Alfie, the vet. He’s kind of ineffective, and I don’t think he was one of your players. He’s probably broke now. Louise can do that to a man. But now that I know more about Rocky Start, it’s very possible Louise did wet work. If looks could kill, hers would. And she can certainly warp men, although overall, I don’t think that’s hard for her to do. The bar for that is pretty low when you look like Louise. But I don’t see why she’d kill Melissa unless she was hired to do it.”

      “Does she still take assignments?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Can you ask?” I said, trying not to sound exasperated. You wanted to be involved. A little help here, Rose.

      “Max, she’d be more likely to talk to you. I think she sees women as background, an audience to envy her, not actually people.” Rose started walking again. “I thought snoops and agents and players were all the same thing. Have I been using the terms wrong?”

      “‘Players’ is the overarching term,” I explained. “Snoops are a subset. The Ferrells worked for the NSA, snooping on people. They usually aren’t trained in interrogation, either side of the table. Asking or being asked. In fact, they’re the type of people who don’t like to deal with people face to face. Goes with the job requirements. They prefer the electronic world between them and any human communication.”

      Rose nodded. “Dottie definitely isn’t a people person. Lionel isn’t either, really, unless he’s trying to get laid, and then it’s just kind of sad. You think it’s good that they’re snoops?”

      “Yeah. They’ll have tells, emotions they weren’t trained to suppress when questioned.”

      Rose stopped again and looked at me. “You were trained to suppress your emotions?”

      “If I’m being interrogated,” I said. “Or tortured.”

      “Suddenly, everything becomes clear,” she said and walked on.

      Rocky Start has two post offices, directly across from each other on State Street. Why? Because there is an official Rocky Start, North Carolina, and an official Rocky Start, Tennessee. Because the United States Postal Service is a branch of the United States government, which also has an army and a marine corps; and a navy and a coast guard. Get my drift?

      According to Rose, every morning the Ferrells flipped a coin and the loser had to deliver the mail on both their routes while the winner manned the office in their respective state. Of course, that was when they were cohabitating. Again, according to Rose, Dottie had kicked Lionel out of their apartment when she found out about Louise, and he was sleeping in the back room of his post office. And now there were days where nothing got delivered. Not that anyone was going to complain to either of them.

      The North Carolina branch was Dottie’s domain. I paused outside the door and looked to Rose. “Cover me. I’m going in.”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said, but I noticed she went in behind me. Human shield, that’s me.

      Dottie glared at us as we entered her post office. She was perched on a high swivel seat, just this little lady in a postal uniform until you looked at her eyes and the set of her jaw and realized her cap of dark hair did not move. Dottie didn’t move much either; she was pretty much angry tension personified. She’d been watching us through the window, and now she had a great field of fire, although I didn’t spot any obvious weapons. Pike had mentioned her specialty was blades, so I planned on keeping my distance, although knives can be thrown.

      “I’ve got no boots for you, Reddy,” she said.

      She was still ticked her husband had crossed the street two weeks ago and picked up the boots Herc had shipped from Amazon to this town. Talk about holding a grudge. I could just imagine what she was putting Lionel through.

      Rose came around me to engage with the enemy in her own way, giving her a Cheery Boost smile.

      It was wasted on Dottie, who scowled back.

      “Cheery Boost not working today?” I said, low and close to her ear.

      Rose ignored me and tried again. Big smile. “How ya doin’, Dottie?”

      “What do you want?” Dottie said, still unBoosted.

      I stepped forward. “Have you picked up anything that might give me a lead on Merriweather’s killer?”

      “Lionel told you,” she snarled. “CCTV has nothing.”

      “What about phone calls? Emails? Smoke signals?”

      Rose made a small noise of distress, but if her Cheery Boost didn’t work, there was no point in being nice about things.

      “Get lost,” Dottie snapped.

      “How long have you been copying Herc on all your intel?”

      Dottie wasn’t able to control the look that crossed her face, a mixture of surprise and anger. Told you: a snoop.

      “Why would I do that?”

      A question in response to a question is almost always a sign of evading the answer the person doesn’t want to give. An innocent person would immediately deny. She wasn’t anywhere near as good as Rowan Masters at keeping secrets.

      “It’s either you or Lionel,” I said, “and I don’t see Herc having the patience to deal with Lionel.”

      “What Max is trying to say,” Rose said, as she stepped in front of me, “is that Herc only works with the most competent people.” She smiled at Dottie. “Which, of course, is you.”

      “I don’t report to him,” Dottie said, which was another evasion.

      I said, “But you copy him on⁠—”

      She cut me off. “He can dip into our feeds whenever he wants. It’s part of the reciprocal deal that gives us access to the NSA database.” She pointed across the street to Lionel’s office. “You don’t think Herc gave us the SCIF with no strings attached, do you? Those things are expensive.”

      Which meant whatever Dottie or Lionel saw or heard, Herc saw and heard.

      “So he knew about Ozzie dying when it happened,” I said. He’d pretended he didn’t when I’d called him two weeks ago. Why? That was a question for another day. But it also explained why Ozzie had limited the scope of the Ferrells’ surveillance. He hadn’t wanted Herc to have too much access to Rocky Start. It was a bargain with the devil, the devil being Herc.

      “If he was paying attention.” Dottie shrugged. “Herc is a busy man.”

      “He lied,” I said.

      “He’s Herc,” Dottie said, which pretty much covered the lying and a lot of other nefarious activities for which Herc was known. She looked at Rose. “How’s your search going?”

      Rose blinked at her. “What search?”

      “The money?” Dottie said. “The gold?”

      I frowned at her, not happy that gold had cropped up again. “What gold?”

      Dottie shrugged. “The old rumor that Pike and Oz took some treasure from the Russians in Afghanistan.”

      “I was not aware of that rumor,” Rose said, brightly. “You really do know everything, Dottie.”

      “Where’d you hear that?” I demanded.

      Dottie tried to look innocent. “I don’t remember. Around.”

      “Bullshit.” It would be easy to assume that this gold talk was referring to the cash that Oz and Pike had appropriated from the failed Stinger buy-back mission with the story morphing into more of a legend over the years and people making it more dramatic. But now two people had specifically mentioned gold. That wasn’t good.

      Dottie shrugged. “You’re right. Probably nothing to the rumor.” I wondered if my tells were as bad as hers when I lied.

      I decided to go on the offensive. “You were working with Serena.”

      I felt Rose stiffen beside me, but Dottie just frowned. “What?”

      “Someone tipped Serena off about the thermal imaging drone we were using,” I said. “I don’t see why she would just randomly put a sniper on the roof of Oddities covered by a thermal blanket. You tipped her off.”

      “Bullshit, yourself,” Dottie said, sounding a little nervous now. “Get out of here.”

      Rose took a step forward, all the Cheery gone. “Serena almost killed Poppy,” she said, her voice as sharp as ice. She could have cut somebody with the edge there. “Is that what you wanted?”

      “No,” Dottie said, clearly appalled.

      “Do you want Max and Luke to catch whoever killed Melissa? Who will probably kill again? Are you on our side, Dottie?”

      “Yes,” Dottie said, almost scrambling to get away from Rose. “I would never have put Poppy in danger, Rose, you know that.”

      “But you did,” Rose said, cold as winter. “You helped Serena, who cut Poppy until she bled onto our floor, you helped⁠—”

      “I didn’t know.” Dottie’s face twisted, not aloof anymore. “I didn’t help Serena. I didn’t even know who she was. I would never have done that to Poppy.”

      “I believe you,” Rose said softly. “I know you wouldn’t do that.”

      I was surprised at how quickly Rose was able to change emotional gears. She’d make a good interrogator.

      Dottie sat down, relieved but still shaken.

      “But we need to know everything to stop this killer,” Rose said, still soft. “And the only person who knows everything in this town is you.”

      Dottie’s lips twitched, and I think she almost smiled.

      “So please tell Max whatever he needs to know. I don’t want anybody else here in Rocky Start to suffer the way Poppy did. Please, Dottie.”

      Dottie nodded. “I didn’t know about Serena,” she told Rose. “I swear to God I would never have put those kids in danger.” Then she looked at me and said, “What do you want?”

      “You were working for Serena. Are you working for Herc?”

      “I told you. No. And no, I was not working for Serena, either.”

      “You’re a liar, Dottie.”

      Dottie’s face twisted and her hand shot under her blue postal shirt and pulled out a throwing knife.

      I had my pistol out before she could draw her arm back to throw.

      Rose stepped between us. “What the hell? Stop that right now, both of you. Idiots.” When neither of us moved, she said, “Are you both insane?” She looked at Dottie. “Drop that knife.” Then she looked at me. “Point that damn gun somewhere else.”

      Dottie lowered her knife arm and I pointed my gun at the floor. Stalemate.

      Rose looked at Dottie. “What did you do? Because I’m starting to think⁠—”

      “I didn’t help Serena,” Dottie said, really nervous now. “It was Norman.”

      “You betrayed us to Norman?” Rose was stunned.

      “I didn’t know they were going to take Poppy,” Dottie said. “I swear, I swear on my life, I would never have helped them do that. Norman told me he just wanted to break into Oddities while everyone was at Ozzie’s funeral. To look for something that Ozzie owed him. It was Norman.” She said the name with loathing. “He couldn’t see his nose.”

      I disagreed. “He saw well enough to kill a Russian who’d broken into Oddities.”

      Dottie blinked at me, surprised. “I didn’t know about that. Norman was pissed over Oz leaving him nothing in the will. I figured he just wanted to grab something to make himself feel better.  And he paid me. Divorce isn’t cheap and . . . . I would never have put Poppy in danger, Rose. I swear.”

      Rose wasn’t done. “What else, Dottie? We’ve had a murder and there’s a new guy in town, and that’s two more mysteries than we need. If you know anything that’ll help Max on this, tell him. I don’t want anything else happening to Poppy, and I want to believe that you don’t, either.”

      Dottie nodded. “I looked hard at the footage from the night Melissa was killed. Double-checked because Lionel is an idiot. There were people on the street, but they weren’t doing anything suspicious. Harvey Ware and Bea Handler had a big fight in front of the Wok Inn, but that’s average for them. Geoffrey Nice left but he headed toward Bearton and was back before midnight. Coral Schmidt and Pike went for a walk down by the river. Sid Quill was drunk when he left the Wok, but that’s nothing new, either. It was all the usual stuff. Nobody went into Melissa’s through the front. They must have used the back door.”

      “How drunk was Sid?” I asked.

      Dottie shrugged. “I don’t know. Not blind drunk. Why? He a suspect?”

      “Everyone’s a suspect,” I said, which sounded lame even to me. But yeah, Sid was a suspect. In fact, I was starting to think Sid was our prime suspect. That autopsy had been too damn sloppy to be serious.

      Rose let her breath out. “If Max needs to, can he please look at the footage again?”

      Dottie looked at me, sullen again. “Knock yourself out.”

      “Work me up a dossier on this Rowan Masters,” I ordered her.

      “The guy in the fancy truck?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Find out why he’s here.”

      Dottie nodded, happy to be off the hook. “Yeah, sure.”

      I was about to issue Dottie a dire warning when the door opened behind us.

      “Well, hello,” Dottie said to Rowan as he walked in, looking magazine-like. She asked Rose. “This the new guy with the truck?”

      “Yes,” Rose said. “He’s a journalist. Dottie, this is Rowan Masters. Rowan, this is Dottie Ferrell.”

      Rowan smiled at her, the whole shiny teeth and pretty face bit, and Dottie perked up. But his eyes did a quick dance to the side as he noted me holstering my gun.

      “I hear you’re the person to talk to if I want the story on the town,” Rowan said to Dottie.

      Dottie perked down. “Can’t think why,” she said flatly.

      Confident I was leaving Rowan in dangerous hands, I jerked my head toward the door. “We’re done here, Rose.”

      “Don’t leave on my account,” Rowan said to Rose.

      “We’re leaving on mine,” I said, but he ignored me to move closer to Rose, and I began to hope there was a serial killer in town after all.

      “I’ll be at the Wok Inn tonight. I do hope I’ll see you there.” He smiled one of those come-and-get-it smiles smooth guys use to get women.

      “I’m standing right here,” I said.

      “Yes, you are,” Rowan said. “And you have a gun.”

      “And now we’re leaving,” I said, crowding Rose toward the door. I gestured to Dottie. “Just so you know, she can cut you.”

      The last thing I heard as I shut the door behind us was the cackle of Dottie’s laughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRIDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Second Week of November

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The next couple of days were not full of sound and fury, but they still signified nothing. Luke and I kept looking into Melissa’s murder, but without much vim or vigor. Luke was convinced it was a one-off and the killer long gone, but I still had my suspicions of Sid, although that could have been wishful thinking. Rose and Poppy kept working on the shop, Poppy blowing up every now and then but generally keeping it together; Rose’s suitors kept showing up with gifts and offering to help her look for the money or, if it was Harvey, gold; and Rowan Masters kept wandering around town asking questions and getting few answers and flirting with Rose when I wasn’t there. His weird car was becoming omnipresent, driving in and out of town.

      The good news was Rose had blown off Rowan’s invite to the Wok Inn. Along with almost every other male who crossed her path.

      And Rose and I had a come-to-Jesus talk.

      “You got a lot more out of Dottie because I was there,” she had said when we got back to Oddities.

      “Yes,” I said. “I just don’t know why.”

      “Because you think banging on something and waving your gun around is the way to go. And sometimes it is. But not in most normal human interactions.”

      “Well, I haven’t had a lot of those, Rose.”

      “Which is why you need me.”

      I’d looked at her then, annoyed because she was right. “Okay, so what were you doing in there that was so different?”

      She shook her head. “You couldn’t tell?”

      “I knew you were doing something, but I couldn’t figure out what.”

      She sat down at the kitchen table then, and I sat down across from her and realized that this was something we did, the kitchen table talk. I wondered if she did it with Poppy, too.

      I wondered how I’d been here long enough to have habits with Rose.

      I wondered why I liked it.

      “Listen to me,” she said. “If you want to convince people to give you something—money, information, whatever—you have to establish a reason for them to do that. And the best way to do that, your gun notwithstanding, is to get them on your side, so that giving you that thing is part of the relationship you establish.”

      “Is this psy-ops?” I said. “Because⁠—”

      “It’s the basis for the con,” Rose said. “You make the mark like you, you make the mark feel she’s smarter, better than you, you give them something so they’ll understand that it’s a giving relationship, and then you ask for what you want in a way that’s good for the mark, too. So I told her I believed her that she wasn’t helping with the kidnapping, I told her that she was too smart for that, and then I asked for what she knew because she knew more than anybody else in town. And she wanted to tell me, to prove that what I said was true.”

      “That sounds complicated.”

      “It’s a lot more complicated when the dumbass you’re with pulls out a gun,” Rose said. “Stop doing that. It gets in my way.”

      She was probably right, but I was too damn tired and too damn sick to think about it then.

      I slept a lot during the next few days, trying to get rid of the cold I’d gotten in the river, and when awake kept my eye on everybody, grateful that the killer had not kept on killing. Although I was thinking we could spare Rowan. Maybe a few others like Sid and Harvey and Lionel and Geoffrey who also were after Rose every chance they got.

      Rose didn’t get any more weird texts, so that was a plus.

      After those three days, my chest was better, but I still had that cold and my head was stuffed up. Rose kept pushing hot tea and chicken soup on me as if that were the cure, and it did warm me up. As did she. Whatever trouble my detour into Rocky Start had given me, it had also given me Rose, and Rose was worth everything.

      And now it was Friday. The plan had been for me to already be on the Appalachian Trail by now, tromping through the early morning frost. Instead, here I was, lying naked in bed with a naked Rose sleeping soft against me under a very thick, warm comforter. I can’t say I was feeling too bad about that. I was mostly recovered from my trip down the river but not completely, so the smart move would be to stay in bed with Rose and rest. Or wake Rose up and not rest. Or go for my morning hike with Maggs, avoiding rope bridges that could be sabotaged.

      I opted to remain in bed and rest and wait for Rose to wake from slumber, so the entity that oversaw my life saw fit at that moment to buzz my cellphone, indicating a text message. Maybe Rose’s creepy stalker had hit the wrong number? Because I used burners and the only people who had my number were those I had contacted. Which was a very, very short list, so I pretty much knew who it was.

      I fumbled for it on the nightstand and peered at the screen in the dark.

      
        
        MARSHAL

        COME QUICK

        MY FIELDS

      

      

      Pike hadn’t signed it “Festus,” which meant he wasn’t in a playful mood, but on reflection, he was never in a playful mood. Which meant that there was an emergency in Pike’s marijuana fields, so I kissed Rose’s naked shoulder, considered continuing on to her other naked parts, and then sighed and slid out of bed. Duty called.

      I pulled on my clothes, which were conveniently located on the floor. Maggs was lying at the foot of the bed and briefly looked up at me as I tiptoed past her, then lazily stood up. I waited by the door for her to join me, but instead she did her long stretch and then hopped up and took my spot, which was still warm, even resting her head on my pillow.

      I didn’t even bother to shake my head. It would be a wasted gesture. Plus, I would have left her there anyway. I didn’t want Rose to be alone, what with killers and creepy texting guys lurking.

      I went downstairs, careful in my socks on the wooden stairs. My boots were on top of the dryer where the secondary warmth had kept them dry. I pulled them on and then made some instant coffee to go. It was just before dawn and not a creature was stirring. Except me.

      I checked my pistol, made sure there was a round in the chamber and it was on safe, and tucked it into my waist holster under my jacket. I grabbed the keys from the hook by the door for the Pathfinder parked out back and set out to find out how my day was going to go.

      I was not optimistic.
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      I drove across the bridge over the Little Melvin River, past Betty Baumgarten’s cottage and its garden and her support llama, Fernanda, who stared at me balefully as I went by, then over the single-lane bridge that was in the National Forest. The one where Norman had ambushed Poppy and Darius, which had led to his demise at my hands. I was accumulating memories in Rocky Start, some of them not bright and cheerful.

      Then I took a right at the split in the road.

      Pike owned several acres outside of Rocky Start where he cultivated cannabis. He’d cleared out the last crop and blown out the irrigation system last week. He was waiting next to his old pickup truck off a narrow dirt road in the forest. I pulled in behind him.

      When I reached his side, he simply pointed.

      Thirty feet away, seated in the middle of the field, was Sid Quill, looking passed out with his head lolled to the side and his back against one of the trees that dotted the area to provide concealment for the pot crop from overhead discovery. He was dressed in his usual shop attire without the addition of the nasty lab coat. His glasses were perched on his nose. In his lap was an open bag of Cheetos, his lips were stained orange, and there was the cold remnant of a joint dangling from the left side of his mouth. There was white powder smeared underneath his nose and on his face.

      There was also a piece of cardboard on his chest that read: “Closed—Owner Dead,” exactly like the one on Melissa’s door, probably the same one that Sid had put there.

      Except the joke was over: Sid really was dead.

      So much for my prime suspect.
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      I couldn’t sleep, so I got up really early and started sorting the books downstairs again, trying to forget about all the texts I’d deleted from Darius from the past three days. They were all “Can we talk?” but I knew where that was going. I wanted an “I’m ready to listen” text, but I wasn’t going to get one.

      So I was putting the best of the books back on the lower shelves and thinking depressing thoughts when I heard the shop door open. “Back here,” I called, expecting Mom or Max, but when I turned around it was Darius.

      “Oh,” I said.

      “I hope this is okay,” he said, hands in his pockets, looking miserable. “I’ll leave if you want. But I thought maybe I could drive you to school⁠—”

      “No.” I wanted to cry but I’d been doing that too much lately, so no. “I’m just working here, and then I’ll drive myself in.” I gestured to the books.

      He rolled his eyes.

      That just made me mad. “Yeah, I know. You think what I want is dumb. You’ve made that clear.”

      He closed his eyes for a minute, and then he said, “I’m sorry. I’m trying to understand, but I just don’t get it. I just know I love you.”

      I went to him then, I couldn’t help it, and wrapped my arms around him, holding him tight while I blinked into his shirt. “I love you, too. So much.”

      “Marley told me what you said,” he said into my hair, his arms around me. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” I told him, “I hate fighting with you.” I pulled back to look him in the eye. “But we have a big problem.”

      He took a deep breath. “Yeah.”

      “I don’t think I’m ever going to college, Darius. Not unless I find something I want to do that I can only do with a college degree. So . . .” I took a deep breath. “I don’t think we have a future.”

      “You could try college,” he began, and I turned and walked away from him. “Poppy?”

      “That was the wrong answer,” I told him.

      “Okay,” he said. “What was the right answer?”

      I sat down on the edge of one of the display tables so I wouldn’t drift back toward him. “You’re still trying to make me be what you want me to be. You’re not listening to what I want to be.”

      He sat down on the edge of the table across from mine. “Well, so far, you haven’t told me what you want to be. Which is why college would be good for you. You could figure it out there. Lots of different⁠—”

      That was it. That was the last straw. I took a deep breath. “I’m breaking up with you.”

      He stopped. “You’re not even going to let me talk?”

      “You don’t listen to me when I talk. The only answer you’ll ever let yourself hear is that I’ve changed my mind and I’m going to college next fall. And I will never say that because it’s wrong for me.”

      “But—”

      “So I’m just shouting down a well when I tell you I want to stay here, I want to work on the shop, I want to try new things here. And you don’t. You want to try new things at Harvard because that will keep you moving away from here. I get that, Darius, I support you absolutely, but you have to see that moving away from here is moving away from me.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” he said, and I hated how upset he was. He doesn’t get upset. But he wouldn’t listen, so . . .

      “No,” I said. “It doesn’t have to be. You could stay here with me.”

      He looked so horrified that I nodded. “Yeah, that’s how I feel about going to college for a degree I don’t want and ending up a Harvard lawyer’s wife going to parties to further your career. Nightmare life.”

      I waited for him to say “You could try,” but then I realized from the look on his face that he’d finally heard me.

      “I love you, Darius. I will always love you. You’ve been a huge, huge, huge part of my life, but my life changed two weeks ago. And yours is going to when you leave in August, and we won’t fit together anymore. I think we were always heading this way, but if it hadn’t been for the kidnapping stuff, I might have made it to August, just because I truly do love you. But I’m different now.” I hesitated and then told him the truth. “I love me more than I love you. So, I’m not sacrificing me for you.” I didn’t add “anymore,” but it was there.

      He was silent for a while, and then he said, “So I guess this means that prom’s off, huh?”

      That hurt. “Every girl in that school would kill for a date to prom with you,” I told him, faking cheerful, just like my mom. “Don’t pretend it’ll be a tragedy for you to trade up to some college-bound girl.”

      “There is no trading up from you,” he said very quietly. “You’re the top.”

      Then I did go to him and we just stood there for a minute, arms around each other, knowing it was the end.

      Finally, I pulled back. “You are going to be an amazing lawyer. If I get in trouble, I can call you, right?”

      “If you get in trouble?” He tried a laugh. “I’ll have a hotline just for you, Pops.”

      I nodded, really trying not to cry, and then he kissed me on the cheek and left fast, and as soon as I heard the door slam, I came apart.

      My heart was not broken, but it was cracked a little.

      Okay, a lot.

      But at least I wouldn’t have to hear any more crap about college.

      So I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and turned around and looked at the books.

      What could I do with all those books?

      Maybe I needed a plan.

      And after I figured out a plan for the books, I could figure out one for my life.

      Which now did not have Darius in it.

      Then I sat down and cried again.
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      Max had left a note on the kitchen counter: Pike Texted Back Later.

      Why do guys leave notes like that? Of course he’d be back later, I had his ruck and his dog. He might as well have written “I’m not here.”

      Poppy walked in as I crumpled the note and tossed it in the trash.

      “School today,” I said, trying to be stern. She’d stayed home the last three days, but enough was enough.

      Then I saw she’d been crying. For a kid who never cried, she’d been doing that a lot lately. PTSD. I had to get her some help.

      Poppy nodded. “Can I take the Pathfinder to school?”

      That stopped me. “Darius isn’t picking you up?”

      “We broke up.” She met my eyes and then looked away.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      I wanted to know everything, but Poppy wasn’t volunteering, so I said, “Max took the Pathfinder. Pike texted him.”

      “What about?” Poppy asked.

      See? “No clue.”

      Poppy nodded, took out her phone, and texted somebody. She waited a minute and then put the phone away. “Mei says I can go with her.”

      “That’s good.” Maybe she could tell Mei what she couldn’t tell me. “Overnight oats for breakfast?”

      She nodded again and went to the refrigerator, and I really wanted to ask her what was going on with the gap year thing and Darius. And I really wanted to know why Max was out at Pike’s since Pike wouldn’t have asked him out there to chat; they could do that at Coral’s. And I really wanted to know if somebody I knew had poisoned Melissa.

      Nobody tells me nothin’.

      Poppy polished off her oats and made William come down off the shelf so she could cuddle him, and then she patted Maggs and went out through the shop to go down the street to meet Mei at Lian’s office, and I took my cup of tea to the table and looked at Maggs, who was stretched out in a patch of sun coming in through the bay window. “What now?”

      Maggs yawned.

      “You’re keeping secrets from me, too, aren’t you?” I said, and then someone rapped on the back door, and when I looked up to see who was there, bracing myself for somebody bearing cheap flowers or possibly a hand grenade, it was Dottie.

      So, a knife.

      She was dressed in USPS blue with her pith hat with the daisy. Everything about her was cheery and official except for her face, which was grim and nervous. Lip-biting nervous. She kept looking from side to side, like a bird.

      I opened the door. “Dottie?”

      She looked uneasy. “Rose. Is, uh, Reddy here?”

      I shook my head. “He’s out. Anything I can help you with?”

      Dottie shifted nervously and darted a glance to the side again.

      I stepped back. “Would you like to come in?”

      She shook her head. “I did what Reddy asked. Rowan Masters. I turned the Eye on him.”

      “Right,” I said, having no idea what “turning the Eye” meant, although the way she said it, it was probably capitalized. “You didn’t hurt Rowan, did you?”

      She shook her head, the daisy waving back and forth. “Nothing like that. Just something Lion and I used to do together”—her lip quivered—“so we . . . called it the Eye. As a joke. You know. The Eye on top of the tower?”

      I thought she was maybe talking about the Eye of Sauron, probably not connecting it with being the essence of evil. She looked woebegone, so I tried to look sympathetic, although I’d think it would be a relief getting rid of Lionel.

      She swallowed and went on. “When we focus on a subject, we turn the Eye on them. Look at everything we can find. And we can find out a lot.”

      I thought about those texts. That sounded like somebody was turning an Eye on me, and Lionel evidently had the skill and equipment to do that.

      Dottie had stopped, uneasy now. “But not everything. Listen, I’m sorry about what happened to Poppy. I never would have said anything to Norman if I’d known he was working with Serena or what they would do.”

      “I know. It’s okay, Dottie.” I really did believe her. She was short-tempered, not evil—the Eye notwithstanding. “What about Rowan?”

      “Best I can tell,” Dottie said, “is that he’s really researching a book. But there’s no indication what it’s about. He’s a damn boy scout. The FBI vetted him several times because his work overlapped with their Behavioral Science Unit. He pissed a couple of the Feebs off with his serial killer book, but they couldn’t get any traction on him. They pushed him to get some of his sources, but he didn’t reveal anything.”

      Yeah, he hadn’t revealed anything to me, either. Which meant he probably had something to reveal. “Why is he here in Rocky Start?”

      Dottie shrugged. “Outside of the obvious, he’s dark. Not pitch black but clocking in at around 90%.”

      I waited, and she went on.

      “When we turn the Eye on a suspect, we rate how transparent their personal lives are to an electronic survey. Rowan Masters is dark. Not 100%. That’s pretty much impossible these days. Someone like Max, a pro, is close to 100%. Most people have all their stuff out there in the ether. More than they can imagine.” Dottie got cheerier as she warmed to her subject. “We know them better than their shrinks. Better than their spouses. We know everyone they communicate with. Their financial records. Where they like to eat out. What they buy at the grocery. How much alcohol they consume. What medications they’re on. Their porn preferences. Hell, what kind of coffee they like.”

      This was the happiest I’d ever seen Dottie, which was good news since it was a way in to get her to tell me things. She was gloating, tilting her head like a happy bird now, her little dark eyes bright and avid. It was kind of scary. I imagined a dark room full of Dottie birds lit only by the glow of their computer screens, heads tilting, bright-eyed voyeurs twittering as they peered into the lives of complete strangers, and it chilled me.

      “But Masters has always been cautious,” she went on. “And now, it’s like, he’s almost dark. He’s staying in Bearton but paying in cash. I tracked him here from Washington, D.C., not by gas receipts but by where he charged the Cybertruck. He’s a man who knows people are watching him, and he doesn’t want people to know what he’s doing.”

      This was why Ozzie had gotten so upset when Poppy wanted to put the store online.

      “I mean,” Dottie added, “there’s tons of stuff about Rowan Masters on the internet. He’s a public figure. But nothing solid about him as a person. I did find out he’s single.” She smiled, looking happy about that.

      So Rowan had made an impression on Dottie, too. I couldn’t wait to see what happened when he met our local sexpot, Louise. They’d probably spontaneously combust.

      Then her smile faded and she went on, as if anxious to say what she needed to and get out. “The one thing Masters hasn’t done, though, is take his Cybertruck offline. I can track that. If he took it offline, a lot of the features in it wouldn’t work, especially the self-driving and adaptive cruise control. That’s how I know he’s been spending his nights in Bearton. And he’s driven all around here, including the forest roads in the mountains.”

      “What’s he looking for?”

      Dottie shrugged. “I can’t extrapolate without data.” She sounded a little like a machine when she said that. She took a step back from the kitchen door, as if realizing she’d been talking for too long. “You’ll pass it on to Reddy?”

      I did notice she was looking around, trying to peer down the hall to the front of the store, her head tilted in that bird look again.

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      But she’d made me think. Evidently, people’s secrets weren’t as nailed down as they thought if Dottie and Lionel were watching everybody. I wondered how much they were watching, if they dipped into computer feeds and looked at search histories, if they could get into cellphones and listen to messages, just what their limitations were.

      And I wondered if Lionel had a burner phone.
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        * * *

      

      Alone at last, I cleaned up the dishes in the sink and then went out front and sorted all the papers and ledgers Ozzie had crammed into the drawers under the front counter. They were mostly invoices, bills marked “Paid,” packing slips. It looked like any time Ozzie got a piece of paper, he threw it into one of the drawers. Once I had the receipts sorted, I put them into labeled envelopes, not sure I’d ever need them but figuring proof of paid bills was always a good thing to have. Plus, there was a chance there might be info I needed to get the shop moving again, so I put the envelopes back into the counter drawers and turned to the ledgers. Those, I figured, would really tell me about the shop, about the way Ozzie ran it, give me an idea of the chances of making it profitable.

      They were four old, beat-up green books, their covers threadbare, so they evidently hadn’t been used in recent years. Still, information. I picked up the first one, surprised to find it heavier than I expected, and opened it.

      It was full of plastic sheet protectors, those plastic envelope things you buy to put papers in. Except instead of paper, the ledger was full of green. One-hundred-dollar bills.

      I took a deep breath and began to count. By the time I finished the last ledger, I had another fifty thousand dollars in my hands.

      I was starting to think the rumor of millions might be right.

      My phone buzzed, and I looked at it.

      
        
        Don’t worry about Dottie

        I’m watching out for you

      

      

      That’s when I lost my breath. Somebody was watching me right now.

      I shoved the ledgers in a drawer and locked the shop door and turned the CLOSED sign out and put my back against it, trying to slow my breathing, be calm, think.

      Somebody definitely had an Eye on me.

      And now I’d bet it was Lionel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m assuming you didn’t kill him,” I said to Pike for lack of anything more intelligent to say. I remembered my introduction to these fields when I’d stumbled into them trying to leave Rocky Start and been shot at by the Weed Brothers, or at least by Reggie. One day they’re pointing a gun at you, the next they’re saving your ass from drowning, and then there’s a dead body in their field of product. “What about the tripwire?”

      “That’s why I came out here.” Pike pointed at a thin green wire set at ankle level that was stretched between two trees. It extended all the way around the fields. “It went off forty-five minutes ago.”

      “Sid’s been out there longer than that,” I said, noting the frost on the body. He’d died hours ago given how cold the body would have to be for that.

      “Yeah,” Pike said. “Someone tripped the alarm deliberately to make sure the body was found. Otherwise, he’d have rotted out here until the spring, or more likely been dragged off by the animals if they could stomach him. We were done with the fields.”

      “So someone is sending another message, and it’s directed at us since they left him here. Somebody wants us to know . . . something.”

      “Yeah,” Pike said. “That sign on his chest? Sid’s the one who put that in the window of Melissa’s place.”

      “Someone didn’t think it was funny,” I said.

      “Nobody thought it was funny. Sticking it on his body was vengeful.”

      We both heard a low hum, like a flying saucer coming in for a landing, but when we turned, it was just Luke in his high-tech, electric 1993 Town and Country minivan. He called the dull tan minivan with wood paneling a “classic.” I’d learned to not speak ill of it. The front end was banged up from when I’d crashed it into the front of Oddities. Another reason for me not to make any snarky comments. Besides the fact that Luke could pound me into the ground like a tent peg if he desired.

      Luke parked next to the Pathfinder and walked over. Pike simply pointed. Luke looked and then shook his head. “Why’d you call me?”

      “I’m too old to be hauling bodies around,” Pike said, and neither of us believed him. He was trying hard to link Luke and me as a team, like he had been teamed with Ozzie. Luke and Max, the Replacements, coming in off the bench.

      “You guys just been staring at it, waiting for me?” Luke asked.

      “I didn’t know Pike had texted you,” I said. “I just got here. Do two deaths make it a serial killer?”

      Pike shrugged.

      “Well, let’s see how Sid was ushered off this mortal coil,” I said, taking a step over the tripwire.

      “Hold on.” Luke was scanning the field.

      “What are you looking for?” Pike asked.

      “Anything,” Luke said. “Footprints. Whatever.”

      “Since when did you become Davy Crockett?” Pike groused.

      “Actually,” I said, “Luke went to Malaysian tracking school once upon a time. It’s run by headhunters.”

      “Former headhunters,” Luke corrected. “As far as we knew. What they did after school hours was their own business.” He frowned. “I did pass on the big feast they had after graduation.”

      Pike looked at me, then Luke, trying to decide if we were trying to pull one over on him. Luke stepped over the wire and moved toward the body, doing side-to-side sweeps.

      Pike started to follow, but I told him, “Wait.”

      Luke got to the body, then began to spiral out from it, checking the ground carefully, once or twice getting on his knees. He finally made it back to us. It took a half hour, by which time Pike and I were almost as cold as Sid.

      “Well?” Pike said.

      “White male,” Luke reported, “between thirty-two and thirty-five, five foot-nine, brown hair, brown eyes, and walks with a limp.”

      Pike blinked.

      Luke added. “Had waffles for breakfast.”

      Pike stared at Luke for a moment, then said, “Fuck you.”

      “All I know is whoever carried the body out there obscured their tracks enough to not give me anything.” Luke pointed. “They parked here, so we wiped out any tire tracks, not that there’s much you can do with those anyway since we don’t have that kind of forensics available to us. Whoever it was carried the body straight to that tree. Set it down. Posed him. That’s all I’ve got.”

      “So much for the headhunters,” Pike muttered. “Let’s go.”

      Pike and Luke were at my side as we went up to the corpse. I knelt on one side while Pike did the other and Luke towered over us.

      “Is that cocaine?” Luke asked about the white powder.

      I know in the movies and cop shows someone wets their finger and takes a dab and tastes it, but that’s a good way to die of poisoning. “Looks like it might be.” I looked at Pike. “Was Sid a dealer?”

      “Just my medicinal marijuana,” Pike said. “Lots of people with PTSD in town.”

      I’d smelled quite a bit of that medicine being smoked during Ozzie’s celebration, but cocaine was on a different level.

      “No obvious knife or bullet wounds,” Luke said, examining the body.

      “Someone’s fucking with us,” Pike said. “And now we have another problem. Sid was our backup coroner.”

      “Does it really matter how he died?” I asked. It wasn’t like we were true detectives. “I don’t think anyone is going to miss him.”

      Luke disagreed. “That little redhead who used to show up every couple of weeks. Pretty sure she spent the night occasionally. She called him Sidsie.” Luke shook his head. “We’re gonna need another coroner.”

      Priorities.

      I looked at Sid, as weird in death as he had been in life, with evidently an even weirder girlfriend. “You think somebody’s taking out coroners? That’s good news, then. We only had two. The killer is done.”

      “I don’t think this person is done,” Pike said.

      “Me neither,” Luke contributed.

      Neither did I, but they could have been more supportive of my hopes and dreams. “So who are our suspects?” I asked.

      “Always depends on the motive,” Luke said. “He was a sleazy drunk, and apparently a drug dealer, but that’s not enough motive.” He looked at me. “He was after Rose pretty hard.”

      “I’m pretty sure Melissa wasn’t after Rose,” I said. “I’ve never seen her in Oddities. Different motive, maybe.”

      “Maybe Geoffrey took Melissa out to cut the competition,” Luke said. “He’s been mooning after Rose for years.”

      We all three thought about Geoffrey and his headphones, marching to the beat of a different drummer, removing Melissa and Sid with prejudice.

      “I thought he wasn’t a player,” I said.

      “He wasn’t,” Pike said. “Doesn’t mean he doesn’t kill.”

      “We can put him on the list,” I said doubtfully. “But this isn’t the work of an amateur.”

      “There’s also Lionel after her,” Pike said. “And Harvey. And Oxley Crothers. And I think Barry’s interested. If it’s to get Rose and her money, the list is pretty long.”

      “Harvey?” Luke asked?

      I looked back over the field at Sid’s body. “I really liked Sid for this.”

      Luke slapped me on the back. “Let it go, Max. Moving on.”

      Pike nodded. “I want him out of my field. Let’s take him to his basement.”

      So for the second time, Luke and I helped Pike move a body.
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      By nine, I had hidden the ledgers and was trying to get some work done when Poppy slammed into the kitchen. “Why won’t people listen?”

      I frowned at her. “Why aren’t you at school?”

      “Because people won’t listen!”

      I glared at her. “Stop yelling. They won’t listen because they have nothing to listen to. People don’t talk.”

      “I said I didn’t want to go to college next year!”

      I stopped, confused. “Okay. I said we didn’t have to make a decision on that now⁠—”

      “Because you think I’ll change my mind!”

      She was breathing heavily now, her eyes wide.

      “Okay, let’s talk.” She started to say something and I raised my hand. “You talk. I’ll listen.”

      She just stood there for a minute, and then she nodded and sat down at the table.

      I sat down across from her.

      “I got to school. I got called into the counselor’s office,” she said. “Not Mrs. Gaffney, Mr. Phelps. Darius had told him I’m not going to college, and I had to listen him to tell me what a huge mistake I’m making.” She was steaming. “So I just called an Uber and left. I can do that. I have money.”

      I blinked. “Not going to college at all?”

      “No,” she said firmly, not yelling this time. “I told you I wanted a gap year. But now I don’t think I ever want to go to college. At all.”

      She waited for me to argue with her, and I wanted to, but I just nodded. I felt like a bobblehead, but I needed her to talk and she needed me to listen, so I nodded.

      “I was thinking,” she said, calmer now. “Marley came by a couple of days ago to talk me into going back to Darius, and it was a good talk and it made me think. About my life. About how I’ve changed.”

      I nodded again. Right there with you, kid.

      “It’s like . . . high school is like a bubble. Not a great bubble, but it’s like a . . . a terrarium. The stuff that works inside the bubble doesn’t work outside.”

      “Yes,” I said. Because I agreed, but mostly because I was tired of nodding.

      “Ozzie built us another bubble,” she said, still speaking slowly, frowning as if thinking it through. “And then he died.” Her voice broke a little on that last word. “And then Serena broke what was left of that bubble. That changed everything, and not just because she . . . threatened me. Even if she hadn’t said those things, done those things, him dying would still have broken the bubble. The world isn’t the same now. My world isn’t the same.”

      I nodded again. This time because I really was right there with her. My world wasn’t the same either and never would be again.

      “But everybody still thinks it is.” Poppy lifted her eyes to meet mine. “They still treat me the same as they always did, but I am different now. Not broken, cracked a little maybe, okay, a lot, but mostly just . . . awake. I’m seeing things in a different way.” I nodded, and she said, “Say something.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to think, trying to follow her, trying not to let my frustration with Max get into this discussion. “I’d say it’s all part of growing up, but you’re going to spend the rest of your life growing up, I’m still growing up, so really, it’s just part of life.”

      Poppy scowled at me. “That’s not a help.”

      “Okay, how about this.” I thought for a minute. “When I was growing up, I lived with your grandmother and your great-grandmother, and they had very clear ideas of what a good woman was that didn’t make sense to me, especially given the way they were living their lives. But I had to live with them, in that little town, so I grew up thinking they were right even though it didn’t make sense.”

      “Because of the bubble,” Poppy said.

      I nodded. “Yes. I think of it as my first act, the first act in the story that’s my life. Then I met your father, and he showed me freedom and a world that didn’t follow any rules, and I left town with him when I was eighteen and started my second act. For twelve years I was a supporting character in his act, and it wasn’t good even though it was better, until I found out I was pregnant and he threw me out and got me arrested. Then I came here and met Ozzie and had you and lived by his rules until he died. That was my third act. And now I’m starting my fourth act. I don’t have any choice; no matter how much I wish I could bring Ozzie back, everything changed, and I was just shoved into my fourth act.”

      “Okay,” Poppy said.

      “But the thing is, I think you’re smarter than I ever was. I gave my second act to your father and my third to Ozzie, and it’s taken me until now to realize that it’s not my story if I give my acts away to somebody else. Even to you. Even to Max. And that’s what you’re saying right now. I think you’re starting your second act, Poppy. You’re just smart enough to demand it on your terms. Even if it means losing Darius, you’re not giving your life to anybody. That’s better than losing who you are for three acts of your life.”

      She nodded, staring at me, as if what I said next mattered more than anything.

      “So I think my not listening to you about the gap year was a leftover from my Ozzie act. Act Three. I think I need to start thinking about Act Four for me, just for me, on my own, and let you decide what your Act Two is going to be, on your own. You’re eighteen, almost nineteen. And if you don’t want to go to college next year, then you’re not going. Your life, your choice.”

      Poppy nodded, not looking as happy about my capitulation on the gap year thing as I thought she would. “So this change stuff is going to keep happening?”

      “Is your life going to keep changing? Yes, it’s going to keep happening. But the thing is, Pops, every one of my acts was better than the one that came before. They weren’t all good, but they got better every time because I learned things from my mistakes. I mean, look at you. You’re not living in the high school bubble anymore. You know more, you’ve got a better idea of what you want; it’s not going to be perfect, you’re still going to make a lot of mistakes because that’s life, but . . . yeah, I get the gap year now. I mean, it’s college. It’s not like you get one shot at it and then you’re out of luck, you can go any time. For right now, college is not part of your Act Two. I get it.”

      She started to cry, and I got up and went to the other side of the table and put my arms around her. “I have your back,” I told her, patting it. “Ozzie has your back, that’s why he gave you a ton of money. If Max was here, he’d have your back. Everybody is behind you⁠—”

      “No!” she said, and I stopped patting. “Darius says it’s stupid to take a gap year. Mei thinks I’m ridiculous. Even Marley tried to talk me out of it.”

      “Well, that was stupid of Darius to say. And everybody else.”

      She sniffed and nodded. “He said I was screwing up our future. So I said we were done.”

      “You’d talked about a future?”

      She nodded again. “Go to college, get degrees, get out of Rocky Start.”

      “Well,” I said carefully because I really wanted to say Yes, do that! “I can see where that would be a good goal for some people.”

      “For him,” she said. “Not me. He wouldn’t even listen.”

      Well, at least he talked, I thought, but I kept that one to myself, too.

      “When we were on the bridge that night,” she said, and I held my breath, “I told him not to stop for Norman, I told him it was too dangerous, and he just ignored me, like I was hysterical or something. And to be fair, when he stopped the car, I got pretty upset so I probably was hysterical, and he basically just ignored me.”

      “Been there,” I said.

      “And then he got out and got tased and I got kidnapped because he wouldn’t listen.”

      “Right. Well, I can see why Darius is history.”

      She tensed up. “I really love him.”

      “I know you do. And he really loves you. He’s a great guy. But you want and need different things. He’s got his own Act Two, Pops.”

      “And I don’t fit.”

      “That’s not the problem. You fit in your life. The problem is that he’s trying to make you fit in his.”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Maybe you can make him listen⁠—”

      “No,” Poppy said. “It wouldn’t matter. He’s going off to be a big Harvard lawyer. I wouldn’t have that life as a gift. I just want to slow down and think about things, try things out. I want to work on the shop, I want to learn business stuff, I don’t want to go to school anymore. I want to think about my life. I want to figure out what I want, try things, not go to college to learn things I don’t want.”

      “Well, life does tend to provide its own education,” I said, looking back at all I’d learned ricocheting off my choices.

      “That’s what I think. I think if I need an education, I have to figure out what it should be.” She took a deep breath. “Darius and I were always going to come to this. It just came earlier than I’d thought. And now I don’t have a date to prom.”

      “Me, neither,” I said.

      Poppy nodded in sympathy. “Max, huh?”

      I nodded.

      Poppy bit her lip. “Are we in danger?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s about us this time. Of course there’s always the possibility of crossfire, but nobody seems to be gunning specifically for us.”

      “Except all those guys who want to marry you.”

      “They’ll give up.”

      “Not once Max leaves.”

      I looked at her, exasperated. “You are not a help.”

      She spread her hands out in a shrug. “Well, convince him to stay.”

      “Sure. And you convince Darius not to go to Harvard.”

      She scowled at me. “Where Darius goes is none of my business.”

      “Exactly. Same for Max.”

      She thought about it. “No. Max belongs here. Darius does not.”

      “Max doesn’t want to stay here, much like Darius.”

      “I think he does,” she began, and then Max opened the back door and walked in.

      “Stopped by to chat, did you?” I said, and Poppy nudged me to cut it out.

      “Sid's dead,” he said.
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      Rose gaped at me, and I thought, Really got to learn to say things better, and shot a quick look at Poppy, but she just sat there, blinking at me.

      “Sid Quill?” Rose said and then shook her head. “Yeah, right, we only know one Sid. What happened?”

      “His body was in Pike’s marijuana field. We just put it in Sid’s basement. I have to go back, but you said you wanted to know things, and since we’re right next door, I’m telling you so you don’t come over to see what’s going on with all the vehicles out back.”

      “Of course,” Rose said. “Uh, thanks?”

      I checked Poppy again. “You okay, kid?”

      “What happens to his store?” Poppy said.

      “No idea,” Max said. “We’ll have to look for a will.”

      “Maybe I could come over and look at it.”

      “The body?” Rose said to her, appalled.

      “No, the store. Like if we wanted to expand.”

      “Expand?” Rose said. “Why would we want . . . never mind. Do we know who killed Sid?”

      “No,” I said. “I have to go. Pike and Luke are over there now.” I stopped, trying to think of what to say that wouldn’t annoy Rose and make Poppy cry. “We okay here?”

      “Pretty much,” Rose said, still looking gobsmacked. “Are you done with the Pathfinder? Poppy needs to go back to school.”

      I looked at Poppy. “You’re cutting class?”

      “I’m kind of done with high school,” she said, still looking like she was thinking about taking over Sid’s shop.

      “Graduate, go to college, then be done,” I said and saw Rose close her eyes and shake her head.

      “No,” Poppy said.

      Great.

      “Right.” I gave Poppy the car keys and retreated to Sid’s basement before I said something else wrong.
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      Luke had Sid’s body in a bag over his shoulder. All three vehicles were parked in the alley behind the stores, one door over from Oddities’ kitchen door. I pulled open the angled double storm doors leading to the basement and went down a set of wide steps into the very cool lab, Luke and Pike following.

      “Oh, crap,” I muttered as I saw what was inside.

      Luke carefully lowered Sid to the floor and joined Pike and me, looking at the table where Melissa’s body had been. Now there was a layer of four-inch-square white packets arranged in the pattern of a body.

      “I don’t think that’s sugar,” Luke said. “And I bet that’s what was all over Sid.”

      “That’s major weight,” I said.

      In my previous life, I’d been involved in the War on Drugs on several ops. It was playing whack-a-mole since someone was always out there willing to make a profit off deadly addictions, but I’d never felt bad whacking down the bad guys on those missions.

      And now somebody had whacked Sid and wanted us to know why.

      “So the poses tell us the killings are connected,” Luke said. “And the amount of coke tells us Sid was dealing.”

      I looked around and noticed that the cart which had had Sid’s dirty tools on it was spotless. In fact, the entire place was clean. Tabletops wiped down, tools hung up on hooks. We had a killer who doubled as an obsessive cleaner. So not all bad.

      “Someone tidied this place.” I checked the small fridge. “Took Melissa’s blood samples, too.”

      “Marie Kondo,” Luke said. “I always thought she was up to something.”

      “Who?” Pike said.

      “Famous cleaning lady,” Luke said. “This has her all over it.”

      I turned to Pike. “Ignore him. I know Sid sold your weed. But where did he get the coke?”

      “No idea,” Pike said. “He wasn’t moving it locally, that’s for sure. I’d have known and shut it down. That a whole ‘nother level and brings nothing but trouble.”

      “That’s way too much for local use even if everyone in town was on it,” Luke said. “And they aren’t.”

      I noticed the gear neatly lined up on the long table on one side of the basement. It was the one that had been covered by the dirty tarp last time I was down here. I went over and checked a couple of empty bins that had traces of something in it. “I’ve seen this setup before. He was stepping on it.”

      “Stepping on it?” Pike asked.

      “Sid was taking what was probably pure cocaine, or close to it, and adding filler from these bins, making it less pure but increasing the quantity. To make more money. He was probably an addict himself. He came off like that, now that I think about it.”

      “Fuck if I know,” Pike said, contributing useful information as always.

      I tried to make sense of what we were looking at. “So, Sid was working as a chemist, stepping on coke. For somebody. And . . .” I trailed off, waiting for either of my esteemed colleagues to chime in.

      Luke tried. “Sid must have been a cutout for moving the coke since I don’t think he was dealing himself.” He was using a term from tradecraft. It meant someone in between two parties who knew both sides but kept them from knowing each other. In this case, one side was selling pure cocaine and the other side was buying stepped-on product from Sid. “Like Pike said, we’d have known if he was dealing in town. Outsiders on both ends.”

      I went over to the anatomy print and shoved it aside. I tried the safe door, and it swung open.

      There were several bundles of cash still inside. Probably thirty or forty thousand.

      Now I was annoyed. “Why kill Sid and leave the money and coke? Hell, the coke alone is worth a lot. Probably close to a million. A lot more if he hadn’t stepped on it yet and it’s pure.”

      “Killing Sid was the goal,” Luke said. “And we don’t know that the killer didn’t take money. We just know that he didn’t take all of it.” He stopped for a minute. “Or she.”

      It was nice to know Luke was equal opportunity when it came to suspects, unless he was still planning on pinning it on Marie Kondo.

      “Melissa was poisoned, right?” he asked me.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      Luke frowned down at Sid’s body. “Looks like Sid was, too.”

      “Or ODed,” I said. “Forcibly.”

      Pike made his contribution. “That’s still being poisoned.”

      “Don’t serial killers use the same MO on their victims?” Luke said.

      “It’s not a serial killer,” Pike said. “Not in the usual sense. This might be a professional, a player or a dog, taking out other players. Nobody just wanders into a town and starts taking out random citizens. Especially in this town.”

      “It might be worse than that,” I said. “What if it’s a professional who is now a serial killer and can’t stop? Gone off the deep end.”

      “Oh, great,” Pike muttered.

      “You know, we have an expert on serial killers in town,” Luke pointed out.

      “Who I think is also a prime suspect,” I said. Now that Sid was gone, Rowan was gonna be my prime suspect.

      “He could be helpful,” Luke countered.

      “He’s also a journalist and the last thing we need is Rocky Start in a headline.”

      “Herc would nuke this place if anything went public,” Pike said, which was realistic but not helpful.

      Even with a serial killer running loose, Herc was a worse threat. “You know Herc has access to the Ferrells’ feeds, right?”

      Pike nodded. “It was a Catch-22. Part of the compromise we made with him for being our guardian at a higher level, keeping the Feds, county, and state away.”

      I had wondered about the bubble Rocky Start existed in and assumed Herc was involved somehow because it took a lot of juice to keep those people away.

      “I know the alley isn’t covered by cameras,” I said. “We could check to see if they have anything from out front. Do you trust the Ferrells?”

      Pike gave a bitter laugh. “Can you ever trust a snoop?” He looked old and worn out. Then he took a deep breath. “Well, I sure am glad you boys are on the job now. Call me if you need help.”

      “Hold on,” I said. “Melissa’s got to have a locker, right? And her place is right across the street. And nobody has eyes on the back. Let’s take Sid’s body over there. Then we can come back and search here.” I looked at the table full of coke and tried to imagine what else there might be. It was Sid, he could have anything stashed in this place, but the coke was the big find.

      I checked and the Pathfinder was gone, so Poppy was on her way to school. We carried Sid’s body back out to the cargo bay of Pike’s old pickup and covered it with the tarp and then took it around to the back of Melissa’s place and into the basement there. We opened the freezer and put Sid in and went out. Pike looked unhappy, but we all were, so.

      He shook his head. “Well. You guys take care of this, okay?” He didn’t wait for an answer, just got in his truck and took off.

      “What the hell?” Luke said.

      “I think his play is that I’m the new Oz and you’re the new him,” I said. “But I’m leaving. So now the town has two of him.”

      “Humor,” Luke said. “Not.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t leave until we catch whoever is doing this.” I shut the door to Melissa’s basement and started the walk back to Sid’s since Pike had driven off and left us.

      “We?” Luke said as he caught up with me as we rounded the building onto the cross street.

      “It’s your town.” I gestured to the bank of stores on our left as we crossed State Street: Ecstasy, Oddities, Quill’s Pharmacy. It felt like years since I’d had to google where Ecstasy was when Pike texted to meet him there, but no, only three weeks. I tried to remember what life was like before I’d gotten off the Trail to get my boots, but that seemed like another lifetime ago.

      Maybe it was.

      “My town?” Luke protested, but it was his home, the place where his kid lived, and I knew he’d protect it. “What makes you think we’re going to be able to find the killer? We’ve got nothing except another body, a lot of coke, and the knowledge we were wrong about Melissa being a one-off. We’re not exactly on a roll here.”

      “Maybe Melissa was in on this drug thing with Sid,” I suggested. “Maybe she was moving the drugs in caskets? Maybe whoever delivered it to Sid—or was going to pick it up from him—got pissed? And something went wrong.”

      Luke just stared at me and my maybes, waiting until I crashed on the harsh rocks of reality.

      “Okay, yeah. Not probable. Either of those ends would not leave the cocaine and the money.”

      “Or pose the bodies,” Luke said. “And I don’t think Melissa would have touched this. She was very smart. Dealing is very dumb, especially in Rocky Start. Practically inviting yourself to get hit.”

      “But the coke still has to be a lead. Somebody might come looking.” Yeah, I was grasping at straws, but when straws are all you’ve got, you grasp. “When they don’t get their cocaine. Or their money for the pure cocaine. Depending on how the deal was structured.”

      Luke shrugged. “Still not the killer. This is about the killings, not money or cocaine. Melissa wasn’t left with cocaine; the killer put her hands around an urn.”

      “An empty urn. Sid was also our backup coroner. Geoffrey Nice is just a mortician, right?”

      “Yeah,” Luke said. “He’s a civilian.”

      “So he’d be no help figuring that out.” I thought about Sid, about who’d want to kill him. Anybody and everyone, probably. “I can’t believe he put that stupid sign in Melissa’s window. Maybe somebody here killed him just because they thought he was an asshole.”

      “He was an asshole,” Luke agreed. “He was also hitting on Rose. Did you kill him?”

      “Humor. Not. Want to walk the Trail with me until Pike gives up on the idea?”

      “And leave Rocky Start and my kid with this mess?” Luke shook his head. “You’re not going anywhere, either, hotshot; you’ve got Rose and Poppy.”

      I started to say “I don’t have Rose and Poppy,” but that would have been futile. “Okay. I’ll check with the Ferrells on surveillance. If they have nothing, what do we do next, Deputy Luke?”

      “I’m not playing cowboys with you, Max. Why’d you ask Pike about trusting the Ferrells?”

      I told him about Dottie’s confession, selling us out to Norman.

      “She could have gotten us killed,” Luke said, with more force than usual. “Darius almost died⁠—”

      “But he didn’t and now we have new problems. The MO for both murders points to a chemist.”

      “Which both Sid and Melissa were,” Luke said.

      “And the only other one in town is Harvey, right?”

      Luke nodded but he didn’t seem enthused. “I don’t know how good he was in his prime, but he’s gone downhill a lot since he came to town. And why would he want to kill Melissa and Sid?” He shrugged, looking tired, which was not usual for him.

      “What else is wrong?” I said, not really wanting to know.

      He hesitated. “Do you know what’s going on with Poppy and Darius?”

      “Uh, no?” I was definitely not having the I-think-your-kid-is-sleeping-with-my-not-daughter conversation.

      “Poppy usually rides to school with Darius, but she’s been blowing him off the past three days. He said she won’t answer his calls or texts or emails. He was going to see her before school this morning, but I don’t know what happened and he’s not answering my texts.”

      “Poppy’s having a hard time,” I told him. “PTSD.”

      Luke nodded. “Darius has his moments, too.”

      So we were just two guys talking about the kids after having just loaded the corpse of a drug-addicted, coke-smuggling pharmacist into the morgue of a murdered funeral home director. Because even though we were both pretty sure we had a serial killer on our hands, we had our priorities straight for once in our messed-up lives. The kids came first.

      I hesitated. “Any suggestions on how to help Poppy? You’ve got this dad thing down.”

      Luke snorted. “No one has the dad thing down, Max. We muddle along and do the best we can. Learn as we go, fuck up a lot, and try not to be the assholes our own parents were.” He paused. “No disrespect meant. Your parents might have been great.”

      “Nope. Assholes. My mother died early and I never knew who my dad was. Lots of foster homes.” It struck me that I had always assumed it was my fault I was passed from home to home, but maybe it hadn’t been? Nevertheless, I knew deep down he was right about not having the parent thing down.

      Luke nodded. “Yeah. I’ve probably cut Darius too much slack because my dad was over me so bad, I ran away when I was fifteen and never went back.”

      “So you’re doing better,” I said.

      “Darius got tased and almost killed,” Luke reminded me.

      And Poppy had been held captive by a homicidal psycho bitch. So much for doing better. In my defense, it wasn’t my fault, same as what had happened to Darius hadn’t been Luke’s fault. I think. Then again, we were in Rocky Start because of who we had been, so yeah, our fault, sort of. Rose had a point, wanting Poppy out of here. But it seemed Poppy felt differently, so that was a danger zone.

      “So, what do we do?” I asked, circling back to our priority. “About the kids, I mean.”

      Luke shrugged, helpful as always. “We muddle along. Right now, we leave them be while letting them know we support them no matter what. Plus, you’re lucky. Rose takes good care of Poppy. So, the best thing right now is you take good care of Rose. Half of being a good parent is having a good partner.”

      Guilt trip much, I thought but did not say. “How come you never got married?”

      “You mean again? I made a promise to Octavia. Dying promise.” He gave a sad smile. “She was pissed at me for not being there for Darius’ first ten years. And she was so mad those last months. Mad at the cancer, mad at me, mad at God, mad at the world. It was all so fucking unfair and she was right about that. She was a better person than I’ll ever be and I’d escaped death so many times. But she couldn’t escape what was coming and she was scared for Darius.”

      We were round the back of the storefronts now and back at Sid’s basement door, and Luke paused and looked away and then went on, just standing there, so I just stood there, too.

      “She said I hadn’t been the man she’d thought I was when we first got married. And she was right. So, she made me promise I wouldn’t get married or have any relationships with a woman until Darius left for college. That I owed Darius everything and that he had to be my sole focus. I wanted to be that man she’d thought I was. Plus, she made me promise to get my act together.”

      “What?” I asked, even though I had a good idea what he meant.

      “You know anyone in our line of work who has their life together, Max? The booze? The uppers to keep you going on ops and the downers to wind you down after? The meds in big bottles Herc’s doctors dished out like candy for all the wounds and broken bones and strains and pains? So you could sleep off-mission?” Once more, he didn’t wait for an answer. “No more drinking or drugs for me. I’ve got nine years sober and I’m not planning on changing that after Darius goes to college.”

      He didn’t ask me the obvious question, but I owed him the answer.

      “I’ve been sober since just before I got on the Trail.” I shifted nervously. “One reason I want to get back on it, to be honest. Not hard to stay sober on the Trail.”

      Luke snorted. “Going to have to stop walking sooner or later, Max. For people like us, it’s the staying still that’s the problem. That’s when our bodies and our brains start vibrating. I had a very hard time my first year here. But focusing on Darius kept me straight. No way was I letting him or the memory of Octavia down. I keep my promises.”

      “Yeah,” I said, knowing that was absolutely true.

      Luke went on. “What happens when you get to the end and stop moving? Gonna do a Forrest Gump and head back north?”

      “I don’t know.” Time for a subject change. “Okay, we need to clear this lab out,” I said, starting down the steps into Sid’s basement. “You have a place you can secure the coke and cash?”

      “Yep. Big gun safe.”

      We went inside, and Luke started gathering up the packets, stuffing them in a bag which was lying on top of the trash bin—probably what they’d been in to start with, and I added the cash.

      Then we left, him with a bag full of coke and cash, and me to tell Rose all about our new murder, since she was conveniently right next door.
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      I stalled for as long as I could, but Mom made me go back to school for lunch. Darius was sitting with three AP girls when I got to the cafeteria, and I was not going to sit there while everybody looked at them and then back at me and then back at them. So, I turned around and went to the guidance office and asked to see Mrs. Gaffney this time because I was never going to talk to Mr. Phelps again. Mrs. G was polishing off a salad in a plastic container when I went in.

      “Poppy!” she said, practically choking on her lettuce.

      “Don’t stop, I just have a yes-or-no question,” I said. “I have enough credits to graduate, right?”

      She nodded, trying to swallow lettuce.

      I knew I did, I’d been following Darius on his insane I-want-to-be-valedictorian quest, so we’d taken a ton of advanced classes and I had more than enough credits.

      “Well, here’s the thing,” I told Mrs. Gaffney while she wiped her mouth. “I think I’m done with school. I don’t want to come back.”

      “I heard about this from Mr. Phelps,” she said, shoving her salad away. “You need to finish this semester. You can’t just drop out.”

      “Okay, Thanksgiving is coming up next week, right? And nothing happens between then and Christmas. So, if I go see my teachers and ask to take my tests early⁠—”

      “What’s this about, Poppy?”

      The thing about Mrs. Gaffney is that she’s nobody’s fool.

      “I was in an accident a week ago,” I told her, and her eyes got huge. “I’m okay, but it was bad.” I pulled up my sleeve and showed her where some of the cuts were still healing, the bad ones. “And it kind of makes high school feel pointless now. But I’m working in my mom’s shop, and I have a lot of ideas for it, and I don’t want to sit in classes and think about stuff, I just want to go home and work.”

      She stared at me for a minute, and I waited because that’s what she looks like when she’s thinking. Then she picked up the phone and dialed. I was afraid she was calling my mom, but she waited until somebody answered, and then she said, “Betty, Gaff here. Got a question for you.”

      She listened for a second and then said, “I’ve got Poppy Malone in my office and she said she was in an accident last week. Is it anything I should be concerned about?”

      She was watching me as she listened to, I assume, Mrs. Baumgarten. That was okay, Mrs. Baumgarten is a champ. Finally, Mrs. Gaffney nodded. “All right. Thank you so much. And Betty, I am so sorry about Melissa.” She hung up and said to me, “Maybe we can get you an independent study for the last semester, something that some of your teachers would have to approve, but you could tailor it to what you wanted to do in your mom’s shop. Maybe upgrade the computers in your shop for Mr. Pearson?”

      I snorted at the idea of there being computers in Oddities, but it was a good idea, and thanks to Ozzie, I had the money to buy one, so I nodded. “I’ve got some ideas about displays, too, maybe Mrs. Stuart will like that; I’m good at art. And math, I can do something with bookkeeping with Mrs. Maxwell. My mom would be thrilled.”

      “One more,” she said, and I thought about what I wanted to do with the shop.

      “Design a website? Or write advertising stuff? I bet Mr. Goldman would go in on that; he likes my writing.”

      “Okay, then,” Gaffney said. “Write it up: four proposals, detailed proposals, real plans, Poppy, and we’ll see if it floats. And you can talk to your teachers about testing out early. I’ll have a word, too.” She leaned in. “This accident. It wasn’t an accident, was it?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Are you really okay?”

      I took a deep breath. “No. But I’m getting there.”

      “Is it over?”

      I thought about it, given we now had two people dead in Rocky Start. But that had nothing to do with me. “Yes.”

      “Okay,” Mrs. Gaffney said. “You need one more independent study. A psychology one. With me. Once a week, in my office. No deal otherwise.”

      “You want me to talk about things?” I stood up. “No.”

      “Then no independent study next semester.”

      She picked up her fork and dug into her salad, and I knew she wouldn’t budge.

      “Okay, fine,” I said. “Once a week.”

      “What really happened, Poppy?” she said.

      I stared at her for a long minute because I hated saying it, but she waited, so I finally said, “I was kidnapped.”

      “Oh, hell.” She put down her fork. “Are you seeing a therapist about this?”

      “Nope,” I said. “And I’m not going to, not even for the independent study.”

      She looked at me for a minute and then nodded. “Okay. I know Betty Baumgarten and a few other people from Rocky Start. I have an idea that it’s not a normal place. But we can talk about things. Twice a week, then, in my office. Every Tuesday and Thursday. You can check in with your independent studies then. No argument. This is not negotiable.”

      “Okay,” I said, and then I sat down, and we made plans.
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      I was staring at the mess that was the other side of Oddities, hating that I was going to have to clean it up, when Betty Baumgarten called me and asked me to help her clear out Melissa’s things. That was a surprise. Betty did not ask for help, ever. Even to find a teacup.

      But it had to be more interesting than Ozzie’s junk, and I owed Betty, so I said yes.

      Even bigger surprise: When I got to the funeral parlor, she met me at the door and said, “I know you must have questions, Rose, so I’ll keep this brief. Melissa and I were lovers once, and she left me everything. I don’t know why. I don’t want to talk about it. I just can’t face doing this alone. Please don’t ask questions.”

      “Of course,” I told her. “I didn’t know . . . about you and Melissa. I’m so sorry for your loss⁠—”

      I stopped because she was shaking her head. “Melissa was not the great love of my life,” she said, but her eyes were shiny and I was pretty sure she was going to cry once she was alone. I didn’t want to do anything that would make her cry in front of me—she’d hate that—so I kept quiet, but what I really wanted to ask was “Who was the great love of your life?”

      Because I am not stupid, I did not ask.

      It took us three hours, but we cleared out Melissa’s place, putting her clothes in bags for the Tinker Tailor Thrift Shop down the street and everything else into boxes that Betty said could go to me for Oddities if I wanted. “Poppy will love it,” I told her. “And anything she can’t use, she’ll take to Goodwill for you.”

      The only things Betty kept for herself were kitchen things, nothing of a remembrance. I thought that was sad, that there was nothing for her to remember Melissa by, but then I thought about Max leaving and how I wouldn’t want him to leave me anything that would remind me that he was gone whenever I looked at it. Betty knew how to set boundaries.

      We didn’t go into the basement, so I asked her if she wanted me to send Max and Luke to clean out down there and she nodded.

      When we had the clothes delivered to Tinker Tailor and Poppy had come over to help us move all the boxes that she wasn’t taking, Betty took one look around the empty rooms, handed me one of the kitchen boxes she was keeping, picked up the other, and closed and locked the door.

      She was evidently done. Very efficient. She’d lost her sweet-little-old-lady persona, that mask she always wore, but she wasn’t the badass with the taser that Junior had met, either. She was just . . . sad.

      I was still holding the box, so I offered to carry it back to her cottage for her, and she nodded. She could probably have carried both boxes, but I didn’t want her to be alone. Maggs needed a walk, so I whistled for her and she padded out of Oddities to join us, Poppy waving us on.

      We went down the road to the bridge and crossed the Little Melvin, which put us next to the white picket fence around her property. Fernanda looked at her anxiously, or at least I think it was an anxious look. It’s hard to tell with llamas. Fernanda ignored Maggs, and Maggs made it mutual.

      “Would you like a cup of tea?” Betty said as she opened the door to her house.

      “Are you being polite or do you want to talk?” I asked her.

      She blinked at me, and for a moment she really looked like a confused old lady. “Talk,” she said finally, and I said, “I’d love a cup of tea,” and followed her inside.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but it was just a comfortable old cottage inside, soft armchairs with ottomans, and beyond them an arched doorway into an immaculate red and white kitchen.

      Betty put the kettle on, and I sat down at her oilcloth-covered table—red gingham pattern, of course—and said, “This is lovely. It must be nice living out here.”

      “It’s quiet.” Betty took thick white mugs from her cupboard and put them on the table, and then after a moment, opened another cupboard and got out a package of Oreos.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t Oreos. They were so . . . normal.

      She sat down across from me. “I’m sorry, Rose. That took more out of me than I was expecting.”

      “It’s hard to lose people,” I said. “I’ll be working in the shop and then something, well, everything, will remind me of Ozzie, and it’s like somebody punched me in the stomach.”

      She nodded. “Melissa and I weren’t as close as you and Oz. We didn’t see each other every day, didn’t work together. But we understood each other.” She hesitated. “When people have a history like Melissa and I do, it’s very hard to find people who understand . . . any of it.”

      “Coral,” I said.

      “Coral is a different animal from most of us,” Betty said. “I admire her, but I don’t understand her. Fortunately, I don’t have to.” Her voice became brisk again, as if she were reinflating, coming back to herself. “Your Max is looking into Melissa’s death.”

      “Yes,” I said, getting the feeling that this was why I’d been invited to tea. “Hers, and now Sid’s.”

      “I heard about Sid,” Betty said, basically dismissing him. “Sid I know nothing about. Such an unpleasant man.” She reverted for a minute to the sweet old lady and then swung back to the raptor I knew was the real Betty. “Melissa was afraid of something.” The kettle went off and she got up to make tea, and I was worried she’d change the subject, but when she got back with the kettle, a bowl of tea bags, and a plate, she settled down across from me again.

      There were Lemon Zinger tea bags in the bowl. So she’d known I’d be here. Asking me to help with clearing out Melissa’s place hadn’t just been because I was Rocky Start’s go-to for favors and fixers; it was because she’d wanted us to end up here, over teacups and Oreos, in her kitchen, talking about death.

      “Did she say what she was afraid of?” I asked.

      Betty took a very sharp knife from her pockets, unfolded it, cut the Oreo bag open, folded it again, and pocketed it. She pulled out a sleeve of cookies and put them on the plate, spilling them out to fill it.

      And then she said, “No, but it was something serious because Melissa did not rattle easily. First time I’ve ever seen her that way, in fact.”

      She picked up the kettle and I put a Lemon Zinger tea bag in it and gave it to her. She filled the cup carefully and then pushed the filled teacup back to me and handed me a teaspoon.

      “What do you think it was?” I asked, trying not to sound nosy as I stirred my tea and she made hers. I was nosy, of course, but it wasn’t gossip I was after, it was information to take back to Max, which I’m pretty sure was what Betty wanted me to do.

      “The only person she was ever afraid of, to my knowledge, was Herc.” Betty frowned. “But Herc didn’t kill her. He wouldn’t have posed her or taken her jacket or done any of the fancy touches this person did. Putting an urn in her arms? It makes no sense.”

      “Could Herc have sent someone?” I tried, but she shook her head again.

      “People who kill for Herc don’t mess around. They don’t pose bodies even if they want to. Herc likes clean kills.” She met my eyes. “I heard somebody put Max in the Little Melvin.” When I nodded, she said, “That wasn’t Herc, either. That was stupid, an emotional move. If Herc wants you dead, you’re dead, not wet and angry and alerted.”

      “So who wanted both Melissa and Sid dead?”

      Betty shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. They had nothing in common. They didn’t like each other, so they wouldn’t have been working together on anything. Melissa would have nothing to do with Sid in anything; she despised him.”

      “What are you afraid of?” I said, keeping my voice gentle.

      “I’m afraid somebody’s picking off the old guard,” Betty said. “And I might be next.”

      “Come into town and stay with us.” She started to shake her head and I said, “Betty, you’re a sitting duck out here. Come in where you’re safe.”

      “I’m as safe here as I would be anywhere,” she said. “And I have Fernanda to look after. I couldn’t leave her alone out here. No, I’m staying here. I belong here. But I don’t think whoever this is is finished. And I’m betting it’s one of us, the old guard, that drops next.”

      I picked up my cup and sipped my tea, trying to think of what to do. I wasn’t trained for this kind of conversation. “What did she say that made you think she was afraid?”

      “It was more her manner, hesitating over things, looking over her shoulder more.”

      “Did you ask her why?”

      Betty nodded. “She said, ‘The past is never the past,’ which wasn’t news to any of us. We’re all carrying that with us. But I think she meant hers was coming for her.”

      She began to sip her tea, her thoughts to herself, and I thought about my past coming for me, my ex showing up and wanting to see Poppy, which I didn’t think would ever happen, but if it did, what could I do? I had debts to pay from back then, too. Maybe not the kind of debts Betty did, but still regrets and fears and guilt.

      “Can you give me anything else to tell Max?” I said, and when she shook her head, I said, “Can he come out to talk to you if he has questions?” She hesitated.

      “Have him call ahead,” she said finally. “Fernanda does not like visitors.”

      “Right.” I sat back in my chair. “How did you ever come to have a llama in the first place?”

      “Fernanda was a gift,” Betty said, a faint smile on her face.

      I laughed. “Who gives llamas as gifts?”

      “An old lover of mine,” she said. “About ten years ago, this baby llama showed up with a note around its neck that said ‘This is your companion until I can return.’” She snorted. “Like he was ever coming back.”

      The “he” was new info. Betty was bi. Then I thought, Of course she was. Betty wasn’t missing out on anything in life. I should be more like Betty. Not the llama, but in general. Although a llama could be good, too.

      “He must have been something,” I said. “To be the kind of guy who sends llamas.”

      “Well, he was Russian,” she said, smiling into her teacup. “They have their own ways.”

      Betty had had a Russian lover who’d sent her a llama.

      “I should definitely be more like you,” I told her, knowing Max would never give me a llama.

      “No,” Betty said. “You should be more like you. If there’s any part of you that you haven’t buried completely.”

      That was so rude and so unlike Betty that I sat back. “I’m not⁠—”

      “Rose, there are parts of you that are so repressed I’m not sure you can get them back.” Betty met my eyes squarely now that she wasn’t thinking about Melissa. “You’re not going to last forever. I know you knuckled under to Ozzie for survival, I know you’ve given up everything to keep your daughter safe, but it’s your time now. It’s just you. You can be anything you want.” I gaped at her, and she said, “What do you want, Rose?”

      She waited for the answer, and I finally said, “I don’t know.”

      She frowned. “Try harder.”

      I took a deep breath. “I want Poppy safe and happy.”

      She closed her eyes. “For you.”

      “I want Max,” I said, “but he’s leaving.”

      “And he’s not a goal,” Betty said. “He’s just somebody else you can serve.”

      I blinked at her.

      “What do you want? Just for you?” she said again, and I realized, I really didn’t know.

      “Can I get back to you on that?” I said. “Because that’s a really . . . big question.”

      “Even bigger than who killed Melissa,” Betty said. “Because in the end, that won’t matter. You know, she hated it here. She wanted out. She kept taking jobs because she wanted enough money to disappear. I kept telling her, ‘Just go,’ but she stayed here doing a job she hated, taking jobs on the side she hated, and for what? She died miserable because she wouldn’t break away.”

      “She was taking jobs?” I said, confused about how you could freelance as a mortician.

      “Wet work,” Betty said. “She was killing people for money.”

      “Oh.”

      Betty just looked tired. “If Oz or Pike had found out, they might have taken her out. I got tired of keeping her secret, but I understood her reasons.” Betty shook her head. “She’s gone, that’s done. But you’re here. Except you’re just taking up space and wasting air if you don’t have any dreams, anything to work for. For yourself. You can’t define yourself by other people, Rose. Sooner or later you have to look inside to see who you are. And right now, you’re empty.”

      “Why are you saying this stuff?” I said, finally goaded beyond politeness.

      “Because your time is not infinite.” Betty stood up. “Any of us could die tomorrow. We could be the next Melissa. And if it’s your time, as you lie bleeding out, will you think you’ve lived your life? Or everybody else’s?”

      I stood up, too. “I have to go.”

      Betty nodded. “Yes, it’s time.” She smiled then, so sweetly. “I’ll be in later this week for a teacup, dear.”

      “Oh. Good,” I said faintly and left to find Maggs waiting by the door.

      “I’m kind of waiting for you to apologize for all of that,” I said when I was outside again.

      “No,” Betty said from the doorway. “You needed to hear that. You can thank me later. Thank you for helping me with Melissa’s things.” Then she smiled and shut her cottage door in my face.

      I looked down at Maggs. “Son of a bitch,” I said, and Maggs did the dog equivalent of a shrug and bounded down the path to the trail along the river.

      Fernanda watched us go.
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      I was so stunned that Betty had been that personal that I just followed Maggs as she trotted off on the narrow trail. It wasn’t so much that Betty had been rude, which she never was, it was what she’d said. Did the whole town think I was just a drone, serving others?

      Well, why wouldn’t they? That’s basically what I was.

      I was so caught up in thinking about my lack of dreams that it took me a minute to see that Maggs was going the wrong way, away from the bridge back to town, but I had to keep following her. What was I going to do? Tell Max that his dog had gone into the woods and I came home without her because I had to think about who I was?

      It did occur to me that Maggs was just the latest in the long line of loved ones I’d followed instead of going where I wanted to, but that was just self-pity.

      Maggs stopped at a stone bench overlooking the river opposite Rocky Start, so I stopped, too, and sat down. The Little Melvin burbled at me, the water rushing over the rocks like music, and though I knew it had been brutal on Max, I could have listened to it forever. At least it wasn’t telling me that I was empty.

      I felt empty.

      Maggs went up a set of stone stairs cut into the embankment. I knew those led to an old building we could see from across the river in the winter when the trees were naked. I’d never gone to see it up close, and Maggs, while a darling, did look a lot like a wolf, so I followed her up the steps in case somebody was there, anti-wolf and armed.

      I paused when I got to the top of the stairs. It wasn’t just a building, an old barn or something, it was a small cottage in the trees, missing pieces of its dark slate roof, its paned casement windows open and in some cases broken, but still beautifully proportioned. It must have been lovely once, not large, maybe two long, sizable rooms stacked on top of each other, with two narrow gables on each side and a massive wood door on the end nearest the path. A fairy-tale cottage, if your fairy was fairly grim.

      And quiet. It was so quiet. The only thing I could hear was the river. Paradise.

      Maggs was at the door so I went to join her, surprised that the path was so clear and even more surprised when I realized somebody had cut back the encroaching weeds and bushes that must have once crowded the cottage. And recently, too, from all the new growth that was trying to make a comeback.

      So somebody owned this place and was going to fix it up. I was envious, which was dumb: I didn’t have the time or the money or the inclination to have a second home in the woods—especially one I could see from the street outside my house—and the last thing I needed was another complicated job. I had Poppy and the shop to rehabilitate.

      Shut up, Betty.

      I really wanted to look inside. I left Maggs at the door and went around to try to look through the windows. If I stood on tiptoe I could see in, Peeping Tom-ish, and there were enough windows that the light inside was good.

      The inside, from what I could see, was not. A lot of the wood was sagging, probably rotted, and the furniture was sparse and plain, cheap stuff, nothing I’d want to rescue. A stone staircase went up the middle of the ground floor, helping to divide it into two rooms, and I would have had the wall between them down in an instant to make one big room, the staircase being the only divider for that floor. And there was a huge fireplace on one end. That would be great in the winter cold. It would be a complete gut job, but . . .

      But I watch too much HGTV.

      I went around and tried the heavy oak door, but the padlock held. I bent down and studied the lock. I needed my lockpick kit⁠—

      No, that was insane. I was not going to pick the lock on a house that belonged to somebody else . . .

      Because you’re such a model citizen, Rose? Because you always take care of everybody else and have no dreams of your own. Because you’re empty . . .

      Fuck you, Betty.

      I bet Betty would have loved it if I’d broken in. Found a place to sit, brought a picnic lunch, put up some curtains, made dinner, slept with the sound of the river in my ears . . .

      You can’t have that, Rose, I thought, and then I heard Betty in the back of my brain saying, Why not?

      Well, that was just great. First Coral’s voice in there telling me to have sex with Max and now Betty’s telling me to get what I wanted, if I ever figured out what I wanted. Of course, Coral’s suggestion had turned out to be a really good one, no regrets on that.

      But why would I want another house, someplace else to keep clean, another place to worry about electricity and plumbing, another walk to shovel, a place of peace and quiet that nobody knew about where I could read and daydream and maybe think of something I wanted, maybe make more Outsider art, maybe . . .

      So if nobody lived there—it really looked like it was abandoned—and I brought my lockpicks and a cushion, I could go inside and just be where nobody could find me. That might be okay. I wouldn’t hurt anything. Maybe just read. Maybe bring a picnic from Coral’s and sit by one of the windows and read something not practical, like a novel. Or just sit and listen to music. With my headphones on so I didn’t bother the quiet.

      Or just sit and listen to the river.

      I’d kind of lost my grip on the Selfish thing; too much had happened with Poppy and now with Max sick and somebody killing people, and Betty needing help. But this, this would be absolutely selfish. And it really, really didn’t look as though anybody lived there. Leaves had blown in through broken windows. Some of the furniture was tipped over, maybe from the wind.

      Stop rationalizing, Rose, I told myself sternly, but of course, I didn’t listen.

      Selfish Cottage.

      So maybe tomorrow I’d come back and bring a book. And one of the iPods and some food and drink from Coral’s. And Maggs because there was a killer in town. Several, actually, but only one of them had come out of retirement. I hoped. So definitely Maggs. She was off a little way in the woods right now, having a blast, probably hunting rattlesnakes for Max’s dinner.

      Then the cold got to me and I remembered that even though we were having a warm November, it was still November, and it wasn’t my house, and I had no right to open that padlock and sit in somebody else’s place.

      That would be wrong. And Selfish.

      So I turned away from the window and called to Maggs and we headed back to town, the dog investigating things along the trail but never leaving my side, and me thinking about a cottage in the woods I was never going to have and didn’t really even want.

      So impractical.

      I could hear Betty sighing as I thought about it.
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      After school I went back to work in the shop, and just as I was opening the first box of junk, Mei came in.

      “Can we talk?” Mei said, which was ridiculous, all we do is talk, but I nodded and took her to the other side of the shop so we could sit on the stairs up to Oz’s apartment.

      She sat down, looking miserable, and I sat down, too, not sure if this was going to be another conversation about my gap year because if so, I was going to lose a friend.

      “Marley broke up with me,” she said. “I feel horrible; I know it had to be done, but I didn’t think he’d dump me.”

      Oh.

      I nodded, not sure what to say.

      “He wants to be a mechanic,” she said, outrage in her voice. “I tried to be understanding, but I just don’t get it.”

      Actually, a mechanic is a damn good thing to be, and I was pretty sure Marley was going to be the smartest and most interesting mechanic ever, but I just nodded.

      “Tell me what a bitch I am,” she said, her voice wavering.

      “Wait.” I frowned at her. “How did we get to you being a bitch?”

      “Because it shouldn’t matter that he’s going to be a mechanic, he’s a wonderful guy, but . . .” She bit her lip, almost crying now, so I just waited. “It would never work. I’m getting out of this town and never coming back. I don’t know why my mother has never left, she hates it here, and I’m kind of glad she didn’t because of you and the others, but now I’m ready to fly. I need to go, you know? And he’s always going to be here, working on cars and smoking dope with his brother. I had decided to wait until after prom to tell him, but we were talking, and I told him what I thought, and he said we should end it now.” She looked at me, heartbroken and enraged. “He dumped me.”

      I nodded, trying to think of the right thing to say. “Actually, you dumped him when you told him it was not going to work. He just established the time and place. So you were still in control.”

      “Did I do the right thing?” she said, tears in her eyes.

      I took a deep breath. “How would I know? I just ended it with Darius, and it’s like you said, it was the right thing to do, but it’s still hard. Really hard.”

      “You really did dump Darius?” Mei said.

      “I’m staying in Rocky Start,” I told her. “No more AP classes, no more college crap. He couldn’t handle that.”

      Mei nodded, still thoughtful, Mei back to being Mei. “Actually, that could be good. I’d like to have been the one who called it quits after prom, but . . .” She looked me in the eye. “So Darius doesn’t have a date for prom now?”

      I laughed, suddenly relieved. Why, I wasn’t sure, but that was so Mei. Always playing the angles and planning ahead. “Nope, he’s dateless last I heard. Go for it.”

      She was still serious. “Only if you promise to ask Marley. I don’t want some horrible girl messing with him on the rebound. You’ll take care of him.”

      See, that’s the difference between me and Mei, well, one of many. I’d be fine if Darius ended up with some girl who didn’t listen to him so he’d know what it was like. There was about zero chance of that, girls hung on his every word.

      “Let’s see what Marley wants.”

      “No, you have to tell him,” Mei said.

      “No, he has to decide himself,” I said, “but if he asks, I’ll say yes.”

      “Thank you,” she said, and it was heartfelt.

      “Mei, I’m not doing you a favor. I like Marley.” Then I saw her blink back tears. “Forget it, you’re not okay with that, I’m not going anywhere with him.”

      “No, no, it’s good.” She sniffed. “He’s just really a nice guy.”

      My sympathy turned into exasperation. “Well, then why⁠—”

      “He’s a mechanic,” she said. “And I’m going to be the next Ruth Bader Ginsberg.”

      “Ruth wouldn’t have cared that he was a mechanic.”

      “Ruth was married to a tax attorney,” Mei said. “I know what will work in my life.”

      “Yes, you do,” I said. “I apologize. You can have Darius; he’s going to be on the Supreme Court with you.”

      “That is better,” Mei said, thoughtful now, tears gone. “You really don’t care?”

      “I care a lot.” I swallowed. “But it’s like you said. It’s never going to work out. He can’t compromise and neither can I. So what am I going to do, tell him he can never see other girls and he can’t have me? We’re done and he’s free.”

      “So,” Mei said, and we just looked at each other. “Is this going to mess with our friendship?” she said finally.

      “No.” Then I took a deep breath. “But you’re going away and I’m staying here, and that will probably mess with it.”

      “Yeah,” Mei said.

      And we both just sat there thinking that change sucked.

      “It will be interesting,” Mei said finally, “to see what you become. I mean, I know where I’m going, but you could be anything, anywhere. Your possibilities are endless.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m staying here,” I told her.

      “Even if you stay here, you’re going to be something amazing.” There were tears in her eyes again. “I can’t wait to see who you’re going to be.”

      I hugged her then. That kind of friendship, you gotta hug.

      “We’re both going to be amazing,” I told her.

      “Yes, we are,” she said firmly. “And nothing is going to happen to this friendship, either. Just promise me you’ll take care of Marley.”

      “I promise,” I said.

      And tried not to care that she’d probably be going to prom with Darius.
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      Half an hour later, Marley came in to move books, and I didn’t say anything about Mei and neither did he, although he didn’t look happy. An hour after that, we had all the book boxes into the upstairs living room where Mom wanted to go through all of them, and I had that back room of the shop—the library—empty of everything I couldn’t sell there so I could fix it up. I was happy.

      So we were standing in the archway leading to the library, sweaty but feeling virtuous because of all the hard work, surveying the situation.

      “I want at least two armchairs and a table there so people can look through the books,” I said, mostly to myself.

      He heard me and nodded. “Sounds good,” he said politely.

      I frowned at him. “Don’t do that. What do you really think?”

      He raised an eyebrow, pretty much laughing at me. “How much foot traffic do you think you’re going to get?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said shortly. “I want it to look this way.” I was ready to snarl if I had to. I did not need another person telling me I was wrong.

      “Okay,” Marley said.

      “Damn it⁠—”

      “I said okay,” he said, just as sharply as me. “This is your place; you get to do whatever you want with it.”

      “But you think it’s stupid.”

      “I did not say that.” He was glaring at me now. “Do not put words in my mouth.”

      “You looked like you thought it was stupid.” I was trying not to sulk because I was well aware I was being stupid.

      “You want me to apologize for my looks?” he said, and Max came to the archway, looking awful, like he should be in bed.

      “Problem here?” he said.

      “Nope,” Marley said, not taking his eyes off me. “We’re just having a fight. That’s new for us, so when we’re done, we’ll go to Coral’s and get something to eat.”

      “The hell we will.” The last thing I needed was another guy thinking he knew what was best for me.

      “Okay, no food,” Marley said.

      “Whatever you do,” Max said, “don’t tell her to relax.”

      Marley snorted. “I’m not that dumb.”

      Max looked uncertain, then nodded and left.

      When Max was gone, Marley said, “I’m just trying to figure out what you’re doing here. You’re not going to get any foot traffic besides the locals, so if you’re hoping people will start stopping by, you’re not thinking this through. But if this is just what you want, for you, then knock yourself out.” I opened my mouth and he added, “You can knock me out, too. I’ll help. You do interesting things.” He looked around as if seeing the place for the first time. “So what do you want this to be?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, taken aback. “I . . . just . . .”

      He waited, but I couldn’t finish. So eventually he said, “There are secondhand furniture places all around here. They call them antique stores, but they’re not. We can go look at some of them. I’ve got my truck, so if we find chairs you like, we can load them up and have that part of this done.”

      That was going to take some time. “Don’t you have someplace to be?”

      He grinned at me, that lazy Marley grin that said Don’t worry, be happy, even if it was a little strained right now. “Yeah. But Mei just dumped me, so now I’m trying to figure out what I want for my future, just like you, and I think better when I’m driving. So, I’ll drive you around to junk stores and think about what just happened to my life, and you can look at chairs and think, and maybe we can figure out what we want. Because standing here sniping at each other is not getting us anywhere.”

      “I apologize for sniping,” I said. I didn’t think I’d sniped, but I’d definitely snapped.

      “I apologize for sniping,” he said, and I almost said “You didn’t,” but he’d snapped, too.

      “So let’s go get some chairs,” he said, and I exhaled.

      I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath.

      “Breathing is good,” he said, and I followed him out to his truck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We were back in time for dinner, still hot and now sweatier with an octagon table with shelves underneath (expensive for used stuff but practical; it’ll hold a lot of books, maybe some tea things for Mom), three chairs, and bags of weird books with great covers for Mom’s art stuff. We’d found two big armchairs that were a little beat-up but still comfortable, so they were a great deal that Mom would know how to re-cover—my mother knows everything—and one beat-up Gothic armchair that looked like something Dracula would plot in.

      “I love it, but it’s not going to be comfortable, so no,” I’d told Marley when he pointed to the chair in the used furniture barn. “Look at that,” he’d said. “It’s not going to be in the shop long enough for anybody to sit in it. You’ll do your magic and the first person through the door after you put it out will buy it.”

      The woman running the place heard him laughing and came over to ask if she could help us. I said, “Yes, we want that chair,” and Marley laughed again.

      When we got everything unloaded into Oddities, I said, “You know, I never thought I’d like doing what Ozzie did, driving around looking for stuff, but today was great. If you ever want to do this again, I’m in.”

      “Yeah, me, too,” he said, but he wasn’t laughing anymore.

      “We don’t have to,” I said, not wanting to take any more of his time. “I know you have other stuff . . .”

      “It’s not that,” he said, and suddenly I knew what he meant.

      “We’re not cheating,” I said. “This is friend stuff.” Because we weren’t cheating.

      Marley shook his head. “I don’t know how I feel about this. It’s confusing. I mean, I know I love Mei, but she’s right, as always, we’ll never work in the long term. I don’t want what she wants. It didn’t matter before, but she’s planning ahead and . . .” He shook his head. “We have nothing in common anymore. She’s all about her college plans now and I just want to work with motors. She dumped me, by the way.”

      I didn’t know what to say. “Her loss. You’re wonderful.”

      “Yes, I am.” He grinned at me, but it was weak, which was just not Marley. “Just not wonderful for her.”

      “And I just dragged you through a dusty barn when I should have been⁠—”

      “I liked the dusty barn.” He tried again. “It’s just confusing.  Being happy and miserable at the same time.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I’ll be having a good time and then remember Darius and I are done, and it hurts all over again..”

      “Then why did you do it?” Marley said, sounding actually curious.  

      “Because he tried to make me fit his life instead of letting me live my own.” It really was that simple.

      “See, and Mei didn’t do that,” Marley said. “She just said, ‘We’re not long-term,’ and I said, ‘You’re right. Let’s be done now.’ And she said I was right and kissed me goodbye and went off to AP Bio. And I went back down to the shop. It was pretty logical.” He took a breath. “And painful.”

      “Oh. Darius kept trying to tell me I was wrong.”

      “You weren’t.”

      “I know.” I took a deep breath. “So you want to work with motors. That’s a good profession. Motors aren’t going anywhere.” I stopped. “You know what I mean, people will always need people to work on motors.”

      “Well, they’re changing pretty fast, too, but yeah, I want to work with mechanical stuff.” He paused. “And here. I like what you’re doing here.”

      I blinked.

      He tried again. “I want to help with this. Look, you still love Darius, broken up or not, which I get. Because I’m not over Mei. We’re friends, like always. But today, I just wanted to be here. It’s quiet here, and you have ideas.” He frowned at me. “Pike’s upset and Reggie’s going full bore 24/7 with the art stuff, and . . . I’m really confused right now.”

      “Right there with you,” I said. “Max is leaving, and Mom’s trying to pretend she doesn’t care, and somebody killed Melissa and Sid, and Darius and I are done, and I can’t sleep at night because of the nightmares. I don’t know what the hell is happening.”

      “Yeah, but it’s quiet here,” Marley said, looking around the shop. “No pressure. It’ll get done when it gets done. It’s a good place to be right now.” He looked at me. “Unless that’s putting more pressure on you, along with everything else. You’re going through a lot. I can stay away if that’s better.”

      I shook my head. “No, don’t stay away. It’s good. Having you here.” I nodded again, feeling like an idiot, anxious to change the subject. “You know, I’d like it to be just a cool place to come. For anyone, not just us. Fun. The same junk for sale, but kind of an experience.”

      “Experience.” He looked puzzled.

      “Like Mom arranged the teacups in order of color, so now when people come into the shop, the first thing they see is a rainbow. It’s happy-making. And she’s going to fix the Maltese Falcon with kintsugi, so that’ll be fun, especially if I put some damaged mystery books with it. There’s this really cool old paperback series called Mapbacks, and I thought about framing some of those back covers and . . .”

      “I have no clue what kintsugi is, but I get the idea.” He thought for a minute. “You should build the experience. Like you start out with the rainbow and everything light in the front of the shop and then you end in the library with the Falcon and the mysteries. So maybe it grows darker and deeper as they walk through the rooms.”

      I nodded. “I like that. What about the front room on the other side, the middle room? I’ll move all the china in there to the first room with the teacups—that’s mostly what people buy anyway—and all the books to the back, but the middle room . . .” I shook my head. “I know I want everything to be fun. I think I can do a kintsugi teapot for the china room—we have three broken pots so that’s not a problem—and hang it so it looks like it’s pouring out something, probably a tea-colored ribbon. That could go at the back of the first room, the china room; it would be the second thing they see after they come in and see the rainbow, but⁠—”

      “There was that big ugly teapot back at the barn. We could rig that to pour.” He was staring into space now, thinking. “It would just have to tip, right? Rig a pulley so that it tips forward every hour, keeping the time, and then it straightens and . . . how do we get the ribbon to go back inside each time?” He shook his head. “Never mind, I’ll figure it out.”

      And I knew he would.

      “You know, we should put a dragon in the middle room,” he said.

      “A dragon would be excellent,” I said. “I would love a dragon.”

      Marley looked at me. “We don’t have to. I was just thinking out loud.”

      “Keep doing that,” I said. “We need to make a plan.”

      I went to get my notebook. My life might have gone to hell, but I could plan a shop.

      And a dragon.
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      We ate dinner together that night—I made lasagna in an attempt to achieve normality—and Max went up to take another look in Ozzie’s back room. I asked Poppy about Darius, and she shook her head and went upstairs to do homework. I had this horrible feeling that I really didn’t know my kid anymore. But when I went up to check on her a couple of hours later, she was in bed, out cold, her headphones still on and William curled up beside her, just like usual, so I set her head free and kissed her forehead and patted William, and then went down into the kitchen to make another cup of tea and think about . . . everything.

      No matter what Betty said, Poppy was my first priority, but she seemed better. I think working the shop was helping her a lot. Whatever was happening with Darius was not helping. She relaxed around Max, leaned on him, and he was careful with her, all of which could be a problem: She was going to start thinking she needed him to survive. So, we were going to have to talk about that, Poppy and me, and Max and me, but not tonight.

      Then there was whoever had killed Melissa and Sid and possibly tried to drown Max. I could see why somebody would want to drown Max; he was dangerous and would definitely be in the way of a serial killer, not to mention anybody wanting to marry me. Sid had been shifty as all hell and up to something worse than selling pot out of the pharmacy. And Melissa . . . Melissa’s past had evidently come for her, based on what Betty had said. Those were three different motives unless there was something underneath it all that tied them together. But that would just mean we had three killers walking our streets. Yeah, there’s a thought to have right before bedtime, Rose.

      I decided to do something active and positive for me—See, Betty? I can be selfish—and look for more Ozzie cash.

      I did not believe he’d stashed millions. For one thing, that much bulk paper would be noticeable. But then I googled what a million bucks in hundred-dollar bills would look like, and stacked up, it would be forty-three inches of bills. And Ozzie was evidently stashing them in fifty-thousand-dollar chunks. Ten thousand in one-hundreds was half an inch, so fifty would be two and a half inches . . .

      In a secondhand shop full of hiding places.

      There really could be a million in this place. It seemed impossible, but the impossible was showing up on a regular basis lately, so I had learned not to discount it.

      So far, Ozzie had used a go bag, but that was just practical in case we had to go on the run. And then he’d hidden more in a tin box that looked like a book. That was like him, he loved tricks and puzzles. There wouldn’t be another fake book, I’d bet. Ozzie wouldn’t repeat himself. Plus, Poppy told me she’d gone through all of the books this afternoon. She said a lot of them were worthless, she’d brought the ones she thought she could sell to me to be cleaned, and she was planning on going through and googling all the titles to make sure Ozzie hadn’t accidentally scored something rare, but she thought most of them could be trashed. I told her not to throw them out, that maybe I could do something with them, and she’d seemed pleased about that. She’d said, “Good. You should make things.” I assumed that meant she was looking for stock for the shop, so I could make more book boxes. That was practical.

      Now back to the cash.

      What else had Ozzie had that seemed odd for him to have, something that wasn’t quite real?

      Hell, the whole shop was full of odd stuff. That was another problem: I was going to have to find a way to get more stuff, and I was not the drive-around-in-an-old-truck-looking-for-stuff kind of woman. So tomorrow, I’d just have to open everything in the shop that had a lid, or could be disguised as something that didn’t have a lid but really did, in hopes of finding more Ozzie stash.

      My mind was going in circles at this point, so I got up and put my teacup in the sink and then put the box of tea bags back in the cupboard, taking a moment to look at what was in it. I’d have to go through all of the cupboards in the kitchen and the pantry, looking for old stuff, stuff I wouldn’t open on a regular basis, maybe stuff I wouldn’t open at all, although I was the one who stocked . . .

      There on the high top shelf above the tea bags were the three cans of chickpeas I’d been trying to throw out for years because they were so old, but Ozzie had stopped me every time because, he said, chickpeas were good luck. I hadn’t given a damn about chickpeas, and I’d thought the real reason he wouldn’t get rid of them was that he’d kept his shotgun ammo hidden behind them, knowing that nobody would ever touch those dusty, expired cans. But now . . .

      I took one of the cans down and looked at it. It seemed a little light for chickpeas. It took me some fairly intense examination, but finally I saw that he’d taken the lid off with one of those no-sharp-edges can openers, the kind that make a lid you can put back on. When I started to pry the lid off, I saw he’d stuck it back on with museum wax so it wouldn’t fall off, but after a minute, I had the lid loose. So I opened it.

      No chickpeas.

      Just a lot of lettuce.
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      Since looking in Oz’s back room and finding his go bag and the fifty grand in it, I hadn’t really spent any time here. I kept the door locked because he had a lot of firearms, some classic, in a gun rack.

      The windows were covered with blackout shades, but the overhead lights were bright. It wasn’t as if Oz had worked in the dark, like Sid in his basement. Given all the talk of treasure, I went over to the walls covered with 1:25,000-scale topographic maps. They covered the area on a northwest from Rocky Start all the way to where the mountains ended near the Tennessee River Valley. A lot of territory.

      There were different colored pins in the map and lots of markings with highlighters. Oz could have been marking places where he’d gotten neat items for the store. Old barns, abandoned houses and such. I didn’t have the time to go check them now given we had a killer running loose in town.

      Or he could have been looking for something else. Pike had told us that he and Oz parachuted into the area after their Afghanistan mission and to avoid Serena, who’d had people waiting to kill them when they landed. They’d already dropped her the SCIF with the Russia files while Oz kept choice bits for himself. They’d each also had a rucksack full of untraceable cash. And thus Rocky Start was reborn. But if there had been treasure of some sort, I could see them putting it in a bundle with its own parachute. I’d jumped with bundles several times, and given the speed of the plane when you pushed it and then followed it out, it could land a long distance away from where you landed, especially in rough terrain like the Smoky Mountains. They still hadn’t found that hijacker who parachuted out of a plane with money in the 70s. His skeleton was probably still hung up in a tree, or he was sipping exotic drinks on a beach somewhere. There are a lot of variables in life.

      I went over to the table where there were large-scale maps. There was a grid pattern laid out on the acetate over the maps. Oz had definitely been searching. This wasn’t antique hunting. But if he was searching up to the time of his death, it meant he hadn’t found whatever he was looking for. So if there was gold or some sort of treasure out there in the forest, it was still out there. The big problem was a lot of the territory in the mountains was so steep as to be essentially unreachable.

      Which did us no good here in Oddities if the idiots after Rose thought it was in the building. You can have as much trouble over imaginary treasure as real treasure. Damn it, Oz. Why did you keep so many secrets?

      Which I immediately realized was irony given my own past.

      Something occurred to me. Rose had stolen back from Herc the Russian microfilm that Serena had been so desperate to get just before she died. According to Pike, it had information on it proving that she had been a double agent. A traitor. Thus her desperation because traitors were not looked upon favorably in the world she worked in.

      It had been hidden in, of all things, the Maltese Falcon, proving Oz did have a sense of humor. Since that had shattered, I’d taken the film and put it in here, the most secure room in the place. I went over to the gun cabinet and unlocked the drawer holding an assortment of pistols. And the film. It was in one of those old 35mm film canisters. I picked it up. Maybe there was more on this film than just a file on Serena? There might be something about this supposed treasure?

      The only problem was, I’d have to find a microfiche reader. I hadn’t seen a library in Rocky Start and I wasn’t even sure the one in Bearton would still have such a device in this digital world. I’d have to go to the Ferrells, whom I was sure could download the contents for me, but I was loath to do that. I put the film back in the drawer. Another thing to do when I had the time and the opportunity.

      I locked the room back up.

      One pack of trouble at a time.

      And I had other things on my mind.

      Like Rose.
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      I went upstairs with the three cans of chickpeas in my arms, prepared to cross the hall into Tennessee with my booty if Max had decided to sleep in Ozzie’s apartment, but I saw a light under my bedroom door, so I went in there.

      Max was in my bed, his arms behind his head, looking relaxed. And naked. I mean, I suppose he could have had boxers on under the covers, but that would’ve been very un-Max-like since he didn’t tend to wear underwear in general. He was looking pretty good for a man who’d had such a tough day.

      He looked at my hands. “Chickpeas?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Kinky sex with chickpeas? I’m not familiar, but I’m open. You’re going to have to talk me through it.”

      I put the cans on the bedside table and shoved off my yoga pants.

      Max lost interest in the chickpeas.

      “One thing we need to consider . . .” I said as I stripped off my tee.

      Max definitely looked like he was considering something.

      “. . . is that Ozzie never did anything the usual, sane way.” I pulled back the covers and slid in beside Max.

      He was definitely naked. And now so was I.

      “Interesting,” he said, reaching for me. “Let’s discuss it tomorrow.”

      “Tonight, I think.” I pulled the comforter up over my breasts so he could concentrate.

      He stopped and looked at me and then sat back. “What happened?”

      “Well, I was thinking about Oz and where he might hide more money. And I was thinking he was disguised as a cranky old secondhand store owner although he was really an experienced and lethal agent. And the box full of money I found was disguised as a book but was really a money cache.”

      Max looked at the cans of chickpeas he’d moved in the past three weeks to get at the ammo behind them. “You’re kidding me. So the cans have nothing to do with kinky sex?”

      He seemed disappointed, and I didn’t want to ask what he could possibly have imagined we would do with chickpeas.

      The money had also reminded me of something important Max needed to know. I held up a finger. “Before we get to the chickpeas, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      He looked disappointed.

      “I was talking with Betty today after we went through Melissa’s place and she told me something. A secret Melissa had.”

      Max frowned. “What?”

      “Betty said Melissa was still doing jobs. Freelancing. For money.”

      “Fuck,” Max muttered. “That could be the reason she was killed. We had Sid dealing coke and now Melissa doing wet work.”

      “The question is,” I said, “is anyone else in town still working?”

      “It’s not like they’re going to advertise it,” Max said. “The good thing is, in a way, if they brought it on themselves by breaking the rules, then maybe it’s over.”

      “That would be optimistic,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Max said. “Probably not.”

      I handed him the can I’d opened, and the lid fell off.

      He looked at the wad of cash inside. “How much?”

      “I don’t know. I was alone in a kitchen with windows on an alley and I did not want to count it alone, especially since I had a lethal boyfriend upstairs.”

      “Yeah, remember that and stop flirting with that Rowan guy.” He was looking at the money. “It’s in all three cans?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I was alone in a kitchen⁠—”

      “Right, right,” he said. “Did you bring a can opener?”

      “The lids are just stuck on with wax. You can pry them open.”

      “Okay. You want to open them and count them in the morning?”

      I blinked at him. “In the morning? Those cans could be full of money. That one can is full of money. Why would we wait?”

      “Because we’re naked? My thoughts are not about money, Rose. Besides, I’m willing to bet it will total fifty thousand. Ozzie seems to have had a thing for that number.”

      I picked up a second can from the bedside table, pried open the lid, looked inside, and handed it to him.

      He looked at the roll of bills inside and sighed.

      When I opened the third can, more money, he took it from me and put it on his bedside table with the other two.

      “We’re really not going to count it?” I said as he reached for me.

      “In the morning. There’ll be more light. You want me to go blind?” He pulled me down on top of him and kissed me, and I remembered there were more things in life than money in chickpea cans, and that one of the good ones was hot under me with his hands on my ass, hands that might be gone, back on the Appalachian Trail soon.

      Of course, it would be very selfish to just go for physical pleasure and not be practical and count the money.

      “The morning will be fine,” I said and kissed him back with intent, stretching out against the long length of him, heat everywhere. I loved the way he felt moving under me, pulling me closer, the heat of him and the pressure of him and just the fact that it was Max, so strong and sure and unbelievably hot. The hell with the cash, I had Max right now.

      Betty would be so proud.
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      I woke at oh-dark-thirty disoriented and confused, not certain where I was. It wasn’t an out-of-body experience; it was most definitely in-body with my heart racing, my body sweaty, my chest heaving, terrified that the Godzilla that had been hunting me in my nightmare was going to stomp me out of existence no matter how hard I ran from it or where I tried to hide.

      My eyes snapped open.

      It was dark, just dim light filtering in the bedroom window. Something moved to my right, soft flesh against mine. I turned my head that way, trying to get my breathing under control, and remembered. Rose. Oddities. Rocky Start.

      I hadn’t had the Godzilla dream in a while. I’m sure a shrink could make something of it. Being hunted by a massive force that I could only hide from but even then could crush me? Yeah, that represented something, I’m sure. Did it matter what it was?

      I looked to my other side and there were two eyes staring at me and a dark snout gently breathing out warm air. Maggs was wide awake and standing by my side of the bed. I must have made some noise during my nightmare. I reached out and put my hand on top of her head.

      Reassured, Maggs walked back to the foot of the bed to go back to sleep. I wasn’t as reassured.

      And I needed the bathroom. Being a guy in your fifties is not a good time.

      And I felt like total crap. The cold was in my sinuses, giving me a bad headache. I was not feeling chipper.

      Rose stirred in her sleep and moved closer to me, all softness and warmth, her curls brushing my bare shoulder.

      Sometimes it’s not a good time. Sometimes it’s great.

      But I needed the bathroom. On my way back to bed, my phone buzzed and I grabbed it before it could wake Rose.

      The screen said LUKE.

      I answered and rasped, “Wait,” and checked the time. It was 0530, almost time for me to get up and walk in the woods anyway. I grabbed my clothes off the chair and went into the hall.

      Maggs did not follow.

      “What?” I said, when I was in Rose’s living room, far enough away from both bedrooms not to wake Rose or Poppy.

      “There’s a car parked in front of Sid’s,” Luke said. “Three women went in. Dressed in black. Black baseball caps and wraparound sunglasses. They’re wearing sunglasses at night, Max.”

      He sounded a bit offended by that breach of etiquette. I was offended by the memory of 80s music, but I said, “Great. On my way.”

      Partnership. It’s a two-way street.

      I got dressed in the hallway, went downstairs, grabbed my suppressed SW22 Victory pistol out of the ruck—it was early morning, after all, and I didn’t want to make a ruckus if forced into action—and locked the door behind me. The lights were on at Ecstasy next door, so Coral was baking. There was a pink Cadillac parked outside of Sid’s Pharmacy on the other side of Oddities. A convertible with the top up. Illinois plates. No one inside. Sid’s place was dark, so I angled across the street out of sight of his store and walked past Melissa’s to angle across again to Luke’s shop, keeping to the shadows. The town was so quiet, I could hear the water in the Little Melvin racing against the rocks to the south.

      Luke was leaning against his storefront, invisible in the darkness under the window awning. He didn’t appear overly concerned. He was dressed in black sweatpants and a gray hoodie.

      “You look like shit,” he said to me.

      “I feel like shit. Now what?”

      “What do you want to do?” Luke was motionless beside me. “If they’re robbing Sid, do we care? He won’t, he’s dead.”

      “They’re after the cocaine or the money,” I said. “They’re one half of his connections. Or both sides.”

      “Maybe Sid liked four-ways with women in sunglasses,” Luke said.

      “Doubtful. He’d have to find three women who wanted him. Maybe they killed him? Maybe they know who killed him, or at least have information about who might have wanted him dead. At the very least, we’ll learn more about what he was up to that he shouldn’t have been. We should talk to them.”

      “Yeah, they looked like women who wanted to chat.” Luke sighed. “But okay, let’s talk to them.”

      “You have a plan?” I turned my head and sneezed into my sleeve.

      “No, Marshal. I’m just the deputy.” Luke laughed silently. “I’m the muscle here, you’re the brains.”

      “We’re both the brains, so think. How do we do this?”

      “Got any zip ties?”

      “Not on me. Rose probably has some in her apron pocket.”

      “Guess I should have called Rose.” Luke pulled something out of his coat pocket and shoved it at me.

      Heavy-duty handcuff zip ties. A half dozen. And strips of cloth for gags. I briefly wondered why Luke had handcuff zip ties and gags lying around, then decided that since he carried a Barrett .50-caliber sniper rifle in his electric minivan, it was a stupid question. A regular boy scout, Luke was. Always prepared. Or always ready. Or whatever their motto was. Always something. I’d been kicked out of the Boy Scouts my second week for something or other; I couldn’t recall, but it might have been not knowing the motto.

      I imagine Luke had made Eagle Scout. He’d started planning as soon as he saw the car. I thought about asking him what he was doing up at five-thirty, but first we had three women to question. That was a bigger nightmare than the one I’d just had. There has to be a term for a pack of women dressed in black, like a murder of crows.

      I drew my pistol and Luke nodded, drawing his own suppressed pistol—See? Prepared—and we started down the street. The lights weren’t on in the pharmacy, but they’d left the front door wide open, which had been nice of them. The better to make their escape, I figured. I slid inside, weapon at the ready, Luke flanking me. My eyes adjusted to the deeper darkness inside, and I could see that the front of the pharmacy was clear.

      Luke nodded to the back, and we crept toward the open basement door, staying out of the shaft of light from Sid’s lab below.

      “Honest to God, Hermione,” a woman said, her voice sharp and cutting. “You are the dumbest bitch in creation. Can’t you remember the damn combination? How many times have we done this?”

      “I’m doing it right,” a smaller voice said. “I swear.”

      “Move,” a third voice said, this one cool and confident.

      I looked at Luke and he shrugged. Apparently, his preparation was good up until this point. I wasn’t sure what to do either. Going down those stairs was suicide if the women were armed and dangerous. Well, it was three women; that was always dangerous.

      “Hermione’s right,” Cool Voice said. “The asshole changed the combination.”

      “That’s what I said,” the little voice piped up, triumphant. “I was right.”

      “Shut up, Hermione,” Sharp Voice said. “Go wake your little fucker up and bring him down here. I hate even looking at his ugly mug. I don’t know how you can stand him.”

      Well, we now knew they hadn’t killed Sid. And they didn’t know Sid was dead, so they wouldn’t know anything about who killed him. That was a bummer. They were after the cocaine or money for the cocaine. Whatever. We’d cleaned out the safe and then shut it and the lock must have engaged.

      We heard footsteps coming up. I felt the urge to sneeze and fought it back.

      Luke and I, like the well-oiled team we had once been, slid back into the shadows. He pointed at me, indicating it was my play. I holstered my pistol, quickly wrapped one of the cloth gags around my free hand. Trying to cover someone’s mouth with your bare hand was likely to lead to a chunk of flesh being bitten off. I like my flesh as intact as possible. I readied a zip tie in my other hand.

      A woman came out of the stairway and took a couple of steps toward the upstairs stairwell when I stepped behind her. I jammed the gag into her mouth while slipping one loop of the zip tie over her right wrist.

      She made a little “oomph” noise into the gag, surprise more than anything else. She wasn’t fighting. She just stood there, a small woman, while I looped the left wrist then zipped her tight, hands behind her back.

      Luke loomed up in front of her, as scary as Sasquatch in the dark. The woman had big eyes and tears on her cheeks now.

      “If you’re quiet,” Luke whispered in her ear, “we won’t hurt you. Nod if you understand.”

      She nodded, more of a tremor, really, and I pulled her away from the door. I pretty much carried her over to a heavy rack and used another zip tie to secure the one between her wrists to it, then rejoined Luke at the top of the stairs.

      I went back to listening since we were now going to have to get the other two once they noticed the first one didn’t come back.

      “You always stick up for her, Dora,” Sharp Voice was saying.

      “You get too much pleasure from torturing her, Mal,” Cool Voice Dora said. “It interferes with the job.”

      “Oh, like she’s a help.” Mal complained.

      “More than you,” Dora said. “She does the job; she doesn’t stop to pull the wings off flies. And she’s taking too damn long.”

      “I’m tempted to gut Sid for wasting our time,” Mal said. “This whole town gives me the creeps. There’s something off about it. Besides Sid.”

      “Well, we agree on one thing,” Dora said. “The faster we get the coke and get out of here, the better. Go see what’s taking Hermione so long. I’ll be up in a second.”

      I looked across the open doorway to the stairs at Luke. He held up one finger and then pointed at me, then two fingers and himself. He was giving me the easier of the two, the first one through the door. The second one would have a fraction of a second’s warning and might be more trouble.

      I nodded. That was fine with me. Discretion and delegation are the better part of valor.

      I readied a zip tie and gag.

      The first woman, Mal, reached the top of the stairs and stepped into the shop, and just as she did, I sneezed. She grabbed for something inside her coat, and I tried the same routine I’d done on Hermione, but Mal was faster and bigger and had a sneeze warning. She ducked her head and all I managed was to mash her face with the rag as she yelled “Dora!”

      I gave up on the zip tie as she was pulling a gun out from under her coat and went to the old standby of a heavy tap of my gun barrel on the side of her head. She had a tough skull and my angle was bad. She didn’t go down, but she was dazed enough that I was able to disarm her and zip-tie her. I shoved the gag in her mouth and tied it around her head.

      There was the sound of a brief tussle behind me and I glanced over my shoulder. Luke had Dora zip-tied and gagged. I love it when we work as a team.

      We pulled the two women over to Hermione.

      Then I gave a mighty sneeze into my sleeve.

      Luke turned on a light behind us, and I got a good look at our bag.

      They were redheads with deep-set eyes and pointed noses and chins, clearly related. The oldest, Dora, the leader, was going gray; the mean one, Mal, had dyed her hair darker; and the little one, Hermione, was holding onto her twenties even though she must have been somewhere in her late thirties. They were all dressed in black, but Dora’s black was a practical high-coverage sweater, Mal’s black was a bomber jacket with a shirt under it showing a red bra, and Hermione’s black was a hoodie with a picture of Tweety Bird on it.

      This was not good.

      I reached out and pulled the gag out of Hermione’s mouth. “No screaming. You’ll wake the neighbors, and we’ll have to kill you.”

      She nodded, blinking fearfully. Dora was glaring at her and trying to say something through the gag.

      “Shut up,” Luke said to her in a reasonable voice. “It’s as easy to knock you out as leave you conscious. Your call and your headache later.”

      I’d just threatened with death and Luke had ratcheted it down to unconsciousness. We had to work on our playbook, although his was the more reasonable and more likely. Still, he’d gotten soft. On the other hand, he hadn’t sneezed.

      “Talk,” I said to Tweety.

      “We’re just here to pick up the cocaine,” Hermione whispered, avoiding looking at her accomplices. As if committing a felony was no big deal. Then again, it was Rocky Start. “We’re not causing any trouble. This is a business transaction. We’re just couriers. When Sid gets back, he’ll tell you. It’s just business.”

      “Sid’s dead,” Luke said, and Hermione looked at us both with eyes even wider. Dora frowned. Mal looked interested.

      “So who killed him, Hermione?” I asked, and she started to shake, maybe because I knew her name.

      Or maybe because she was tied up in a cocaine smuggler’s house staring at two guys who looked like Death who’d just told her that her boyfriend was dead. She probably thought we’d killed Sid, and I was fine with that misconception.

      “All we want is information, Hermione, and we’ll let you live,” I began, and Hermione started to cry.

      She wasn’t a good crier. Her face got beet red, and snot ran out her nose, and she started hyperventilating.

      Luke shot me a look. We hadn’t decided on who was going to be good cop, bad cop beforehand, but I figured it was a given I’d be the bad one.

      Luke leaned over in front of Hermione and used one of his spare gags to gently wipe her face clean. “It’s all right, Hermione. My friend was just being overly dramatic.”

      “I’m never overly dramatic,” I muttered as I sniffled myself, but not over Sid’s death.

      Luke looked the three women over, then shook his head. “We need backup. We’re going to Ecstasy.”

      Hermione started to scream, and I jammed the gag back in her mouth and said, “It’s a coffee house. We’ll get you a Danish.” Luke had a point. One thing that had changed over the course of my covert career was that more women had started being brought in on ops, specifically to deal with female high-value targets.

      Not that these were high-value targets, per se.

      “We can’t get you a Danish,” Luke said, “because the bakery is German. But we’ll get you coffee and we’ll sit and you’ll talk. Everything will be fine.”

      Really? He had to correct my call on the snack?

      Hermione nodded and sniffled and I removed the gag.

      “Okay,” she said.

      I thought about it for a second. “Let’s call Coral to come over here. I don’t want them contaminating Ecstasy. And it’s too public.”

      Dora looked offended, Mal still looked dazed, and Hermione was lost in stupid grief.

      Luke sighed and got out his cellphone. “She’s not going to be happy to be taken away from her baking.”

      “I’m not happy,” I said. “Are you?”

      His big fingers moved swiftly over the screen.

      “Tell her to bring some coffee,” I suggested.

      “Right,” Luke said, typing. “She’ll be thrilled to get a to-go order.”

      “Maybe one of those croissant things?” I added.

      “German bakery, Max.”

      “One of those small things with butter and cinnamon,” I said.

      “Franzbrötchen,” Luke said.

      “Yeah. That’s it.”

      “Oh yeah,” Luke said. “Coral doing take-out.” He typed a little more and hit send. “I copied Rose on it.”

      Uh-oh. “Why?”

      “We need someone with brains in here. Let’s take them down to the basement.

      I think he might have just insulted me.
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      I woke up when my cellphone buzzed. I had a weird moment when I thought maybe Max had left for the Trail in the middle of the night, but then I woke up all the way and saw his ruck by the door and Maggs at the foot of the bed, and sanity returned. I got up and picked up my cellphone while I checked the bathroom and came back and noticed his clothes were gone.

      I looked at the phone. I recognized Luke’s number and brought up the text.

      
        
        CORAL & ROSE

        SIDS BASEMENT

        WE NEED YOU

        BRING COFFEE PLEASE

        AND A FRANZBROTCHEN FOR MAX

      

      

      They were in Sid’s basement asking for pastry. Unbelievably, my life had just gotten weirder.

      Still, Luke had never asked me for anything, so I got dressed, and Maggs and I went to Sid’s to find out what the hell was going on.

      I did notice the big pink Cadillac parked out front.

      The door was unlocked, so I went in and followed voices to the back of the place and down the stairs.

      There were three redheads of staggered ages zip-tied with their hands behind their backs. One was calmly surveying Max and Luke, one was glaring with an if-I-ever-get-out-of-these-zip-ties-I’ll-kill-you look, and the littlest was crying, unattractively.

      Coral was cutting the ties on the little weeper’s hands with her skinny knife. She handed the woman a napkin and said, “Wipe your nose and make no sudden moves, or I’ll kill you.”

      The little one gasped and looked confused.

      There was a large tray with a carafe of coffee on it and various pastries from Ecstasy, probably still warm from the oven. Apparently, Coral did to-go for special situations.

      “This isn’t a social call,” Max said to me. “We caught them breaking in here looking for the cocaine.” He walked over and lowered his voice so only I could hear. “We need you to be good cop, Cheery Boost. Make them smile. Get them talking.”

      I looked at the three: Calculating, Vicious, and Snotty. Yeah, Cheery Boost was not going to work here. Fortunately, I have other skills. Twelve years with a lying, cheating magician will give you those.

      I went over to the little wet one first and pulled her away from her sisters.

      “This must be terrifying,” I said to her, my hand on her arm, patting, my voice low and sympathetic.

      She sniffed and nodded, rubbing her wrists.

      Okay, a nod is not as good as a yes—I like to get a spoken “Yes!”—but these were special circumstances, so I moved on.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I told her. “These guys are nobody to mess with, but now Coral and I are here, and they wouldn’t have called us over if they were going to hurt you. They know we’d never let that happen.”

      I smiled at her and she nodded, nervously. Then she said, “That woman said she’d kill me.”

       Oh, great, Coral. “She’s just a tough mother, she didn’t mean it. I had a mother like that.” I took a chance. “Did you? Threatening to kill you if you stole a cookie?”

      “Yes,” the little wet one said.

      Ha!

      “Wasn’t that the worst?” I said to her, watching her reaction.

      “Mothers are supposed to love you,” she said, her voice going up, self-pity making her loud.

      “I know,” I said, bonding like crazy. “It’s awful. I’m Rose, by the way,” and she smiled and said, “I’m Hermione Witch.”

      Okay. Odd, but still progress.

      “Hermione, I am really impressed with you,” I told her. “I wouldn’t have the nerve to break into a place in the dead of night.”

      Hermione smiled at me then, looking a little cocky. “We didn’t really break in, I had a key.” She lowered her eyes, but her smirk stayed in place. “Sidsie is my boyfriend.” Her smirk faded. “Was my boyfriend.”

      She started to sob again, and I motioned for Coral to give me a cup of coffee.

      “It’s so cold down here; would you like a hot coffee?” I smiled at her. Cheery Boost.

      “Yes,” she said, and I handed it over.

      “So you were just coming to see Sid?” I was not going to say “Sidsie.” I have my limits.

      “Yes,” she said. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      “And your sisters came along because it was the middle of the night? Because it was dangerous?”

      “No,” Hermione said, feeling superior now. “We’re businesswomen. We’re couriers. We were going to do business and then I was going to stay with Sidsie and they were going back to Chicago.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “Long drive.” I took a chance. “Is the pink convertible yours? I’ve always wanted a car like that.” Actually, I hadn’t, but it did look pretty cool out there in the moonlight.

      “Yes, it’s mine. Sidsie gave it to me,” Hermione said, sighing.

      She must have been really good in bed; Sid didn’t give anybody anything.

      Hermione started to sip her coffee, calm now, and I said, “So you and Sid were close.”

      “We were soulmates,” she said.

      Soulmates with Sid Quill. Not something I’d brag about.

      “Had he changed lately?” I asked. “You’d have noticed, you were so . . . mated.”

      Hermione thought about it. “He was kinda edgy.”

      “Was he worried about something?”

      Hermione screwed up her face, trying to remember. “Just kinda edgy.”

      “Do you think it was because he was afraid somebody was going to kill him?” I said, abandoning subtlety.

      “Oh.” Her eyes went wide. “Oh. Maybe.” She looked stricken.

      “Hermione, did he say anything like that?”

      She looked thoughtful again. “No. Just edgy.”

      Hermione was obviously not a deep thinker, so I gave up. “I think Coral brought pastries.”

      “Ooooh,” she said, perking right up.

      I moved back, Coral brought over a Franzbrötchen, and I grabbed Max for a second. “Get those other two apart,” I said under my breath. “I need Vicious alone.”

      “That was my pastry,” he bitched because, as always, he had his priorities down and could also act like a little kid. But he wasn’t looking very well. “Good move separating the prisoners,” he said. “One of Rogers’ Rules of Rangering. When you take prisoners, keep them separated so they can’t concoct a story.”

      “Oh, that’s . . . good.” I didn’t know who the hell Rogers was, but whatever.

      He asked Calculating to come look at something for him. When she said, “No,” he said, “Not an option,” and dragged her away from Vicious.

      Okay, this one was going to be harder. Vicious was glaring at everyone over her gag.

      “Men,” I said, meeting her eyes. “They think they always have to be such thugs to get their way. Two speeds: sex and smacking somebody. Sometimes both at once.” She rolled her eyes, but I saw her relax a little. “Listen, if I take your gag off, can you not scream or yell? It looks really uncomfortable, but they’ll get rough if you make a fuss.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “And we can get you a cup of coffee then,” I went on, and she nodded, so I took her gag off.

      “These assholes—” she started, and I cut her off.

      “Hey. We had a deal. Coffee?”

      She set her jaw.

      “Yes?” I said. “No?”

      “Yes,” she said, and Coral, who had evidently been listening, handed me a coffee after I’d cut one of Vicious’s hands free.

      “I’m Rose,” I said and waited.

      “Mal,” she said after a long minute.

      “Well, Mal,” I said. “These guys have overreacted. Hermione tells me you were just here on business and had no idea Sid was dead.”

      “Hermione talks too much,” Mal said.

      “I have a bigger problem with the crying,” I said, and Mal snickered.

      Great, so if I trashed men and her sister, I had my in.

      Bleah.

      “Listen,” Mal said. “I’m not buying the friendly act. You really believe we came here in the middle of the night to do lawful business?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “I’m assuming you came to pick up the drugs Sid was cutting.”

      Mal got wary. That wasn’t good, I needed to make her feel superior to me, but at this point, I really had to give her something or I’d lose her.

      “Look, Mal, we don’t give a rat’s ass about the drugs. I’m pretty sure if you don’t upset the boys, they’re going to let you go. What we want to know is, do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill Sid?”

      Mal’s lip curled. “Everybody?”

      I nodded. “Probably, but that’s not a help. Anybody on your end of the deal want Sid dead?”

      She snorted, so I definitely had made her feel superior. “Why would we? He kept his end of the deal.” She stopped. “He wasn’t ratting us out, was he?”

      “No,” I said. “We had no idea he was dealing until we saw the coke.”

      I was hoping I sounded cool and with it and all the things I’m not.

      “Then it’s somebody here who did it,” Mal said. “The people we work with don’t kill the people who cooperate and make them money.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. I know you don’t want to help, but I’m grateful. I really don’t want a killer running around my town.” I cut her last zip tie to set her free. “Let me talk to your older sister and then I’ll tell the guys to let you go.”

      She nodded and sipped her coffee, still glaring at everybody but a lot more relaxed now.

      I moved back to where Max and Luke were talking to the oldest one. The really tough mark.

      “Go away,” I said to them, and they went.

      They’d taken off her gag and untied her hands, and Coral had given her a coffee, and the sugar on her hands said she’d had a Lebkuchen, Coral’s insanely good gingerbread, and she was calmly surveying me now.

      “So you’re the boss,” she said.

      “Not even close,” I said. “But I think they’re catching on that you didn’t kill Sid, and that’s all we really care about. I mean, we can spare Sid, but we need to catch the killer anyway.

      She smiled, not a real smile, calculation. “I imagine most people can spare Sid.”

      “Not Hermione,” I said, and her smile faded.

      “What is it you want?” she said.

      “I want to know who killed Sid,” I said. “Look, it’s obvious you’re the brains of this operation. We don’t care about the drugs, we just want the killer caught before he offs somebody we actually care about. You obviously are very watchful, careful. Have you ever seen Sid nervous, afraid of anybody?”

      “He was nervous all the time,” she said. “But that was the coke. Shouldn’t use when you’re playing. He had a bad problem and it was getting worse, but he was still delivering on time. Our side did not kill him.”

      “Yeah, that’s the conclusion we came to.” I frowned at her. “I’m Rose, by the way.”

      She nodded. “Oz’s girl Friday.”

      “Wow,” I said. “You are good.”

      She smiled and said, “So are you, honey. I’m just hard to con.”

      “Damn near impossible, I’d say.”

      She smiled again, this time a real one.

      “So . . . I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Dora.”

      She said that fast, so Max and Luke must already have had it. “Dora, can you give us anything that might help us catch the killer?”

      She hesitated, and then she looked away, like she was thinking.

      “I think he was coming undone. He was not happy when Hermione bought that damn pink convertible. Too noticeable. It struck me that he was looking over his shoulder a lot more. But again, cocaine.”

      I nodded. “You think he’d crossed somebody. I mean here, not in your organization.”

      “Yes,” she said. “He was guilty about something.”

      “Of course, with Sid, that could be damn near anything,” I said and watched her reaction.

      Yeah, we weren’t pals, but she was relaxed now.

      “Let me see what I can do about getting you out of here,” I told her.

      “Thank you,” she said, and I walked back to Max and Luke.

      “Okay, what do you want from these women? They didn’t kill Sid; they’re drug couriers, but you said you didn’t care about that. Hermione is so far up her own mind that she wouldn’t have noticed if the murderer had done it in front of her, Mal doesn’t know anything and doesn’t care, and Dora would tell us now that she knows we don’t care about the drugs.”

      Luke looked at Max. “Let them go?”

      Max looked at me. “If we keep at them, will we get anything?”

      “No,” I said. “They just walked into this mess. Let them go, tell them if they remember anything to please let us know, and escort them out to that car like the gentlemen I know you can pretend to be.”

      “That hurts,” Luke said, but he turned around and spoke to the room. “We apologize, ladies. We’re chasing a killer, but Rose assures us that you all are innocent. Of the murder, anyway. You’re free to go.”

      Dora nodded to me. “Thank you.”

      “We really are sorry,” I said, moving back into making the mark feel superior.

      Mal snorted, but it wasn’t hostile, which is about as much as I could expect given the short amount of time I’d had.

      Hermione sniffed. “I’m staying.”

      The other two looked at her.

      “The hell you are,” Mal said.

      “I need to mourn my Sidsie,” Hermione said, starting to cry again.

      “Fine.” Dora turned to Luke. “You have rental cars here?”

      “No,” Luke said. “Bearton does. That’s down the road a bit.”

      “Got Uber so we can get to Bearton?” Dora asked.

      “Yes,” Luke said. “Even here on the dark side of the moon, we have Ubers.”

      “Good,” Dora said. “And now. Our product.”

      “Nope,” Luke said. “But you can keep the money you brought to pay for it.”

      “Wait a minute,” Mal said, and Dora shushed her.

      “Fair enough,” she said. “Get us that Uber and the cocaine and we’re gone.”

       Great. Now we were going to have an argument about the damn coke.

      I snagged the last of the gingerbread off Coral’s tray and settled in for the argument, my work done.
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      So far, this morning was a big pile of crap unless we could get a step closer to who had offed Sid. All I wanted to do was go back to bed. Preferably with Rose, but at this point, even the bed alone held an allure.

      I was getting soft. Meanwhile, we had the Witches to deal with. Dora seemed to have missed the part about keeping the money and forgetting about the cocaine.

      Luke stepped up. “We’re not giving you the cocaine. Keep the money. How often have you done this with Sid?”

      Dora shifted her eyes. “Three times.”

      “Fuck,” Luke said. He looked at me. “This is bad.”

      Master of the obvious, Luke was.

      Then he shifted back to Dora. “Tell the Outfit this town is off-limits to them. No more.”

      “We had permission to operate—” Mal began, but Dora hushed her.

      “What do you mean permission?” I demanded.

      “Sid said everything was okayed,” Mal said, vaguely.

      “Sid was an idiot,” Luke said. “He didn’t have that authority.”

      I guessed my deputy was taking over, which was fine with me. I was also impressed with how Rose had taken charge. Coral was filling a different role pretty well, what with giving the girls coffee and my fucking pastry.

      “Were you also the suppliers of the pure coke?” I asked.

      Dora shook her head. “We don’t know where Sid got that from.”

      Crap. So Sid had been a cutout.

      Footsteps echoed down the steps and Pike walked in. He stopped dead in his tracks as he reached the bottom and took in the scene. “Do I want to know?” he asked. He looked at me. “Geez, Reddy. We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”

      “Hey, it was Luke who got me involved in this,” I protested. Sounding like child. But I was getting tired of everyone blaming everything on me. And I was sick. Did I mention that? And hungry.

      Pike sighed and walked over to Coral, who was pouring him some coffee in a to-go cup. Because. Priorities.

      “Are they our killers?” Pike asked.

      “No,” Luke and Rose said at the same time.

      I gave him the summary. “Couriers to pick up the cocaine Sid had stepped on and was holding for the Outfit in Chicago. They didn’t know Sid was dead. So, no.”

      Pike gave an even deeper sigh. “What the fuck was Sid into? Asshole.”

      Hermione, whom Sid had apparently been into, spoke up. “He was a very sweet man.”

      Pike didn’t go low to comment on that as he took a sip of coffee. “Well, Marshal, what are you gonna do with them?”

      “Let ‘em go,” I said. We had enough problems without babysitting the Witch Sisters. “Let them keep the money they were going to pay Sid for the cocaine and give it back to the Outfit. No harm, no foul. And a warning that the town is off-limits, so we don’t have more idiots showing up.”

      Pike shook his head. “Might want to buzz Uncle Herc and get him to make a call to the Outfit to back that up, Marshal.”

      Why did it always come back to getting Herc involved? “Yeah, whatever.” But I went back to something Mal had let slip. “One of them did say that Sid told them he had permission to do what he was doing. You know anything about that?”

      “Hell, no,” Pike said. “And, before you ask, Oz wouldn’t have let him do it, either.” He nodded at the Witch Sisters. “Look at the crap it brings to town.”

      “That’s mean,” Hermione whined.

      I shook my head. “It’s possible Melissa was freelancing hits. And Sid was stepping on and moving coke. Which means it’s highly possible those activities might have had something to do with their deaths. Anyone besides Oz who did enforcement work here in town?”

      “No,” Pike said.

      “Would Herc reach in and stop it since Oz is dead?” I preferred the idea of a pro doing the killings rather than a whackjob serial killer.

      For the first time, Pike looked uncertain. “I don’t think so. And a pro would just kill, not pose.”

      Luke spoke up. “A mental case pro might. We’ve all met one or two nutjobs over the years.”

      I noticed the elder Witch Sisters were following the conversation avidly. Hermione was still lost in her mourning. They were our immediate problem, so it would be good if they were gone now.

      I looked at the sisters. “Do you understand this town is off-limits?”

      Dora and Mal nodded, and Hermione went back to looking damp and pathetic.

      Pike looked at Rose. “Hey, Rose, how are you feeling about the new marshal?”

      “I like him fine,” Rose said.

      “Trouble just seems to follow him everywhere,” Pike noted.

      I really didn’t see why I was getting the blame for the Witches being in town. “We know who Sid was delivering to,” I said, “but we still don’t know who was supplying him. Who he was paying for the goods. The other half of the cutout.”

      Pike waved that away. “We’ll deal with that if we have to. It’s not like Sid will be answering the phone if they call about another deal.”

      At that, Hermione gave a little gasp, which was kind of irritating.

      “You know, Pike,” I said, “it looks like both Sid and Melissa were freelancing right under yours and Ozzie’s noses.”

      “Melissa?” Pike asked, confused.

      “I’ll explain later,” I said, having no desire to air more Rocky Start dirty laundry in front of the Witches.

      “Might want to ask Herc about that, too,” Pike added, taking no responsibility.

      Why did it always come back to Herc?

      Just great.

      Then I sneezed.

      “So,” Rose said. “Nobody knows who killed Sid, nobody will be running coke out of Rocky Start again, and Coral’s out of coffee and Franzbrötchen. I think we’re done here.”

      Luke nodded and called an Uber and we all went upstairs, where Rose grabbed me by the shirt and tugged me toward the door.

      “Can you finish this up?” she asked Luke, and he nodded, and she looked at me. “Hot shower and back to bed. You’re sick.”

      I was going to argue, but it sounded good. Everything I needed except⁠—

      “And while you’re in the shower, I’ll get another Franzbrötchen from Coral,” she said.

      “You do not deserve that woman,” Luke said, and I ignored him to follow Rose up the stairs.

      “We shouldn’t leave Luke,” I said, trying for a last semblance of manhood.

      “They don’t know anything; they just want to get out of town, and the only thing they had for us was a throwaway: that Sid had permission. Do you really want to spend more time with them?”

      I frowned at her as I followed her to the door. “When did you get all focused and commanding?”

      “When you got sick and refused to lie down,” she said. “Also, I had a talk with Betty Baumgarten yesterday. I think I need to change my life.”

      “How?” I said, thinking about Rowan Masters.

      She opened the door and met my eyes as I came up beside her. “I need goals. You might be one of them. For now, get back in my bed.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said and followed her back to Oddities.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 36

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I had Max back in bed. He’d been too sick to complain or even try anything, which meant he was really sick. Those Franzbrötchen had looked really good. I decided to go hit Ecstasy for breakfast and to bring one back for him. Then I remembered: Selfish Day.  I could still get Max the pastry, but what did I want that was selfish, foolhardy, fun.

      That damn cottage, of course.

      Since it was Saturday, I expected Poppy to sleep in as usual, but when I went down, she was at the table writing in a notebook.

      “I have plans,” she informed me as I put the kettle on to brew some tea.

      “That’s great,” I said. Plans meant Poppy was back to normal, or at least closer to it.

      “The front two rooms,” Poppy said. “They’re the key to drawing in the street traffic.”

      I frowned at her. Poppy had lived in Rocky Start all her life. I wondered where she thought street traffic was going to come from.

      She went on. “We’ll need billboards on the highway to draw in the customers. One in Tennessee, on the west side of Bearton so people might continue on through and stop here instead of there. And one to the east, in North Carolina. And then⁠—”

      “No,” I said. “Pike doesn’t want strangers in Rocky Start.” Poppy started to protest and I added, “I don’t want strangers here. Forget foot traffic, figure out a way to sell online that won’t tell anybody where we are.” Poppy opened her mouth to argue, and I said, “This isn’t an argument about your life, like the gap year thing. This is about Rocky Start. And there are good reasons why people don’t want strangers here. This is not about you. No argument, just no.”

      I could see her regrouping and I really wasn’t in the mood, so I said, “I’m taking Maggs for our walk. Want to come with?”

      “No,” Poppy said, sounding annoyed. “I have to change some plans.”

      “Online,” I said. “No address here. Get a post office box in Bearton. And don’t post as Oddities, nothing people could look up.” It still bothered me how easily Rowan Masters had learned about Ozzie and gotten my name.

      She nodded, thinking now, so I poured hot water over a tea bag in Ozzie’s old travel mug and put the top on. Then I stuffed trash bags and scrub sponges into my apron pocket and a roll of paper towels and a spray bottle of vinegar and water into a black-and-white-checked backpack Poppy never used, picked up our broom, called Maggs, and went out the back door.

      Poppy was so engrossed in her plans, she didn’t even ask me why I was loading up on cleaning supplies.

      Yes, I know it’s dumb cleaning up a place somebody else owned. If I got there and there were people inside, I’d just keep walking. But it looked like there hadn’t been people inside for centuries. Okay, maybe just a few years, but still, that place was beautiful and deserved to be set free of the junk and clutter. I’d be helping.

      I stopped at Coral’s for a bag of pastries including a replacement Franzbrötchen for Max, but once outside again, Maggs and I headed straight for the bridge and then to the cottage. I stopped at the bottom of the steps to listen, which was dumb, the steps were too far away from the cottage to hear anything, but when Maggs had climbed the steps and disappeared and I didn’t hear anybody scream “OH MY GOD A BLACK WOLF!” I followed her up the steps.

      Nobody was there, so I picked the lock and went in. It was cloudier today, so the light inside was dimmer, but there was still enough to illuminate the place. I took one of the garbage bags out of my apron pocket and started clearing the table, checking to make sure each of the things I pitched—chipped and broken crockery, empty tin cans, paper wrappers and empty boxes—was really junk.

      It was all junk.

      When the table was cleared, I scrubbed it down. It took a while because the grime was thick, but eventually I had it done, and the tabletop revealed itself to a 70s Space Age plastic-topped things in red, gray, and black. The chrome on the edges and the legs was pitting, but I could find chrome paint. An art project! I was already ahead of the game. I put the cleaner, the towels, and the trash bags on the table and admired it all, my command central for cleaning.

      And then I got serious about it.

      I turned on the tap, but there was no water. We were too far out of town and on the other side of the river, so I doubted city water reached this far. Most likely a well. The pump required power and a motor, which was probably as old and rusted as everything else. I’d have to make do with what I’d brought.

      An hour later I’d shoved three broken chairs out the door and into the clearing beside the house, dragged the motheaten (and worse) mattress from upstairs out to join them, put all the old, alarmingly rusted appliances (toaster, hot plate, cooler) into one garbage bag and dragged it out to join the rest of the rejects. I was a woman on a mission.

      The kitchen shelves were still full of crockery, but that was going to take some time I didn’t have today. The other room, which I was calling the living room, had the rickety frame of a camp bed and a small table with plastic legs that I was leaving there in case I happened to come across a mattress that I could bring so I could sit there in the window and read. Maybe some couch pillows. We never used the couch anyway.

      It was right about then that Fernanda poked her head through the broken window.

      “Careful,” I said, which was dumb since I was talking to a llama. I went over and opened the casement slowly, Fernanda pulling her head back as the frame moved and then sticking her head through the opening when I had it clear.

      “Please don’t spit,” I said to her. I wasn’t sure what to do. Betty had told me that llamas weren’t fond of being patted—“They’re not dogs, Rose,” she’d said when I tried once—so I just smiled at her, Cheery Boost for Llamas, and then Maggs came in and didn’t bark, and I figured they’d worked out some kind of llama-German-Shepherd pact for peace, so I left them to it and looked around at my work.

      Look, I wasn’t hurting the place; in fact, I was helping it. It wasn’t until I was looking at the books on the shelves and wondering whether Poppy could use them that I remembered that this was not my cottage and those were not my books and possibly whoever did own the place might want that furniture that I’d thrown out there, although I maintain anything made of pressed wood and plastic should go regardless.

      Still, the fact remained, this was not my house. It was never going to be my house. Cleaning it up did not make it my house.

      Get a grip, Rosalie, I told myself and went back to work.
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      By afternoon, I had most of the books off the shelf and the worst of them put into boxes so my mom could do whatever she wanted with them when I heard the bell on the shop door ring. I went out expecting to see Marley, but it was Harvey Ware.

      I hate Harvey Ware. He kills things. You know, rats are super intelligent, and he just sprays them with poison, and they die horribly.

      I really hate Harvey Ware.

      “Where’s your mom?” He sounded angry, but he was looking me up and down. I was in jeans and an old loose T-shirt, but he was scoping me out. Dirty old man.

      “Not here,” I said. “And she doesn’t want to see you anyway. I don’t want to see you.”

      “You watch your mouth, girl,” he said. “When your mom and I are married, there’s going to be some changes here.”

      I blinked. That was the most absurd thing I’d heard in, like, forever. “My mother is not getting married,” I told him, “and if she decided to, it would be to Max and not you.”

      “Max is on his way out,” Harvey said, shaking his head. “And when he goes, she’ll come back to me. She’s feisty, I’ll give her that, but she’ll come around.”

      “Back to you?” I said, confused. And horrified.

      “Your mom and I were a real hot thing back in the day,” Harvey went on, this really ugly smile on his face. “She’ll come back for what I’m dishing out. And when she does, you’ll have a real daddy for a change. I’ll get you straightened out.”

      “Fuck off, Harvey,” I said, convinced he was insane now.

      “You watch your language,” he said, his face twisted now. “You screwed us up the first time.” He took a step toward me. “She stopped with me because she said she needed to take care of you. It was your fault.”

      “I don’t believe she was ever anywhere near you, you dirty old man.” The thought of my mom with this creep was just . . . “I hope the serial killer gets you next. You’re pond scum.”

      “Listen, you little bitch,” Harvey said, and then the shop door opened and Marley came in.

      “Get out,” I told Harvey. “I’ve got backup now.”

      “What, this wetback kid?” Harvey laughed.

      “What the hell?” Marley said, startled.

      “Harvey is being a sexist, murdering, racist asshole,” I told him and then looked at Harvey. “You. Get. Out.” I picked up the nearest heavy thing to throw at him.

      “I haven’t murdered anybody,” Harvey said, scowling at me.

      “Mice. Rats.”

      “You dumb bitch,” Harvey began, but then Marley had him by the neck of his shirt and was dragging him out of the store. I ran to the door and watched Marley throw him into the street. I had been thinking of Marley as a kid like me, but I’m not a kid anymore and he was twenty, and Harvey was basically a potato with legs.

      “Do not come back,” Marley said, calm as ever, to Harvey as he lay sprawled in the road. “You are barred from this shop. And from Poppy. If you try to come in here again, if you try to talk to her again, I will take you down.”

      His voice was just stating the facts but really dark, a level I’d never heard before.

      Harvey sputtered something that neither of us could make out. I noticed Geoffrey Fine, his headphones on, a to-go cup of Coral’s coffee in hand, standing on the sidewalk. He looked at Harvey and said something to him, then pointed away from us, back down the street. Harvey shook his head, gave both us and then Geoffrey the finger, and stalked away, acting all big and powerful. Geoffrey turned to look at Marley and me and gave one of his shy smiles and a shrug, confused about what was going on, and then meandered across the street toward his place.

      Marley closed the door and came back to me in the archway. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I said. “He was horrible, but he didn’t touch me. I wish somebody would exterminate him. The things he said . . .” I lost my breath for a minute. “I didn’t know people could be that vile.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “They can.”

      I leaned on him, and he put his arms around me and patted my back, really awkward, and I almost cried. But as my mom says, crying doesn’t get the job done. She says take ten minutes and cry it out and then fix it. But I don’t think Marley could stand ten minutes of me crying all over him, so I straightened and said, “Thank you.”

      Marley was looking at me with some concern. “You sure you’re okay? We could . . .” I could see him struggling to find a solution. “Coral’s!” he said, looking relieved he’d thought of it. “We could go to Coral’s and get you something sweet.”

      I laughed. “I’ve already had something sweet. You, coming to my rescue.”

      “Okay, then.” He shuffled his feet nervously.

      “Want to help me finish clearing out the library?”

      “It’s what I live for.” Marley walked into the back room, looking grateful for the change of subject. “Whoa. You’ve done a lot back here.”

      “Yes, and I have big plans, which I am planning to make you part of.” I put Harvey behind me and went toward him. “You and your big muscles. For lifting. Boxes of books.”

      Marley struck a pose, flexing, and I laughed.

      Okay, you know, I can take care of myself, I really can. If I’d had to beat Harvey to death with old books, I would have.

      But there was something about realizing I had people like Marley and Max looking out for me. Friends. I mean, I was pretty sure Max was a friend even though he was old.

      Harvey talking about being my dad—there’s a new nightmare for me—triggered something. I thought about Max as a stepdad for the first time, maybe not an official one since mom swore up and down that she would never get married, but an unofficial one. If he stayed, that would be nice. Max would be a good dad. I felt safe with him, safer than I’d felt since Ozzie died.

      “You okay?” Marley said, so I must have been quiet for too long.

      Max and Marley. These were good men.

      “So the books,” I said, and we moved back into the library, and I told him we could open more of Ozzie’s boxes once the books I was keeping were up on the shelves because Ozzie’s boxes were always interesting, and everything was fine again.

      Kind of.

      I was going to have to tell Mom and Max about Harvey Ware.

      “Which box first?” Marley said, and I went back to work.
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      I had everything done and was sitting on the rickety daybed by the open window, eating my lunch from Coral’s and planning on bringing couch cushions next time, when Maggs, who had been sitting by the door, emitted a low growl. What fresh hell was this?

      Maggs’ growl was getting louder and even while I wished Max was here, I realized I had part of Max with me. I went to the door and opened it.

      Harvey Ware was there, looking angry, which was ugly, but smiling, which was uglier. “Want some company, sexy Rose?” he said, evidently thinking that was a winning approach.

      “No,” I said and tried to shut the door, but he blocked it with his foot.

      Maggs growled again, and Harvey grabbed my arm and pulled me out the door, shutting it in Maggs’ face, and I heard the dog’s body hit the door as he dragged me out into the open.

      “We don’t need him,” he said to me, leering.

      “Take the hint, Harvey,” I snapped at him, trying to wrench my arm free, and starting to panic now. “I don’t want you. Go away.”

      “Well, maybe you just need a reminder of what you used to get,” Harvey said and grabbed my breast, squeezing hard.

      “No,” I yelled, shoving his hand away, trying to make him listen, furious now. “You were lousy, Harvey.” He grabbed for me again, tore at my apron when I jerked away, and I yelled, “LET GO OF ME,” and hit him in the face with my fist.

      His face twisted, and I was reaching in my apron pocket for my pepper spray when he was knocked off his feet by three hundred pounds of enraged llama making a sound like a really angry car revving its engine.

      Then she walked on him.

      “Thank you, Fernanda,” I said loudly so that she’d stop, but I was shaking so hard that I really hoped she’d keep going, and then I realized there was probably a command. “Stop!”

      Evidently Fernanda didn’t have commands.

      Harvey took another hoof to the stomach and I had to stop her from killing him before she ended up on death row for taking out a rapist exterminator, so I grabbed her vest and said, “Enough!” which at least distracted her enough that I could look her in the eye and say, “Good girl, Fernanda, good llama, stop now.”

      Harvey tried to roll to his feet, but now I was ready with the pepper spray, except that Maggs came around the side of the house just then, a black streak that went for his throat, and Harvey fell back again and froze, Maggs’ jaw clamped very near his jugular.

      “Okay,” I said, my voice shaking. “Let’s all be calm.”

      I patted Fernanda again, once, cautiously. I was shaking really hard, adrenaline and fear and outrage, but I had to make sure Fernanda wasn’t going to go for Harvey’s groin next, no matter how much he deserved that. Maggs was perfectly still, her teeth on Harvey’s throat, waiting for my command to finish him off.

      “Harvey, listen to me very carefully. You are an idiot. For some reason you think you’re attractive. You are not. I find you stupid, smarmy, creepy, skeevy, and nauseating. I had a lousy time with you years ago, and I want nothing to do with you now. I’m amazed that Bea does want you, that’s the luckiest thing that ever happened to you, and you’re screwing around with that because you think I have money. If you have any brains at all, which I seriously doubt, you will go back to her. I’m going to tell Maggs to let you go now, and if you don’t turn around immediately and leave when she lets you up, I will tell Fernanda to step on your balls next.”

      He whispered. “Please. Get him off.”

      “The dog is a her, Harvey, and so is the llama who just kicked your ass. You’re going to have to stop underestimating females.”

      My problem was, I didn’t know what command would get Maggs to release Harvey. And I wasn’t in a rush to give it.

      Even so, I didn’t want Maggs to kill him.

      “Maggs?”

      She rolled her eyes to look up at me. She was Max’s dog and Max wasn’t a very complicated person so . . . “Release.”

      Maggs let go of Harvey’s neck.

      Harvey tried to get to his feet, slowly, holding his stomach with one arm pressed against it, and Fernanda spit on him, something green and vile.

      “For Christ’s sake,” Harvey screamed, and Maggs barked, and Fernanda made that revving sound again. He made it to his feet, still holding his stomach, and took a wobbly step toward me.

      “I know you don’t mean that, Rose,” he said.

      So I pepper-sprayed him right in the face.

      Coral was right. Women should be armed.

      He screamed and backed away, blinded, and fell backward down the steps, which I enjoyed immensely. I waited a minute and when he didn’t come back up, I went to look and he wasn’t there. So I clipped the pepper spray back to my pocket and turned to my rescuers.

      “Good girl, Maggs,” I said, still shaking, I couldn’t stop shaking, and she pressed her side against my leg, so I scratched her behind her ears. Then I reached over and scratched Fernanda behind the ears, too. “Thank you, Fernanda, you were wonderful.” She seemed to enjoy it.

      For the record, I do not know the command to make Fernanda stomp on balls, but I don’t think I’d need one. Fernanda seems self-activated. And Maggs hadn’t liked Harvey before he shut her in the cottage and I’d screamed at him. I realized she must have gone through that open window next to the old couch.

      “I love you, Maggs,” I said, because a dog who will leap through a window for you deserves nothing less. “You, too, Fernanda.”

      Then the whole thing hit me.

      Harvey Ware would have raped me if he could have. I cupped my breast because it hurt where he’d squeezed it. He’d touched me. And he probably thought he had the right. He was one of those morons who thought forcing a woman would be good for her, I’d bet on it. Show her who’s boss. Women like that.

      I threw up in the bushes.

      Then I went back and sat down at the top of the steps in the warmth of the sun and just shook, my pepper spray ready in my hand. I was never going anywhere without pepper spray again. Or without Maggs and Fernanda.

      I heard “What the hell?” and started up, aiming my pepper spray, but it was Betty Baumgarten, coming out of the trees, her llama’s long lead rope in one hand, a gun in the other.

      “Rose, what’s wrong?” she said, so I must have looked like hell.

      “Harvey just attacked me,” I said. “Fernanda and Maggs took care of him.”

      Betty nodded. “Good. What did you do with the body?”

      That helped calm me down a little. I was okay. Nobody had died. “He lived. And left.”

      “Pity.” Betty put the halter back on Fernanda, who took it stoically. “Next time he attacks you, take him out.”

      “Well, he groped me and I didn’t like it, but we stopped him in time. I don’t know if that would be enough to justify murder.”

      “It was just you and Harvey, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, he wouldn’t be around to complain in court, would he? Not that it would ever have gotten to court. We take care of our own. Just give me the word and I’ll pay him a visit. We can smoke him in Melissa’s basement.”

      As a law-abiding citizen, I knew that was wrong. As a woman who’d just been attacked by the scum of the earth, I was a big fan of Melissa’s crematorium.

      “Fernanda deserves a treat, she was wonderful.”

      “Good for her,” Betty said. “How are you?

      I needed a change of subject before I started screaming, so I pointed at the cottage. “You wouldn’t happen to know whose cottage this is?”

      Betty shook her head. “Abandoned for years. Pike and Oz probably bought it way back when. Anything that wasn’t National Forest, they snapped up. You’d have to ask Pike.”

      “Okay.”

      She looked from me to the cottage, and then back. “You looking for a new place?”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I have a shop to run and a kid to raise. It’s just so peaceful out here. Well, except for Harvey showing up.” I swallowed hard and then took a deep breath to slow the shaking. Get over it, Rose.

      “Your kid’s going to college and you get one customer on a good day, and that’s usually me.” Betty shook her head. “I told you. Stop serving people and live.”

      “Well, uh . . .”

      Betty kept going. “I love living out here, out of the town.” She looked about. “Someone has been clearing out the weeds here. Probably Max. He walks by early in the morning every day. But not this morning.”

      The thought that Max, on his own, had cleared away the cottage cheered me. There were good men. And I had temporary custody of one of them.

      “Max was dealing with a problem in Sid’s place,” I told her. “Three women who, uh, worked with Sid.”

      She frowned. “You said he was dealing coke?”

      “Not dealing. Max called him a cutout. The women came to pick up the drugs and pay him for them.”

      “Couriers,” Betty said and then stopped. “Three of them? Not the Witches, was it? Redheads?”

      “Dora, Mal, and Hermione.”

      “Oh, hell. That’s all we needed.”

      “They’re gone now,” I said, trying to be cheerful. “Well, two of them are. The little wet one stayed. Hermione.”

      “Yeah,” Betty said. “Watch her. She’ll take anything that’s not nailed down.” She looped the halter over Fernanda’s head, then tightened it down. “Well, I’m glad my girl came through for you. Next time, scream bloody murder and I’ll come running.” She gave a gentle tug on Fernanda’s rein. “Let’s go home, sweetie.”

      Fernanda ambled back into the woods with her, and I watched them go, kind of wishing I had my own llama.

      Yeah, because I needed another thing to take care of.

      I put the padlock back on the door, and Maggs and I walked out of there. I kept the pepper spray in my hand in case Harvey had come back, but the path was clear.

      I hated having to keep a lookout for him.

      I hated that he had touched me, hurt me.

      I hated that I’d needed a dog and a llama to save me.

      And I really hated Harvey.

      I tried to put him out of my mind as I headed home through the woods, which is when I realized something. What I’d liked best there hadn’t been the light. It had been the quiet. Just the breeze in the trees, and the birds, and the burble of the river, and no people.

      Until fucking Harvey showed up. I really needed to do something about my self-defense skills.

      I realized I was still shaking.

      I needed Max.
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      I woke up late morning, chagrined that I’d even gone back to bed. I was losing my edge. There were things to be done. The highest priority was one I didn’t want to do, which might have added to my acquiescing when Rose suggested I needed some rest.

      I grabbed my satellite phone and headed to a spot where I could be alone: the park along the Little Melvin. What I really wanted to do was crawl back into bed. Rose had told me I needed rest, but I had to call Herc, no matter how much I didn’t want to.

      I’d been impressed with her and the way she’d handled the Witches, two of whom had climbed into the Uber and hightailed out of town. Hermione had said something about making sure Sid got a proper burial, which seemed like a waste of time, but the heart can want strange things.

      One thing at a time.

      I still hadn’t had anything to eat and my stomach rumbled.

      As I walked down State Street, I punched in Herc’s number. He was a bit slower to answer this time, five buzzes. I figured he was hanging someone over a pool of piranhas or something else nefarious that caused the delay.

      “What?”

      “Sid Quill was stepping on cocaine and moving it to the Outfit,” I said, figuring to lead with the headline and keep Herc on the ropes. “I don’t know where he was getting it from, though, as he appears to have been a cutout. And Melissa Merriweather was freelancing hits.”

      “You know this because you are miles down the Appalachian Trail from Rocky Start, right?”

      “You know exactly where I am,” I said. “You have access to the Ferrells’ feeds. Now. About Sid.”

      “I assume he’s been dealt with, then,” Herc said.

      “He’s dead,” I said. “But we don’t know who killed him. That’s the other problem. Both he and Melissa Merriweather have been killed.”

      “Shit happens,” Herc said, going Forrest Gump on me.

      “Were they working together?” I asked.

      “There is no connection between the two in their past,” Herc said. “And there’s no one in town that has a grudge big enough from the past to want to kill either and/or both. I do my homework, Max, before directing anyone to Rocky Start. What did you do about the cocaine?”

      “Luke is going to incinerate it,” I said.

      “Who came to pick it up?”

      “Three sisters. One of them was boinking Sid. Coral called them the Witches.”

      “The Witches. I’ve heard of them,” Herc said. “Couriers.”

      “Can you drop a line to the Outfit?” I asked. “Tell them their Rocky Start connection is out of commission and not to come back?”

      “Do I work for you?”

      “Do you want Rocky Start on the map for the Outfit?”

      “I’ll take care of the Outfit,” Herc said.

      “One of them said something odd,” I said. Then I sneezed. Loudly.

      “Geez, Max. Cover up before you do that into the phone.”

      Herc was not known for his empathy. “I’m sick.” I tried to remember what I was about to say. It was like trying to think through pudding. “One of them said that Sid told them he was authorized to do the cocaine in Rocky Start. Pike says there’s no way he or Oz would have allowed it. Did you?”

      “Fuck you, Max,” Herc said. “Why would I do that?”

      “Fuck if I know why you do most of the things you do,” I snapped back.

      “He was probably referring to the Outfit,” Herc said. “I’ll take care of them. Rocky Start is way out of their territory. We’ve crossed paths in the past.”

      I remembered how the Chicago mob had had connections to JFK so many years ago, with Sam Giancana and JFK even sharing the same mistress, so I wasn’t surprised that Herc also had had dealings with them. There’s a thin line between organized crime and organized covert government.

      Very thin.

      “Sid probably needed to pay for the pure cocaine he was stepping on,” I said.

      “And?” Herc asked.

      “Do you know who it was?”

      “I didn’t know Sid was dealing,” Herc said, too smart to fall for my feeble attempt to catch him in a lie. Rose could probably get more out of him. “What are you going to do when whoever that is shows up for their money?”

      “Not a priority right now,” I said. “We’ve got two dead and we don’t know who killed them. That’s what I’m focused on.”

      “Max, Max, Max.”

      “Did you order the hits?”

      There were several seconds of silence. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Herc finally asked, this time with real anger.

      I was taken aback. I knew he wouldn’t be happy to be asked that, but usually he was calm to the point of appearing disinterested when discussing even the most dangerous situations.

      “I’m the guy trying to clean up the messes in this enclave you’ve been using as a big safe house.” I sneezed once more and put some emphasis into it.

      “It benefits the inhabitants more than me, so spare me.”

      “You knew Oz was dead before I told you.”

      The response was a lasting silence. Then: “I know a lot of things, Max.”

      I saw Rowan’s Cybertruck tool by on State Street. It was becoming an all-too-common sight around town. Which reminded me.

      “There is another issue.”

      “Oh, more. Delightful.”

      “There’s a reporter snooping around. Named Rowan Masters.”

      “The Serial Killers Nobody Knows,” Herc said, because that was the kind of book he’d keep on his nightstand for pleasant put-me-to-sleep reading. “What does he want?”

      “He says he’s researching, but he’s vague about what exactly.”

      A couple of seconds of silence, then Herc said, “We can’t have him doing that, can we?”

      “What do you mean ‘we’?” I asked. I was glancing in shop windows as I ambled down State Street, on the off chance there might be another posed body.

      “It seems you’re forming attachments to Rocky Start, Max. Or should I say to a member of Rocky Start. Rowan Masters is a threat to all of that. I suggest you deal with him.”

      I blinked. “Is that a contract?”

      “It’s a suggestion.”

      It was stupid, as even Pike had pointed out. Make a famous journalist disappear? Oh yeah, just what we needed. “The Streisand Effect,” I said.

      “The what?”

      “When someone tries to cover something up, thereby drawing even more attention than the original thing.” But even as I said it, I realized that if Rowan was as off the grid as Dottie had reported, no one would know where he’d disappeared.

      It occurred to me that maybe those spots Oz had marked on the map were where he’d buried people, but then I realized he’d used Melissa to cremate the bodies, so no. Oz wouldn’t have left corpses lying around that could be dug back up.

      I was having a hard time keeping a straight thought.

      “You overthink things, Max,” Herc said.

      “Speaking of contracts, I haven’t been paid for the last op we agreed on.”

      “Which was?”

      This was not going the way I had anticipated. “Taking care of things here in Rocky Start.”

      “It’s obvious you haven’t handled things very well, isn’t it?”

      “I shut down Serena. That was the problem.”

      “You winged Serena,” Herc pointed out. “I shut her down. Permanently.”

      He acted like injecting poison into a woman somebody else had already subdued was some heroic act.

      “And now you have killings and a reporter,” Herc said. “You know, Max, you’re getting on my nerves. Everything was fine in Rocky Start until you showed up.”

      “You fucking diverted me here,” I snapped.

      “To check on my daughter,” Herc said. “Who you haven’t said anything about.”

      I passed the Wok Inn and reached the river and turned toward the park.

      “She’s fine. And I didn’t cause all this other stuff,” I said to Herc.

      “Really? You’re a shitstorm, Max. I told you to get back on the Trail.”

      I put my hand on my forehead, feeling the bump. I was starting to feel a bit disoriented, as if my reality had just done a one-eighty. I went around the corner onto River Road, heading toward the small park and picnic table.

      “I’m not leaving until I resolve whatever the hell is going on in Rocky Start,” I said. “So if you give me help, I can be on the Trail that much faster.”

      “Max, Max, Max,” Herc said, sounding very sad. “You are a true pain in the ass at times.”

      Which is when I saw Rose in Rowan’s cybertruck.  With Rowan.
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      When I was almost back to Rocky Start, having successfully avoided Harvey, Rowan Masters in his sci-fi truck came rolling toward me. I expected him to pass by, but he pulled a U-turn and came up next to me, powering down the driver’s side window, and I stopped, my heart pounding.

      “Rose, I’ve been looking for you.”

      Not the thing to say to me at that moment, and he must have seen it in my face because he lost his smile. “What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head. “I just had a bad experience.”

      He was quiet for a minute, and then he said, “I’d never hurt you.”

      I nodded. Men were good at saying that until they lost their tempers.

      He was speaking softly now. “Let me take you back to town. You have your dog with you. He can sit between us.”

      “She,” I said. “Maggs is a she.”

      He tried again. “Rose, I don’t know what happened, but it looks like it was bad. Do you want me to follow you back to town to make sure you get there safely?”

      I liked the idea of Maggs between me and him. He wasn’t Harvey, but he was a guy, and I was a lot more rattled than I’d realized. Adrenaline or something. But him following me into town sounded ridiculous, so I opened the door, let Maggs get in first, and then got in. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and started the car again. “You want to go back to Oddities, right?”

      Oddities was where Poppy and Max would be. I needed to talk to Max, but not yet. If I talked to him when I was this upset . . . “Maybe the picnic table beside the river. It’s quiet there and I can calm down.” And there would be too many eyes on me for anybody to lay hands on me.

      He nodded, and we rode in silence. For a fancy car, the interior was surprisingly boring. Instead of a wheel, there was a steering rectangle with buttons on it. And a large display in the center. That was it.

      I’d become calmer as we crossed the bridge, which is when it occurred to me that I was looking at an expert on serial killers. Which I was now believing Harvey Ware was.

      “I have questions,” I said.

      “I figured,” he replied. “So do I.” So he slowly drove into town. Very slowly. “Shoot,” he said.

      “Not a good thing to say in Rocky Start,” I said.

      He laughed. “I’m picking that up.”

      “What are you really doing here?”

      “Researching.”

      “You’ve said that. Something drew you here.”

      “There’s been a series of killings around the country,” Rowan said. “Spanning over two decades. Roughly once every six months. What’s remarkable about all of them is there is no clear evidence identifying a suspect.”

      “Then how do you know they’re by the same person?”

      “There is a similar signature,” Rowan said.

      “And that is?”

      He gave that irritating, coy smile. “That’s something law enforcement is keeping a lid on.”

      “But you know it.”

      “The FBI knows it because I’m the one who discovered the Director.”

      “The Director?”

      “That’s what I’ve labeled him.”

      “Why?”

      He drove toward the park at the river, turning off State.

      “The FBI doesn’t fully agree with me that these killings are the work of the same person. I kept it out of my first book, but I’ve always been on the lookout.”

      “And this is why you’re here in Rocky Start?” I persisted.

      “Actually, my focus was on Bearton,” Rowan said.

      “Why?”

      “There was a death there a couple of weeks ago. Ruled an accident. But my AI program alerted on it. Some of the parameters fit.”

      “Bearton is seventeen miles away and⁠—”

      “Then I heard people in Bearton talking about this really strange funeral here in Rocky Start and it piqued my interest.” He stopped before turning onto River Road.

      Great. Ozzie’s funeral had brought him here. “That was my boss, Ozzie. We gave him a Viking-zombie funeral just like he wanted. Who died in Bearton? And why do you think an accident was actually the work of a serial killer?”

      “This man you worked for,” Rowan said, proving he was not easily redirected. “Ozzie. He never existed. The man you’re with now doesn’t exist. The German woman who runs the shop where we last talked didn’t exist before suddenly popping up here in Rocky Start. The weird thing about erasing people’s pasts is that it actually says a lot about them. It takes a lot of behind-the-scenes muscle to pull that off in today’s digital world. Just like the Director seems to have no evidence and no past.”

      “I understand you’re pretty dark yourself,” I said.

      “Dark?” He smiled. “What an interesting term. Did you google me?”

      “Not an answer.”

      “I like to keep a low personal profile,” Rowan said. “You know, there’s an outstanding warrant on you in New Jersey. Fleeing prosecution.”

      “I believe that’s out of date and no longer valid.”

      Rowan shook his head. “It’s current. I checked last night. No statute of limitations on it.”

      My heart sank. Fucking Herc. Lian hated him, Max hated him, and now I hated him even more than I had when he’d killed Serena in my shop. He was supposed to have taken care of that. I was tempted to tell Rowan that, and maybe he’d go away, but Max had told me enough about Herc to know that would most likely be signing Rowan’s death warrant.

      “Sometimes it’s better not to delve into peoples’ pasts.”

      “True,” he said. “But it’s my job.”

      “You should probably go back to Bearton. There’s nothing here for you.”

      “I don’t know,” Rowan said. “Seems like a pretty intriguing place.”

      He turned onto River Road and slowed down by the picnic table. I looked past him and spotted Max approaching the picnic table, engrossed in a conversation on his special phone. Probably talking about everything in this town that was going wrong.

      The truck sprang to life, and I looked at Rowan, startled again, but he was as confused as I was.

      “What the fuck?” he said, as the truck suddenly accelerated, and the steering wheel took on a life of its own, even as he wrestled with it.

      And headed right toward Max.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 41

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck you, Herc,” I said because I couldn’t think of anything else.

      The phone went dead after I got my cheap shot on Herc.

      Then I heard a low humming noise as I turned off my satphone and I wondered if I’d lost my mind.

      “Max!” Rose screamed as if from far away.

      I belatedly realized the humming was a real noise and spun about.

      Rowan Masters’ Cybertruck was accelerating along River Road, much too fast. And then it swerved directly toward me.

      The angle of attack gave me no choice but to leap over the railing. I felt the mass of the Cybertruck go by, striking one of my feet with a glancing blow.

      I splashed into the cold edge of the Little Melvin. I heard a loud crash of metal hitting rock and water.

      Without a rucksack to throw me off balance, I managed to thrash myself to the nearby riverbank, cold water turning to cold air that made me shiver. Then I turned to look. The Cybertruck had smashed into a boulder and both doors powered open. I could tell the airbags had deployed.

      I was surprised to see Maggs bound out. Then Rose began to crawl out and I went down to help her get to shore.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, shivering.

      She nodded. “Airbags all around.” She looked back at the truck. “Rowan is in there.”

      I felt like saying “And?” but I reluctantly turned around and went into the water to the driver’s side. He was stuck, trying to unbuckle his seatbelt. I pulled my knife out and cut him free, then assisted him to shore.

      I figured my entity should give me a few nickels in the karma bank for that.

      I clambered up the rocks to Rose, figuring Rowan could make it the rest of the way on his own. She appeared all right, but it had been a scary moment.

      Then I could find out why he’d tried to kill me.

      And why Rose had been in the truck with him.

      I was more concerned about the latter.

      But then she put her arms around me, and I realized she was shaking. “Rose?”

      “I’ve had a very bad day,” she said, almost crying. “I need to be safe for a minute. And you’re the safest place I know.”

      So I kept my wet, cold arms around her and looked past her at Rowan.

      “She said something bad had happened,” he said. “That’s why I was taking her home. She didn’t say what it was.”

      I pulled back and looked at her. “What happened?”

      “Harvey Ware attacked me,” she said. “He groped me and tore my apron. And then Rowan’s truck tried to kill you. It’s been a bad, bad day.”

      I tightened my grip on her. Her apron was almost torn through at the shoulder and I felt a stab of rage and then guilt. I should have been with her⁠—

      “Somebody hacked my truck to run you down,” Rowan said. “I don’t know who Harvey Ware is.”

      “First we need to get dry,” I said, trying to keep the rage out of my voice. “And then you tell me everything.”

      Rose nodded, and Rowan said, “Okay,” even though I hadn’t meant him, but it was about damn time he talked.

      And Harvey Ware was a dead man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 42

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We went to Coral’s. It was warm there and there would be coffee and I wouldn’t have to explain to Poppy yet and I could keep Max’s arm around me. And also, Coral would gut Harvey when I told her what had happened, even before Max and Maggs got to him. Ecstasy it was.

      I will give Rowan’s truck credit. Maggs and I had been cocooned in airbags on all sides when it hit the boulder. I didn’t even have a scratch. Rowan was fine, too. I’ll also give Rowan some credit; he was more concerned about Max than the truck.

      And now we were lined up at the side counter, Max between me and Rowan, with cups of hot caffeine in front of us, wrapped in Coral’s blankets.

      Max was in worse shape. At least he hadn’t hit his head on a rock again, but he was sniffling, the cold I’d feared was here with a vengeance and not helped by another river bath. He looked like hell.

      Of course, so did I.

      “What else is wrong?” Coral said to me after Rowan explained about the car. “Something happened to you, you wouldn’t be like this for just that.”

      “Just that?” Max said, and she ignored him.

      “Yeah,” I told her. “Harvey came out to the cottage. He shut Maggs inside and dragged me out and grabbed my breast and—” My voice rose and so did Max, so I pulled him back down onto his seat. “But Fernanda stomped him, and Maggs went for his throat, and I pepper-sprayed him—thank you for that—and he fell down the steps and disappeared. And then Rowan gave me a ride back so I’d be safe, and the truck tried to kill Max.” I stopped, knowing my voice had risen. “I am not okay, but I will be.”

      I stopped because Poppy came in with Marley and, hearing my voice, came around the bakery case. She stopped short when she saw me.

      “What happened?” she said, and I thought, I can’t tell that again, and Max said, “Stay away from Harvey Ware.”

      “No kidding,” Poppy said. “He came into the shop and was awful.” She looked at me. “He said he’s going to marry you.”

      “No,” I said.

      “Well, that’s what I said, but then he was so awful that Marley threw him into the street.” She looked back at Marley, approving and warm.

      “Good for you, kid,” Max said, but he still looked grim.

      Coral looked at Max. “Oz would take care of this.”

      “I am not Oz,” Max said. “But I will take care of it.”

      “And now about the truck.” Coral transferred her stare to Rowan. “How could no one have been driving it? Weren’t you behind the wheel?”

      “Someone hijacked the autopilot.” Rowan held out his cellphone. “I can start and stop the truck with this. And there is a mode to drive it, mainly designed for things like bringing it to you in the rain from a parking spot, but nothing long-distance.”

      “The rain,” Max muttered. “The human body is waterproof. What kind of loser needs a car like that?”

      That made me feel better. Max was getting back to normal. Maybe I was, too.

      “I didn’t buy it,” Rowan said. “It was loaned to me by Tesla to write an article on my experience driving it.”

      “I can give you my experience almost getting hit by it,” Max said. “It sucks.”

      “I’ll relay your thoughts,” Rowan said.

      “Isn’t the signal encrypted?” Max asked Rowan.

      “My phone is synced to the truck,” Rowan said. “I have no idea if it’s encrypted. I am really, really sorry about this. But I didn’t do anything. Rose can vouch for me. She saw it as it happened. She was right there next to me.”

      Max glared at me. I don’t know why he gets these jealous fits. He’s leaving me as soon as he catches a killer. What does he think I’m going to do when he’s gone? Join a nunnery?

      Actually, not a bad idea. I bet it’s peaceful in a nunnery. Maybe one next to a river. Where the nuns carry pepper spray.

      “A drone,” Max said and sneezed.

      I frowned at him. He’d interrupted my nunnery. “What?”

      “Someone hijacked Rowan’s truck remotely and used it like a drone to attack me.”

      “Who would do that?” Rowan asked.

      “Not Harvey,” Marley said. He’d been watching us as if we were some kind of subspecies. Old Folks in Danger. “I worked on his van once. It’s all he can do to turn the key to make it start.”

      “There’s the rest of your harem,” Max said to me.

      “I was in the truck,” I said. “They wouldn’t do that if they wanted to marry my phantom money.”

      “It’s more who has the capability to do it,” Max said.

      “I do,” Marley said, “but I didn’t. It’s not that hard if you have minimal skills.”

      “The Ferrells,” Coral said.

      Max nodded. “Possibly. Either one of them has the smarts and they definitely have the technology.”

      Rowan shook his head. “The kid is right, it’s as easy as playing a video game. It doesn’t take any special skills.”

      “Hijacking the signal does,” Max said. “I think.”

      “What is going on in this town?” Rowan asked.

      “I’d tell you, but then somebody would kill you,” Max said.

      Rowan looked like he wasn’t sure if he should laugh and then decided not to. “Okay. Well, I’d prefer to stay alive.”

      Max looked back at me. “I had just finished talking to Herc when that truck came for me. And he was suggesting that your friend here is a problem that I should resolve.”

      “Oh.” I thought about it. “That’s even more reason to get Rowan involved. He’s got a lot to lose.”

      “Herc?” Rowan said. “Who is that? And what did he mean by ‘resolved’?”

      “Something you should know,” I said to Max. “What Rowan and I were talking about in the truck. He’s here because he’s writing a book about a death in Bearton he thinks is the work of a serial killer.”

      Max groaned and leaned forward and put his head on the counter.

      I leaned over and put my arm around him. “There, there. Every little thing’s going to be all right.” Bob Marley singing three little birds. I hadn’t thought about that in ages. Really should start playing that again.

      “No,” I heard Max whisper to the counter, “it won’t.” He lifted his head and stared at Rowan.

      “Okay, we’ve been dumb,” I said, feeling a lot more solid now that I was thinking again. “It’s that Outsider thing that’s been part of the problem. We shut Rowan out because he was a stranger, and that meant he didn’t know what was going on and couldn’t tell us things we needed to know. But he has stuff we all need to know.” I turned and smiled at Rowan. “Tell everyone what you told me.”

      Max looked unhappy about the smile I’d given Rowan, but there was a higher purpose here.

      Rowan looked a bit hesitant, so Max glowered at him. “Your car almost killed me. Talk.”

      He gave us the news in short form: He was tracking a serial killer he’d been trying to find across the country for years and had ended up in Tennessee because of a relatively recent kill that was part of his profile. “I call him the ‘Director.’ He never kills children or teenagers; in fact I don’t think he’s ever killed anyone under twenty. He doesn’t torture, and he has a moral element to his killings in that his victims are often criminals or killers, too.”

      “Big Dexter fan?” Marley said.

      Masters ignored him. “He—or she—has two signatures. He always takes a piece of his victim’s clothing, and he always poses them in a way that shows why they were guilty of something and needed to die. Thus, the ‘Director.’”

      “Now you tell us?” Max asked, anger in his voice.

      “You haven’t been open with me, either,” Rowan said.

      “Why here?” I asked. “If you thought this killer was in Rocky Start⁠—”

      “No,” Rowan said. “I came here out of curiosity. Every time I spoke to people anywhere near here, they’d tell me I should come here. In a really weird way. I had to see what that was about. But you’ve had some deaths, so now I am interested in Rocky Start.”

      I looked at Max. “Rocky Start is evidently not nearly as undercover as everybody thought. Okay, I say we pool info. Starting with who the hell could have taken over that truck.”

      “She has a point,” Coral said. “Rowan is involved now. Whoever hijacked his truck has seen to that.”

      “Herc wants him to disappear,” Max said.

      “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned this Herc fellow,” Masters said. “He means me harm? Why?”

      “Because you’re here,” I said. “In Rocky Start. And you’re a journalist.”

      “I need to know more,” he said to me. “What the hell is the big secret in this town?”

      “No,” Max said sharply. “We are not getting interviewed.”

      “It’s really better that you not know,” I said, but I knew that was a non-starter. He was a journalist. “Is there any way we can trace whoever took control of your truck through your truck’s electronics?”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      “Dottie would know, I bet,” I said to Max.

      “Dottie may have done it if she’s working for Herc,” Max said. He looked at Marley. “Could you?”

      “There’s probably no trace of it in the car’s system,” he said. “It was a signal that’s gone now.”

      Max looked at Rowan. “What else about this Director nut?”

      “Not much. Except he—or she, but I lean toward he—usually kills months apart. If you’ve had two here in a matter of days, that’s a change.” He shook his head. “I need to access my notes.”

      I figured he wanted some time to sort things out on his end, and we needed that on our end too: Max looked like hell, my jeans were damp, and Poppy looked like she had things to say.

      I stood up. “Okay, let’s take a break, get dry clothes, figure out what we’re going to do.”

      “Don’t leave town,” Max said to Rowan.

      “I don’t have a ride,” Rowan said. “I’ll be around.”

      “Just a second,” I got out my cell and walked away to call Lian.

      While I waited for her to answer, I heard Rowan say to Max. “I just want you to know. Rose in the truck. I was trying to get her home safe, nothing else. It was all business. We weren’t . . .” His voice trailed off; evidently he didn’t want to specify what we weren’t doing.

      “This is good,” Coral said, having come down the counter to see what I was doing. “Jealousy is a powerful motive.”

      “For what?” I said. “We don’t want Rowan dead.”

      “For Max to stay,” Coral said, always the romantic.

      Lian answered and I said, “Rowan’s truck was just sabotaged and is now in the Little Melvin. He needs a bed for the night.”

      “On my way,” Lian said, sounding very peppy.

      I went back to the guys. “Lian would be delighted if you’d spend the night. She’s on her way to get you.”

      Rowan exhaled. “Great. All my clothes were in the truck, so I’ll have to do something about⁠—”

      “Tinker Tailor Thrift Shop,” I said brightly. “Just this side of Frozen Assets, the ice cream parlor next to the Wok Inn.”

      “We should confer again this evening,” Rowan suggested, smiling at me. “At the Wok Inn.”

      Lian came in through the door, having evidently run from across the street to collect Rowan. The last thing he said to me as they went out was, “The Wok Inn. Tonight.”

      Max finished his coffee. Morosely.

      “Hey, you don’t have to go to the Wok Inn tonight,” I said. “I can ask the questions.”

      Max gave a short laugh. “Ha. As if I’d let you go alone.”

      “Lian will be occupying his attention.”

      “Lian’s got nothing on you.” Then he cheered up a little. “Besides, I want to see this Rowan guy in clothes somebody around here donated to a thrift shop.”

      “Something for you to look forward to,” I said. “Come on, we need to go home and dry off.”

      “First, I need to kill Harvey Ware,” Max said.

      I looked at him to see if he was joking, then realized he wasn’t. “No. He’s been hurt and scared off. We need to keep our eyes on the bigger picture.”

      “There is no bigger—” Max began, but I cut him off.

      “We’ll deal with Harvey. But not today.”

      Max didn’t look happy, but he left Ecstasy with me. He was thoughtful as we went back to Oddities with Poppy and Marley, who were mostly silent. “Pike spent three decades keeping this place off the map,” Max said. “Masters can end that. And if he ends that, all of this—” he indicated State Street, “—is over.”

      “Would that be a bad thing?” Marley said.

      “The town’s been stuck like this for so long,” Poppy said. “Maybe it needs to change.”

      Max looked at me.

      “We’re the Old Guard,” I told him. “They’re the new. They’re going to change things, and they might be right. This place has been preserved in amber for so long, there’s been no growth.”

      “Growth here could be fatal,” Max said. “So we need to think long and hard about how we’re going to deal with Masters, because if Herc has his way, he’ll disappear forever.”

      “I am getting very tired of Herc,” I said and opened the door to the shop.

      Max sneezed. “Me too.”
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      I really didn’t want to go to the Wok Inn that night. I was sick and tired, and after Poppy’s experience with Harvey Ware, I wasn’t okay with leaving her alone, especially at night, but duty called. Maggs would stay with her, and then Marley volunteered to come by and work in the shop with her so she was covered. That was a solid kid.

      So yeah, I was going. I’d done missions feeling worse. And there was no way I was letting Rose go there without me. The woman flirts right in front of me. Even steals other men’s wallets.

      I also really wanted to go find Harvey Ware, but I’d promised Rose that I wouldn’t.

      Today.

      Tomorrow, Harvey was a dead man.

      I was in the living room of Oz’s apartment trying to find more money or clues to the whole gold business while sneezing when Rose walked in looking good in a t-shirt and leggings—no apron—but also looking deadly serious, so she hadn’t come to me for sex. Even I could pick that up from her demeanor.

      “Max.”

      “Yes?” I had no idea what was coming, but her tone indicated whatever was coming, I’d better agree with. I’d learned that much.

      “I’ve been thinking. I have pepper spray, but what if I don’t? What if I can’t get to it? What if somebody grabs me and . . .”

      She swallowed hard, and I felt anger surge up again and was tempted to track down the son-of-a-bitch right now and⁠—

      But Rose cut my thoughts off. “Before you go all vigilante on me, I need you to help me. You’re not going to be here much longer. I have to know how to defend myself. By myself.”

      My anger washed away with a surge of guilt. “Okay,” I said, not sure where this was going.

      “Show me how,” Rose said.

      I thought of the thousands of hours I’d spent in gyms, in sawdust pits with insane mixed martial arts instructors, in safe houses when I was bored out of my skull, sparring with other operatives, learning from them and teaching. All the various forms and techniques I’d had thrown at me and had practiced. About a dojo master in the Far East who’d told me, after I complained about not perfecting a certain move, that I just needed to keep doing it. I’d asked how many more times, and he’d replied sagely: “Ten. A hundred. A thousand. Ten thousand. More. Until.”

      Deep.

      But he’d been right.

      All of that was about technique and muscle memory. In fact, the most important thing I’d learned out of all of it was how to fall without hurting myself, something that became more and more important as I got older. Rose didn’t have time for the muscle memory part.

      But technique?

      “Sure.” I put down the map I’d been looking at and focused on her. “First, forget everything you’ve seen on television and in the movies. Those are choreographed dances. Real violence is fast and brutal. The good news is the vast majority of people have no idea what they’re doing.”

      Rose nodded, looking tense.

      “So you use that against them,” I said. “Even if they do know what they’re doing, you can still handle it.” I was being optimistic there, but if a player went after Rose when she was alone, well, I didn’t want to think about that. Then again, she was full of surprises and players tended to be overconfident against civilians. Hubris. She’d done a number on Ozzie Junior, although he’d been more of a fourth-string player.

      “Come at me like you want to kill me,” I said.

      Rose blinked. “How?”

      “Like you want to grab my neck and choke me,” I clarified.

      She came at me, slowly, tentatively. I put up a hand. “Like you mean it. Think of a time I made you angry. Really angry.”

      I was a bit disconcerted by how quickly her mood changed. She charged at me, hands going for my neck. I twisted, using a middle block, then put my knee into the back of hers.

      Her leg buckled but I caught her before she hit the floor.

      “Okay, what just happened?” she asked as I helped her to stand.

      “I redirected your attack. That’s the thing to keep in mind. Don’t meet force with force. Especially if it’s a guy and he has more force.”

      She nodded, and I saw the pain on her face. I was definitely going to do something painful to Harvey.

      Then I sneezed.

      I blew my nose and then I said, “See what way his force is going and shift it. Then use his momentum against him. In this case I pushed your hands aside but you were still going forward, so I put my knee into the back of yours as you went by me.”

      She nodded, frowning, so we went through it again, slower this time, so she could see how it worked.

      “I understand it,” she said finally. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “We’ll practice,” I told her, and then I showed her a basic stance that would keep her balanced since footwork is critical. When we’d practiced that, I went over to Oz’s gun rack and grabbed an old-style army bayonet in its scabbard. I remembered bayonet training decades ago in Basic. I’d heard they no longer did that in the Army. As if by some random new law of the universe, you’re never going to end up face-to-face with some nutjob trying to gut you.

      “The quick and the dead,” I said.

      “What?” Rose asked.

      “A mantra we chanted during bayonet training,” I said. “There are two types of bayonet fighters. The quick. And the dead.”

      “Oh. Great.”

      I guessed she didn’t want to hear the “Blood, blood, makes the grass grow” chant we also used.

      “Realistic. Here.” I handed the knife to her. “You are now armed. Try to stab me.”

      She hefted the blade in its scabbard. I expected her to come high, trying to strike down like an amateur, but instead she went low, jabbing up. But slow, as if afraid she might actually stab me. I easily blocked it.

      “Full speed, Rose. You’re not going to hurt me.”

      She stepped back, uncertain. Then she nodded and changed tactics and slashed at my face. I leaned back, the knife missing me by just a few inches, then I slammed the palm of my hand into the back of the elbow of her knife hand, using her momentum to put her back to me, then snaked my other arm around her neck and pulled her into me.

      I was distracted for a moment, her soft body pressing back against me. But she was afraid, afraid enough to ask for help, so no on a pass⁠—

      Then she reacted, dropping down and twisting and almost getting away. We struggled for a few moments and then I let go.

      “Did you see how I used your power against you?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay,” I said. “Your turn.”

      We went at it. Me trying different assaults, her trying to redirect the attacks. It was awkward at first. But soon we were both sweating and breathing hard and she was getting it. Blocking. Redirecting. Moving. She was a natural.

      Then I showed her the vulnerable places to strike on the body to slow, if not incapacitate, an attacker, with the caveat that running away was always the best option if viable.

      “Remember, Rose,” I said. “Use anything available as a weapon. Like you used the Maltese Falcon against Serena. You’ll be amazed at the things you can use to hurt someone, to distract them.” My mind slid into a dark place, full of not amazement but horror at what humans were capable of when their life was on the line. I pulled back from that. “Whatever is at hand. Okay. Let’s practice some more.”

      After almost two hours, she finally managed to hurt me with a strike to my throat that left me coughing and bent over.

      “I’m so sorry!” she said, sounding horrified while she patted my back.

      “Never say you’re sorry when fighting. All is fair in love and war.”

      But by that time, we needed a break, and I needed Rose, so I looked up at her and smiled. “How sorry are you?”
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      You know, you wouldn’t think a guy like Max Reddy could be charming since he has the subtlety of a rock, but that smile got me every time. Plus, there’d been all that sweating and bodily contact, and I actually was feeling a little more confident about defending myself, although I liked Max’s instruction to run away best. But what I really loved was that he was so sure I could learn what he was showing me. He was patient, he went over things again and again, telling me that I could do this, smiling when I managed not to screw up, pulling me against him over and over; it was just so much Max, so strong, so solid, and so much on my side, and as much as I wanted to know how to defend myself, by the second hour, all I wanted was Max.

      I was always going to want Max.

      So when he said, “How sorry are you?” I feinted and when he moved to redirect my attack, I went the other way, hooked my ankle around his knee, took him down, and straddled him, bearing down on him until I could feel him hard against me.

      I leaned down and whispered in his ear, “Very sorry,” and he shuddered under me and then pulled me tighter to him, so I kissed him. Kissing Max is one of the best things in my life. The man knows how to kiss.

      When I came up for air, I said, “That was just to redirect your attack.”

      “Pretty sure I wasn’t attacking,” he said, but I could feel his hands slide down to my rear.

      “Well, why aren’t you?” I said, and he rolled suddenly, trapping me under him, pushing hard against me as I wrapped my legs around him, trying to get closer. “Too many clothes,” I said, and he leaned back—which felt great—and stripped off his t-shirt, so I half sat up under him and stripped off mine.

      His hands were on me in an instant, pushing me back to the floor, and he rolled again so I was on top. “I just want to look at you,” he said, and I trailed my hand down his chest to the top of his jeans, loving his body, loving the strength of him under me, just loving him, and he added, “And do a few other things.”

      “You know, all of our self-defense lessons are going to end like this,” I said.

      “Yeah, we’ll have to practice a lot,” he said, and then he sat up and put his arms around me and kissed me, and we both just forgot everything else and went for it, stripping off leggings and cargo pants, touching each other everywhere, kissing and biting until finally, finally, finally, when I was crazy for him, he slid inside me, surging against me, and I clenched around him, angling my hips so he was hitting the good stuff. After less than a month of sex, we had the basics down, we knew exactly what to do, and when he finally overwhelmed me, when the spasms started and I’d writhed under him, crying out because it felt too good to be bearable, I opened my eyes, breathing heavy, and saw Max. Max, smiling down at me.

      Smug.

      Yeah, you’re good at this, buddy.

      But so am I.

      I redirected his attack so I was on top, clenched down on him hard, and fucked his brains out.

      And then when we were both finished, sweaty and breathing hard, I said, “See, that’s what happens when you teach me self-defense.” He said, “Yeah, we’re gonna have to work on that a lot,” and kissed me again.

      I’m going to be really good at defending myself by the time he leaves.
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      At seven that night, I dressed in my best black t-shirt and cargo pants, the ones without holes, to take Rose to the Wok Inn. I figured in a nice, quiet, public place, we could talk about me leaving, about what I needed to do before I went in order to keep her safe—definitely more self-defense lessons—and to make the building safe without any of the “I don’t want you to leave” trauma. Just a nice, quiet dinner out.

      Then I met her downstairs.

      She was wearing a red dress, no apron, and it was clear she wasn’t hiding any weapons on her body. Or anything else. That dress fit like a second skin. And Rose has great skin.

      I must have stared because she said, “Is this too awful? It’s really old, older than Poppy, but I don’t usually dress up.”

      She looked uncertain, so I told her the truth: “You look great.” But now I had second thoughts about taking her out in public.

      The thing about Rose is, she’s round all over, and the dress was made of something stretchy, so there was some bounce going on, the same bounce that had pretty much laid me out an hour earlier, the kind of bounce that said “Touch me” really loud. The last thing I wanted was Rose’s bounce meeting Rowan, let alone her pack of idiot suitors. But she was happy to be going out—that was a real smile on her face when I told her she looked great, the dreamy-smug smile she got after sex plus the excitement about getting out of the shop—so I said, “You look beautiful, that dress is a killer,” which was true.

      Then I went upstairs to Oz’s apartment to see if there was a jacket in his closet. That dress deserved more effort on my part.

      There was one dress jacket in Oz’s closet and it was a little strange, wrapped in a dry cleaner bag but with the tags still on it. Who dry cleans stuff right after they buy it? Not that I’d know—dry cleaning hadn’t been a big part of my life—but I still frowned as I took it out of the bag and tried it on.

      It fit okay, thereby reinforcing why everybody looked at me and saw Oz. Same size. But the jacket was weird, as if it was stuffed with . . . something.

      I felt in the pockets and pulled out hundred-dollar bills. A lot of them. Same with the inside pockets. But there were more lumps, so I took the jacket off and turned it inside out and pulled up the bottom hem of the lining that had been stitched down by somebody who didn’t know how to sew and pulled out more money. I finally just shook the rest of the cash out. When I had it counted and stacked on the bed, the jacket was a lot lighter, and Rose was fifty thousand dollars richer. Again.

      “Max?” she said, coming to the bedroom door. “Are you okay? Do you need to rest? You don’t have to go, you know.”

      I pointed at the bed. “You’re buying dinner tonight.”

      She stopped in her tracks.

      “Fifty thousand,” I said, shrugging back into Oz’s jacket. Now it fit.

      She turned to me, her eyes wide. “You’re wearing a jacket?”

      “Did you miss the fifty thousand?”

      She smiled at me, that smile that kneecapped me every time, her real smile. “We find fifty thousand all the time. You in a suit jacket is new. And very tasty.”

      She came close and put her arms around me under the jacket, and I had all that stretchy red dress under my hands and Rose underneath that and some vivid memories from a very short time ago. “You are not allowed to smile at men tonight,” I told her. “I really don’t want to beat anybody up, but I will if I have to.”

      She kissed me for that, and for a minute, there was a chance we wouldn’t go to dinner at all, but she said she was starving, and I like Chinese, and we needed to talk, so we stashed the 50K in the bag with the rest of her swag under her bed and walked to the Wok Inn.

      I was definitely still feeling ill, still sneezing at odd moments, which was annoying me and everyone around me, and I was definitely feeling hostile toward Rowan Masters, although it did cheer me up some that he, too, would be wearing somebody else’s jacket. I didn’t care that he hadn’t been driving the Cybertruck when it came after me, I was going to blame him anyway. He’d brought it to town. Plus, it had occurred to me that there had to be some sort of a kill switch in the thing, although it had happened pretty fast, and he’d said it was a borrow.

      But for now, I wasn’t going to be thinking about him or anybody else in Rocky Start. I was going to make sure Rose was all right with me leaving once the serial killer stuff was done. I knew she’d say she was fine with it because Rose didn’t ask for anything, but talking to her in a nice place that didn’t have memories of being shot at or harassed, just the two of us, maybe we could just rationally discuss what was happening to us, what she wanted, what I could do besides the self-defense stuff before I left.

      That sounded mature and thoughtful.

      And maybe I could trip Masters as he walked by the table, ogling Rose.

      When we got to the restaurant, it felt like we were walking onto the set of a spy movie. It was dimly lit, lots of black silk and ivory lanterns with Far East paintings on the walls above black lacquered tables. There was more black lacquer on the bar that I glimpsed through a vaguely Chinese-inspired archway off the main dining area. It was hazy in there and there were ashtrays, which meant whatever law had been passed prohibiting smoking didn’t apply there. At least there was a powerful exhaust fan in the ceiling in the bar area, sucking all that smoke out so the dining area was smoke-free. It made sense that federal and state regulations had no place in Rocky Start. A little smoke was the least of our problems.

      I wasn’t surprised to see Barry Mason, Oz’s lawyer, anchoring the end of the bar given that his office and bed were upstairs and he was a man who liked his booze. No chance of a DUI on the way home, although a good possibility of a broken neck falling down the stairs. Given he was talking out of shop about Rose possibly having millions, I considered the fall on my wish list. A cigarette dangled from the side of his mouth. He was talking to Geoffrey Nice, who wasn’t smoking and had what appeared to be a glass of water in front of him. Behind the bar was a tall, angular man with a bald head covered with dark splotches, smoking a pipe. Pike had filled me in on the owner and proprietor of the Wok Inn since they were contemporaries. Hugh Fulton was biracial, half English, half Chinese, born in Hong Kong many decades ago during World War II. He’d grown up in the turbulent Cold War colonial days of that city and joined the police force. From there he’d been recruited by MI6, the British equivalent of our CIA.

      He perked up when he spotted me helping Rose with her coat, put the pipe down, and came out of the bar area to greet us while Barry and Geoffrey gawked at Rose and her red dress, which I now realized had fringe on the bottom so it wasn’t nearly as long as I’d thought it was. I’d been distracted by the low neckline, but now I could see Rose flashing a lot of leg when she walked.

      Rose has great legs.

      “Rose!” Hugh said to her, not looking at her legs. “It’s been ages. And you must be Max. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      I never like when people say that because it could as easily mean hearing bad things as good and, in my case, bad was more likely. But Rose seemed genuinely happy to see him. I was getting better at seeing through her Cheery Boost for authenticity, and I think she actually liked Hugh.

      Barry, on the other hand, had now swiveled around to leer at her. I was already irritated with Barry because he’d told people too much about Rose’s possible money and whispered rumors about treasure, but I was pretty much irritated with everyone right now except Rose. And Poppy. I was glad I’d left Maggs and Marley in the shop with Poppy, both poised to rip the throat out of anyone who came near our girl.

      Barry motioned for Rose to come over, and I was tempted to go into the bar and put some hurt on him, but we hadn’t eaten yet and I had a feeling that wouldn’t be proper date etiquette, although I hadn’t been on a date since prom. Where I’d put the hurt on the star quarterback for ogling my date. That had not turned out well—expulsion and then joining the army—so lesson learned.

      Who says people can’t change?

      Plus, Rose ignored Barry to smile at me.

      I waited a moment as Hugh led Rose to a table next to a large fish tank, but Barry turned back to the bar, so I followed her, half expecting to see a couple of miniature sharks inside the tank, perhaps with a kraken, given it was Rocky Start. Instead, there were a number of very colorful fish swimming around underwater plants. It was actually quite pretty and almost soothing.

      Hugh indicated my seat, which faced the door, which might’ve been coincidence, but I didn’t think so.

      “Will Poppy be joining you?” he asked Rose.

      She shook her head. “Not this evening.”

      “Ah,” he said, looking from her to me and then back. “Very good.”

      What the hell was that supposed to mean?

      “And now, what’s your pleasure for this evening?” Hugh asked in a sort of British accent, inflected by a life in the Far East, where he most likely spoke more Cantonese than English.

      I picked up a menu, but Rose just started with “Crab rangoon. A lot of crab rangoon.”

      “That kind of day, is it?” Hugh said, sympathy in his voice.

      “It’s a four-crab day,” Rose said

      Hugh looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “What did you do?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      Hugh shook his head, too. “Four crab rangoons? There’s something.”

      “And cashew chicken,” Rose added. “And potstickers. One order. Don’t be stingy with the dipping sauce, please.”

      Hugh nodded and looked at me. “And for you, sir?”

      He sounded like he was asking me what I wanted for my last meal. “Same thing,” I said. “Minus the crab rangoon. Possibly an eggroll.”

      Hugh nodded. “Certainly.”

      He picked up the menus and left, and I looked at Rose. “Four crabs? What’s that mean?”

      “I like crab rangoon,” Rose said. When she saw I hadn’t bought into that lame excuse, she explained. “A few years ago when Poppy wanted to put the shop online, Ozzie got furious with her. Angrier than I’d ever seen. He yelled at her, which was a first. And a last. Anyway, to make it up to her and me, he took us here for dinner. Ozzie was notoriously cheap and he’d always limit what we ordered to one of anything. But I was still upset with him for yelling at Poppy, even though he’d apologized, so Poppy and I each ordered four crab rangoons. Ozzie’s face turned red, but he didn’t say anything. Ever since, whenever Poppy and I come in, Hugh asks her what we’re having and she tells him how many crabs the day has been. One is a normal day, two has been annoying, three has been hard but we’ll be okay, and four is Very Bad. It’s been a joke between them ever since.”

      “You and Poppy belong here, in this town,” I said, thinking back to how Coral welcomed them like family, about the kids that made up Poppy’s pack, about Lian and Rose finally telling each other everything.

      Of course, I was trying to ignore that Rose had just ordered four crab rangoons and what that implied.

      “Well, I do now,” Rose said. “I’m happy here now.”

      “That’s good,” I said. “See, you really don’t need me.”

      Rose straightened, and I saw the flash in her eyes and braced myself for Five Rangoon Rose.

      “Do not try that on me again,” she said.

      “Right,” I said. “So, I guess what I want to know is, what do you see as your future?”

      “Self-defense training,” she said.

      “Uh,” I began.

      “Not anything with guns or knives. I want to be able to defend myself, not kill.” She looked at me, almost pleading. “That was bad with Harvey today. I couldn’t get away, he was grabbing me too hard. What you and I did today was good, I’m more confident now, but I want to know more, especially more about how to get away.”

      “Yes,” I said. “We can work on that. But what I meant was, what do you want from life? What do I have to do to leave you in a good place?”

      She glared at me. “How the hell should I know? I mean, how much more money are we going to find? Because my future depends a lot on that. My immediate future is much healthier, thank you for finding another fifty thousand, but it’s not enough to make me independent forever. I just need⁠—”

      I really wanted to know what she needed, but Lian and Rowan came through the curtained opening from the lobby and I frowned, distracted.

      Rose turned to see what I was looking at.

      Lian was wearing a black leather dress, slit up the side and showing more leg than Rose, which was good. Lian could distract Rowan from my date.

      “I’ve never seen Lian in a dress,” I said. “Always a suit.”

      “And now you have,” Rose said, turning back to me.

      Then I got a good look at Rowan. “Crap.”

      Rowan was also dressed sharply in a well-cut suit, which was annoying since I’d been feeling pretty good about Oz’s jacket until I saw him. “You don’t bring a cannon to a skeet shoot” I wanted to tell him. Plus, where the hell had he gotten that if all his clothes had been in that spaceship? I’d expected a Cousin Vinny secondhand-store type of outfit. He was the kind of guy who could fall in shit and come out smelling like, well, not roses, too close to home, but not like shit.

      I frowned at her. “Should you be in favor of him seeing her? She knows he’s digging for dirt, right?”

      “She does,” Rose said. “But she’s no dummy and she’s entitled to do her own thing. Look who I’m sitting with.”

      I didn’t take the bait on that.

      “Besides,” Rose said, “we’ve already let the cat out of the bag about the serial killer thing.”

      I wasn’t thrilled with that, but the last thing I wanted to talk about was Rowan, so I let it go. Hugh led them to a table on the other side of the room. Lian gave Rose a small wave and a thumbs up, and Rose returned the wave. I glared at Rowan, but it was a waste of facial energy as he ignored me.

      “So you were telling me what you needed. I think the self-defense lessons are a fine idea, but⁠—”

      Rose shook her head. “Why are you jealous of Rowan? If you’re leaving, you shouldn’t care who I see once you’re gone, and you know I wouldn’t cheat on you while⁠—”

      She stopped because the restaurant had fallen silent behind her, and she turned to see why.

      A stunningly beautiful blonde had walked in, her lush body encased in tight, bright blue lace, with a neckline so low it made Lian and Rose look like they were wearing turtlenecks. One good sneeze and we’d see nipples. Her large, dark, heavily lashed eyes surveyed the room, knowing that she was the center of attention and loving it, practically purring back at us. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, and also the most terrifying. And I’ve seen some really terrifying women.

      “That’s Louise,” Rose whispered to me in the silence, and I saw that Lionel Ferrell was behind the blonde, at the moment looking at her ass. “And Lionel. He must have forgiven her for Peru.”

      “There’s no blood in his brain right now,” I told her. “He’s only capable of one thought.”

      “He pretty much always has only one thought,” Rose said.

      Hugh showed Lionel and Louise to a table off to the side, out of the sightline of anybody who entered. Hugh was a smart man.

      He stopped by our table after seating them. “The crab rangoon will be right out,” he said jovially and then dropped his voice. “Are you armed?” he said to me.

      “Yes,” I said, not sure where he was going with that.

      “It’s shaping up to be an interesting evening,” Hugh said. “Pike informed me that you have generously agreed to shoulder what were once Oz’s duties. I might require your assistance to maintain a façade of civility.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “About that. I’m here to be with Rose, although if Harvey Ware shows up—oh, hell.”

      Dottie Ferrell had just walked in, dressed all in black: stockings, short leather skirt, short leather jacket. She didn’t look hot, she looked sharp, like the blades I’m sure she was carrying underneath that jacket. She headed straight into the bar. A woman with focus. I was just grateful she hadn’t scoped out the restaurant and spotted Lionel and Louise.

      The restaurant was very quiet.

      Hugh followed Dottie into the bar.

      “Now what?” I asked Rose.

      “Suspense.” Rose picked up her napkin and put it on her lap. “Making bets on who’s going to take who out. Big money will be on Dottie; the question is who she goes for, Lionel or Louise.”

      “They really think⁠—”

      “They think Dottie’s had enough of Lionel. And Lionel has to be an idiot to bring Louise here. And Louise must have a plan, something she wants from Lionel that is probably not the thing he wants to give her. And Rowan will be taking notes, assuming he lives through the evening.”

      I frowned. “So Dottie’s going to gut Lionel in the Wok Inn? Isn’t that, like, against the rules?”

      Rose shrugged. “Maybe. As Hugh said, Ozzie was the one who enforced the rules. And you’re the new Ozzie, so you tell me.”

      “Maybe Dottie just came in for a drink.”

      “Not likely,” Rose said.

      There were loud voices coming from the bar area now. Dottie and Barry, her divorce lawyer, with Hugh quietly trying to placate them.

      “You know, I really wanted to talk to you tonight,” I said, annoyed.

      Rose nodded. “I figured you were up to something. Asking me out in public when we could be home in bed? Not like you.”

      I frowned at her. “We do other things.”

      “Like what?” she said and smiled at me Cheerfully.

      “We could do other things,” I said, trying to retrieve my dignity.

      “Like what?” she said, and then Pike and Coral came in, smiling at each other like they’d just gotten out of bed. Which they probably had. I wanted to say, “See, Coral’s not complaining about sex,” but I was just smart enough not to.

      They came over because evidently nobody understood that I was on a date.

      “Hello, lovelies,” Coral said, evidently giddy with satisfaction.

      “The famous Louise is over in the corner with Lionel Ferrell,” I told Pike.

      “That’s all we need,” Pike said. “If Dottie finds out⁠—”

      “Dottie’s in the bar with Barry,” I said. “And that journalist, Rowan Masters, is right over there, with Lian.”

      “Is Harvey in here?” Coral asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Good,” she said. “Blood at dinner is upsetting.”

      Pike looked at me. “What are you going to do about all this, Marshal?”

      “Have dinner with my girlfriend,” I said, and Rose looked surprised, probably because I’d volunteered the “girlfriend.”

      Pike looked exasperated but didn’t say anything.

      “You’re staying?” Coral said, delighted.

      “For a while,” I said. “Until we get this serial killer stopped. Then I finish the Trail.”

      “If it’s only for a while, she’s not your girlfriend.” Coral was scowling now, moving aside as a young waiter brought our tray of appetizers. “Ah, a four-crab night, of course,” she said, looking the tray over, and Rose said, “Thank you, Owen, that looks amazing,” and the waiter ducked his head and grinned, and I recognized him as one of Poppy’s posse, the one who was dating Reggie. This was the most people whose names I knew since I’d memorized a list of high-value targets during one particularly tough op. Even worse, I knew relationships that weren’t terrorist networks. Rocky Start was warping me.

      “Are you armed?” Pike asked me.

      How many people go to a restaurant and get asked that? Twice?

      “I am not going to shoot Dottie for you,” I said. “I’m on a date. I’m trying to make time here.”

      Pike looked at the four orders of crab rangoon on the tray. “Yeah, good luck with that,” he said and guided Coral away as Hugh beckoned them to another table.

      “So,” I said to Rose. “I was thinking⁠—”

      Bea Handler came through the archway and came straight to our table.

      “Thought you’d be here with Harvey,” she said to Rose, clearly braless and just as clearly drunk.

      “I am here with Max,” Rose said patiently. “I hate Harvey. I don’t understand why you don’t hate Harvey. The mustache is awful and the flamingos are not flattering, and he attacked me in the woods today and grabbed my breast and ripped my apron, so no, I hate Harvey.”

      My face must have changed because Rose pointed at me and said, “No,” before she went back to a shocked Bea.

      She went on. “I would not touch that creep with a ten-foot barge pole. I am very happy with Max, who, you will notice, has no mustache and is wearing all black so he can fade into the shadows. He is also very good in bed, which Harvey was not based on one mistake I made long ago when I was young and dumb. Trust me, Bea, I do not want Harvey. Harvey is all yours, although I’d think twice about that if I were you. Harvey is a disgusting, moronic attempted rapist. And he might not be long for this world if Max has his way. Or Pike. Or Coral.”

      Bea blinked at us. “You’re damn right.” She looked sober for a moment. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t come home today. Probably left town.”

      “If he knows what’s good for him, he did,” I said.

      Bea nodded a little unsteadily and went into the bar.

      “One mistake?” I said to Rose, appalled.

      “Now let’s talk about who you’ve slept with,” Rose said.

      “So about your future,” I said, and voices rose again from the bar, Bea with Dottie chiming in, and I realized that while there might be murder tonight, there was one upside.

      I wouldn’t have to do any investigating; we’d have a ringside seat when the deed went down.
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      Nobody died during dinner, which was something.

      And the crab rangoon was excellent.

      The restaurant was as busy as usual, but it was also fairly quiet, so I sat and listened while Max tried to get me to say that it was all right he was leaving. I appreciated the dress jacket and the dinner out, but not enough to let him off the hook. If he had to go, he had to go, I understood, but I wasn’t going to tell him it was okay with me.

      Plus, every time he tried to get down to business, somebody interrupted him. “So, Rose,” he said, and Don Jones stopped by the table to tell us he had a new shipment of running shoes in if we were interested, which was really his attempt to show everybody that he knew Max, the new Big Cheese in town. When he left, Max said again, “So about what you need,” but Barry came out of the bar to tell me I was looking good and to drunkenly ask if we’d found any money or gold. I was going to ask what the hell all this talk about gold was, but Max got rid of him by telling him to shut the fuck up about my business, and then Oxley Crothers stopped by the table to tell Max about some kind of gardening book he’d just gotten in—gardening?—and Max got rid of him, too, and started on another pathetic bid to get me to say I’d be better off without him when I looked around and realized the restaurant was filling up.

      “This isn’t good,” I said as the crowd grew.

      “Well, tell me what I have to do to make it good,” he said, sounding exasperated.

      “Not you. This place has gone viral. Somebody called a friend and told them who was here and what was going on, and they called somebody and now everybody’s here waiting for the fight.”

      Max looked around. “We’re never going out to eat again.”

      Lionel was now looking very nervous, and he’d asked Louise something a couple of times, and she’d shaken her head no a couple of times. He probably wanted to get the hell out, but she wasn’t going for it.

      “So about—” Max started, and Lionel got up and came over, and said, “Max, if Dottie—” and Max said, “If you interrupt my date, Dottie will not be the person you have to worry about killing you,” and Lionel went back to Louise. Again.

      I was trying to figure out what the hell Louise’s play was but not terribly worried about it. I was sedated by four orders of crab rangoon and not in the line of fire.

      I asked for tea after dinner, and to my surprise Max asked for a cup, too. Then Betty Baumgarten arrived as Owen put down a tray with a pot of tea and two cups, and without a word he went back for another cup as she pulled up a chair without asking.

      “So I hear there’s trouble here tonight,” she said. “What did I miss?”

      Max looked like he was ready to shove her chair over, but I said, “So far, nothing. Dottie and Bea are in the bar with Barry. Lionel and Louise are over there in the corner, arguing. Pike and Coral are playing a waiting game by the front arch. Alfie Packer came late and went into the bar, where I doubt he’s thinking about bonding with Dottie.”

      “Who the fuck is Alfie Packer?” Max said, evidently pressed beyond his limits of social conversation.

      Then he sneezed into his napkin.

      “Alfie is the vet who took Louise to Peru,” I told him. “Try to keep up.”

      “Why?” Max said. “None of them killed Melissa or Sid, right?”

      “Melissa had secrets,” Betty said serenely, pouring tea into Hugh’s fragile little cups. “Not like Sid’s secrets, of course. She was always very discreet. I have no idea who killed her, but I’d very much like to know who it was.” She looked at Max. “Do you know?”

      There was some intent in her voice, a kind of promise that if Max knew who killed Melissa, he could tell her and not have to worry about it again. I marveled that she’d pulled off that sweet little old lady bit for the nineteen years I’d known her. And how cool she was after telling me she’d had an affair with Melissa and another one with a Russian who’d given her a llama. And how right she was when she told me to get a life. Looking at her now, her white hair dipping down over her forehead in a perfect wave, her big eyes the color of steel, watching everything, her mouth set in a firm, red line under that strong nose that had a bit of a hook in it, she was the Iron Lady personified. Then I stared at her again and realized what she’d always reminded me of: an owl. A sweet, white-feathered owl who could see everything. And from experience, I knew she could swoop down like an owl, too. Betty was a raptor.

      “I do not know who killed Melissa,” Max was saying, just as firmly. “Don’t do anything I’ll regret, Betty. We have no idea who it was.”

      “I have some ideas,” Betty said calmly. “And I never have regrets. You shouldn’t either. We were damned a long time ago and we just have to ride it out until the final darkness takes us.” She frowned at him. “You don’t look well.”

      “Swimming in the Little Melvin in November is not a good idea,” Max said. “Twice. I got shoved into it today when⁠—"

      But Betty had already moved on. “I assume Dottie has not seen that Louise and Lionel are here.”

      “No,” I said.

      “Have you braced Harvey over the killings and for attacking Rose?” Betty asked Max. “I don’t see him for it, but Luke said you’re looking for a chemist and he’s the last one standing. Plus, you should kill him just for the Rose attack.”

      “I am trying to enjoy my date,” Max said and then ruined the effect as he sneezed into his napkin once more. He was really sick. Getting worse by the moment.

      Then everyone heard Bea’s voice yelling from the bar, “You bastard.”

      Max gave a wan smile. “Maybe she’ll take out Barry.” He sounded hopeful.

      Hugh came out of the bar, holding Bea by the arm, bending it in an unnatural way that brought a grimace to her face as he marched her out the door before she could do anything about it. Barry walked to look out the bar archway at all of us and shrugged and said, “What can you do? Women, amirite?”

      The room ignored him.

      “Rose and I were talking,” Max began, I think in an attempt to shift Betty, but then Dottie came out of the bar and spotted Lionel and Louise across the room. Her face changed in an instant, from a fussy little frown of annoyance to a mask of fury, and Pike stood up, and then to my amazement, Max sighed and stood up, too.

      He was really taking this marshal thing seriously.

      Dottie started across the room, snarling, “Hello, Lousie,” as Hugh came back from turfing Bea and moved to stop her, saying, “No,” in an unmistakable command voice. “Not in my restaurant. Take it outside.”

      Dottie seethed over his shoulder. “I want to talk to the bitch whore that stole my man.”

      Louise stood up and oiled her way to the floor to smile at Dottie, Hugh standing between them.

      “I didn’t steal him, Dottie,” she said, sweetly. “He escaped.”

      “That’s enough,” Hugh said as Dottie made a move toward her.

      “You bitch.” Dottie pulled a knife from under her jacket, but Max was there to deftly take the knife out of her hand, leaving Dottie blinking in surprise and unarmed.

      Now that was something useful he could teach me.

      “I’m on a date,” he snarled and pointed the knife at Louise. “You. Go back to that idiot who has probably never looked at your face and shut up. And you,” he said, turning to Dottie. “Stop letting her bait you. You’re better than that. You definitely deserve better than him.”

      “Damn it, Dottie,” Lionel yelled now that Max had saved everybody, but he didn’t move in front of Louise to shield her.

      Max would have moved in front of me. So there, Lousie.

      “All right,” Max said loudly to the restaurant as a whole. “Listen up, people. I’m on a date. And I do not want any more interruptions. The next time one of you tries to kill somebody, take it out into the street. Because if I have to get up and save somebody again, the next person who dies will be the one who interrupts my date. Are we clear?”

      Then he ruined what had been a good speech by sneezing.

      “That was very impressive,” Louise said, transferring her purr to him, and I had to admit, Max was very attractive when he was being commanding and threatening, especially in a nice jacket. Even with the sneezing.

      If she touched him, I was going for her throat.

      Max looked at her. “I’m not that stupid,” he told her calmly. “Are you going back to Lionel or is Hugh going to toss you into the street with Bea?”

      She smiled at him, no offense taken, looking straight into his eyes, and then she swiveled back to Lionel with extra wiggle, which Max ignored to focus on Dottie.

      “Go home, Dottie,” Max said. “She’s torturing you. If you go, she’s stuck for the rest of the night with Lionel.”

      Dottie nodded, and I felt sorry for her, but Hugh shook Max’s hand as Dottie left the restaurant.

      “That was excellent,” he said. “I don’t think you’re the new Oz, I think you’re the Max we need.”

      “Yeah, right,” Max said and came back to the table, ignoring the stares of the general populace. People began to drift out now that the show was over, including Betty, who said, “Very nice, Max,” as she put her chair back where she’d found it.

      When she was gone, Rowan and Lian stopped by our table.

      “I think I made it perfectly clear,” Max began, and I reached over and patted his hand.

      “We need to talk with Rowan,” I reminded him.

      Lian pulled a chair over from a vacated table, and Rowan did the same.

      “Lian has given me a brief summary of the two deaths,” Rowan said as he sat down, “and asked if I could help.”

      “Nobody listens to me,” Max said, and no one listened to him.

      Pike and Coral had also gotten up to leave, but seeing the situation, they pulled their chairs over. We had enough space to talk without being overheard as the crowd thinned out now that the show was ove. Plus, Max’s threat had kind of cast a pall over things.

      “What’s going on?” Pike asked, glaring at Rowan.

      “Nobody has any respect for my personal life,” Max said. “I’m on a d⁠—”

      “Okay,” Pike said to Rowan. “Do serial killers usually pose the bodies?”

      “Depends on the killer,” Rowan said. “Those that do, do it for different reasons, to satisfy some psychological need of the killer. Or it could also be done to confuse the investigation.”

      “The investigators are definitely confused,” I said.

      Lian spoke up. “Rowan said he was investigating a death in Bearton that was labeled an accident, and he thinks it was the work of this serial killer he’s been tracking for years.”

      “Yes,” I said. “He told us. The Director.”

      Max turned on him. “You think you know who it is?”

      Now it was Rowan’s turn to look uncomfortable. “How were your bodies posed?”

      Max and Pike exchanged a glance, then Max reluctantly answered. “A funeral director in one of her caskets. A drug dealer with a blunt in his mouth and Cheetos stains and cocaine smeared on his face.”

      Rowan nodded. “That fits the Director. What it doesn’t fit is three killings so quickly and in the same area. He—it could be a she, but evidence suggests a male—has always taken at least four months between a kill. That I know of. He always poses them in a way that shows why they were guilty of something and needed to die.” He frowned. “Not sure what a funeral director would be guilty of.”

      We all held our peace on that, but yeah, Melissa the assassin in a coffin was ironic.

      “Who died in Bearton that brought you here?” Coral asked.

      “A river guide named Braxton,” Rowan said. “Drowned after getting tangled in fishing line.”

      “That happens,” Pike said. “Why do you think it was this Director?”

      “There were rumors after his pregnant girlfriend drowned, but he had an alibi. From another woman. The police photos show his body splayed against the riverbank, his head just under water, the fishing line caught on a submerged rock.”

      “So?” Max said.

      “The fishing line was tied in the shape of an A. It looked random, but the line was red, and a scarlet A has been a symbol of betrayal for a long time.”

      “That’s pretty out there.” Max leaned forward, getting interested despite the fact it was Rowan. “You said the Director has two signatures. What was the other in this case?”

      “Braxton’s fishing vest was gone,” Rowan said. “The Director always takes clothing as a trophy.”

      “Melissa’s jacket,” I said. “It was missing.” I looked at Max. “Was something missing from Sid?”

      “His lab coat,” Max said.

      “It sounds like the Director,” Rowan said. “And he’s escalating. Three kills in that many weeks. That’s not good.”

      “No shit,” Pike muttered.

      “It means he’s deteriorating,” Rowan said. “All serial killers do eventually, if they manage to stay alive long enough. They get sloppy.”

      “I haven’t seen any signs of sloppy,” Max said.

      I patted Max’s hand. “Let’s be smart and work together. Whoever it is, he’s not a stranger, it’s somebody here in town. There was nobody new in town when Melissa and Sid were killed.”

      “He is,” Max said, nodding at Rowan.

      “Come on, Max,” I said. “If Rowan’s the killer, he already knows anything we’d tell him.”

      “He has enough problems without us,” Max said. “Herc wants him to disappear. He suggested I make that happen.” He looked at Rowan. “I said no. You’re welcome.”

      “That’s another time you’ve mentioned this Herc fellow,” Rowan said. “He means me harm? Why?”

      “He’s an asshole,” Pike said at the same time Coral said, “Because you are a journalist here in Rocky Start.”

      “I need to know more,” Rowan said. “What exactly is going on in this town?”

      Pike stood up and walked out.

      Coral shook her head, said, “Have a good night, lovelies,” and followed him.

      Max, Lian, Rowan, and I were left in awkward silence in an almost empty restaurant now.

      “You can’t ever write about this place,” Max said to Rowan.

      “I’m picking that up,” Rowan replied, which was an acknowledgment but not an agreement, and I know Max noticed that. “I don’t even know what I would write.”

      “Good,” Max said. “Ignorance is bliss.”

      “Can we get back to the point?” I said. “How do we figure out who the Director is? And then what do we do about him?”

      “You have any suspects?” Rowan asked.

      “Harvey,” Max said.

      “The exterminator in the flamingo shirt,” I clarified.

      “Not likely,” Rowan said. “These types of killers tend to be tightly controlled.”

      “You said he’s begun unraveling,” Max pointed out.

      I hated to squash Max’s hope, but . . . “You said whoever was doing this cleaned up, and I really don’t see Harvey doing housework. He’s a slob.”

      “Okay, then, one or both of the Ferrells,” Max said. “They have the expertise to hijack the Cybertruck.”

      “Dottie’s the postmistress with the knife,” I explained to Rowan. “You met her at the post office. He’s the one she was going after, the one with the beautiful blonde..”

      Rowan shrugged. “Also out of control, so no. And when two killers work together, one is always clearly in charge.”

      “That would be Dottie,” Lian said.

      “I’d vote for Louise,” I said, “but I don’t see Louise cleaning up anything. That’s for the little people.”

      Rowan went on. “We’re looking for somebody who’s very cool, very in control, very adept at what they do, very under the radar. Not raving but probably angry. Frustrated. Power-mad.”

      He was staring at Max now and Max was staring back at him.

      “Don’t even go there,” Max said and then spoiled that by saying, “If I took somebody out, you’d never find the body.”

      Rowan shrugged.

      “You can leave now,” Max said, and Rowan gave up and left with Lian.

      I stood up. “Come on. You’re tired, you’re sick, and you need to go to bed.”

      Max stood up, too. “We had things to talk about.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “And I appreciate the thought. Let’s just go home.”

      He sighed and stood up, and Hugh was there again.

      “We need the check,” Max said, and Hugh shook his head.

      “Any time you get hungry,” he said to Max, “you come here and eat free. You saved me a lot of trouble tonight, son. That’s worth a lot of crab rangoon.”

      He held out his hand, and Max shook it and then put his hand on my waist to steer me out the door. I think he’d had enough Chinese food for a while, possibly a lifetime.

      It was cold outside and Max automatically pulled his jacket off—Ozzie’s jacket—and put it over my shoulders, which was nice, but now he was going to freeze. We started to walk back up the street to Oddities, and I thought about what had happened, about how he hadn’t gotten what he wanted because he was taking care of other people, and I knew how that felt.

      Which is when I realized we were more alike than I’d thought.

      I stopped walking and Max didn’t realize and kept going, but all I could think of was that what he’d done tonight was the kind of thing I would have done, that if he stayed, he’d be doing that for the rest of his life.

      And he’d hate it. He’d hated it tonight and I’d be dooming him to a lifetime of uncomfortable moments taking care of other people.

      He stopped and turned back to me, and I said, “You don’t need to explain about leaving. I understand. You can go. I won’t whine anymore.”

      He sighed, and he looked so tired, and then he held out his hand to me, and I walked forward and took it, and we walked back to Oddities holding hands.

      Like we were lovers.
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      Twenty minutes later, Max, his voice distorted by stuffed sinuses, said, “I think I might have a cold.”

      He was buried under three blankets with only his flushed face visible. He hadn’t admitted he was sick until now, curled up in a shivering ball of naked misery in my bed.

      “I’ll be fine in the morning,” he said.

      “Right.” I picked up the thermometer. “Open up.” I stuck it in his mouth.

      He mumbled something around it.

      “Shush,” I said, feeling like I was dealing with Poppy when she was four.

      He closed his eyes and stopped fighting. After enough time, I retrieved the thermometer. “You have a slight fever.”

      “It’s all the blankets,” he protested. He started to push them aside, but I reached down and stopped him.

      “Stop it. You’re sick.”

      He grumbled something.

      “I’ll get you some Tylenol. The best thing you can do now is sleep.”

      After I’d medicated him and turned off the light, I heard Max whisper, “Thank you.” He was quiet for a moment and then he said, “I’m just not used to being taken care of so I don’t know how to deal with it. But I’m grateful.”

      “Your mom didn’t make you chicken soup?”

      “I don’t remember,” he whispered, his voice raspy. “I went into foster homes pretty early after she was gone. Herc liked people with no family.” He sort of mumbled a laugh. “Hell, he didn’t even want anybody who’d been adopted. He preferred the ones who’d stayed in the system or been shuttled from family to family. No ties. No complications.”

      I really hated Herc. I mean, I’d thought he was an asshole before, but now . . .

      “Well, you have ties now,” I said and crawled under the covers with him to put my arms around him. “And there will be chicken soup and Vicks VapoRub and I will keep you warm until you’re well.” I kissed him on the forehead. “Go to sleep, sick baby. I will take care of you.”

      There was a long silence and then he said, “You deserve better.”

      “Baby, you’re the best,” I told him, and he turned in my arms and put his head on my shoulder, and I rested my cheek on his hair and patted his shoulder. “Go to sleep, sweet baby,” I said, just like I’d always said to Poppy, and his arms tightened on me and then relaxed, and soon he was asleep.

      You know what I said about us needing time apart to know how we felt? I changed my mind. I loved Max Reddy now. I was gonna love him forever.

      He was just going to have to deal with that.
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      When I came downstairs in the morning, I asked Poppy if it was okay if I took Maggs for a walk, and she looked surprised. “I thought you were going to do that every day,” she said. “Oh, are you worried about Harvey?”

      “Maggs can take care of him. But Max is still asleep, so if Harvey shows up here, yell really loud to wake Max up.”

      “No.” Poppy said, a notepad full of ideas in front of her. “He needs the rest. I’ll be fine. Marley’s coming by in a bit to help me figure out the shop. Do something for you. Selfish Day.”

      “Right,” I said. “Selfish Day. I’ll be back to check on Max.”

      “He’s fine,” Poppy said. “He’s Max.” She frowned. “You know, Max might go after Harvey when he wakes up.”

      “That will be bad for Harvey,” I said. The fact that he hadn’t been in the Wok Inn last night, and Bea had said he hadn’t come home, made me hope Harvey had decided running was the better option than having Max come calling.

      Poppy shooed me toward the door. “Go. Go. Everything is fine here.”

      Well, everything wasn’t fine, we had a serial killer lurking somewhere, but I doubted he would strike in broad daylight.

      I told Poppy, “Have a good day working on the store and be careful and text me when Max gets up.” Then I got a tote bag and two thermoses from the kitchen and took Maggs with me next door to Coral’s, passing Marley on his way into Oddities as I left.

      Yes, I was curious about that, too, but I wasn’t going to step into the middle of anything. She was safer if Marley was with her; I could figure the rest of it out later. Or even better, she could.

      Once inside Coral’s, the first thing I noticed was Lian and Rowan being pretty much a spectacle at the window table in Ecstasy, gazing into each other’s eyes and laughing quietly, feeding each other bites of Coral’s pastry. So he probably wasn’t spending the night on Lian’s couch. I wondered if Max and I looked like that, then remembered Max’s limited range of public expression and shoved that thought aside. PDA wasn’t his style. And I’d bite his fingers off if he tried shoving pastry in my mouth. I was beginning to worry that Lian’s judgment might be impaired by her libido; she looked besotted with him. She didn’t even notice me coming in because both of them had their backs to the door. Really, she’d thrown caution to the winds here.

      Luke was sitting around the side of the counter, chatting with Coral. Pike was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Max?” Luke asked as I sat down.

      “Resting. Twice into the river caught up to him. He’s sick as a dog.” I looked down at Maggs. “No offense.”

      Luke nodded. “Can happen to the best of us.” But he was looking at Lian and Rowan.

      “She deserves some fun. Right?” I looked at Coral for support, but the sisterhood only went so far.

      “He is a problem,” Coral said. “Men like that. Smooth operators. They can be fun, but they are also dangerous if not handled correctly.”

      “He gave us good information on our killer,” I said.

      Luke nodded. “Coral filled me in. But this Director doesn’t ring any bells for someone here in Rocky Start. So, really, not much help.”

      It seemed Luke was in Max’s I’m-not-fond-of-Rowan camp and I was outnumbered. “What about Rowan’s car?”

      “That thing?” Luke said. “We got it out of the river just before dark last night. I was busy doing that while apparently there was quite the show at the Wok Inn. I had to call a big wrecker in from Bearton. Then the guy wouldn’t go in the water to hook it up. Said he’d get electrocuted by the batteries. So I had to get wet.”

      That explained why Luke was grumpy.

      “After we got it out, he towed it away,” Luke said. “Hopefully, never to be seen again. Along with its owner soon.” He shook his head. “Did Max have any suggestions as to suspects before he succumbed?”

      “Harvey,” I said.

      Luke snorted in derision but then turned serious. “He went after you yesterday?”

      I nodded. “But he wasn’t at the Wok Inn last night and Bea said he didn’t come home yesterday. The hope is he’s gone for good from Rocky Start.”

      “If he’s smart, he is,” Luke said. “Who else?

      “The Ferrells.”

      He didn’t buy that either. “They’d kill each other before they’d kill someone else.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe it’s all over?”

      “An optimist,” Luke said. “Good for you, Rose.” He looked down at Maggs and the tote bag and two thermoses. “Going somewhere?”

      “Picnic in the woods,” I said.

      “Serial killer,” Luke said.

      “I have Maggs,” I said. “And then there’s Fernanda. She took Harvey out very neatly the last time.”

      Luke nodded. “Good. But be careful.”

      “Story of my life.”

      Coral reached across the counter, and I passed the tote and thermoses over to her and watched while she packed the bag with two of those little meat pies she made and butterkuchen and dog cookies, plus a Franzbrötchen for Max. Then she filled one thermos with water and the other with Lemon Zinger tea.

      “Maybe I’ll come with you,” Luke said, looking at the bag with envy.

      “Be careful,” Coral said to me.

      “Maggs will protect her,” Luke said. “I think the dog is smarter than Max. At least she hasn’t fallen in the river twice.”

      So he’d caught Max’s bad mood. I guess a serial killer can have that effect. I paid Coral for my brunch, said my goodbyes, waved at Lian as I went out (she didn’t notice), and headed for the bridge accompanied by my good dog. I was going to the place I wanted to be, the place I was determined to go back to and not let a bad man and bad memories spoil.

      It had been a long time since I could choose a place where I wanted to be.
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      Marley came into the shop with the huge, ugly teapot we’d seen when we bought the chairs and handed it to me.

      “You’ll have to kin-sue-whatsit,” he said. “But I drilled the holes for the wiring so whenever you’re ready, give me a call and I’ll hang it wherever you want. Where do you want it?”

      I pointed to the middle of the shop, just past the archway into the other side.

      “Over that table, I think.” Right where it could be seen as somebody walked through the door. If I moved Mom’s rainbow display there, with that big teapot in the middle, people could walk right over to it and then go through the archway. Maybe I’d paint the bookcases there purple. Unexpected. Genius. I looked at the teapot, which was this ugly brick-ish color. “Kintsugi is for broken things. I’m going to paint this white,” I told him. “Maybe do something Alice-ish with it.”

      “Who’s Alice?” he said.

      “In Wonderland. Never mind. I want it there, over the table.” I pointed to the place where two bookcases made an L shape, one against the side of the laundry room and the other against the wall between the buildings, next to the archway.

      “Okay. Consider it done.” He frowned. “Where’s your mom and Max?”

      “Mom is out on her morning walk,” I said. “Max is upstairs. He’s sick.”

      “The river will do that,” Marley said. “Harvey hasn’t stopped by again, has he?”

      I shook my head. “I think you scared him away. And then Fernanda stomped him and Maggs went for his throat and my mom pepper-sprayed him.” Mom had told me everything this morning before she left. I thought I’d hated Harvey Ware before, but now I wanted him gone forever. “He may be lying low for a while. Max wants him dead, too.”

      “Good.”

      Marley spent some time staring at the ceiling and the shelves, and I figured he was assembling the whole teapot thing in his mind. He’d told me once that he always made the shot in his mind first whenever he did a free throw, that it was a way of getting his mind to get his body to do what he wanted. I thought that was pretty smart.

      Then he frowned and went over and opened the laundry room door and looked in, and then walked into the side room. When he came back, he was frowning harder.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You’ve got a dead space.”

      I must have looked confused because he took my arm and pulled me into the first room of the shop and back to the laundry room. “See how deep this laundry room is? Not very. Just deep enough for the washer and dryer.”

      “Yes.” I was pretty sure he wasn’t patronizing me.

      He tugged on my arm and pulled me into the archway between the two rooms. “Look how thick the wall is here.”

      “Well, yeah it has the laundry room on one side and the bookcases on the other.”

      “It’s too thick for that. There’s a dead space there, probably from the space between the two buildings when Oz had them combined.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So . . .”

      He looked at me, his handsome face patient. “What are the chances that Oz would let a dead space go to waste?”

      “Oh.”

      “You never noticed?”

      “Not until you pointed it out. Marley, they brought me here from the hospital when I was born, this is the only place I’ve ever known. No, I never measured the space, especially since there was so much stuff piled up here⁠—”

      “Okay,” he said. “You’re right. You never notice the place you live in when you’re a kid. But you’re not a kid anymore. Come on.”

      He went around to the bookcases on the opposite side of the laundry room wall, the part that was the middle room before the library now and stared at that for a minute. “Yep,” he said and pulled out one of the tables.

      “Yep what?”

      “This bookcase,” he said when he had it clear and was tugging on it, “is not like the others.” He squinted at it, running his fingers along the edges, stooping to look at the bottom and then going back to the edge of one of the shelves. “Stand back.”

      “Why?”

      He grinned at me. “Because if I pull this down on us, I want you to be the one who survives.”

      “Thank you. I want us both to survive.”

      “Yes, but I must know what’s behind this bookcase.” He made a shooing motion with his hand.

      I stepped back into the library, and he fumbled with something inside the left-hand edge of the case.

      “What are you doing?”

      “There’s a latch here,” he began and then something clicked and the bookcase moved out about an inch. He pulled the case out a little at a time until it swung free, like a massive door, creaking on old hinges. “Whoa,” he said, and I went to stand beside him now that it seemed probable neither one of us was going to die.

      There really was a narrow dead space there, the width of the space between the two buildings—maybe two feet—and it was full of boxes.

      “Any idea what’s in those?” Marley said.

      “No, but I’m thinking I don’t need to worry about restocking for a while,” I said and started to pull the boxes out.

      An hour later we had most of the boxes out—so much for my nice empty rooms on that side—and had started to unpack them. Some of them were marvelous. One had a bunch of Halloween animal masks in it that Ozzie had put name stickers on, like a big white rabbit mask that had a post-it that said “For Coral.” My mom was going to go nuts for those. At least I hoped she would. Maybe start making art again. I’d rather see her dancing again, but I’d take art as a good start. It also meant Ozzie had liked mom’s art. He’d never said anything about her previous creations, although now that I thought about it, he’d also never said anything negative, which was actually a compliment coming from Ozzie. I wish men would learn to talk more.

      Another box had a fairly boring statue of a fish that I knew she could make an assemblage of if she started making art again. But there were others that were just things like ugly teacups that would make Mrs. Baumgarten very happy. And there were some real stuffed animals, taxidermy that made me very unhappy since I bet somebody had killed them to have something to stuff. That’s just vile. And there were more old books, so it’s a good thing Mom thinks she can make things with them.

      Then he opened a box that had “Vintage Japanese Egg Cups” on the side, and we both just stared for a minute. They were fragile, very thin porcelain, but they were also horrifying, these bright little yellow chick cups with huge, staring zombie eyes, gray-shadowed with pinprick dots for irises. And there were like two dozen of them.

      “The Egg Cups of the Damned,” I said.

      “Zombie Egg Cups,” Marley said at the same time.

      I nodded. “They stagger through the shop at night muttering, ‘Braaaiins.’”

      “No,” Marley said. “They mutter, ‘EEEEEGGGGGGS.’”

      I laughed again because that was exactly what they would mutter, and he laughed, too, and said, “You can’t sell these, they’re a danger to humanity,” and I said, “No, no, we can’t sell all of these,” and I put the box aside. Because we were gonna sell some of them. They’d go like hotcakes.

      When Marley left, I took four of the Egg Cups of the Damned upstairs and put them on the bookshelf across from my bed so they’d be the first things I saw when I woke up from my nightmares, and then I’d laugh, hearing Marley say, “EEEEEGGGGGGS.” William hissed at them, but I loved them.

      I was a little disappointed that we hadn’t found any money, but my mom was gonna love those masks. She could collage them, she’d love that.  And maybe she’d be so happy, she’d dance again.

      I’d love that.
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      When we got to the bench, I sat down. Maggs started up the stairs and then turned to look at me, and I poured water into the thermos cup and put it on the ground for her. When she came back and drank, I gave her one of Coral’s dog cookies, and she settled down happily in the sun, crunching away. I started on one of Coral’s amazing little meat pies, something she called Bierocks, full of beef and onion and cabbage in a sweet roll. It was all pretty much perfect, the winter sun beaming weakly down, the Little Melvin burbling happily over its treacherous rocks, the trees rustling in the winter breeze . . .

      Actually, it was kind of chilly. Well, it was November, an unseasonably warm November, but still, winter was staring us in the face.

      We’d be warmer in the cottage.

      I thought about resisting temptation and walking away, but I still had a thermos of tea and some butterkuchen, and there was another cookie in the bag for Maggs.

      The thing about temptation is, it’s tempting. And I was so tired of resisting it, of being careful to do and say the right thing. The cottage was the wrong thing, it didn’t belong to me, just one more thing I wanted that didn’t belong to me.

      So I packed up the bag again and went up those steps.

      When we got to the cottage, the pile of junk stuff was gone. All that furniture, the trash bags full of junk, vanished. I looked around to see if anybody was there, but Maggs was happily investigating the perimeter, so I figured I was alone. I half expected a note on the door saying “Keep the hell out of my house,” but there was nothing there, so I picked the lock and went in. I figured Max had come out here, maybe with Luke, the morning before he went into the river again, and cleared the stuff out. And really, Betty had said it was abandoned. I had to stop being so paranoid.

      Then again, I lived in a town full of zebras and Harvey Ware. I had two pepper sprays now, Coral having loaded me up with another one so I could use two hands. I didn’t argue.

      Nothing inside was changed. My cleaning stuff was still on the table, my broom leaned against the wall. Okay, it was a little creepy, but maybe the Phantom Owner was happy I’d cleared out the ground floor. And in that case, it was practically a moral imperative that I go upstairs and clear that out, too.

      I swept the first half of the stairs and bagged the leaves and dirt I found there. That first run of steps ended at a half landing with a wide casement window, the whole thing tucked into the gable on that side. Then I went up the other side to the second floor, a wide window in the opposite gable illuminating the whole staircase. I kept sweeping into the room on the right, a small room with a lot of light and no furniture. The room on the other side was the same: small with peeling drywall, a sagging ceiling, no furniture. But oh, if you put a lot of money into those rooms, one a sunny bedroom and one a great bathroom with a big soaking tub, you’d have a perfect house for one person.

      Or two if the other guy wasn’t going to hit the Trail sooner rather than later.

      That was an odd thought in itself. Max settling down? But the thing was, this place was so far into the woods, backed up on what I knew was the National Forest, that it would be almost like walking the Trail. He could still pee on bushes whenever he wanted. And then come home to me.

      Of course, the place wasn’t mine, and I didn’t have the money to make it mine—chickpeas and jackets notwithstanding—and if I did, I wouldn’t have the money to fix it. Like that bathroom I was imagining? I’d probably have to pay for new plumbing and a septic tank, and . . .

      It would be a fucking fortune.

      I bagged up all the floor sweepings and dragged the bags down the stairs and out the door to my previous dump site, feeling depressed as all hell. That upstairs could be a haven if you were a rich person who preferred to avoid people.

      I was keeping a sharp lookout, but there was nobody anywhere near, so I went back to thinking about the cottage.

      Which really wasn’t a possibility. I was a poor person who had to deal with people in order to feed my kid. I’d found two-hundred and fifty grand, true, but if I didn’t find any more, that was going to have to last a long time since Ozzie certainly hadn’t done a 401k. I’d have to get Lian to invest it for me in something that earned me monthly interest. One thing about being a fugitive is you don’t get social security or Medicare.

      Stop coming here, I told myself. You’re just torturing yourself.

      Maggs looked at me, and I realized I’d said that aloud.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll bring a picnic to the table on the other side of the river,” I told her. “We are not coming back here.”

      Then I locked the door and headed back where we belonged, or at least where we could afford to be.
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      I stopped when I reached the forest road, my heart pounding. The one-lane bridge back to the main paved road was blocked by Harvey Ware’s panel truck. I didn’t see Harvey behind the wheel. I looked down at Maggs, but she didn’t seem concerned.

      Then I heard gunshots coming from Betty Baumgarten’s place, so I ran over there. As I got closer, each shot was followed by the sound of breaking glass.

      Fernanda was in the yard, looking calm, and Maggs paused so the two animals could give each other the once-over. They evidently remembered their pact from before and were perfectly civil to each other when I opened the gate in Betty’s fence and crossed the bridge over the moat designed to keep Fernanda in. The shots were coming from the back of the cottage. No screams, so I slowed down.

      I walked around and there was Betty, a pistol with a bulky barrel in her hand, firing at a row of teacups set on a long board a good long way away, at the other end of the lot where it went up a mountainside. She had rose-colored shooting glasses on and ear protection. There was a pile of broken cups on the ground below the board.

      I’d always wondered why she bought so many ugly teacups. As we approached, she turned, weapon at the ready, then lowered it as she recognized us.

      She pulled up the ear protection. “Good morning, dear.”

      She smiled, just a fluffy-haired old lady. I’m not sure she even knew she did that act anymore, but the sharp predator was always there underneath once you’d seen her at work. I thought again that she was like a sweet white owl. Fluffy, wise, beautiful, and dangerous.

      “What’s wrong?” she said, her voice sharpening.

      “Harvey Ware’s truck is parked on the trail,” I said. “I think he followed me out to the old stone cottage again. I don’t want him leaping at me out of the bushes.”

      “No, that’s Fernanda’s job.” Betty shed her ear and eye equipment and checked the magazine in the pistol. “Let’s go see what he’s up to.” She strode around the house, Maggs and me following, Fernanda behind us.

      “How is Maggs?” she asked as we got closer to the van.

      “She’s fine,” I said, confused.

      “Is she on alert?” Betty clarified, her eyes shifting back and forth.

      “Oh.” I looked down. “No. Nothing unusual.”

      “Good. Wait here.” She sidled up to the van. Glanced in the passenger window. Moved around to the back and out of sight. I got a little nervous when she didn’t reappear for thirty seconds, then she came around the other side, the gun down at her side.

      She gestured for me to come forward. Maggs and I joined her.

      “You won’t have to worry about Harvey anymore,” she said as she slid the side door on the van open.

      Harvey Ware was sprawled in the back, the nozzle of one of his bug sprayers shoved into his mouth. A bunch of the poison was spread out on his lips and had stained his undershirt, and I had a feeling his stomach was full of it.

      “Oh, God,” I said, sickened by the sight.

      “Oh, it’s not so bad,” Betty said. “No one is going to miss him. Saves Max doing it.” She closed the van door. “This is where we call Pike.” She raised her eyebrows at me. “Or do we call Max and Luke?”

      “He wasn’t wearing a shirt,” I said. Flamingos.

      “Is that important?”

      “We call Max and Luke,” I said.
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      I was burning up. I’d once been on a helicopter that had been shot up and autorotated in, fuel leaking everywhere, and my greatest fear had not been the crash-landing but the thing going up in flames. We slammed into the ground hard and it did catch fire and I had to leap out, but then had to run back and drag the pilot to safety. Going back for that pilot as the flames ate the chopper had been one of the hardest things I’d ever done. The memory was seared so brilliantly into my mind that even through the fever, I could see the look on that pilot’s face when I cut him free.

      I thrashed about in sweat-soaked seats, belatedly realizing I might hit Rose, but she was gone. The room was dark, the shades pulled. A glass of water was on the nightstand next to me and I managed to take it, wrap both hands around it, and guzzle it down.

      The effort exhausted me and I collapsed back into darkness.
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      I woke once more to darkness and alone. But both were fake.

      The darkness was because the shades were pulled in Rose’s bedroom. I could see the outline of sunlight all around them. The alone was temporary because when I reached over, I thought I could still feel her warmth on the pillow next to mine. Or was it because my fever had finally broken and I’d overheated the bed?

      I was being a slug, sleeping in. But I felt pretty good again for the first time since being under the weather for the last several days. That was all I’d needed, a good night’s sleep. I slid out and stood. My legs almost buckled and I realized I was a bit woozy. I sat down on the edge of the bed and took a moment, then got dressed. I made it downstairs and grabbed a cup of cold coffee, which I reheated in the microwave. I wondered where everyone was as it was Sunday morning. Probably next door at Coral’s.

      I took a sip of coffee and felt strength and vigor returning. It looked like a beautiful day outside. It got even better when Rose appeared at the kitchen door with Maggs.

      “Good,” she said. “You’re up.”

      “I feel⁠—”

      “Harvey Ware is dead.”
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      Yeah, he was most definitely dead. We had a cluster gathered round the van. Me, Luke, Pike, Rose, and Betty. And Maggs and Fernanda, who were keeping their distance as if they knew the van and its contents were inherently bad. Rose and Betty gave quick summaries.

      “He wasn’t on his way out to my place,” Pike said.

      “Nor mine,” Betty added, which ruled out Harvey possibly doing a service call unless he’d gotten a message from a chipmunk. We all knew he’d been out here stalking Rose. For the last time. So, there was a bright side to it. Plus, no one was going to miss Harvey. The downside, and there was always a downside, was that this was our third killing, fourth if you count Bearton. And Harvey wasn’t the killer because it didn’t look like suicide.

      I looked at Pike. “Did we ever get a cause of death on Sid?”

      Pike snorted. “An extreme case of asshole-itis and good riddance. That little redhead is bugging me for the body. She’s staying at his place and wants to have a funeral for him.”

      “Bea threw Harvey’s shit out on the street yesterday,” Betty said. “Maybe she did him in? She was pretty pissed at him last night.”

      “We don’t have that kind of luck,” I said.

      Rose said, “The truck wasn’t here when I walked out here. So this happened within the past hour.”

      Luke felt Harvey’s skin. “Still warm.”

      Betty Baumgarten frowned. “Killing him here? That’s a message. Someone didn’t like Harvey snooping around Rose.” She looked at me. “Did you kill him?”

      “Not funny,” I said even though it had been on my to-do list.

      “I wouldn’t blame you,” Betty said. “I’d congratulate you.”

      Pike hitched his pants up and tightened his belt a little. “Well, Marshal, you and your deputy need to get this under control. Let me know when you catch this asshole.” Then he strode off toward his old truck.

      It looked like a getaway to me.

      Betty shook her head—about Pike, Harvey, or me being Marshal, I couldn’t tell—and headed back to her cottage with her llama.

      Leaving me with Luke and Rose. And Harvey.

      It wasn’t going to be a good week.
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      Luke was taking care of Harvey’s body and the van. I assumed the body would end up in Melissa’s basement. The van might have been a problem, but there was Marley and probably Reggie. It would be cleaned, repaired, and repainted by the end of the week, all traces of Harvey gone.

      Good.

      Not so good: We had to tell Bea.

      On the way to Bea’s, Max said, “I thought Bea kicked Harvey out?”

      We were walking down State Street from Oddities to get to The Honey Pot at the other end, Bea’s place of business where she sold honey and candles and other beeswax products across the street from the Wok Inn. Like most Rocky Start businesses, the majority of her clients were mail order, but she kept a shop on the first floor of the two-story brick building. Her beehives were farther away, in the forest at the eastern edge of town.

      “She did,” I said. “She’s kicked him out at least a dozen times in the past since they started living together. Anybody would; it’s the always taking him back that’s the mystery.”

      When we arrived at the shop, the sign on the door was turned to OPEN, so we stepped inside. A bell chimed but no one was in sight.

      “No one around,” I said. “We can leave. You can go back to bed.”

      Max looked at me. “You already let me sleep in.”

      “Well, you needed it. You’re looking better now.”

      He frowned. “I guess. I haven’t been out like that since . . .”

      Hermione came out of the back, wearing an apron with “Honey Pot” emblazoned on it in gold script. It was obviously Bea’s because the H and the T were almost invisible to either side.

      “How may I help you?” she said, smiling blankly at us.

      “What are you doing here?” Max said.

      “Bea was so kind as to give me a job.” She put on a sad face. “I’m staying in town until I can give Sidsie a proper funeral. I need to stay busy or I’ll sink into a terrible depression.”

      “Great,” Max said flatly.

      “Is Bea around?” I asked.

      Hermione’s smile dropped. “So you’re not shopping? You’re the first customers I’ve had. I was excited.” She sighed. “This town is pretty dead.”

      “You have no idea,” Max said.

      “Did you find out who killed my Sidsie?” Hermione asked.

      “Get Bea,” Max said. “Now.”

      Hermione went over to the counter and pressed a button. Then she turned to us, a smile back on her face. “We have some lovely candles,” she began, but then Bea Handler came down the stairs on the left side of the shop.

      “What do you want?” she snapped at us, mainly me.

      “Harvey’s dead,” Max said.

      I sighed.

      Bea blinked. “What? Fuck off. I’m not in the mood.”

      “Dead,” Max said. “D-E-A-D.”

      “Max.” I turned to Bea. “I am so sorry, Bea. We’re pretty sure it’s the same person who killed Sid and⁠—”

      “Oh my God!” Hermione said. “Oh my God. This is a terrible place. First my Sidsie and now your Harvey.” She looked at Bea as if she wanted to bond. “I’m here for you, Bea.”

      Bea took a deep breath, ignoring her. “How?” She looked at Max. “Did you take him out for what he did to Rose?”

      Before Max could answer I said, “He was poisoned.”

      “Why?” Bea demanded.

      “We’re not sure,” I said, forestalling Max.

      Bea walked stiffly over to a chair and sat down.

      “How?” she said again.

      Max answered. “He was exterminated.”

      Hermione gasped and Bea reached out and grabbed a candle inside a glass jar and threw it at Max. He was in better shape than I thought because he caught it and put it down.

      “You’re not as funny as you think you are,” she snarled at him.

      “I’m not trying to be funny,” Max said. “I’m not thrilled that Harvey was stalking Rose, hurting Rose. And I’m really not happy about him going after Poppy the other day, so no, I am not joking. Harvey was exterminated with his own chemicals. Literally.”

      “What?” Bea said, startled. “Poppy? The asshole.”

      “Do you know anyone who wanted to kill him?” I asked.

      “Me,” Bea said. “Poppy? He’s lucky he’s dead.”

      Apparently attacking me wasn’t the same on whatever weird scale of life she had.

      “Anyone else?” Max asked.

      “Melissa’s dead,” Bea said. “Sid’s dead. And now Harvey.” She looked at us, still stunned but coming back. “I’m not your problem.”

      “My poor Sidsie,” Hermione said, not staying current. “He didn’t deserve to die.”

      “Who is our problem?” Max asked Bea, ignoring Hermione.

      Bea shrugged. “No clue.”

      “Are you still doing jobs off the books?” Max asked.

      Bea looked surprised. “What? I’m retired. You can’t do jobs once you come to Rocky Start. That’s the deal.”

      “Yeah,” Max said. “Was Harvey doing jobs?”

      “He was killing bugs,” Bea said. “And leering after Rose, and apparently Poppy. So, no. I’d have known. He wasn’t that good when he was active, and it’s been downhill for him ever since he stepped away from the game. Trust me, you didn’t want Harvey doing a job. He wasn’t even very good at killing bugs.”

      “Right,” Max said. “If you think of anyone who might have killed him, let me know.”

      “Luke has the body over at Melissa’s,” I said. “If you want to⁠—”

      “Throw him out in the woods for the bears and coyotes,” Bea said.

      “If he’s poisoned,” Hermione said, “eating his body might be bad for the animals.”

      It was such a weird thing to say, yet also right, that all three of us stared at Hermione for several seconds. Then she broke the spell by talking.

      “My Sid is having a proper funeral,” Hermione said to no one in particular but very emphatically.

      “Can I take a look at his stuff?” Max asked Bea.

      Bea shrugged. “It’s all in the dumpster out back. Feel free.” She looked at me. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      She sounded as if she wasn’t sure how to feel about it, so I stopped next to her as Max headed out again. “I really am sorry, Bea. I know you cared about him. If you want to talk⁠—”

      “Were you sleeping with him?” she asked.

      “Sweet Jesus, no,” I said, and my disgust at the idea must have been obvious because she said, “Then you have nothing to be sorry for,” and went back up the stairs.

      “I’d like to talk,” Hermione said brightly.

      Oh, great. “Aren’t you . . . leaving soon?”

      “I’ve decided to stay and run Sid’s pharmacy,” she said. “He’d have wanted me to.”

      I frowned at her. “Do you have a pharmacy degree?”

      “How hard can it be?” she said, and I thought about explaining that pharmacists had actual degrees so they knew what they were doing, but she was not my problem.

      My problem was out back with the dumpsters.

      I also made a mental note to switch pharmacies to Bearton if Hermione tried hanging out her nonexistent shingle.

      I went out back and peeked in the dumpster, but Max showed no inclination to do a dive into what was just some clothes and odds and ends from a life shabbily lived and easily disposed of.

      When we were walking back to Oddities I said, “Rowan said the killer posed the bodies. Harvey didn’t look posed.”

      “The mode of killing was posed,” Max said. “The nozzle in his mouth. But it was a rush job. Melissa and Sid were thoughtful, deliberate jobs.”

      “So you think it’s the same killer as Melissa and Sid?” I asked. “How does that fit in?”

      “Sid was courting you,” Max said. “Harvey was stalking you.”

      “But not Melissa. And Melissa was the first.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Max said.

      “We have to make it make sense,” I said. “There’s a logic in this somewhere. As you said, I think Melissa and Sid were planned. But Harvey wasn’t.”

      “He was a target of opportunity,” Max said.

      “Which means someone was following Harvey following me,” I said, which didn’t make me feel any better. I remembered something else. “Thanks for clearing away that stuff I took out of the stone cottage and throwing it away.”

      Max halted. “What stuff?”

      “The old chairs and—” I stopped and faced him. “You didn’t clear it away?”

      “No.”

      “Then who did?”

      “Whoever killed Harvey.” Max looked thoughtful. “This person has a neatness thing, right? Cleaning up Sid’s lab and Melissa’s back room. So, yeah, they’d haul away that rotting furniture. We’re back to someone stalking your stalker. And you.”

      That I didn’t want to think about. “We need to figure out why Melissa was first.”

      “She knew something she wasn’t supposed to know,” Max said. “Or someone didn’t like her doing jobs off the books. Or someone wanted to take out our coroner and then our backup coroner for some reason. It all probably has nothing to do with you.”

      Neither of us bought that for a moment. I actually didn’t know how I felt about all this other than wanting it over on one hand, and secretly grateful it was keeping Max from hitting the Trail on the other. That’s what I’ve turned into; grateful that a serial killer was active, and possibly stalking me, so my lover wouldn’t leave.

      Rocky Start had thoroughly warped me.

      We reached Oddities and I unlocked the front door and we went inside.

      “No more picnicking or wandering around by yourself,” Max said.

      “Maggs was with me.”

      Max looked around the shop. “We have to make this place more secure.” He pointed. “At the very least, motion detectors that can pick up glass breakage if someone tries to come in. I’d prefer video of the store. And we need to lock the doors to the stairs every night.” He nodded. “Pike’s truck is parked out front. I’m going to get some coffee at Coral’s and see if he has any mechanics.”

      “Mechanics?” I asked.

      “Tools of the trade,” Max said. “Optics, microphones. I’m sure the Ferrells do, but I don’t quite trust them.”

      “Do we trust anybody?” I asked.

      “Each other,” Max said and kissed me.

      And then he was gone again.
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      I paused as soon as I entered Ecstasy, checking out the midmorning crowd. Several civilians. Pike was partly hidden at his usual spot at the counter around the corner. Coral was leaning forward talking to him. And there was that sultry blonde, Louise, at the window table who alerted on me like Maggs on a treat. She stood up and intercepted me on my way to my coffee, a dangerous move.

      “So, there’s a new sheriff in town,” she said. She smiled at me, and she was definitely beautiful, and I definitely wanted nothing to do with anybody coming on that strong. Unless it was Rose. Then she added, “I’m thinking about breaking the law.”

      “Get in line,” I told her and tried to detour around her.

      She took a step to block my way. “I’d like to report a crime.” she said, and when I didn’t look interested, she reached out to touch my chest, and I recoiled as she said, “It’s a crime how hot you are.”

      “That’s the best you’ve got?” I said. “Go try it on somebody who’ll appreciate it, I have work to do.”

      She looked surprised, like it was the first time a guy hadn’t been interested. “Clearly, I’ve underestimated you.” She looked at me, no come-on now. “And so has everybody else.”

      I tried to go around her, but she stepped in my path again, not predatory anymore. She looked at me for real, appraising. “And you’re the guy who finally got Rose to give up the goods.” She narrowed her eyes, surveying me. “Rose is no dummy. Why you?”

      “It’s a mystery wrapped in an enigma inside of a puzzle,” I said and stepped around her to go to the counter where Coral was waiting.

      Coral folded her arms, which I knew meant she wasn’t happy. “Louise really is very beautiful.”

      “That’s not enough,” I told her.

      She smiled at me and unfolded her arms. “Good.”

      I walked around the counter to where Pike was and explained to Pike my desire to wire Oddities.

      He shook his head. “Sorry, but I don’t deal in that stuff. I’m old school. Eyes on the target. The Ferrells are the ones to see about surveillance gear.”

      “I wonder if the Ferrells are the ones we should be surveilling,” I said.

      “Which Ferrell?” Pike asked.

      “Both of them,” I said.

      Pike shook his head. “They hate each other.”

      “What if that’s pretend?”

      “They’re not good enough to pull that off. And why would they be killing people here?” He shook his head. “Do better, Marshal.”

      “Hey, I didn’t ask for this job,” I protested.

      Coral had come down the counter to listen and chimed in. “The moment you went upstairs in Oddities you asked for it. You have responsibilities now, Max.”

      Pike picked up his coffee cup. “You realize there’s a good chance Herc will be able to hack into any surveillance gear.”

      He was right, of course. If I wired the shop, Herc would be watching all day long. Another brilliant plan gone to dust.

      “I need to get back to Rose,” I told Pike.

      Coral brought me a cup of coffee to go, and Pike walked me outside.

      Louise came out of Ecstasy behind us, gave me the eye and a little wave, and headed down State Street.

      “The problem is, I can’t link the three deaths,” I told Pike. “Both Melissa and Sid were doing jobs when they were supposed to be retired, but Harvey wasn’t working. Herc wouldn’t have been happy about Melissa and Sid, but he’d have had no quarrel with Harvey. Sid and Harvey were both after Rose, but Melissa wasn’t. I don’t believe there’s more than one killer, but I can’t figure out why anybody would kill all three.”

      Pike thought about it. “If Herc wanted them dead, I can see the Ferrells doing it. Hell, if Herc told Dottie or Lionel to light themselves on fire, they’d be torches. But if he wanted something done in town, he’d as likely call you, since you’re replacing Oz.”

      “Herc doesn’t think I’m replacing Oz,” I protested, but I agreed that the Ferrells weren’t the kind of people Herc would rely on for wet work. “Do you have any ideas about this? It’s pissing me off that we can’t get traction on this.”

      “I have an idea that Louise is heading for the Tennessee post office,” Pike said, and I turned to watch Louise walk up Lionel’s steps, preparatory to walking all over him again. She disappeared from sight. I couldn’t care less about them.

      But then Dottie came bursting out of the North Carolina post office, a machete in her hand, and I started to run. There was no way I was going to be able to run fast enough to intercept her, but I sprinted as fast as I could, Pike bringing up the rear. “Dottie! Stop!” I yelled. Like that was going to work.

      She didn’t even turn her head as she disappeared into her husband’s post office. I was breathing way too hard, proving that walking and running were very different activities. I drew my pistol as I went through the post office door, expecting to see blood and splatter, but the front was empty. I heard Louise scream something and Dottie yelling back at her to shut up.

      I ran around the counter and into the back. The stairs leading to the SCIF were down and the commotion was coming from up there. I took them two at a time.

      When I got to the top, I had to pause to sort out what was going on.

      The room was filled with smoke, but there was no sign of an active fire. Louise was standing to the side, intact, frowning at the scene, an empty fire extinguisher in her hand. Lionel was on his back on the metal floor, Dottie kneeling at his side. But she wasn’t chopping him to pieces, she was doing chest compressions, humming “Staying Alive” to keep the rhythm. Half the electronic gear was covered in the foam from the extinguisher and there was the distinct odor of burnt plastic and fried electrics in the air.

      “What the hell?” I said.

      “He was like that when I got here,” Louise said, still frowning. “I put the fire out. This makes no sense.”

      Dottie stopped the compressions and gave two breaths of air into her estranged husband. I knelt on the other side and checked Lionel’s neck.

      “I’ve got a pulse,” I announced.

      Dottie slumped back and Lionel gave a deep, shuddering breath as he came back to life. The machete was forgotten on the floor next to her.

      “This is your fault,” Dottie said to Louise, almost sobbing from the stress.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Louise said to her, still calm. “The stairs were down and he was on the floor when I got here and that—” she pointed at the gear, “—was on fire. Nobody can get up here except for you and Lionel, right? How did somebody start this fire? Unless it was just Lionel being inept.” Her tone said that would be nothing new.

      Dottie glared up at her and her hand darted toward the machete.

      “No.” I pointed at the smoking electronics. “If she hadn’t come up here, you wouldn’t have, and Lionel would be dead.”

      Lionel’s eyes opened, saw both women, and closed again.

      If he was having a heart attack, he deserved it.
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      Louise left before Dottie could regain her composure and lop her head off. It took Lionel about five minutes to become lucid and then he told his story.

      He’d been working (so he said) and smelled smoke. When he removed the panel, flames surged out and the smoke almost overwhelmed him. He’d spotted the source: two wires arcing from a surge. He’d grabbed them and pulled them apart, thus getting the shock that had stopped his heart.

      “What?” Dottie said. “You idiot. You could have died.” She was clearly shaken.

      “I had no choice,” Lionel said. “I would have died anyway if the system had gone off.” He pointed up and explained. “There’s a powerful fire-suppression system built in here that has as its number-one priority keeping the data and machinery safe. It’s toxic to anything living.”

      It was nice to know the designers of SCIFs had their priorities down.

      Dottie shook her head. “No. I turned that off right after it was installed.”

      Lionel blinked. “What? Why?”

      “Because it can be set off remotely even if there isn’t a fire and, well, you know who has his finger on the button.”

      Dottie not trusting Herc made perfect sense to me. It also proved she was the brains between the two of them, or at least was the more paranoid.

      They were seated side by side, almost in harmony. Dottie had looked at the gear and then said, “I need to check something,” and disappeared for a couple of minutes outside.

      “Lionel,” I said. “Word of advice. Stop pissing Dottie off.”

      “She’s a passionate woman,” he said, sounding smug.

      Lionel was obviously an idiot.

      Dottie came back in and turned to me. “Okay, New Oz. Why would someone want to kill Lionel?”

      I thought about saying “Why were you heading here with a machete?” but decided that wouldn’t be helpful, and the reason had been obvious and was gone now. “How do you know this was deliberate?”

      “The surge.” Dottie reached in her blue shirt and showed us a blackened piece of metal. “Someone placed a battery on a line in back of the post office. Sent the surge and it found the weakest point and overheated it, starting the fire.”

      Since she would be the likely suspect in an attempt to kill Lionel and she’d saved him, this really wasn’t making things better. There’s faking things and then there’s not breathing. And Lionel had not been breathing when we came in. And I didn’t see Louise fibbing to help either of them, she’d looked confused and not happy about it. Plus, Dottie was a spur-of-the-moment woman. Whoever did this had a plan.

      “Who would know how to do that?” I asked.

      Dottie looked at Lionel. He shrugged. “Another snoop. Someone who knows electronics.”

      “Are there any other retired snoops in Rocky Start?” I asked.

      They shook their heads in unison.

      “Herc wouldn’t have liked that,” Dottie explained.

      I suddenly realized that this was all a façade. Herc was the actual sheriff of Rocky Start. Except things seemed to be out of his control now.

      Harvey dead and an attempt on Lionel on the same day. Our killer was vibrating. This wasn’t the careful serial killer Rowan had described.

      “Maybe Lionel was collateral damage,” I said. “Maybe someone wanted to destroy the SCIF.”

      “Why?” Dottie asked.

      “Do you have footage of the road out of town to the west this morning?” I asked.

      Lionel weakly nodded, but Dottie was the one who grabbed the chair and scooted over to the one intact monitor. “Why?”

      “Someone killed Harvey on the forest road to Pike’s place.”

      “Well, that’ll set Bea free,” Dottie said as she typed away. She pointed. “There’s Rose walking out of town with your dog. Where the hell is she going?”

      “Just keep rolling the tape,” I said.

      “It’s digital, not tape,” Lionel groused from the floor.

      “There’s Harvey,” Dottie said, “in that ugly van of his.” She checked the time stamp. “Less than three minutes later. He must have had eyeballs on her place and saw her leave.”

      Less than a minute after, another vehicle appeared heading in the same direction.

      It was a hearse.

      “That’s—” Dottie began.

      “Fast forward,” I snapped.

      A half hour later the second vehicle drove back into town, the deadly deed done.

      “I’ll be damned—” Dottie began, but I held up a hand. “Keep your eyes on State Street and the roads. Call me if you see Geoffrey Nice again.”

      I left Pike behind me as I ran out of the SCIF to find Rose.
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      I was arguing with Luke and my mom out in front of Oddities when Marley pulled up in his truck. My mom had been tense after Harvey attacked her, and she wasn’t any more relaxed now that he was dead. I should have cut her some slack, but we started talking about replacing the broken front windows and my mom had different ideas than mine. I mean, it’s her shop, but my ideas were better.

      Marley got out in time to hear Luke say, “Okay, whose store is this? Because one of you has to be in charge or we’ll never get this done.”

      “What’s up?” Marley said.

      I took a deep breath. “Mom wants the new windows to look like Coral’s, which are very nice, but I think if the store is called ‘Oddities’ it should be different.”

      Marley nodded. “Like what?”

      “Fun. Kind of kinky, maybe.”

      “Kinky windows,” Marley said. “You’re going to have to be more explicit.”

      “Just different.” I was frustrated already from arguing with two people who were treating me like I was a kid, and now this.

      “Stand down, Malone,” Marley said. “It you want to convince these two to follow your dream, you’re gonna have to give them something.”

      I nodded, frustrated again, and Marley looked at my mom.

      “So this is your store, right? Or are you guys in partnership on this?”

      My mom stared at us for a minute and then she said, “It’s Poppy’s. I’ll help in any way I can, but this is Poppy’s store. I need something new, and Poppy needs to make this place new.”

      I gawked at her, too stunned to say anything.

      “You’re the one who loves it,” she said to me. “And you’re going to need someplace to work during your gap year. And I really need a new life.”

      I burst into tears. I couldn’t help it. My mom wrapped her arms around me and whispered, “This is what Ozzie would have wanted,” and I cried harder. I heard Luke tell Marley they should go next door for coffee or something, and Marley said, “Nah, she doesn’t cry for long. It’ll be okay. She’s smart and tough and she never gives up. This place is gonna be great.”

      And I cried harder.

      Then Marley said, “We want bulletproof glass, so you can cost that out while she figures out how she wants it. Start with full sheets. We can do a lot with woodwork over it in whatever configuration she wants.”

      “That’s a plan,” Luke said, sounding relieved.

      I managed to stop crying, but it’s been so damn hard. I still have the nightmares at night, Serena comes back every night, and I can’t sleep; and everything is changing; and more people are dying, Mom said Harvey Ware was dead, and what if the next one is my mom? Or Max? Or what if Max leaves? Or what if it’s Marley?

      “It’s okay,” my mom said, holding me tight, and I looked up and saw Marley watching me, not moving, frowning now, like he knew it wasn’t okay.

      That’s when Max came up the street in a hurry, and he looked tense.

      “What the hell is going on here now?” he asked.

      Luke nodded. “Just Mother-daughter stuff.”

      “There’s been a development,” Max said to Luke, and the two of them started to go back down the street, but then Max turned to Mom and said, “You coming?” and Mom said, “Guess so,” and took off her apron. The three of them headed down State Street listening to whatever Max was saying, and at one point they all three stopped in front of Nice Funerals, looking really serious and my mother shocked, so whatever it was, it must have been big. Maggs trailed behind them, looking over her shoulder once or twice at me, concerned.

      Marley said, “C’mon, Malone, back to work,” and slung his arm around my shoulders, and we went into the shop and while he hung the teapot, I figured out the kind of windows I wanted (the old-fashioned kind with little panes) and he said they could do that over the bulletproof glass that Luke would order.

      I was distracted by how my mom had looked, but even so, when Marley went to hook the teapot up to the power, I saw when he went still.

      “What now?” I said, and he climbed down the ladder, took me by the arm, and pulled me outside. “What?” I said when we were out in the sun.

      “Your building is bugged,” he said very quietly, “and we need to tell Max. Right now.”
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      We stood in front of Geoffrey’s place. His hearse wasn’t parked in front or in the alley behind, so he probably wasn’t there. Max had filled us in on what the video had revealed about Harvey’s truck and then the hearse trailing it out of town and coming back after the deed was done.

      The guys had gone to Luke’s, and now they both had submachine guns hidden under their coats. Max stood to one side of the door and pointed at the lock, looking at me. Luke took the other side. Maggs watched all of this with avid interest, probably wondering what the humans were up to now, alert to help.

      “Pick it, then step aside,” Max whispered.

      I walked up and tried the door and it opened. “First rule of lockpicking: See if it’s open.”

      He gave me an exasperated look, and Luke snorted.

      Then Max said, “Please get out of the line of fire, Rose,” the “dummy” part of that implied, and Luke pulled me behind him, where it was crowded because Poppy and Marley had come to join us. Luke was big enough to protect all of us.

      “What are you doing here?” Max hissed.

      “Marley found bugs in Oddities,” Poppy whispered, and I said, “What?” but Max was focused on the open door.

      “Go,” he said to Maggs.

      She was in the door like a shot.

      Max looked over his shoulder. “Luke, keep them out.” He slid inside, and after a few seconds came for Luke, making some sort of hand signal that was evidently sign language for the two of them.

      The three of us waited outside like, well, idiots. I mean, on the one hand, if Max and Luke were going to start blazing away at Geoffrey, it would be good not to be there. On the other hand, I didn’t see Geoffrey coming at them with a gun—if he was guilty, he’d pretty much been poisoning people all week—and I didn’t think Max and Luke would just gun him down if he was unarmed.

      Maybe.

      Luke came back for us. “First floor is empty,” he said, “but be quiet, Maggs and Max are clearing the second now.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait out here until that’s done?” Poppy said. “And what about the basement?”

      “No basement,” Luke said, the submachine gun looking small in his hands. “You got any idea what you’re going to tell Geoffrey if he pulls up in his hearse and finds you standing in front of his place?”

      “Girl Scout cookies?” I suggested.

      “Do we have Girl Scout cookies?” Poppy said.

      “Wrong time of the year,” Marley said. “Starts in January.”

      “I’m beginning to see why heroes always work alone.” Luke pointed to the door.

      Inside, Geoffrey’s funeral parlor was very funeral parlor-ish. More old-fashioned than Melissa’s, Victorian to the point of Goth but still dark and dignified. And now that we knew how hard Geoffrey worked to get customers, really eerie. I realized I’d never been in here during my nineteen years in Rocky Start. Geoffrey Nice and his funeral home had just been part of the background, something taken for granted.

      Max’s voice carried down the stairs. “Clear.”

      So we all trooped up the heavily carpeted stairs to where Max waited at the top, Maggs at his side.

      He jerked his thumb toward the first room. “His listening post.”

      Marley pushed past me and I followed.

      A large display, more a big screen TV, was against one wall. On it was an outline of the town. And little red glowing dots were blinking in several places. There was also a computer on a desk in front of it.

      “What the hell?” Poppy asked.

      Marley pointed to the big screen at a spot at the end of State Street that I recognized: Oddities. “Where he planted bugs. See, that’s the one I spotted. Inside the shop.”

      “And in the kitchen,” Poppy said, the sense of violation evident in her voice.

      “At least it appears like he didn’t put any upstairs,” Marley said. “And it looked like audio only. No camera.”

      I tried to remember when Geoffrey had been in my kitchen, but over all these years it was highly likely I’d made him a cup of coffee or tea and invited him back. Because, you know, Cheery Boost. But never upstairs, which was a relief.

      “He heard what Harvey said to me,” Poppy said. “That’s why he was there when Marley tossed Harvey into the street. I said I hoped he died. Harvey, I mean. I hoped the serial killer would get him next.”

      Marley nodded. “Mr. Nice heard Harvey threaten Poppy and talk about marrying Mrs. Malone.”

      “What?” I said. Poppy had left out that part.

      “Yeah, I was gonna tell you about that later,” Poppy said.

      Marley sat down at the computer and I braced myself. If he had a camera in my bedroom, I’d shoot him myself. But instead, we were looking at a very clear picture of State Street. Just like the one on Lionel’s computer.

      Max nodded. “He’s tied into Lionel’s CCTV feeds.”

      “Which is why he’s not here,” Luke said. “He saw us coming for him.”

      “Take Poppy and get back to Oddities,” Max said, his voice grim.

      “You need us,” Marley said calmly. “Assuming you want to look at more than these screens.”

      “Since when are you a computer expert, kid?” Max said.

      “Looked at a car engine recently, Max?” Marley said.

      Max pointed up. “I’m going to check the roof. Just in case.” He disappeared into the hallway.

      I heard Poppy say “Mom?” from what sounded like the next room.

      I went next door with Marley while Luke looked over the computer room.

      She was standing in the middle of what must be Geoffrey’s bedroom. It had a very neat lived-in look with a bedside table on each side, one with a lamp, a pitcher of water and drinking glass—on a coaster, of course—reading glasses, and a small bag of Pepperidge Farm cookies.

      “So the Girl Scout thing wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Marley said.

      The bed was made and covered by a bizarre multicolored quilt. Make that multi-patched, I noticed as I got closer to it.

      “He made these,” Poppy said, pointing to a basket by an armchair on the far side of the bed that had a quilt-in-progress in it, what looked like four squares folded over.

      I looked at the work-in-progress and then the quilt covering the bed. The colors and fabrics were random, but the squares hinted at their own stories. Different fabrics, different colors, patterns, but each a life.

      I felt a little woozy. “How many quilts are there?” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “The one on the bed, and the one on the shelf,” Poppy said, her voice calm. “The pieces are all different sizes, but at least thirty squares each.”

      “Do you know what these are?” I said to her, aghast. I dropped the quilt onto the chair.

      “Trophy quilts,” Poppy said, shaking her head. “Man, do you know what we could get for these on eBay?”

      I gaped at her.

      “Stop freaking your mom out,” Marley said to her.

      “Why aren’t you freaked out?” I asked her.

      “Well, he’s not here with a gun and a knife telling me he’s going to cut my nipples off,” Poppy said.

      “That’s what she said to you?” Marley said, his face twisting out of its usual placidity, and it was a good thing Serena was dead and gone.

      “Concentrate on the trophy quilts,” Poppy said, still calm. “I’m pretty sure this is evidence. I mean, like, for the real law. Because Mr. Nice was clearly not just killing here in Rocky Start.”

      Right then, Max came back in. I assumed he hadn’t found Geoffrey hiding on the roof.

      “Find anything?” Max said to me.

      I pointed at the basket. “A four-square with a piece from Melissa’s coat and from Sid’s lab apron. And a loose square that’s Harvey’s flamingos.”

      I heard Poppy yell, “Mom!” sounding terrified, and I ran to find out where she’d gone to and almost got run down by Marley as he ran past me and then by Max on my other side.

      At the end of the hall was a big open room with a bay window, set up exactly like our kitchen.

      Exactly like.

      “Okay, this is creepy,” I began, and Poppy pointed to the peg board where we had pans and other cooking stuff hung.

      Geoffrey had put a chair there and pushed the table up to it, putting another chair, I assume his chair, across from it. There were a few pans hung there, but the majority of the board around the chair was covered with pictures that looked like they’d been taken with his phone, some of them not centered, some of them with the subject blurred as if in movement, and some of them, the ones in the middle, perfectly focused on the subject smiling.

      They were all of me. Smiling.

      That’s a lot of Cheery Boosts.

      I lost my breath and then I felt Max next to me.

      “You are not leaving my side until we get this guy,” Max said.

      I looked over at Poppy, but she was calm again, Luke on one side of her and Marley on the other. “Creepy,” she said, but the terror was gone from her voice, and I realized she’d been alone with Serena, that maybe she would have been okay or at least not so scared then, so angry now, if she hadn’t been alone.

      Well, she wasn’t alone now, nestled between two guys she trusted and who weren’t exactly bound by the rule of law. But something was bothering me, beyond the stunning revelation that Geoffrey Nice had killed dozens of people and had been stalking me.

      Something that I had seen.

      Something my brain didn’t want to accept.

      “Hold on,” I said, putting my hand up to try to steady myself. “Hold on.”

      “What?” Max asked.

      I turned and walked back into Geoffrey Nice’s bedroom, terrified. The basket with the pieces in it was on the floor in front of the chair. I picked it up and took out Melissa’s damask and Sid’s polyester. It was folded in half, another two squares sewn to it underneath, and when I unfolded it, there was a square of camo with part of a name and another square of blue-checked wool, old and faded, almost gray⁠—

      “No,” I said and tried to get my breath, hyperventilating now because I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t⁠—

      “What?” Poppy asked, Marley behind her.

      Breathe, I told myself. Breathe.

      A blue-checked square.

      I started to cry and then I couldn’t stop. I’d been telling myself I was fine with Ozzie’s death, he’d been old, I was over it, but I wasn’t, that man had saved me and my daughter and kept us safe for nineteen years . . . and I hadn’t saved him.

      “Mama, what’s wrong?” Poppy said, her voice high.

      I shook my head, sobbing too hard to speak now, too angry to speak, and she took the square of patches from me, puzzled and worried.

      And then she saw it.

      “No.” She almost screamed it.

      “What?” Marley said.

      She showed him the square, fighting back the tears, gulping between the words. “That’s Ozzie’s shirt. That’s . . .”

      “Rose?” Max’s voice was distant, as if he were outside the building. But I could pick up his worry. “Rose?”

      Oh, God, Ozzie.

      I looked at Max, trying to speak around my sobs.

      “Geoffrey killed Ozzie.”
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      I understood right away. Geoffrey had taken out the enforcer, Oz, first. But beyond that, the pain of that wound ripped open again for both Rose and Poppy was palpable.

      There was no time for me to deal with this as my cellphone buzzed. I answered it, “Reddy.”

      It was Lionel. “The hearse just came out of the west woods, driving north toward the highway.”

      “Come on!” I yelled to Luke.

      Geoffrey Nice had seen us coming and run away to the west. But the quickest way out of the mountains was east, so he was making a run for it.

      I took the stairs two at a time, the submachine gun in one hand, the phone pressed to my ear with the other. We exited the funeral home and turned into the alley between it and the building next door. Luke was right behind me and Maggs was throttling back to keep pace with us.

      Lionel updated me. “Turning west now.”

      Perfect. He was heading toward us and if we could make it to the double-lane road quickly, we could intercept. We ran into the narrow strip of forest that bordered the east-west highway and separated it from the town. I heard the rumble of a car engine coming from the right as I reached the road just a moment after Geoffrey’s old hearse drove by, on the road to Bearton.

      Geoffrey’s large figure was a dark silhouette inside the tinted windows, hunched over the steering wheel, trying to make himself small since he had to have spotted us at the side of the road and armed. The hearse roared past as I tucked the folding stock of the submachine gun into my shoulder and aimed. I fired a controlled three-round burst. My bullets smashed into the rear window, fragmenting it.

      Luke’s first burst blasted away the remnants. The hearse did a couple of fast swerves, trying to throw off our aim. I aimed at the silhouette of the driver and fired, this time a long, sustained burst, emptying the magazine. Luke was doing the same, filling the interior of the vehicle, and the driver, with bullets.

      The hearse kept going as I dropped the magazine, slamming another home, running down the road after it, Luke at my side doing the same. We had to have hit Geoffrey. As I brought the gun up to fire again, it suddenly swerved hard right, flew off the highway where the side of the road dropped off, and slammed into a tree.

      I was breathing hard, running to get there. There was no sign of life, the hearse resting almost on its roof. I could smell gas, which wasn’t good. I got to the road overlooking the ditch. All the doors were closed.

      I climbed down about five feet, still about fifteen from the vehicle. Then I stopped as the gas reached the hot engine and flames roared forth. Unlike my helicopter autorotate experience, I had no desire to clamber farther down there and pry the door open. Besides, we’d put enough bullets in that thing; Geoffrey wasn’t suffering, although the dark part of me wished he would for what he had done to Oz.

      “Max!” Luke called.

      I turned. He tossed me down his submachine gun, then walked out in the center of the road, arms raised to deal with any traffic. I put the guns down, out of sight of the road. I edged over to the side, trying to look in. Geoffrey was slumped over, his face in the steering wheel, his headphones still on, his body blackening in the flames that filled the passenger compartment. No air bags in something that old.

      I heard Luke yelling at a driver to keep going, that the fire department had been called and no one was hurt.

      Lies.

      But this was Rocky Start.

      We take care of our own.

      The flames were intense, and I stood there silently, watching as the hearse and driver were consumed.

      Geoffrey Nice was never going to kill again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MONDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Third Week of November

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 56

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      So it was over.

      Marley and Poppy and Luke and Max watched the car burn, and Marley said, “Too much fuel,” and Luke said, “He must have been carrying extra for the getaway,” and Max just watched me.

      I had sunk down on the curb, holding the patch that had Ozzie’s blue-checked shirt fabric. He’d loved that shirt. I’d found it for him on sale, such soft wool, and he had groused at me for buying it—“You don’t have the money for that, Malone”—and then he’d worn it to shreds. I don’t think he’d gotten a lot of gifts, and that shirt was a great one. We never said “I love you,” we just showed it and that had been enough, but now I wanted to tell him, tell him how grateful I was, how much I respected him and loved him, and Geoffrey had stolen his life away from him and away from me before I could tell him.

      I hated Geoffrey Nice.

      Max was great. He kept his arm around me and let me cry all over him until I was cried out. I tried to look for Poppy, but Max said she was with Marley, and that was good. I think Max ordered pizza for dinner; I think I ate, but it was hard, I couldn’t stop crying, and Max finally just took me up to bed and held me until I fell asleep.

      In the morning, I woke up exhausted and stumbled out into our living room to see Marley coming out of Poppy’s bedroom.

      He held up his hands and said, “She just didn’t want to be alone. Nothing happened.”

      “Thank you for staying with her,” I said and went into her bedroom and sat on the side of her bed and watched her wake up, the same sorrow on her face that I knew was on mine. “Are you all right?” I asked her when she could focus.

      “I didn’t have any nightmares last night,” she said. “I slept straight through. That’s the first night since Serena . . . I just dreamed about Ozzie, that he was still here, opening the boxes we found and showing me things and laughing and it was so good . . .” Her face crumpled then, and we both cried.

      Max came to check on us, and I told him we were fine or at least getting there, so he went out to meet Luke to do whatever they had to do to clean up the mess that Geoffrey had left.

      Poppy went downstairs to work on the shop, determined to make it all work, and I thought about what I wanted, which was a quiet place to think.

      I was beating myself up for having just accepted that Ozzie had died because he was seventy-eight. He deserved better. I should have done better. Max said that was illogical, but Max doesn’t attach to people. And I was just beginning to realize that I’d cried at the funeral, but I’d never really thought about Ozzie, about what he’d meant to me. I thought I could just think about him fondly and I’d be fine.

      But fucking Geoffrey Nice had stolen him from me; we could have had Ozzie in our lives for years more and now I was so angry. So sad, so grieving, so angry. I couldn’t seem to get away from it; it consumed me now.

      I needed a quiet place.

      So I went to the cottage, my quiet place, to try to forget about Rocky Start and Geoffrey Nice killing a man I loved and then bursting into flames, to wipe away all the horror of the past month and the dread of tomorrow because Max will be leaving soon.

      I should have done better. Somehow.

      Fucking Geoffrey Nice.

      Max knew I was having trouble and had decided he could put off hitting the Trail for a few days. There were still loose ends, mainly Rowan Masters. Max had asked to meet with him, so I decided to walk to the cottage, and he said he’d catch up with me later.

      Poppy was immersed in fixing up Oddities, Marley by her side. She was still rocked by the knowledge that Ozzie had been murdered, but Marley was a steadying influence, so I told him he should come by often, that he was good for Poppy. He got a wary look in his eye, but he was in the shop all the time now, anyway, so I dropped it.

      Maggs and I walked down the path, listening to the river, and that was comforting. We went up the steps and nobody screamed, “Oh my God, there’s a big black wolf!” so we were alone. I unlocked the cottage door and went in, leaving Maggs outside to run around. The air smelled fresher with all the old furniture cleared out.

      I’d brought a comforter—not a quilt—to put on the old camp bed. There had been over sixty squares in those quilts. It was hard to grasp the scope of what Geoffrey had done. Even Max and Luke had been stunned. It also meant Geoffrey had been much more prolific than Rowan’s estimate of three kills a year for the Director.

      The odd thing was that with him gone, Rocky Start felt different. Lighter, freer. I think the assumption had been all the retired players had cast a pall over the town, but now I think it was Geoffrey. We hadn’t been aware of what he was doing, but over the years it had seeped over the town like a fog in a Stephen King novel. Max had said that evil that deep is often palpable.

      I didn’t want to know how he knew that.

      Maggs came in and growled, her hackles raised.

      “What?” I said.

      Which is when Geoffrey Nice dropped down from the upper floor and said, “Hello, Rose.”
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      Pike had managed to convince the Bearton Fire Department that the crash of Geoffrey’s hearse was an accident. He’d driven up with a flashing light on top of his old rust bucket and wearing a blue windbreaker that actually said “Sheriff” on it. He’d kept the curious away while we cleaned up.

      The fire department hadn’t believed a word of it, but the old chief in charge had known Ozzie. Also, turns out the brand-new, fancy emergency-rescue vehicle they got three years ago had been a gift from Rocky Start, aka Ozzie and Pike; who knew? Luke said the accident was a thin cover story, but people tended to believe what they wanted to believe.

      There hadn’t been much left of Geoffrey. We’d quickly grabbed the still-smoking body before calling the fire department and incinerated what was left in the basement of Melissa’s funeral home. Pike was beating himself up for assuming Ozzie had died naturally and not having an autopsy done, and Poppy was subdued, and Rose . . . Rose was finally letting herself grieve for an old man she’d loved.

      Me? I went to meet Rowan Masters and find out what the hell had been going on with Geoffrey Nice.

      “It’s not the world record,” Rowan said when we were seated on the picnic table by the Little Melvin, cradling takeout coffee from Coral’s in our hands. “There’s a guy in South America who is suspected of killing over three hundred.” He frowned. “Although, to be honest, since he was able to go undetected for so long, who knows who else is out there? The best, or the luckiest, don’t get caught.”

      I nodded. “So the reason I called you here was to threaten you so that you will never breathe a word about Rocky Start. Not because I will do anything to you, but because somebody else will definitely have you removed.”

      “I understand the threat.” Rowan looked toward town. “Lian has told me enough to give me a good idea what Rocky Start is. She sort of explained this Herc fellow. Sounds like a real piece of work, but I guess someone like that has to exist in the shadows. It makes sense there would be a place like this.” He sighed. “Be a hell of a story. As big as Geoffrey Nice.” He held up his hand. “I know, I know. Herc will wipe me off the face of the earth if I write about it. A downer of a guy.”

      He had no idea how down Herc could get. But he was enough in the ballpark to believe the threat was real, so that might hold off his writing about it for a couple of decades until the major players were dead.

      “How about a compromise?” he asked.

      “There is no⁠—”

      “Hold on, hold on. Listen, I’m not asking this so I can write an article or make money. It’s about the quilts. Those represent people. The way Geoffrey Nice killed, he never hid the bodies; he actually posed them, although many weren’t seen that way. Plus, he seemed to prefer poison. Often untraceable. Most have been written off as accidental or natural, like Ozzie was. But I’m willing to bet more than a few, given the number, are open homicides. Some cold cases. Families who have lost loved ones and their cases haven’t been resolved. They need closure.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Give me the quilts.” He went on quickly, before I could object. “Those squares will match crime scenes. Close a lot of cases.”

      “And when you’re asked how you got them?”

      He smiled. “I’m good at what I do, Max. I can work out a cover story for how I found them that will be believable and backstopped and will in no way implicate or mention Rocky Start. And close out the Director forever. Think of the families.”

      “Give me a break.” But he had a point, although finding out Ozzie had been murdered hadn’t made Rose or Poppy any happier and had just about broken Pike and put Coral back in her black mourning dress. “Only if the cases are open homicides. If families think their loved one died of natural causes or in an accident, you leave it alone.”

      He frowned. “That will be a lot harder.”

      “You’re good at what you do,” I said.

      “I suppose there’s a way I could do that,” he said.

      While he talked on, I looked down and saw the old initials in the wood.

      GN and RM.

      I felt a chill pass through me.

      Geoffrey Nice and Rosalie Malone.

      It had been right here.

      And then I heard Maggs howling like all hell, far away, on the other side of the river.

      Where Rose was.

      And then I heard Rose scream.

      I got to my feet and stared across the river.

      Why would Maggs bark like that with Rose there? Why had she screamed? Did it fucking matter?

      “What’s wrong?” Rowan said.

      “Rose is at the cottage. Call Luke!” I yelled at Rowan.

      Then I ran along the riverbank.
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      I screamed and Maggs leapt for him, but Geoffrey had thick cloth around the arm he raised to fend her off and then flung her and the cloth off outside through the open door and slammed it shut, keeping one foot pressed against it on the inside.

      “What the hell?” I said, taking a step back, trying to think of a way to get out. Windows, find an open window⁠—

      But mostly I just hated him.

      “How much did you mourn,” Geoffrey asked, smiling gently, “thinking I was dead?”

      You fucker, you killed Ozzie.

      He was between me and the door, Maggs furiously howling outside.

      “Did you miss me, Rose?” Geoffrey said. “I’ve been missing you for nineteen years.”

      I hate you, I hate you, I hate you.

      “For nineteen years,” he said, as if I should feel sorry for him.

      I hate you.

      “Say something, Rose.”

      “You killed Ozzie.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry about that, but I had had to. We can go away now. I’d waited so long. And Oz was so selfish about you. He wanted you and Poppy all to himself. I had to do it.”

      I took deep breaths, trying to think. Screaming “I hate you” would get me killed. Although screaming might bring help.

      Betty. Fernanda.

      Maggs was barking furiously outside the door.

      “Come away with me,” Geoffrey said. “I’ll make you so happy. I’ll be better for you than Oz ever was. Better than Max. Don’t you see? I outsmarted him. I’m smarter than all of them.”

      “I loved Ozzie,” I said. “And I love Max now.”

      “You can love me,” he said. “I’m just like Max. But better because I’ll stay with you forever. He’s not so smart. I fooled him, didn’t I? Sid just wanted your money, and Harvey would have hurt you, and Lionel would have slept with other women, and Max is going to leave you. They don’t know what love is. I’m not like that. I love you.”

      “I thought you were dead,” I said, playing for time.

      Geoffrey nodded. “I’m sorry. That must have been painful for you. But I had to do it to be free. That was just an old body, from an old job.”

      “And you just happened to have it in the hearse?” I said, anger starting to smother fear and grief.

      “Oh, no, once Max and Luke started coming for me, I got it out of my freezer and put it in the hearse. I knew Lionel would tell them where I was when I drove out.” He sounded proud of himself, and I hated him. “And the charge to blow the gas tank, I did that, too. I’d had the autodrive system put in a while ago, but the guy did a lousy job. That Tesla was much easier to control.”

      “Why did you kill Melissa?” I asked, trying to buy time and figure a way out of this.

      He shrugged. “Does it matter?” He refocused. “And now we’re finally going to be together; after all these years, you’ll finally have a man who deserves you, who takes care of you.” He smiled at me. “I’ve waited for this moment for so long, Rose. We’ll be together and happy and you’ll love me. Only me.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, trying to deal with him on his level. “I can’t leave Poppy now; she’s still recovering from what Serena did to her and from finding out that Ozzie was murdered. And I need to help her get the shop going. And⁠—”

      “No,” Geoffrey said, sounding firm. “Darius will help Poppy⁠—”

      “They broke up,” I said, trying to sound equally firm. “She’s dealing with PTSD and a broken heart and I can’t leave her.”

      Geoffrey nodded. “Then we’ll take her with us.”

      That’s when I realized Geoffrey was even crazier than I’d thought.

      “I don’t think going on the lam is going to be good for her mental health, Geoffrey,” I said, trying to sound rational.

      “Well, we can’t stay here, Rose,” he said, sounding equally rational. “Things have changed. Come on, let’s go.”

      “I don’t think—” I began carefully.

      Geoffrey took a gun out of his jacket. “I don’t like firearms, Rose, but if I have to shoot you in a limb to make you amenable, I will.”

      “Well, we can’t have that,” I said and started toward him.
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      I reached the two remaining ropes of Reggie’s bridge, the one Geoffrey had cut last week. The ropes were a good eight feet above the surface of the Little Melvin and taut. I jumped out onto one, gripping it as my feet swung up and I looped my heels together over the rope. Then I began shimmying across as fast as possible.
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      “We’re leaving,” Geoffrey said. “Together. A new life.”

      “No.”

      “I’ll kill the dog.”

      After everything, the thought of him shooting Maggs enraged me.

      He reached to open the door to shoot the dog and I remembered what Max had said. I grabbed a bottle of glass cleaner and threw it at him. It bounced off the side of his head and he turned to look at me, surprised, and then I went toward him. It was all happening in slow motion, my time sense distorted by adrenaline.

      I ducked under his hand that was reaching for me, using my opposite to hit that arm in the elbow, using his weight and momentum against him. He was big; it didn’t throw him off his feet, but it did turn him enough that I was able punch him in the kidney, right where Max had showed me. Which is how I got by him to the door and opened it enough for Maggs to rush in and clamp down on his leg.

      I slid out the same opening as Geoffrey kicked out, sending Maggs flying once more, and followed me out, slamming the door shut behind him, securing Maggs inside. I was facing him, feet spread just like Max had showed me, ready for his next attack.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Rose.” His voice was calm and level, as if discussing something of no consequence. My punch seemed to have had no effect. “That’s not the way that people who love each other act.”

      No shit. I was backing up. I knew those stone steps were behind me, so I was sliding my feet in the dirt, feeling for the lip, keeping my stance as best as possible.

      Geoffrey walked toward me, the gun in one hand but not pointing, almost an afterthought. I realized he didn’t fear me, Cheery Boost Rose, but then he probably didn’t fear anything. A psychopath.

      I felt the top stair with my foot.
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      It seemed to take an eternity. My arm muscles were burning from the effort of pulling myself along the rope, but then I was across, just over the riverbank. I unlocked my feet, they swung free, and I dropped down.

      I ran toward the cottage along the old railroad trail.

      All I could see from the river was Rose, at the top stair, facing toward the cottage, which I couldn’t see from down here. What the hell was going on? A snake? But Maggs wouldn’t be barking like that over a snake, and she was inside the cottage. Why was she inside and Rose outside?

      And then I saw Geoffrey Nice loom over Rose at the top of the stairs.
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      Geoffrey spread his arms to grab me. I stepped forward, bent low, under his arms and to the side. I kicked the back of his knee with all my might and it buckled, just as mine had, except he didn’t have Max to catch him. His momentum added to my strike and he stumbled forward, then gravity took over.

      Unfortunately, he also managed to grab hold of me with one hand as he fell down the stairs and we tumbled together, down to the path. I felt my body jolt from the impacts with the stones, but Geoffrey took the brunt of the fall. We landed in a tangle on the narrow path next to the river and the stone bench.

      I scrambled away from Geoffrey who, for the first time, seemed disoriented. Blood seeped from a gash on his forehead as he got to his knees, looking about, confused. As he stood, I heard movement to my right and saw Fernanda rushing in from the left.

      And from the right, there was Max, heading straight for Geoffrey.

      Max got there a split second ahead, grabbing hold of Geoffrey, the impact shoving them away from me.

      Unfortunately, after that split second, Fernanda slammed into Geoffrey.

      And Max.

      They tripped over the bench and fell down the bank into the river, tangled together.

      Fernanda looked at me, smug, and I screamed again as the Little Melvin sweep away both the man I hated and the man I loved.
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      I’d shunted aside the shock of seeing a dead man attacking Rose. I was in mission mode. I had Geoffrey in my arms, but then we were hit by something big and fast, a blur of fur, and we splashed into the Little Melvin and were immediately swept away.

      Déjà vu all over again.

      I heard Rose yelling to me as she ran along the riverbank. I bumped up against Geoffrey and our eyes locked. Blood was pouring out of a gash in his forehead. I glanced downstream, then shifted my grip, both hands around his neck, and shoved him downstream of me just as we reached a boulder that was big enough to stick out of the water. I felt the impact of his body and head on the rock and he stopped fighting me for the moment.
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      I ran down the path, trying to find Max in the rapids. I saw them finally, downstream, fighting the current and each other, and I ran after them, trying to think of how to save Max.

      And then Betty was there with Fernanda’s harness and lead rope. “What the hell is going on?”

      I didn’t bother to answer, just kept running, and Betty hustled along behind me, Fernanda behind her. And Maggs was there; Betty must have gone to the cottage first and let her out.

      Max and Geoffrey slammed against a boulder, which held them in place for a few moments, allowing me to get downstream of them.

      Betty threw the harness over Fernanda’s head and tied the lead rope around my waist. “You get Max and hold on. We’ll get you back to shore,” she said and pointed me toward the river.

      I didn’t even think, I just jumped in and God, it was cold, but I could see Max and Geoffrey upstream from me, getting swept down, closer to me now, fighting furiously in the water. They were free of the boulder and coming toward me as I battled the current to stay in place.

      Then they were right there and I grabbed onto Max, the first he knew I was there, and wrapped myself around him, holding onto him, and even as he met my eyes, startled, he put his arms around me, and I felt the rope go taut. Geoffrey screamed, “Rose!” but Betty and Fernanda were slowly but surely pulling us back to shore. We managed to scramble up the bank as Fernanda pulled harder, and then we were safe on dry land.

      We sat there shivering for a moment and then I said, for the first time, “I love you.”

      “Evidently,” Max said and kissed me. When we came up for air, he said, “Don’t ever do that again.”

      And then he looked out at the river and frowned, and I followed his eyes.

      Geoffrey was gone.
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      Fernanda had pulled us up the bank and any negative thoughts I had about llamas were gone for good. But mostly, I couldn’t let Rose go. She’d almost died saving me. She’d⁠—

      “Well, the Geoffrey problem is solved,” Betty said, untying the rope from around Rose’s waist and coiling it up to put it in Fernanda’s backpack. She pointed much farther downstream.

      Geoffrey’s body was jammed between two large rocks, head underwater, one arm and shoulder above.

      He wasn’t moving. We all watched, afraid that like in some horror movie he’d come alive once more and tear himself free. But a couple of minutes passed. More than enough time with his head submerged.

      Geoffrey Nice was finally dead.

      But we were going to fucking autopsy that body and DNA-test it.

      And then smoke it.

      “I saw him,” Betty said. “Just before he got stuck. He was looking this way at the two of you. He saw Rose kiss you and he knew it was over and just gave up and let the river take him.”

      “Why?” Rose said. “He was nuts, why would he just give up?”

      Betty looked at her. “I think he really loved you in his own twisted way, and he knew you loved Max. Love, that kind of love, can be a real bitch. He couldn’t face the rest of his life without you.” She looked at me. “The question is, can you face the rest of yours without Rose?”

      I ignored her to pat Fernanda. I was now a big llama fan.

      Luke drove up in his van and leapt out, weapon at the ready. We pointed out Geoffrey’s body in the river, and he said he’d recover the body and take it back to Melissa’s.

      Rowan pulled up in the Pathfinder and drove us back to Oddities. Poppy looked up when we came in and drew in her breath, and Marley put his hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s all right,” Rose said. “It really is over now.”

      We told Poppy and Marley everything, and then Rose and I had a hot shower for medicinal and other purposes. I tried to think of it as just more shower sex with Rose, but I’d almost lost her forever; she’d risked her life to save me; leaving her meant she’d still be alive somewhere, but losing her to death, losing her forever . . .

      “I love you,” I said as the hot water pounded down on us, and I meant it.

      She shook her head, soapy curls bouncing. “You don’t have to say it just because I did.”

      “I love you,” I said, and I kissed her, and when we went into the bedroom and she pulled me down on the bed, I made love to her, real love, admitting it for the first time and trying to show her how much I cared, taking my time, telling her that she was my other half, that she was important, more than that, necessary, vital to my existence.

      Everything.

      My Rose.
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      Max was sleeping late, so I went downstairs and made coffee and just tried to make sense of the past month.

      There was so much to make sense of.

      He came into the kitchen, looking sleepy but well rested. A man who’d told me last night that he loved me and meant it. I know, I know, only a month, but I loved him absolutely and I believed he loved me.

      “Are you okay?” he said, his voice gentle, and I thought about how he’d changed from that guy I’d met that first day, and I loved him even more.

      I nodded. “I’m trying to deal with Ozzie. It’s been a month, and I’ve cried for him, but I’ve never really . . . thought about him. About who he must have been.” I looked at Max. “I know he was probably a killer, but he was a good man who loved us. And I loved him. Nineteen years, Max. He was the father I never had. He was Poppy’s grandpa. He was part of us. And until I saw that square from his shirt, I don’t think I really knew . . .” My throat caught, and I tried again. “It isn’t just that I miss him. You helped with that, you really walked right into his shoes, but he’s gone, and I can’t believe it. It’s worse because Geoffrey stole him from us, but he’s gone forever, no matter what, and I want him back.”

      Max put his arm around me, and that felt right; he’d been doing that a lot the past month. “I’m not Oz,” he said.

      “I know. I don’t think I want you to be Oz. I just want him back. Both of you.” I looked at him. “He would have loved you. Given you hell, of course. He and Pike would have had a high old time poking at you. But wherever he is, if he’s somewhere where he can watch, he’s all for you.”

      Max didn’t say anything, just sat there with his arm against my back, his hand heavy on my shoulder, solid and silent.

      “I hate Geoffrey Nice,” I said finally.

      “Yeah,” Max said.
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      By Wednesday, Rose was better, Poppy was smiling again whenever she saw Marley, and I had a couple of loose ends to clean up.

      I walked to the picnic table overlooking the river and connected my cellphone to the secure wifi network for Rocky Start that the Ferrells maintained. We still hadn’t found enough money to keep Rose safe for the future, so I checked my bank account, prepared to transfer over all the money Herc had promised me.

      The numbers on my balance had not changed.

      I switched devices and punched in Herc’s number on the satphone.

      “What?” he said when he answered, no buddy-buddy stuff. I must be annoying him.

      Good.

      “Rocky Start no longer has a serial killer. It was Geoffrey Nice. The funeral director. How come you didn’t know about him?”

      “How come Oz and Pike didn’t know?” Herc shot back, apparently not bothered in the least by this huge oversight on everyone’s part. “Looks like he wasn’t killing in his backyard until you got to town. What did you do?”

      That was just like Herc. Shift the blame. All these years, I’d never clearly seen how easily he did stuff like that. He rarely answered direct questions. And even though he was the grand poobah, he somehow managed to deflect responsibility when things got screwed up.

      “He killed Oz before I got to town,” I pointed out.

      “Oz was getting old,” Herc said. “Sloppy. Obviously.”

      I didn’t expect empathy—I knew better—but that was cold. “Geoffrey Nice had some interesting trophies. It’s all I can do to keep Rowan Masters from making Geoffrey the topic of his next bestseller.”

      “I thought I told you to deal with that reporter.”

      “We had enough shit dealing with a serial killer,” I said. “Rowan helped us figure out it was Geoffrey.”

      There were a few seconds of silence, then Herc exploded. “What the fuck, Reddy! That’s all we need. An exposé about Rocky Start.”

      “Don’t worry. He’s not going to write about Geoffrey or Rocky Start.”

      “How do you know that?” Herc demanded.

      “He promised us he wouldn’t.” I thought about adding that he was hooked up with Lian Kwan, the mother of Herc’s not-love-child, Mei, who was the reason Herc had directed me here in the first place. That wouldn’t go over well. Herc might well have him killed for it.

      “He promised you he wouldn’t.” Herc was incredulous.

      “I trust him.”

      “What the fuck has happened to you?” Herc demanded. “You know you can’t trust a reporter. Hell, you can’t trust anyone, Reddy.”

      I changed the topic. “Yeah. Like you. You never paid me.”

      “What?”

      I took some satisfaction in his confusion.

      “When we talked after I first got to town, we made a deal. I’d take care of things here and you’d pay me a direct-action contract and per diem, Zurich rate, from the time I started walking the Appalachian Trail. You never paid me.”

      There were several seconds of silence. Either Herc was thinking or he was calling in an air strike on my position. “I’m not happy with the results,” he finally said. “I told you to take care of the reporter and⁠—”

      “No, you did not. He wasn’t even here when we made that deal. And he will not report on Rocky Start or Geoffrey Nice.”

      Silence.

      I pushed. “If word gets out that you reneged on a contract, nobody’s ever going to work for you again.”

      There was another long silence, and then he said, “Wait a minute,” and I waited, staring at my bank balance on my cellphone. Then the number made a nice bump up. I forwarded the amount Pike and I had agreed on to him.

      “All right,” Herc said. “The money is in your account. Now tell me how my kid is doing.”

      “She’s fine,” I said, then transferred the remaining balance into the new account I’d set up for Rose that morning in a place where only she or Poppy could touch it. “Mei’s got a new boyfriend, her grades are stellar, and she’s heading for Harvard with big plans.”

      “She’s got a boyfriend?” Herc said sharply.

      “She’s nineteen and beautiful. Of course she has a boyfriend.”

      “She should be studying.”

      This from the guy who’d never met her. “The new boyfriend is heading to Harvard, too. They probably do study dates. Back off and let them be.”

      “He’s going to Harvard, too, huh?”

      “No,” I said.

      “What?”

      “You will not be recruiting either of them. Her boyfriend is Tiny’s son. Remember Tiny? He’ll rip your arms off and beat you to death with them if you get anywhere near his son. And Mei is off-limits, too.”

      “Tiny’s son. Darren?”

      “Darius.” I was sure Herc knew the right name, he was just poking back at me.

      “You said new boyfriend. What happened with the old one? Because if he was an asshole⁠—”

      “Not an asshole, he just wants to be a mechanic and not go to school, so your kid dumped him.”

      “Good. I’ll look into him⁠—”

      “No, you won’t. He’s Pike Bernard’s adopted son, and while Pike is not interested in conflict, he will come out of the gate roaring if anything happens to his kid. And I’ll be right behind him. His kid got dumped, your daughter did the dumping, she’s dating somebody going to Harvard now, it all turned out the way it was supposed to. Stay out of Rocky Start, Herc. You don’t understand the place, and it was never yours to begin with. We know what we’re doing here; you don’t.”

      “We? You’re part of the place now? What’s with all these kids? Thought you were going back to the Trail, Max. Finish your mission.”

      “I’m leaving soon to finish. But if anything happens to Pike’s kid, I’m back in a nanosecond.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to the kid,” Herc said. “Pike’s got two adopted sons, right? Which one was it?”

      “One last thing, Herc.”

      “Hey, you don’t⁠—”

      “You lied to me.”

      “Hey, the payment⁠—”

      “About getting Rosalie Malone’s arrest warrant lifted.”

      “You know how much shit I deal with every day, Max? It slipped through the cracks.”

      Herc didn’t have cracks or slips. “Bullshit.”

      “A twenty-year-old arrest warrant for fleeing justice?” Herc scoffed. He was one of those that could do it over the phone quite well. “Low, low priority, Max. I don’t think she’ll ever come up on the Marshals’ radar.”

      “She’s on my radar. Get it lifted.”

      “I thought you were leaving.”

      “I am.”

      “So—”

      “Get it lifted.”

      “Yeah, yeah. But you are leaving, right?”

      I hung up on him.

      I couldn’t see Herc coming after Marley; it was too minor, even for his new fatherly instincts. But I’d give Pike a heads-up anyway. And Luke. And Rose. Not that Marley couldn’t take care of himself. I thought about it as I walked back to Oddities, about how competent he was for a twenty-year-old kid.

      I told Rose I was taking the Pathfinder, called Pike to find out where Marley was, and went to Bearton.

      Marley was in a brick garage that had once been a horse stable. There were faded paintings on the wall for animal feed. He was talking seriously to a much older guy next to a large pickup truck, both of them wearing oil-stained coveralls, and when he saw me, he nodded, said something to the other guy, and then came out into the sun, and I really looked at him for the first time since I’d knocked him out cold in Pike’s weed field.

      He wasn’t a kid. He was as tall as I was and broader, and he was alert, no dope haze in his eyes. I hadn’t bought it when Pike said Marley had given up weed after Ozzie’s funeral, but I did now.

      “Problem?” he said when he reached me.

      “A heads-up. Mei’s dad wants to know about you since she left you. I did not give him your name, but he knows everything, so he’ll have it by now. I don’t think he’ll come after you, but be aware just the same.”

      “Herc. Pike warned me about him,” he said, his voice level. “I’m aware.”

      I nodded. “And I need a favor.”

      He waited, not committing himself.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow to finish the Trail.”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t like leaving Rose and Poppy alone.”

      “I’ll look after them,” he said, steady and sure.

      “I think you should move into Oz’s old apartment,” I said. “I’ll pay the rent, but I want you on the premises; it’s the only way I know they’ll be as safe as they would be when I’m there.”

      He was silent for a long time, and then he said, “I’ll have to ask them if it’s okay.”

      “I’ll check with Rose and Poppy.”

      “No,” he said. “Let me talk to Poppy. I’ll ask her. You ask Rose. If they’re okay with it, I’ll move in. It’s closer to work anyway.”

      I nodded, and he nodded and walked back into the shop.

      Kid doesn’t say much, but he’ll come through for them.
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      Marley came by and found me in the back of the shop by the library.

      “Got a question for you,” he said, looking uncomfortable. “Max thinks I should move into Oz’s old apartment while he’s gone. I told him I’d have to ask you if that was all right. He’s asking your mom, but I thought I’d better ask you.”

      I froze for a minute. It was so out of the blue. And he looked serious and anxious, something he never looks; he’s always laughing and sure.

      I put the books I was holding down. “Are you okay with it? Because you don’t have to.”

      He shrugged. “It’s closer to my job. I’m on work study now, so it’ll save some time, give me a later start in the morning.”

      Mornings with Marley. “We’ll make you breakfast.”

      “You don’t have to,” he began, and I shook my head.

      “We’ve only got one kitchen. Even if you’re in Ozzie’s old apartment, you’re sharing a kitchen with us. And I can make breakfast.” I didn’t mention that mostly I made overnight oats.

      “So can I,” he said, and I thought about Pike and Coral raising him. He could probably make better breakfasts than I could.

      “We could trade off mornings,” I said.

      He just looked at me.

      “Marley, do you want to move in?” I finally said, exasperated. “Don’t do this as a favor if you hate it.”

      “Breakfast sounds good,” Marley said. “And I could help you with the shop.”

      “Do you want⁠—”

      “Yes,” he said. “I want to.”

      All right then. “Good. I want you to.”

      He nodded and kept nodding, finally forcing himself to stop. “I, uh, I can bring my stuff whenever is good for you.”

      “Tomorrow,” I said. “I need to clean the place out first, but⁠—”

      “I can help with that. If that’s okay.”

      “That’s great.”

      Big silence, and then I said, “We should tell my mom.”

      “I think Max is asking her.”

      “She’ll say yes.”

      It was weird that he was so nervous. And my heart was beating like crazy. Because I was nervous, too. Because this was going to be different. Strange. Weird, but hell, what hadn’t been these past couple of months?

      “We could tell Coral,” he said finally.

      “Yes,” I said, and we headed for the door like always, except with this new thing now, neither one of us knowing what was going to happen next.

      “You’re sure,” he said before he opened the door to Ecstasy.

      “I am sure,” I said.

      “So am I,” he said, and we went inside.
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      So Max had arranged for Marley to move in, which I was all for. I know he did it so there’d be somebody to look out for us, which we did not need, but Marley was good for Poppy, she was a lot happier when he was around, making her laugh, and I like him a lot.

      Also, he wasn’t my first priority. After Max came back from Bearton and asked if Marley could move in, he said, “Come for a drive,” so I took off my apron and went with him, figuring this was it. The Big Goodbye.

      We went out the back door of the shop and Max got into the Pathfinder, driver’s side. I climbed in the passenger side and saw the back was full of Amazon boxes, including two big ones, and I frowned at Max. That seemed like a lot of baggage for a guy with a ruck. “So you’re leaving.”

      “Yep.” Max started the car and drove down the alley.

      I was going to ask if he was taking the Pathfinder since it was full of his stuff, but that didn’t seem like something he’d do. Impossible to take on the Trail. This was weird.

      We crossed the bridge and then turned on the forest road that went behind Betty’s place. Fernanda poked her head through the bushes and nodded to us and then went back to whatever vegetation she was terrorizing, and I realized Fernanda was very Max-like, only showing up to rescue and then going back to the woods. Max, my llama lover.

      “So you’re leaving,” I said again.

      “Yes.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Unless somebody else dies,” Max said.

      “I can help you pack⁠—”

      “All done,” he said.

      I looked back at the boxes. “Oh. Good.”

      We bumped off the end of the forest road and onto the grassy, overgrown road that took us to the back of the old cottage. Max parked there and then got out and opened the back of the Pathfinder. He pulled out one of the boxes and walked the short path to the door and waited for me there, like Maggs always did. I thought, I’ve been sleeping with an animal, which I should have figured out by now, just by his style in bed. The key was that he was an animal who said he loved me.

      I took a box out of the back of the jeep and joined him and he pointed to the lock, so I picked it.

      He held out his hand, and I put the padlock in it, and he put it in his pocket and opened the box and got out a lock, a real one, with a handle and everything.

      Then he took a drill from the box and put a new lock on the door.

      “Uh, Max,” I said. “This isn’t ours.”

      “It’s yours now. I talked to Pike,” he said as he finished up with the lock. Then he handed me the keys.

      I almost dropped them, I was so stunned.

      He opened the door and the hinges squeaked again as he picked up the box. “I’ve got oil for those,” he said and went inside.

      It wasn’t warm in there, but it was clean, thanks to me, and the stone floor was beautiful. And Max was there, so it was good.

      I started to say, “What the hell, Max?” but he interrupted me.

      “The walls have to be redone,” he said. “Needs insulation. Too deep in the woods for solar panels.”

      “Max.”

      He looked at me then. “I told Pike you needed this place. We did a deal. It’s yours.”

      I just stared at him.

      “Needs a lot of work,” he said. “But it’ll be a good place for you. You can be quiet here, figure out what you want. And make things here. Art. Paint. Whatever you want. Poppy can sell them or⁠—”

      “Max—”

      “Poppy doesn’t need to be out of Rocky Start,” he said, looking into my eyes. “You do. You don’t want the shop; you want time alone. Like you said. To work. To figure out what you want.”

      I want you, I thought, but I wanted this, too. He was right. First things first. Take care of myself.

      Fucking Master of the Universe was right again.

      “Thank you,” I said finally.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “We have a truck to unload.”

      He got fuses out of the box he’d brought in and put them in the fuse box I’d never noticed in the kitchen. “Definitely need to replace this,” he said and flipped a switch by the door, and the old circular kitchen ceiling light came on, just one circle of white neon, and he said, “Probably want to replace that, too.”

      I said, “No.” It was old and not fancy, but whoever had put it up had known it would light the little space. We didn’t have to change everything. Just change enough to make it safe. “I can’t believe you did this.”

      “Truck,” he said, and he made me carry boxes in, though not the two big ones. I told him I could do those, too, and he said, “Don’t interfere with my manliness,” so I let him lug those.

      There weren’t many after that. One of those turned out to be the pieces to a heavy wood daybed. He dragged the box upstairs and we bolted it together, silently because I was so mind-blown, and then he shoved it into the gable on the second floor at the head of the stairs, where it fit. Probably because he’d measured it to make sure it would. Max Reddy, detail guy.

      The other big box was a single bed mattress that we pulled out of the plastic and watched rise like bread.

      One of the smaller ones was a space heater. “The second-floor windows are still in,” he said as he plugged it in and I waited for everything to burst into flame. “Heat rises, so it’ll stay warm up here. This will help if you want to read and picnic out here until you get new windows in, double-pane, but it’s something.”

      Windows. I don’t know what kind of deal he’d done with Pike, but I bet it didn’t include windows. “I don’t think I—” I started.

      “Luke’s coming next week,” Max said. “I showed him pictures of the old windows and told him I wanted new ones that looked just like those. He said it was no problem. Marley said he’d help, so I imagine Poppy will, too⁠—”

      “Max, I can’t take this stuff from you,” I said. Not if you’re leaving.

      “Herc paid me,” he said. “I paid Pike. And we worked together, in case you forgot. You earned it.”

      Then he went down the stairs, and I just stared at the mattress on the daybed.

      Which was evidently my daybed.

      When he came back up, he had a mattress cover and sheets. When he snapped the cover over the mattress, I caught the other side and helped him stretch it corner to corner. Then he tossed the fitted sheet on and we stretched that, and he flipped the top sheet on and I caught that, too, and helped him smooth it out. Then he picked up a pillowcase and I said, “Give me one,” and he threw a case to me, and we finished the pillows together.

      Four of them. Lots of pillows. Because I like pillows.

      Then he went back downstairs and I sat on the daybed and thought about bringing Coral’s picnics here and maybe Poppy could find me a side table on one of her trips with Marley, and I could come here and just be alone and think⁠—

      Max came up the stairs with more bedding in his hands. “This bed needs a comforter,” he said, and I got up, and he flipped what he had over the daybed: a big, white, marshmallowy comforter.

      I swallowed hard, willing myself not to cry because he’d hate it.

      He put his arms around me and said, “I just want you safe and happy.”

      I’m safe here, I thought, with your arms around me, but happy is going to need you here, too. But then I thought that maybe that’s what the cottage was. He couldn’t stay, so he was wrapping the cottage around me.

      “The odds are really against a second serial killer showing up,” Max said. “Really. Even for Rocky Start.” He pulled me down to sit beside him. “You okay?”

      I nodded.

      “One more box,” he said and went down to get it while I willed myself not to get emotional. This was all fine.

      This was all great.

      He brought the last box up and put it in front of me, the flaps closed but not taped, and then sat next to me again.

      He didn’t move, so I opened it.

      It was old books, used but in pretty good shape. I went through them, losing my breath again, and they were all things I loved, the Pratchetts and the Aaronovitches and the Wellses and the Noviks and the Blakes, the Heyers and the Chases and the Phillips and the Stuarts and the Gaffneys and the Austens, the Gilberts and the Christies and the Marshes and the Allinghams, and some really, really old ones that he must have had to hunt down, like Green as Spring by Rosalys Haskell, one I’d found at a library when I was a kid. All my re-reads, all my comfort books, he’d found them all.

      “Poppy had bought some for you for Christmas,” he said while I stared at them. “And she told me the ones you really loved. I know you had them in digital, but I thought a house should have books.” He frowned. “I should have gotten you a bookcase⁠—”

      “I hate you,” I said, trying really hard not to cry. “I hate that you know how important this is to me, I hate that you know to do this and you’re leaving me.”

      He put his arms around me again, and I leaned into his solid heat, so real, and tried to memorize what he felt like so I’d have it when he was gone. I could sit here alone and remember.

      Somehow, that did not help.

      “We don’t know what’s going to happen,” he said. “All we know is what we have. Now we have to figure out what we want. And you were right, we need to do that alone for a while. You have this place in the woods to be alone. And I have the Trail. And when I get to the end, maybe we’ll know.” He looked down at me. “I know I love you. I just have to figure out the rest. So I don’t screw this up. I’m not used to this kind of life. I don’t know how . . .”

      “This is a perfect gift,” I said, Except for you leaving.

      He was watching me; I think he was waiting for me to cry, which was not happening.

      “So,” I said. “Anything else to unpack? Anything else I need?”

      “You tell me.”

      “Well, there’s this.” I leaned closer and kissed him.

      “No, that’s what I need,” he said and pulled me down on the bed he’d made for me.
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      An hour later, it was dark and we lay there naked in my cottage in the woods, tangled in the sheets he’d bought me—which surprisingly were not black—the marshmallowy comforter on the floor where we’d kicked it, the river burbling below.

      I don’t know why the sound of the Little Melvin was so comforting. It had almost killed Max three times.

      “Thank you for the white sheets,” I said.

      “Classic,” he said. “Like you.”

      “Can we spend the night here?”

      “Depends on how you feel about peeing in the woods.”

      I sat up. “Yeah, let’s go home.”

      “In a minute,” he said and pulled me down to him and kissed me again.

      For a guy who didn’t know how to be in a relationship, he was doing pretty good.

      “It’s only gonna be a minute?” I said when I came up for air.

      “No, longer than that,” he said, and for some reason, I didn’t think he was talking about sex.

      Although that was longer than a minute, too.
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      I got up before dawn. We’d spent the night back in Rocky Start because bathrooms. Dawn because that’s when you start a hike. Maggs looked at me like I was a betrayer. I looked at Rose, sleeping peacefully in her bed under her pink-striped comforter—I’d been sleeping under a pink comforter, there was an attack on my manhood—looking warm and flushed and smiling in her dreams.

      I’d told myself over and over that I had to leave, I had to finish the mission, I had to prove to myself I could make it sober to the end of the Trail. That was important. A commitment I had made many months ago. I just was having a hard time remembering why. It was kind of a deal with the entity that controlled me, that if I could do this, things would work out.

      You can’t build a future on a month of good sex, especially when there had been so much adrenaline flowing from people trying to kill us. We needed some peace to know what we wanted from our futures before we could put them together. We needed to figure out who we were before we started new lives. Leaving was the right thing to do. Finish the mission.

      Except I was leaving her in Rocky Start. Anything could happen here.

      I’d done what I could, set her up with a safe space in the woods where she could think and read and make art. A safe space in the woods, Max? In Rocky Start? Well, Fernanda would watch out for her.

      And Marley was moving in, that was decided. Marley . . . Marley’s a high school kid. Yeah, Marley was a high school kid like I was a retiree. They’d do fine with Marley, although I might have to threaten him with death if he made a move on Poppy. Of course, if he made a move on Poppy and she didn’t want it, she’d threaten him with death. Really, no reason to stay at all.

      I stood and picked up my ruck and looked at Maggs and jerked my head toward the door.

      Maggs looked back, not moving.

      “C’mon,” I whispered.

      Maggs looked back and snuggled deeper into my side of the bed.

      I was leaving a place where I had a side of the bed. And a woman who cared about me, risked her life for me. Friends I could trust. Kids who might need me. And for what? To finish a damn mission?

      Well, yeah, I had to finish the Trail. But now that leaving was real, not something I was just saying but actually going out the door . . .

      I put the ruck down and considered the situation.
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      When I woke up the next morning in my bed back in Rocky Start, the sun was shining and Max wasn’t there, but Maggs was, so I knew Max was still here, somewhere. I had one last thought about trying to convince him to come back when he was done with the Trail, but essentially, the man knew what he wanted and he’d do what he wanted, and I should stop nagging him.

      And he loved me. That had to mean something.

      And I was going to start being the new me. Act Four. Doing what I wanted, getting what I wanted.

      Just not getting Max.

      I got out of bed and Maggs followed me downstairs, both of us yawning, but Max wasn’t there. Not in the kitchen, not anywhere in the downstairs. I gave Maggs a piece of leftover bacon, and we went back upstairs to check Oz’s apartment, where I found Poppy, still in her PJ’s, standing in the middle of Oz’s workroom.

      “Is Max—” I started.

      “Is it okay if we clean out this place since Marley’s moving in?”

      She sounded very happy about that. I knew she was still having nightmares, but right now, standing in the middle of Ozzie’s old apartment, she was smiling at me. Happy about her future. About Marley coming to stay. That was good enough for me.

      “Don’t throw anything out,” I said. “Pack it in boxes and Max and I will . . .” I shook my head to clear Max out of it. “I’ll go through it later.”

      Then Maggs and I went back to my bedroom to see if Max had doubled back on me.

      That’s when I noticed his ruck was gone.

      Which meant he was gone.

      Of course he was gone. Before dawn, probably.

      I sat down on the bed, and Maggs jumped up beside me. “What the hell is going on?” I asked her and she looked as clueless as I was.

      So I got my phone off the bedside table and texted Max, hoping he still had his latest burner phone.

      
        
        WHERE ARE YOU?

      

      

      A couple of minutes later, I was dressed and my phone buzzed.

      
        
        ON THE TRAIL

      

      

      I frowned and texted back.

      
        
        YOU FORGOT YOUR DOG

      

      

      A minute later the phone buzzed again.

      
        
        I LEFT HER WITH YOU

        YOU NEED A KEEPER

        TOUCH BASE WITH THE FERRELS REF SATELLITE MESSENGER

        FOR WHEN I’M OUY OF REACH OF CELLPHONE COVERAGE

      

      

      Great, he left me a dog as my keeper. And he was going to be in places where a cellphone couldn’t reach.

      But he wanted me to know how to reach him just the same.

      And then I thought, And he left me Marley, too. Marley was another keeper. It was his idea to put Marley in Ozzie’s old apartment. Annoying.

      I texted him:

      
        
        I CAN TAKE CARE OF MYSELF

      

      

      A minute later, another buzz.

      
        
        NO. YOU CAN’T

        YOU’D FEED SATAN LASAGNA

      

      

      I laughed. Then I texted again:

      
        
        I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU GAVE UP YOUR DOG FOR ME

        WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO WITHOUT HER?

      

      

      He texted:

      
        
        I’M NOT GOING TO DO WITHOUT HER

        I’LL BE BACK FOR HER

      

      

      I sucked in my breath.

      He was coming back.

      I hated it that I cared so much, but I was so happy, so relieved, because I really wanted to see him again, really wanted to do more testing of that very well-made daybed in the cottage—that thing could take a pounding—and, well, practical things, like I needed him to go through those boxes of Ozzie’s that Poppy was packing up and⁠—

      And I just wanted him back. He’d at least stay for another plate of lasagna, I could talk him into another night, and maybe⁠—

      My phone buzzed again.

      
        
        AND FOR YOU

      

      

      My eyes got hot and my throat closed up.

      I really have to stop this crying crap. I am not that kind of woman.

      Poppy came to the bedroom door, her arms full of collapsed boxes and a big roll of tape in her hand. “What happened?”

      “Max left Maggs with us because he’s coming back,” I said.

      For me.

      “Of course,” Poppy said and went back to Ozzie’s apartment.

      For me.

      And I texted Max:

      
        
        Good

      

      

      And then Maggs and I went downstairs and made lasagna. One for lunch and one for the freezer.

      Because Max was coming back and he would be hungry.

      For me.

      

      
        
        THE END

        Thank you!

        Please leave a review as they are extremely valuable.

      

      

      
        
        Coming early 2025 the next book in the Rocky Start series:

        THE HONEY POT PLOT

      

        

      
        The first book in the Liz Danger series was

        LAVENDER’S BLUE

        Amazon: https://amzn.to/49klbED

        REST IN PINK

        Amazon: https://amzn.to/3NLHolq

        ONE IN VERMILLION

        Amazon: https://amzn.to/45NRlqJ

      

      

      
        
        Also by Jennifer Crusie and Bob Mayer

        Don’t Look Down: https://books2read.com/u/bQex80

        Agnes and the Hitman: https://books2read.com/u/meqyWEa

        Wild Ride: https://books2read.com/u/bW69X7

        For those who use AU or UK Amazon, these books are now on those platforms:

      

        

      
        Bob wrote two sequels to Agnes and the Hitman:

        Shane and the Hitwoman

        https://amzn.to/45o6Qpe

        Phoebe and the Traitor

        https://amzn.to/3qiLozH

      

      

      
        
        Questions or comments for Bob and Jenny: email to bob@bobmayer.com

        For updates, sign up on this email list:

        http://goo.gl/XnSgtB

      

      

      
        
        follow our Amazon Author pages for more info:

        Bob: https://amzn.to/4f6SYEz

        Jennifer; https://amzn.to/3XYP8qQ
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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 Max Reddy, and of course he wasn’t there. He’d been gone two weeks, and I was still reaching for him in my sleep.

      Okay, that had to stop.

      I sat up and saw Maggs, Max’s long-haired black German Shepherd, alert at the foot of the bed where she’d been keeping my feet warm. “It’s okay, baby,” I said, but Maggs had already been sitting up, looking out the window now, so I must have made some noise in my sleep to alert her.

      I got up and texted Max’s satellite phone number in the light from the streetlamps out front, shining through snow-frosted windows.

      
        
        YO, FOOTLOOSE GUY

        TEXT ME THAT 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. His arms around me. The scent of him and the taste of him and . . .

      I felt myself breathe deeper at just the thought of him, but memories weren’t getting my work done, so enough of that.

      Maggs and I went downstairs to our secondhand shop because I knew I wasn’t going back to sleep and because Maggs was ever hopeful of a dog cookie or possibly bacon. 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 any, given it was six in the morning and there was nobody to talk to.

      About the mask: The guy who’d left me the shop in his will, my old boss Ozzie Oswald, had also left me (among many, many, many other things) a box of masks with labels on them. One was an elegant white rabbit that had been tagged “Coral” with a post it. Ozzie knew I collaged and made assemblages, so I assumed he’d wanted me to collage a portrait-mask of our next-door neighbor, Coral Schmidt, the owner of the Ecstasy bakery and coffee shop, who also happened to be the woman he loved.

      So, I wanted the mask-portrait to be special, a last legacy from Ozzie. I’d used a lot of black lace, some doll house bread, coral-colored flowers, a black eye mask to show that Coral was a woman of mystery.

      I was putting the last of the glue on her black lace and thinking about what else I could add when I heard her scream “NO!” next door.

      I ran like hell out of my shop’s front door, skidding on the ice on the pavement outside, and into her shop, Maggs right with me, to see Coral struggling with a woman who had a knife raised in both hands, but Coral was losing the battle, the point of the blade inching closer to her as she screamed her head off.

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

      She staggered and let go of Coral and turned the knife toward me, but Maggs leapt for her knife arm and Coral caught her by the neck from behind and twisted sharply, and I heard a snap, and the woman hit the floor. I raised the chair again, in case she tried to get up, but she was very still, flat on her back, her eyes wide open staring at the ceiling, her neck at a bad angle.

      I froze, and Maggs backed up and barked, both of us impressed by the speed of Coral’s work. Although, really, 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 bleeding like a stuck pig from a slash mark on her cheek and a deep one in her forearm. 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 neck twist on pure adrenalin.

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

      “No,” Coral said. “Who the hell are you?”

      At first, I thought she was disoriented, but I should have known better. Coral does not disorient. Maggs gave a very low growl and I looked behind me to see a tall redheaded Black woman wearing jeans and a puffy jacket, standing in the doorway, surveying the scene with surprising calm.

      Outsider.

      But Maggs was staring at her, hackles not raised and not growling any more. Maggs was a very good judge of character. Plus, the woman wasn’t holding a knife or a gun or a flamethrower (yes, really, after the last six weeks, nothing would surprise me).

      “I heard you screaming from the pharmacy.” The redhead pointed at Coral’s arm. “That should be stitched if you’re not going to call for help.” She didn’t seem 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 said, and I said, “Yes. Jesus, Coral, you’re going to bleed to death.” That may have been an over-reaction, but with her cheek bleeding too, there was so much blood.

      I checked out the woman in the doorway, slender and fit, so it was possible she was an accomplice, but she wasn’t trying to kill anybody at the moment.

      She glanced at the body on the floor. No reaction. Well, it was beyond any doctor’s help.

      “Get your bag, please,” I said to her, and frowned at Coral. “You. Keep that arm up.” I thought that was what you were supposed to do for knife wounds, keep the wound in the air so the blood wouldn’t flow. Or something.

      Coral didn’t fight back, pale as the white icing on her cinnamon rolls, while I got some napkins from the stack by her register and tried to staunch the bleeding on her cheek and arm so the new Outsider could see to put her back together when she returned.

      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.

      I took out my phone and texted Max.
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        I’M FINE

      

      

      I hit send on the satellite messenger in reply to Rose’s last message from earlier that morning, then put it back in the waterproof case. I was, of course, not fine. I looked back the way I had come the previous evening and knew I was in trouble. All had been going well, okay, poorly, actually badly, up until this morning 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.

      I looked back at the text I’d gotten. Footloose guy. That was Rose. Worried but still cracking jokes. 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 too, 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 tell her I’d be back.

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

      I had a lot to learn about relationships. And communication.

      Maggs would be very useful right now because a hard situation had just turned dangerous.

      Heavy snow was falling, very pretty, Christmas-y snow, unless you’re at 5,000 feet altitude, twenty miles from the nearest civilization, and in the midst of a forest. Sure, I’d been in worse places. Plenty of times. With people trying to kill me. So last night as the snow came down, I had taken some solace in the fact it was only the weather and terrain conspiring against me to keep me from fulfilling my quest the past couple of weeks.

      Quest sounds rather dramatic for simply finishing a through hike on the Appalachian Trail, but I had over 2,000 miles invested since I’d left Maine months ago and I was damned if I was going to let a little (lot of, actually record-setting) snow and freezing temperatures stop me. However, most (all) hikers do it spring through fall, not in the dead of winter. I’d actually left Maine in the spring, but my Rocky Start detour had cut into my progress, to say the least.

      Rose had said I was a dumbass for leaving town in the winter.

      She was, as I was learning, right.

      I was just off the Appalachian Trail in the Smoky Mountains, in one of the most remote stretches of the entire two thousand mile plus route. I’d crossed Interstate 40 five days ago and the next sign of civilization, Fontana Dam, was twenty miles ahead. The only road that bisected the trail between those spots, US 441, had been covered in snow when I crossed it late yesterday, indicating it was closed due to the weather. There had been no tracks other than mine in it, but now as I looked through the drifting snowfall and a gap in the leafless trees in the early morning gray from a small knoll, there were two fresh sets across the road. I’d climbed the knoll to get a clear satellite signal and that was the only reason I’d noticed.

      A normal person would think: it’s 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 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 think my life is 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.

      Who would want to kill me?

      Well, that’s a long list, but did it matter? Focus on the immediate. I stepped back from the tree I had been hiding behind and went down to my campsite ten meters away. I slid my plus-20 bag out of the snow trench I’d slept in last night. I shoved it in the stuff sack, put it in my ruck, then shook off the snow off the poncho covering the snow trench. I quickly folded it and strapped it to the outside of the backpack. I had everything ready in under a minute. Travel light, freeze at night. It’s a mantra from my early days in the military and then into other nefarious endeavors.

      I retrieved my Glock pistol out of 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 outgunned. I put it in the outside pocket of my parka. Yes, I had the satellite phone but there was no point using that to summon assistance. I was far from any help and I didn’t see my former boss, Herc, cranking up a chopper to come get me. Regardless, it couldn’t fly in this storm.

      I was on my own.

      I could send a message to Rose about the danger, but that would worry her unnecessarily and there was nothing she could do. Probably best if I kept myself alive. I was sure she’d appreciate that.

      Pretty sure.

      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 was along the top of a ridgeline, limiting my options. There was impassable steep, wooded terrain to either side.

      It was tough walking through the two feet of snow. It was east coast snow, wet and heavy, not Rocky Mountain powder. It had first snowed right after I crossed Interstate 40, and that had slowed me down considerably. Snowshoes would have been a good idea, but I hadn’t been thinking too clearly, too much Rose on the brain when I left Rocky Start. Besides there wasn’t an outdoor supply shop in Rocky Start. I was basically being a human snowplow.

      I was too old for this.

      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 ridgeline broadened into a slope full of boulders amongst the trees. The trail broke out of the trees onto one of those bald mountaintops that are scattered throughout the Smokies. The thick blanket of snow covering it was pristine. No one quite knows how these treeless balds were formed, but there was a clear upslope of about three hundred yards covered in untouched snow. I could go around, left or right along the tree line which bordered a steep drop off, but that would give my pursuers a chance to gain ground. I could push on, a straight line being the shortest distance—and probably die in the open terrain—or I could turn and fight. The marker on the tree for the Appalachian Trail went off to the right.

      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. Maybe they’d suspect big eagles had flown me off to Mount Doom which felt like a decent alternative. A ring of invisibility would be even better.

      I walked off trail left and 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 and might suspect me of trying to go around. 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 glove, yes specially made, and put it on the sliver 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.

      

      
        
        The Honey Pot Plot will be out in early 2025.

        Nothing but good times ahead!
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