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        Nadia

      

      

      

      The mailbox I was told to look out for, as suspected from the description, was hard to miss.

      There were four huge planters surrounding it frothing with peach, pink and orange impatiens. The mailbox itself was a shiny stainless steel with the words Weaver Cabin painted on the side. It was held aloft by a twisted branch, which, only when I turned in and got close, could I see was actually burnished steel with fake, metal leaves on it.

      Last, it was unique and incredibly pretty.

      And seeing it made some of the anxiety I had about the decision I’d made start to ebb away.

      The lane to the cabin meandered with gentle curves and was edged in small boulders, many of which had bright-green moss growing on them.

      The lane was also longer than I expected.

      It’d be quite a hike to get my mail in the morning.

      And it meant my home for the next year was seriously secluded.

      Finally, the cabin came into view, and the instant I saw it, the reservations that had recently sprung up about the seclusion of Weaver Cabin vanished.

      One story, smallish, with a carport attached that would protect my SUV from the elements on all sides but the front. The roof of the timber house was blue tin, and a porch ran the length of the face of the structure.

      On the porch was an arrangement of two rocking chairs—one yellow, one red, both with cute pillows on them—sharing what appeared to be an old whisky barrel as a table, which was topped with an arrangement of fresh wildflowers in a mason jar. At the other side of the veranda, there was a porch swing with a fluffy pad and more sweet pillows.

      Yes, a porch swing.

      There were lanterns scattered about, along with a plethora of different sized pots and hanging baskets, these filled with more impatiens, plus petunias, begonias, pansies and fuchsias.

      It was colorful and charming. A hundred times better than the pictures I saw of it when I was deciding where to go, and those pictures had captivated me, so that seemed impossible.

      But there it was, right before me.

      Colorful and charming also pertained to the man standing on the porch, not to mention his beat-up, old, faded-white Ford pickup parked off to the side.

      He had white hair pulled back, probably in a ponytail, a farmer’s cap on his head. Scruffy white beard. Weathered skin. Plaid shirt.

      And faded denim overalls.

      Overalls!

      Yes, that anxiety was fading fast.

      I swung around the front, switched off the ignition and exited my vehicle with a small smile on my face.

      “You Miz Williams?” he called.

      I didn’t wince at the name I’d never changed and tried not to use, but it was the name on all legal documents.

      Including rental contracts.

      “Yes. But I’m Nadia. Are you Dave Weaver?” I called back, moving across the gravel path to the wooden front steps (all lined with pots of flowers, including parts of the gravel).

      He held up a hand, palm out, to stop my progress.

      I halted.

      “I get how it is, gel.”

      The “g” in “gel” was hard, and I had a feeling he meant the word as “girl.”

      He kept talking.

      “These days, heck, all through history, you gotta be careful. My Brenda was supposed to meet you so you’d feel comfortable during the walk-through. She got to feelin’ bad, so, my apologies, but it has to be me.”

      Before I could fully process what he said, he unexpectedly tossed a set of keys toward me, and fortunately, I moved fast enough and caught them.

      He continued speaking.

      “I’ll keep my distance as I show you around.”

      Ah.

      He meant me being in the middle of nowhere with a strange man.

      It was lovely he thought of that, because, considering his Green Acres Santa look, I hadn’t.

      He swept a hand around to indicate the entirety of the space.

      “Brenda told me to put the pillows out so you’ll get the full effect. And you can do it if you want, but she said she’d come and water the plants, but she won’t come unless you know she’s comin’.”

      Considering I had little else to do, taking care of all these flowers sounded like a good meditative task to have.

      A responsibility.

      Something that counted on me.

      Yes, that seemed a good thing to do.

      “If she tells me how much water they need and how frequently they need it, I can take care of it,” I told him and shot him another smile. “I’m not known for my gardening chops, but I can learn.”

      He nodded. “I’ll give her that heads up.” He hooked his thumbs in the straps of his overalls and carried on, “As a welcome home, we got the essentials in there for you, so you don’t have to head back out and grab yourself some groceries. Not like the market is close.”

      That was nice, though my trunk was filled with about fifteen bags of groceries because I’d had that same thought.

      He went on to share, “Coffee. Creamer. Milk. Some bread and cold cuts. Oatmeal. And Brenda added her world-famous taco meat with all the fixin’s, so you have some dinner. There’s also a bottle of champagne in there for you too.”

      “Wow,” I replied, not hiding my surprise. “That’s very generous.”

      And it was.

      Shockingly so, considering how well-kept this adorable cabin was, on top of the fact the rent was very inexpensive. It was, essentially, a one room cabin, but if the pictures were anything to go by, it had kitchen, living and bedroom areas, as well as a reading nook.

      I didn’t need much, so I hadn’t been perusing mansions. Everything I’d looked at was kind of like this, but this cabin was by far the least expensive, and because of that, I worried all the fabulous photos had been taken twenty years prior and the place would be a wreck.

      Unless the inside told a different tale, it was not.

      “Let’s get you in,” he said, turning toward the door. He turned back. “We got the boxes you sent. Me and Doc stacked ’em up inside. You got anything in the car I could help you with?”

      First…Doc?

      Who was Doc?

      Second, I had two big suitcases, a carry on, a laptop bag, my purse, and the aforementioned groceries in my car.

      “I’m excited to see the inside,” I told him.

      He studied me, his eyes went to my SUV, which visibly had stuff in it, then he shrugged, opened the screen door, the main door, and walked in.

      I followed him.

      The minute I stepped over the threshold, I stopped dead.

      I noted vaguely he was still giving me a wide berth so I’d feel safe, and was heading all the way across the space.

      But this vaguely was vague.

      Because, if the outside was colorful and charming, the inside was downright quaint.

      Lots of windows let in a dappled sunshine, due to the fact the trees grew close to the cabin.

      To the left, the living room area, with a denim-covered couch, which at that very moment, I fancied I could hear screaming, Come and take a nap!

      Accompanying this was a worn-in, but not worn-out, leather club chair. A low coffee table decorated with some coffee table books, which looked to be about flowers and nature, and another jar of fresh-cut wildflowers. Interesting lamps, side tables and a beautiful, braided rug underneath it all finished this cozy space.

      Onward from that was an iron bed with a white wedding ring quilt, the rings in the key shades of pink and peach. Bright-white eyelet shams on European pillows over double stacks of pillowcases with pale yellow sheets that had tiny pink polka dots. Full, bolster along the front of the euros in yellow and peach stripes. One of those amazing throws made of huge threads of yarn was tossed diagonally across the bed, and it was pale green.

      The elaborate footboard ended with an old trunk, and the nightstands beside the bed were mismatched.

      The one I couldn’t fully see on the opposite side was distressed white with faded flowers painted on the drawer. The other one I could totally see was a porcelain blue, three-drawer, with ornate flower handles and the middle bulge and bowed feet of French Provincial design. Both nightstands had adorable, shabby chic lamps on top.

      At the end of the large, open space, to the left, was a room, the door opened. I could see the sun shining through it and an old-fashioned, white mosaic tile floor. The bathroom.

      Across from that, at the back, were two more small rooms, doors closed.

      But in the middle, between the bathroom and those rooms, was a short hallway that led to the back door. It had a built-in bench with cubbies underneath, a blue gingham pad on top, and hooks on the wall above it.

      To the right, the kitchen area, with pale-green cabinets, butcherblock counter tops, and shelves, on which sat a variety of pastel-colored stoneware and antique-looking glassware. There was a bar/island with three old barstools painted soft yellow, pink and blue, and a farmhouse sink with copper faucets. An interesting, copper light feature with three lights ran along the island. All the appliances looked modern, even new, and were stainless steel.

      Next to the kitchen, closer to where I stood, was a six-seater farmhouse table painted in yellow with mismatched chairs. A big vase sprouting with more wildflowers sat on the top.

      Rounding this out, directly to my right, the space had built-in shelves, partially filled with books and knickknacks, but with plenty of room to add to the library and the look. In the corner was a gorgeous, cushiony, pink reading chair with a leather ottoman pouf and two side tables, the better to hold beverages and plates of food and rest books, with an overarching lamp that would light your way as you dove into dozens of different worlds.

      Even if all of this was amazing, the pièce de résistance of the cabin was an open fireplace in the center of the space, with a stonework, dome chimney that dripped down from the ceiling. It had love seats on either side. One that had a curve and was a dove gray, the other, a traditional shape in a pink and cream plaid.

      The floors were wood, with lots of rugs. The walls were timber clapboard. And wispy curtains flanked the windows that had blinds currently raised.

      And the twenty boxes I’d sent were all neatly lined up and stacked behind the couch, which had its back to the room so you could watch the flatscreen affixed to the wall.

      I loved it. Every inch of it. There was nothing I would change.

      In other words, it was perfect.

      Perfect for why I was there.

      Perfect if what happened hadn’t happened.

      Perfect in a way I knew I could live the rest of my life there.

      “Walk-in closet,” Dave Weaver said, slapping his hand on one of the doors beyond the kitchen. He moved to the next one and slapped that door too. “Storage. Also furnace. Water heater. Washer and dryer. If you bring in the outside pillows, you can put them in here and they won’t muck up the joint, seein’ as my Brenda bought a lotta them. Things get too hot, there’s AC units above each door.”

      He pointed above where I stood, and I twisted to look up to see a slender unit over the door.

      I twisted back when Dave kept talking.

      “Remotes for the AC are in a drawer in the kitchen. Fireplace is wood burning. There’s a wood pile beside the shed outside. Shed has more storage if you need it. There’s also some gardening stuff in there.”

      He moved to the kitchen and put his hands on the counter.

      Once there, he continued talking.

      “We get storms. They take out the electricity. It doesn’t happen all the time, but it happens. Because ’a that, this place has a generator outside. You know how to start up a generator?”

      I shook my head.

      “You want me to show you?”

      “I…” I looked around the cabin, and I did this as I thought about all the stuff in my car, including the fact the closest grocery store was a good twenty-minute drive away, and there was stuff that needed to go in the freezer, which now really needed to be put away.

      “I’ll call Doc,” Dave Weaver said, clearly reading my mind. “I think he’s back for a spell. I’ll ask him to pop by in a day or two, show you how to start up the generator.”

      There it was again.

      Doc.

      “Doc?” I asked, taking a couple more steps in.

      “Doc.” He jerked his chin to the side. “He lives up the trail a ways. Only other house on this lake. Good man.” He pointed to the wall where I saw an actual landline, cordless phone. Next to it was a small blackboard with a list of numbers written neatly on it. “Cell service can be spotty,” he shared. “Landline’s the way to go out here. I got our house number, Brenda’s and my cells on that list. Also, Doc’s landline and cell. You need anything, anything at all, don’t hesitate to call me or Brenda. But if you call Doc, he’d get here a lot faster.”

      “Okay,” I said hesitantly.

      “Wi-Fi stuff is in the storage closet. Password is on the blackboard.”

      I nodded.

      He moved into the kitchen and his hand disappeared as he indicated something where he was standing. “Microwave is a shelf microwave. Brenda said it messed with her vision to have it visible.”

      Brenda was correct.

      “Right,” I replied.

      “There’s a rope hammock rolled up in the storage room. The hooks for it are on the trees, south side of the pier, close to the water. Enjoy it. All we ask is for you to move it in if there’s weather comin’.”

      A hammock.

      Seriously.

      This place was perfect.

      “No problem. I can do that,” I assured.

      He tipped his head to the side. “You want me to help you carry stuff in now?”

      Truth told, I was exhausted.

      I’d flown to Seattle yesterday and taken a commuter flight to Misted Pines that morning. From there, I taxied to the car dealership to pick up the SUV I’d purchased from afar, off to the grocery store, then here.

      I hadn’t run a marathon, but travel took it out of me.

      I hated grocery shopping with a passion, and I’d had to do a huge shop to outfit a new house, and now it was late afternoon. I wanted the stuff inside, the groceries put away, my bags unpacked so I knew where my jammies were, not to mention my toothbrush put in its place. After that, I was going to heat up Brenda’s world-famous taco meat, eat, drink champagne, and probably pass out.

      And Dave Weaver might be in his sixties, but the wrinkles on his face said more like eighties. He was also somewhat rotund. I doubted he was a danger to me, but what I knew was, I could outrun him.

      “You’ve been so kind, what with taco meat and milk and this place being so gorgeous, but yes, I could use the help,” I accepted.

      “My pleasure,” he muttered, coming my way.

      We headed out to the car, and within a few minutes I rethought his age, considering he could heft around a lot of luggage and groceries.

      It was all inside in record time, and for that, I could have kissed him.

      “I’ll let you be,” he said, going straight to the door after he set the last grocery bags on the kitchen counter. “Again, you need anything, don’t hesitate to call. It’s urgent or you’re worried, get a hold of Doc. He’ll sort you out.”

      I was wandering his way as I replied, “Thank you. So much. For everything.”

      He touched his forehead with a finger, bid me a, “Hope you’re happy here,” and he ducked out.

      The screen door swooshed closed on a well-oiled mechanism before it snicked shut.

      I went to the door, and through the screen watched him walk to his pickup.

      I waved from where I stood.

      Dave waved back as he drove away.

      I then went right to the groceries and put away the stuff that needed fridge and freezer.

      That was all I did before I headed to the back hall and out.

      Once on the back porch, I again stopped dead.

      Wicker chairs to my left that had fluffy pads on them, more pretty toss pillows, an ornate, white wrought iron table between them, and lots more pots brimming with flowers. To my right was a wicker loveseat with a coffee table in front.

      And in front of me, the vista was pine trees and a tranquil body of water that could be described as a small lake or a very (very) large pond. A short pier sat on the lake, with two bright-red Adirondack chairs on it, which was all that could fit.

      Leading off to the right, a stone-edged path led to a small shed, firewood stacked high on one side with a roof over it. Oddly, on the other side, was another stone-edged path, or what looked to have been one at one time.

      Unlike everything else about the cabin, quite a number of the stones had been kicked out of place or had fallen away or been rearranged by the movement of critters. The path itself was not clear and graveled but seemed older. The gravel on top not fresh but embedded in the dirt.

      And it seemed to lead to nothing.

      I could see another trail, closer to the lake, that ran either side of the backyard, indicating there was a well-used walking path around the lake. This one, all dirt but also stone edged, disappearing on both sides into the pines.

      I stepped out into what was my new backyard, even if it had no lawn and was mostly just earth, and walked to the edge of the lake.

      I looked right.

      Winking in the sun, I thought I saw some windows, but they were mostly hidden by trees. If there was a house among those pines, considering where the winks were coming from, it wasn’t one story.

      What wasn’t hidden was the pier at that edge of the north side of the lake (I was on the east, and nothing was anywhere else).

      That pier was much larger, had an arm at the end, and what looked like a small outboard fishing boat with a bespoke tarp fitted perfectly on top. The boat sat in the water tied to the pier.

      I liked that fitted tarp, it said my neighbor took care of his belongings, and that boded well about this unknown Doc.

      I felt better having a neighbor.

      I needed to be alone.

      I needed to sort out my head.

      No, I needed to sort out my life.

      But this was the literal middle of nowhere, and I felt safer with someone close.

      Especially that someone being this Doc person, who clearly had the respect of Dave Weaver, someone I could tell was a nice guy.

      I drew in a breath and took in everything around me, including turning to gaze at the back of the cabin.

      This view was as adorable as the front.

      I heard nothing but the wind rustling the trees, a faraway bird call.

      I closed my eyes and felt a gentle breeze touch my skin.

      It might have been my state of mind, but that didn’t negate the strong, eerie, yet peaceful sense of something saying, Welcome home.

      Regardless of the eerie part, the anxiety that clogged my decision to move out here for a year drifted away.

      Because this was perfect.

      Absolutely perfect.

      I’d made the right decision.

      I could be here…

      And I could figure it all out.

      I opened my eyes and headed inside to put away the rest of the groceries, unpack, heat up taco meat…

      And settle into my new home.
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            Doc

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nadia

      

      

      I woke from a dead sleep feeling creeped out and confused.

      It was dark. A kind of dark-dark I’d never experienced. There was moonlight coming in the windows, but not much, and everything I could see was shrouded in shadows.

      For a second, I didn’t know where I was.

      Then I remembered I’d moved into Weaver Cabin outside Misted Pines, Washington, that very afternoon.

      I started to relax, thinking that was why I’d woken. I was in an unfamiliar place with an unfamiliar feel.

      And then I heard it.

      What woke me.

      It sounded like scratching on the window.

      Not the brush of pine needles.

      Something like…

      Fingernails.

      Full-body pinpricks of fear and adrenaline assaulted me as I lay perfectly still, listening to that sound.

      It kept going.

      The last of the sleep left me as I listened, and as such, the sense of vulnerability of being recently unconscious also faded away.

      It couldn’t be fingernails.

      Right?

      I was a down-to-my-soul city girl.

      My dedulya took us to rustic places, but only if there were five-star hotels in the vicinity, or luxurious houses with daily maid service and a personal chef available.

      I’d been fishing (once, because I didn’t like it).

      I’d been hiking (I liked that all right, if there weren’t too many bugs, though I much preferred hiking the Rue Saint-Honoré in Paris—what could I say? I was my mother’s daughter).

      I’d never been camping (and had no desire to do so, note aforementioned bugs, but also, who in their right mind would want to sleep on the ground?).

      I didn’t mountain bike, canoe, bird, climb, and no way I’d ever hunt.

      Truth be told, I had no idea why I’d picked this cabin.

      Wait. I did.

      I needed something completely different. A shake-up of my life. I needed to be away from the people and places I knew in order to figure out who I was, now that the only thing I was sure about was, who I thought I was, wasn’t me.

      What I did know: I might be in the middle of nowhere, but I wasn’t in a horror movie.

      Whatever that noise was had an explanation. Someone who was used to the outdoors, nature, etcetera, would know exactly what it was.

      But that someone wasn’t me…yet.

      And I wasn’t going to climb out of bed and figure it out. I could investigate tomorrow.

      The scratching continued, and it was creepy as all hell.

      Honestly, it didn’t sound natural.

      But it had to be.

      I reached to the nightstand, grabbed my ear buds, put them in, took my phone from charge and cued up a sleep story.

      With the narrator murmuring into my ears, I couldn’t hear the scratching anymore.

      Even so, it took me forever to fall back to sleep.

      

      The next morning, I was stiff and grouchy from lack of sleep, and it being fitful when I got back to it.

      Even though it was early May, there was a chill on the morning, so I’d put my pink cashmere robe on over my sleep shorts and cami, pulled on some socks, and I was sitting cross-legged on the wicker loveseat on the back porch, cradling my coffee and scowling at the lake.

      What I wasn’t doing was figuring out how to hack through the mental detritus that covered the entrance to the path I needed to take to learning who I was, now that I knew who I thought I was, was a total lie.

      I was also realizing I lived in a one-room cabin—as adorable as it was—that had some books, a bunch of boxes I needed to unpack, which would probably take me an hour, and a TV that was supposed to be connected to Wi-Fi so I could load my apps on it, which might take fifteen minutes.

      This meant I had a little over an hour of things to do, I was in a crappy mood, not only that day, but the entire year yawned before me, and I had no idea how to crack the seal on figuring myself out, but also, I didn’t have any motivation to do so.

      It was on this cranky thought, I heard noise, then caught movement out of the sides of my eyes.

      It was the same side of the house the scratching came from last night (though, last night, it sounded like it was at the window by the reading nook, which was closer to the front of the house, and this new sound came from closer to the lake).

      Therefore, I tensed, and those pinpricks of fear came back, attacking my skin.

      Then he came into view.

      With grave emphasis on he.

      Sweat slicked body, covered only by a pair of cutoff jean shorts, and running shoes on his feet (sans socks—I mean, who ran in jean shorts and shoes with no socks?).

      His dark hair was too long. Not long-long, like lumbersexual long, but the wet curls not only hugged the sides of his face, but also all around his neck. His all-over-tanned body was fit and buff—ankles to neck lean, defined muscle. He sported chest hair, fuller between his bulging pecs, a smattering from collarbone down to everywhere, a dense line leading down the center of his six-pack and into his shorts.

      And he had a masculine face hewn by a loving hand. Strong nose. Hollowed cheeks. Prominent brow. Square jaw covered in dark scruff.

      Gazing at him, I felt a stirring, the power of which I hadn’t felt in seven years.

      In fact, considering it had been seven years, that stirring felt more powerful than any I’d ever had before in my life.

      His head turned to me as he ran into the clearing. He stopped, put his hands on his hips, that gorgeous chest rising and falling with his quickened breaths. He started walking toward me, and he smiled.

      A slash of perfect, white teeth made a normally extraordinary visage deliciously criminal.

      “Hey,” he called.

      The sound of his deep voice shook me out of my stupor, and I replied, “You’re in my yard.”

      He stopped walking and his head swiveled slightly on his neck, shifting a bit to the side, his ear dipping toward his perfectly muscled shoulder.

      “Sorry?” he asked.

      “You’re in my yard,” I repeated.

      He looked down at his beat-up running shoes, then again to me.

      “Yeah,” he confirmed. “Run through it every morning a few times when I’m home.”

      The when I’m home bit was intriguing.

      I refused to be intrigued.

      “Well, I live here now and”—I swung my coffee cup out—“as you can see, I’ll be taking my coffee on the back veranda in the mornings. So from here on in, if you’d refrain.”

      His lips were quirking as he asked, “The veranda?”

      I swung my coffee cup again. “The back porch.”

      “I know what a veranda is,” he shared. “Just don’t know anyone who’d call it that when it’s attached to a shack in the woods.”

      I was offended, not only on my behalf, since I now lived there, but on Dave and Brenda’s. They clearly put a lot of work into this place and kept it in tip-top shape.

      “This isn’t a shack,” I refuted with some heat. “It’s a cabin.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Hardly.”

      He pointed toward the south but didn’t take his eyes off me when he proclaimed, “It takes me five seconds to run through your yard.”

      His inflection on yard was not at all missed.

      Sure, it wasn’t a yard, per se, but instead, a big patch of dirt with a healthy scattering of trees that ended in a lake.

      It was still my yard.

      “I’m Doc,” he introduced himself, taking another step forward, clearly not of Dave’s bent to keep his distance so I, a woman alone in the wilderness, would feel safe. He was now only maybe ten feet away.

      And I knew with no doubt I couldn’t outrun him, and I definitely couldn’t overpower him.

      That muscle.

      Lord.

      And this was Doc, my helpful neighbor who was going to teach me how to use the generator.

      Fabulous.

      “The next part is you telling me who you are,” he prompted when I made no reply.

      “I’m a woman who functions a lot better after she’s enjoyed two solitary cups of coffee.” I lifted my cup. “This is cup number one, and I’m not halfway done.”

      This amused him, greatly, and I knew that because the smile he gave me was bigger, wider and whiter than the last one.

      That stirring came back.

      Terrific.

      “I’ll be quiet when I do it,” he assured. “And I won’t bother you.”

      “You won’t run through my yard,” I returned.

      “You won’t even know I’ve come and gone,” he told me.

      I had a feeling every heterosexual woman in a hundred-mile radius knew when he’d come and gone, certainly if he ran in cutoff shorts through her yard, so I wasn’t buying it.

      “I won’t because you won’t be running through my yard,” I retorted.

      “It isn’t a big deal,” he said, and he still sounded amused, not like he was getting annoyed, which made this whole conversation worse than if he’d stop being a man, listen to me and do as I requested without an irritating conversation.

      “Is there a reason I’m repeating myself?” I demanded.

      He dropped his head and lifted his hand to me. A hand, not incidentally, that was big, had long fingers, looked strong, and I could see even at this distance, was calloused from work. But he didn’t do this to hide him losing his temper.

      It was to hide his laughter, something he failed at doing, since those powerful shoulders were shaking with it.

      Who was this guy?

      No.

      Nope.

      I didn’t want to know.

      I arranged my face in another scowl, which only made him bite back a bark of laughter when he lifted his head and saw it.

      Obviously, this made my scowl scowlier.

      “You don’t want me running through your yard, you got it,” he acquiesced (finally!). “I won’t run through your yard.”

      I nearly said thank you, but decided against it, because I shouldn’t have to thank him for not doing something he shouldn’t be doing in the first place.

      I didn’t run.

      But I did know, if you did, you ran on roads.

      You ran on sidewalks.

      You ran on public trails.

      You didn’t run through people’s yards.

      When no one lived there, okay (sort of).

      But I lived there now, so…not okay (definitely).

      Therefore, I just stared at him.

      He didn’t hide his hilarity (though it wasn’t vocal) when he said, “Nice to meet you Solitary Coffee Lady.”

      I did nothing but raise my brows.

      His hilarity became audible with his chuckle, which was as rough and attractive as the rest of him.

      He then turned, ran through my yard, and disappeared in the pines.

      Ugh.

      Whatever.

      I sipped my coffee.

      Stared at the lake.

      Put that conversation behind me.

      And felt the crushing weight of a year in the pines with nothing real to do, except the impossible, settle on top of me.

      The sun was shining, glinting off the peaceful waters of a lake that was a good twenty yards away.

      And still, I felt like I was drowning.
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      I turned to my back in bed, stretched my body ramrod straight, and snapped to the dark ceiling, “Oh my God. I’m going to kill him!”

      I’d heard the party spark up at a little after nine.

      This was a surprise because it was a weeknight, and according to me, who hit the sheets anywhere between nine and eleven every night (and okay, that tended to lean toward the nine o’clock hour), it was too late to start up a party.

      Sadly, the music that filtered through the trees between his place and mine only got louder and moved from seventies rock (which I could tolerate) to metal (which I could not), with a penchant toward Rage Against the Machine, Korn, Tool and Slipknot (yes, I knew the bands, because Trevor was a metalhead).

      With this came loud voices, including intermittent shouting, laughter, and even loud conversations that carried across the water to my lovely abode.

      They sounded like they were having fun, raucous fun that included people jumping into the water and frolicking there for a goodly period of time (which was insane, I’d stuck my toe in, and it was freezing).

      Fortunately, that stopped, but the rest of it carried on.

      And on.

      And on.

      I couldn’t sleep with noise outside white noise (say, a fan or traffic), unless it was the drone of a narrator telling a sleep story, which I had also tried in order to get some sleep, but the noise even filtered through that.

      Definitely not music, laughter and voices.

      Which meant, right then, it was after three in the morning, and I’d not yet been able to fall asleep.

      It had been two weeks since I’d moved in, and I hadn’t seen (nor heard) Doc in all that time after our first, unsuccessful meeting.

      It was Dave who showed me how to use the generator, coming over with Brenda after she called to set an appointment to walk me through keeping her flowers watered and healthy.

      At that time, I learned Brenda was a woman much like her husband. That being of indeterminate age (I’d peg her at anywhere between mid-fifties and mid-seventies). She had a mad cap of thin, wispy hair that was dyed an unbecoming, unnatural blonde (not being offensive, there was no other way to say it). She wore glasses, no makeup, was pleasingly plump, sported oversize shorts that went to her knees and an equally oversized T-shirt that had a trio of graphic kittens on it sniffing flowers.

      She also had a kind smile that lit her eyes behind her glasses and a patient demeanor.

      However, she refused to tell me her taco meat secret, something I had a desperate need to know, because when I’d opened the container, it looked just like seasoned ground beef, but when I ate it, it was flavorful and so tender, it was a minor miracle.

      Though, she did say she’d bring more by when she made another batch, which I thought was really sweet.

      Other than Dave and Brenda, and the people I ignored the two times I’d gone into town to hit the dread grocery store, I hadn’t seen a single soul.

      I’d unpacked all my boxes.

      I’d programmed the TV with all my streaming services.

      I’d kept the plants watered and healthy.

      I’d binged more television than I allowed myself to keep track of.

      I’d read five books.

      I’d shopped online, because, although Brenda had outfitted the cabin splendidly, she didn’t have cloth napkins, the placemats on offer weren’t as cute as the ones I’d found when I’d discovered the napkins, and her pretty, antique wineglasses and tumblers didn’t hold near enough liquid (and she didn’t have martini glasses at all). She also hadn’t provided plastic ones for outside should I, say, want a glass of wine while sitting on the pier (which I did). Nor did she provide a marble wine cooler should I, say, drink a whole bottle of wine while sitting and reading on the porch (which I also did).

      And other stuff.

      I’d also semi-kinda met my postman, who drove packages all the way up the lane to my front door.

      What I did not do was journal my innermost thoughts and fears and feelings about all that had happened four months ago (not to mention, seven years prior) in any of the five matching, silk-covered, cherry blossom embossed journals I’d sent to the cabin in my boxes.

      I didn’t meditate in an effort to achieve a higher consciousness.

      I didn’t do any research to see if Misted Pines offered a thoughtful and supportive counselor I could make a standing appointment with to go and hash out all that was clogging my brain and make a plan on how to open the drain and let it slip away.

      No, I did none of that.

      It seemed the only thing I learned about myself was that I became so unmotivated as to be nearly incapacitated by days of having nothing to do and no one I was responsible for.

      Namely, around twenty-five munchkins, who filled my days with alternating bouts of extreme pride and sheer frustration who counted on me.

      Sure, I texted my friends, sent emails and had a couple of phone conversations, but I was social media-ing it through all of that, even if I wasn’t doing it on social media.

      That being faking it.

      The cabin and the lake made it easy. A picturesque cottage in the pines on a lake with me smiling through a selfie, looking honey-tanned and healthy, because me and my wineglass would head to the pier at around two each day. Along with the fact there were a lot of pots of plants to water, and they were all outside (a tan was all about faking the healthy bit).

      All my friends took one look at these photos and told me to invite them out ASAP.

      I didn’t invite a single one of them.

      I was wallowing and drinking too much. And it got worse, because every day, I’d wake up, determined that would be the day when I’d grab my imaginary staff and head down the path to battle my demons and figure it all out, and then I’d go to bed, beating myself up because that was not the day I’d done anything.

      Now…this.

      Mr. Cutoff Shorts who forgot how to get to his barber just as he’d forgotten he had a neighbor who didn’t listen to metal (I was a Swiftie, and damn proud of it, not that he knew that, still). And I might no longer have a job, but I liked my sleep, and I didn’t find Limp Bizkit good at lullabies.

      The only fortunate thing was the scratching from that first night hadn’t come back. I’d checked out that window and the area around it. It had a tree close, and maybe I was wrong about it being pine needles, because they didn’t touch the window, but there was no other clue as to what it might have been.

      In my ruminations, I hadn’t realized the noise was lessening, so when the music cut out entirely, I turned and looked at my cute, blue Echo Dot (something else the mailman brought to me).

      It was 3:57 in the morning.

      Immediately, I grabbed my phone and snapped a photo of the time.

      I did this because I was good with a grudge, even better with revenge fantasies.

      And worse than that for Mr. Cutoffs, I was third generation American, but Russian flowed unhindered through my veins. Mom taught me some, Dedulya taught me even more. And his papachka was hardcore, from the motherland, so the man who taught my dedulya was the real deal.

      Thus, I lay in bed, bided my time, and at exactly a quarter to six, I threw the covers back and got up.

      I washed my face, brushed my teeth, flossed, and then headed to the walk-in closet.

      I pulled off my sleep shorts, pulled on a pair of faded jeans, left the skintight shelf-bra cami I’d slept in, but shrugged on a light cardigan.

      I then shoved my feet in the pink velvet Birkenstock slides with the gold buckles I bought before I moved, because I thought Birkenstocks said, “Washington State,” but if I was going to do them, they were going to be velvet with a gold buckle.

      So far, I hadn’t worn them.

      Today was the damned day.

      I then took my phone and marched out the back door to the trail that led to my neighbor’s house.

      When I suddenly emerged into a clearing after what could only have been a five-minute walk (if that), I was stunned immobile for a number of reasons.

      First, his house was extraordinary.

      A mish-mosh of stories with a timbered roof and siding painted an attractive midnight blue with polished wood accents around the windows.

      There was no rhyme or reason to it. I couldn’t place it in an architectural era either. I wasn’t even sure how it was standing, with this bit sticking out and that bit rising high and windows everywhere.

      Yet, it wasn’t fanciful.

      It seemed solid, sturdy, like it sprouted out of the earth because it was meant to be placed right there, and when humans eradicated our own species through our pride and avarice, taking many other species with us, this house would remain.

      Forever and ever.

      Topping that, it gave me another eerie feeling, the first I’d felt since I’d arrived at that lake, but this one was further complicated by being both peaceful and exciting.

      I didn’t understand that sensation and was in no mood to try.

      The other thing that threw me was, off to the side, there was an attractive area with a built-in grill, handsome seating made of logs, a table and chairs for eating outside, and not far from that was a fire pit with logs around it to sit or lounge against, covered in heavy, colorful wool blankets that were so big, they also draped across the ground.

      This wasn’t what threw me.

      What threw me was the sheer number of spent cans and bottles everywhere. Three opened coolers that still had drinks floating in the now melted ice. Ashtrays here and there filled with cigarette butts and the blunt ends of spent joints. There was a lone football resting in the dirt not far from the area, and I noted two Frisbees also left where they’d fallen when the people using them lost interest.

      Several massive Bluetooth speakers were scattered around, and it didn’t take a techie to know they were synced. My sleepless night told me that.

      And there were three bras drunkenly hanging from a pine tree, and what looked like a pair of panties tangled with a pair of boxers sat on one of the wool blankets by the firepit.

      At least the massive garbage bin that had been rolled out had its lid firmly in place, or every critter near would be running amok. In fact, I didn’t know how the lingering scent of hops and cooked meat didn’t call to them.

      I didn’t need this visual representation of what had gone down at my neighbor’s place, I’d heard it, but it looked worse than what I’d heard.

      By far.

      Distractedly noting the massive, shiny, black truck parked off to the side, I marched up to the small square deck that butted the front door. The deck had no railing and was not meant to hang out on. Partly because it wasn’t big enough, mostly because the attractive outdoor area had been built, maybe ten feet away, so you wouldn’t sit on a front porch when you could sit in that side area and see the lake through the trees.

      The front door was open, the storm door had its screens in, and it was closed.

      But through it, I could see into a sunken living room.

      Precisely, I could see Doc, flat on his back, no shirt, jeans covering his lower half, bare feet, one leg on the couch, one foot on the floor, passed out.

      And on top of him, in nothing but a bra, straddling him, also passed out, was a brunette.

      I’d never met her and still, I felt I knew her intimately.

      Gross.

      I hammered on the door.

      Both of them jumped immediately, and I couldn’t stop my lips curving up.

      Yes.

      It was cold in Russia, and that chill ran through my veins.

      I kept hammering on the door.

      She lilted to sitting astride him, her neck bent like she didn’t have the strength to raise her head, hair covering her face.

      He put his hands to her hips, his long fingers curling into her flesh, (this causing me to feel something I resolutely ignored) and turned his head to me.

      When he saw me, his handsome, sleepy face morphed to granite.

      I thinned my lips on principle.

      He lifted the woman off him as he curled up, then set her on the couch as he got out of it.

      He then prowled to me, crafting a new miracle, considering his ultra-faded jeans had a button fly, and as far as I could tell, only one button was done up, so how they remained on his slim (but powerful) hips was unfathomable.

      They also provided the solution to the mystery of what that dart of thick hair down the center of his abs pointed to, and it was a bigger patch of dark hair. Not to mention, I had an inkling whose boxers and panties were left on that wool blanket. Either that, or the man preferred commando.

      He got to the door, and I had to jump back when he pushed it open hostilely.

      “What the fuck time is it?” he asked me, also hostile (obviously), one arm held out to keep the door open.

      Perfect introduction.

      I engaged my camera, pulled up the picture I’d taken earlier and shoved it in his face.

      “That was the time your party ended,” I declared.

      His eyes, which, this close, I could see were a silvery gray, and I could also see they were ringed with a very thick fringe of dark lashes, glanced at my phone before they came back to me.

      “Get your fuckin’ phone out of my face.”

      I dropped my phone and kept at him.

      “Please allow me to explain what it appears you do not know, that being what appropriate neighborly conduct is.”

      “I’m not sure you know a lot about that,” he retorted.

      “Oh really?” I asked fake-sweetly. “Well, I know you don’t run through your neighbors’ yards.”

      “We live in a fuckin’ forest. We don’t have yards,” he cut in.

      I went on like he didn’t speak. “And you don’t have wild parties with loud music and loud people on a weekday, or any day, where it goes nearly until dawn. Weekdays, you pipe down at nine. Weekends, midnight.”

      “Is that a rule?” he asked snidely.

      “Yes,” I answered loftily.

      “Woman, I moved out here to live like I wanna live without some uptight bitch wakin’ me up in the wee hours of the fuckin’ morning and getting up in my shit.”

      “Then you should have picked a lake that didn’t have another house on it.” I jabbed a finger at his house to indicate the lake beyond it. “That lake”—I leaned into him—“has another house on it.” I leaned back and jerked a thumb to myself. “Mine. So if you’d behave appropriately from here on out, it’d be appreciated.”

      “Kiss my ass,” he returned.

      Oh no he didn’t.

      “You can do that, or you can speak to the local police about whatever fine they levy for excessive noise,” I threatened.

      “We don’t have noise ordinances out here, princess.”

      “Law enforcement is tasked with keeping the peace, and what was going on last night was far from peaceful.”

      “If you had a problem with it, why didn’t you walk your sweet ass over here last night and ask nice instead of pulling this shit?”

      I felt my eyes get round in affront, and I was feeling so affronted, I missed how his attention laser focused on my reaction.

      I also missed the change in his demeanor at what he saw.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Hell’s Angel,” I snapped. “Crawl forward from where it appears you live in the roaring, anything-goes, good-times seventies to today and tell me, what woman in her right mind would walk alone into a rowdy party in the middle of nowhere to ask a man to keep it down? In short, are you insane? And that doesn’t even account for the fact I shouldn’t have to.”

      “I’m not in an MC.”

      My head jerked at this confusing announcement.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I got a bike, but I’m not in an MC.”

      “A what?”

      “An MC.” When I was obviously looking as confused as I actually still was, he educated me. “A motorcycle club.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled then shook my hair to get myself mentally back on track.

      But this time, I didn’t miss how his gaze went right to my hair.

      I put that in my pocket to forget about and wash until it was nothing but fluff and carried on.

      “My point still stands.”

      “You called me Mr. Hell’s Angel.”

      I twisted at the waist and looked pointedly at the mess in his party area.

      When I went back to him, he’d leaned out to have his own look, and a smile was flirting with his full lips.

      This guy!

      “I’m not asking for a lot,” I pointed out.

      His attention returned to me. “Really? Because last night was a good fuckin’ time, and it woulda sucked for a lot of people, including me, if I had to kick my friends out at midnight because my neighbor has a stick up her ass.”

      “I don’t have a stick up my ass,” I said hotly.

      His brows rose.

      “I don’t!” I declared.

      “Babe?” a woman’s voice drifted from the interior of the house. “Get rid of her. She’s a drag.”

      I put that in my pocket too. Not only what she said, but her entire existence, though, primarily where she woke up that morning.

      “You done?” he asked me.

      I was not.

      “Listen, it’s very simple. At around midnight, just ask everyone to keep it down, turn the music down and switch it over to Fleetwood Mac or the Eagles or something.”

      “No, woman, you listen,” he retorted. “People who live like us do it because we don’t want anyone telling us how to live. If you picked the wrong place to land, that’s on you. Don’t hang your shit on me.”

      After delivering that, he did a full body scan of me that was entirely inappropriate considering not only our conversation, but that he had a woman inside he’d clearly had relations with not too long ago (as in, perhaps only hours had elapsed). It lingered on my hips, on my bust area and then on my hair before he locked eyes with me, muttered a cutting, “Nice Birks. Fuck, velvet.”

      And then I had to jump out of the way when he stopped holding the storm door open and it whizzed closed.

      If that wasn’t enough, he shut the inner door right in my face.

      Well!

      “What a dick,” I whispered to the door.

      On that, I marched down the stairs and to the trail, my eyes to my Birkenstocks, my blood pressure out the roof.

      And as I flicked my slides off into a cubby in my back hall, I thought, Fuck him. Those shoes are adorable.

      I then went into my equally adorable kitchen and made coffee.
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      Riggs pushed out of Aromacobana with a much-needed paper cup of coffee in his hand and nearly ran into Harry Moran, the county sheriff and one of Riggs’s friends since they were kids.

      “Yo, brother, sorry,” he said. “Got a little loose last night, not firing on all cylinders yet.”

      Harry’s lips quirked, and he replied, “Not a problem. Been a while. Back from a job?”

      Riggs jerked up his chin. “Finished yesterday. Had the boys over, celebrated last night.”

      Harry faked looking hurt. “You didn’t call me.”

      “Not your scene,” Riggs muttered, wishing it was.

      Harry needed to loosen the fuck up, and that wasn’t about his job in law enforcement. It was about him holding onto something Riggs knew it would be tough as hell to let go, but you had to do it to move on and have a life.

      His friend was breathing.

      But he had no life.

      As usual, Harry glossed over that and asked, “You in town for a while?”

      Riggs nodded. “’Bout a month.”

      “We’ll set something up, go fishing.”

      Riggs nodded again.

      Harry headed toward the door to the coffeehouse, Riggs got out of his way so he could do it, but as he moved, a thought occurred to him.

      So, as Harry opened his mouth to say something to end their brief conversation, Riggs said, “Some chick moved into Weaver Cabin.”

      The night before, he’d had his fair share and then some, smoked some weed, got ridden hard, so he came harder, and then he’d been woken up a couple hours after he passed out to a beautiful, but bitchy, woman up in his shit.

      He wasn’t as sharp as he normally would be.

      Even so, he didn’t miss how Harry’s body jolted, then stiffened, and how his movements seemed wooden when he turned back to Riggs.

      “Yeah, I heard,” Harry replied.

      Riggs was referring to his friend’s reaction, not his words, when he asked, “She trouble?”

      “Not that I know,” Harry answered.

      “You had a weird reaction when I mentioned her, man. You know her?”

      Harry shook his head and asked, “You meet her?”

      “Yeah, twice. The first time, she told me not to run through her yard during my morning runs, and the last time was a coupla hours ago when she got in my face about the party last night. So, warning. She said if it happens again, she’s calling the cops. It’s gonna happen again, and this woman, how she is, I know she’ll call the cops.”

      “Your job done, do you have some time to talk right now?”

      It was Riggs who stiffened at this invite.

      Therefore, he pushed, “I’ll ask again, Harry, is this bitch trouble?”

      “You had breakfast?” Harry pushed back.

      “No,” Riggs told him.

      “On me,” Harry said, then, without Riggs agreeing, he took off toward the Double D diner.

      It was Princess Solitary Coffee’s big rack, sweet ass and head of thick, long, blonde hair that made Riggs follow his friend.

      Oh yeah.

      And those bright-blue eyes.

      Fuck him, but all of that was so good, even though she’d demonstrated she could be a serious pain in his ass, he was curious.

      They hit the Double D, were seated, and Heidi, the waitress, gave his Aromacobana cup a look, but he ordered another mug because he knew after last night, he was going to need it. He also ordered a full stack of pancakes with a side of bacon, because it was arguable, but he might need that more.

      Harry went the granola, fruit and yogurt route.

      In normal circumstances, Riggs would give the man shit for his healthy habits.

      Not liking Harry’s vibe, he reined it in.

      After Heidi wrote down their orders and took off, Riggs dove right in.

      “What gives?”

      “Gonna ask you to keep it down for a while, Riggs,” Harry said.

      Riggs sat back and stretched both arms out to rest them on the booth behind him.

      With Harry being good at his job, he didn’t miss the body language.

      “I know you don’t like I asked that,” Harry noted.

      He was going to say more, but someone called, “Hey, Harry. Hey, Doc.”

      Riggs looked over his shoulder to see Declan, a kid he’d known since he was in diapers, which he was now not, being married and all, carrying a big white paper bag toward the door.

      “Yo, Deck,” Harry called.

      Riggs just lifted his chin.

      Declan left.

      Riggs looked back to Harry.

      “No,” Riggs confirmed, low and slow. “I don’t like you asked that. So now I’d like to know why you’d ask that shit.”

      “Normally…damn.” Harry pulled a hand through his hair, looked away, none of this making Riggs feel any better, then he returned to Riggs. “This is not mine to give you, but she’s your neighbor, and, brother, I didn’t know you were back in town, but even so, I knew when I found out you were…” He dragged his hand through his hair again before he finished, “I’ve been wrestling with coming to you or not about this so you could keep an eye on her.”

      Instantly, Riggs took his arms from the booth and leaned into them on the table. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Your neighbor is Nadia Antonov,” Harry announced, like that’d explain everything.

      “Am I supposed to know who that is?” Riggs shared it didn’t explain everything.

      “Antonov, Riggs. As in the vodka.”

      Riggs whistled low before he whispered, “Holy fuck.”

      “Yeah. The shit that’s been going down around Misted Pines the last few years, word came to me someone was renting Weaver Cabin, that was news in itself.”

      Yeah, it was.

      Riggs had lived in Misted Pines his entire life, but he bought his house on that lake three years prior, and he did it thinking no one would rent Weaver Cabin, and if they did, they wouldn’t stay long, which had been the way of it for fifteen years.

      He didn’t believe any of the rumors. They were all bullshit. One of the reasons he had no reservations about buying his house on that lake.

      But the fact remained, no one stayed long at Weaver Cabin, or his house, even before the Weavers took it over and fixed it up, but also after.

      Which gave Riggs the lake, free and clear of the kind of hassle he’d experienced that morning.

      Until, well…that morning.

      “So, these days, I’m being extra cautious. Rus and I looked into her because I didn’t want more trouble in this town,” Harry explained, and Riggs was down with that too. Misted Pines had seen more of its fair share of trouble the last couple of years, and everyone, including Riggs, was sick of it. Harry, in his job, more than most. “We didn’t have far to look. Her shit is swung way the fuck out there.”

      “And that shit is?” Riggs asked.

      “So you haven’t heard?”

      “Heard what?”

      “It hit the national news.”

      “Again, heard what?” Riggs pressed.

      Harry seemed surprised, but knowing when Riggs was on a job, which he had been, nearly back-to-back for six months now, he worked, and then he worked more, and when he couldn’t do it well, he slept. After that, he worked more.

      He didn’t tap into the local gossip line.

      He didn’t even watch the news.

      And when he wasn’t working, he did what he worked to do: enjoy his life.

      Every second of it.

      So he didn’t bother with catching up on current events when he wasn’t working either.

      “You know anything about the Antonovs?” Harry queried.

      “I know I like their vodka. And I know it’s top shelf. Other than that…” He shrugged.

      “Right, well, quick history lesson. Big daddy Antonov got on Stalin’s hit list. He was a capitalist through and through. As such, no surprise, he wasn’t a big fan of communism. He also wasn’t a big fan of keeping his mouth shut about his feelings. There’s a lot of lore about how he escaped the gulag, and the USSR as a whole, but there’s no denying, the man was tough as nails and a hardass on top of it. He brought his vodka recipe to America and set about living his American dream. Single-minded in that effort. Word is, the dude was cutthroat and bottom line terrifying. But he built his liquor empire, and that empire is expansive, going well beyond vodka, and when he died, he passed it on to his only child, a son, Fyodor.”

      “Yeah?” Riggs prompted when Harry stopped talking.

      “Fyodor was a chip off the old block. But there were two big, royal-type weddings of that era. Grace Kelly to Prince Rainier, and Fyodor Antonov to Vilma Rayburn.”

      Finally, something familiar.

      Riggs had heard that last name. “The actress?”

      Harry nodded. “Bombshell. Gorgeous. Destined to be another Marilyn Monroe, until she met Fyodor and left Hollywood behind for true love.”

      “And money,” Riggs cut in.

      “I don’t know,” Harry said thoughtfully. “She gave Antonov a daughter, then, pregnant with his son, irony hits and she and the unborn baby were killed by a drunk driver who reportedly got sloshed on Antonov vodka. Fyodor never married again. Everyone says he was heartbroken. She was the love of his life. He never got over losing her. But when he lost her, he turned all his affection to his daughter, Alyona, and when she came, his granddaughter.”

      “Nadia,” Riggs filled in, now understanding what put the princess in his princess.

      The woman actually was a princess.

      A vodka one, but it was the same thing.

      “So I got some rich bitch living close to me,” Riggs noted.

      “No, you have a second-grade teacher whose mother was murdered by her father four months ago living next to you.”

      Riggs sat back again.

      This time, though, he did it like he’d been pushed.

      Even after he was back, he felt something pressing hard at his chest.

      “Against her father’s wishes, Alyona fell in love with a man named Peter Rogers,” Harry went on. “She had no idea, but her father did, that this guy was a piece of shit. She went all in with her rebellion, married the guy. They had a kid, Nadia, but Alyona starts cottoning on and wastes no time shaking him loose. Divorce papers say emotional and physical abuse. She gets that finalized, but he keeps coming back, threatening to take his infant daughter. Alyona wants him gone. Fyodor wants him gone. But Rogers isn’t about to give up the high life or the direct line he has to their bank accounts. The thing he didn’t factor in is that Fyodor is old school and he’s gonna put up with shit for half a second, but he’s gonna put up with his daughter taking shit for less than that. Somehow, they get rid of him.”

      “But he comes back,” Riggs surmised.

      Harry nodded. “Yeah, after he became a black widower. He was a conman, Riggs, and that graduated to him becoming a murderer. He’d find some small-time heiress, charm her, marry her, then somehow, she ends up dead, he ends up with her money, then he vanishes. Took the cops decades, but after the last one he killed, they strung together his aliases and how he’d change his appearance. They were onto him. Froze the assets he inherited so he couldn’t get to them and evaporate. He needed money and he needed another disappearing act. He knew how to do the last and where to get the first. Easier for him, he thought, since Fyodor was dead. So he went after Alyona.”

      Harry stopped talking when Heidi came and put their plates on the table.

      Riggs sucked back some of his Aromacobana coffee in order to get rid of the sudden shitty taste in his mouth, but also to give her time to leave the table, and when she was gone, he noted, “This isn’t a fun story, Harry.”

      “It doesn’t get better,” Harry warned.

      Riggs sighed, set his coffee aside and picked up his fork, trying not to think about how huge of a dick he was to Nadia that morning.

      Granted, the woman bore down on his place raring for a confrontation, and the way she did put him in the mood to give it to her.

      He’d still been a huge dick.

      “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” Harry went on, picking up his spoon and mixing his healthy breakfast. “Not sure how Rogers didn’t figure that out, but even with Fyodor gone, Alyona was no pushover. She wanted to be a lawyer. She became a prosecutor. Fyodor had sold the family business because she had no interest in it, but this meant she was loaded. Rogers showed, probably demanded money, murder scene says she was not about to give it to him or take his shit. He was in a bind, desperate, the cops on his ass. It was messy, Riggs. Brutal and messy. He took some licks, but in the end, he beat her to death.”

      “Fucking hell,” Riggs muttered, setting his fork aside.

      He was no longer hungry, and he no longer wanted to hear this story.

      He looked out the window.

      Brutal and messy.

      And he’d called the woman’s daughter a bitch at least once that morning.

      Fuck.

      “I don’t know what they told Nadia about her dad,” Harry kept at him. “But police reports note that she had no idea who her father was. No idea, until he came back and killed her mother.”

      At that, Riggs looked direct at Harry and demanded, “So you want me to look after her?”

      And to that, Harry asked the obvious question.

      “Who better?”

      “Brother—” Riggs began.

      “Nadia was married,” Harry stated.

      “She’s not wearing a ring,” Riggs forced out.

      “Yeah, because she met and fell in love with a firefighter. They got engaged, and a couple months into the engagement, he finds out he’s got terminal cancer.”

      Goddammit.

      Riggs tipped his head back and hissed, “Jesus Christ,” to the ceiling, wondering why he followed Harry to the Double D.

      And no, that weight in his chest hadn’t lessened.

      It just kept getting heavier.

      “Word is, he tried to break it off,” Harry told him. “Nadia refused. Fast-tracked everything. Married him. Big, lavish wedding. Fyodor sent them on a two-month-long honeymoon where they did everything on his bucket list. They got home, five months later, he’s dead.”

      “When did this happen?” Riggs asked, all four of the words tight.

      Harry lifted one shoulder and said, “Think around seven years ago.”

      “So, dead granddad. Dead mom. Dead husband. Incarcerated, murdering, conman, asshole, piece of shit dad.”

      Harry swallowed the bite he took, and how he could eat and tell this story was one of the reasons he was sheriff.

      Then he shook his head. “The dad got pinned in at a motel and committed suicide by cop. Came out gun blazing, took six bullets, died at the scene.”

      “Even better, he’s a criminally selfish, murdering, piece of shit conman who went out making men have to live the rest of their lives with taking his, even if he was waste of humanity.”

      “I’m not sure they’re losing much sleep over that guy,” Harry replied.

      “Doesn’t negate the fact they gotta live with pulling that trigger.”

      Harry nodded.

      “I was a dick to her when she got in my shit this morning,” he told Harry.

      “I can imagine,” Harry murmured.

      “She’s an uppity pain in the ass,” Riggs defended himself.

      “Her mother was beat to death by her father four months ago. A father she didn’t know existed, but now she knows he not only killed her mom in a vicious attack, he also killed four other women. I think she deserves some grace.”

      “I don’t disagree, but I didn’t know that.”

      Harry pointed at him with his spoon. “Now, you know.” After saying that, he dug into his yogurt again.

      “And you know what this story is gonna bring up in me,” Riggs said low.

      Harry didn’t break eye contact when he replied, “I know.”

      “You’re a motherfucker,” Riggs muttered and nabbed his fork.

      “I’ve seen pictures of her,” Harry said.

      “Fuck off,” Riggs returned before shoving pancakes in his mouth.

      “She and her mom both took after the bombshell in the family line,” Harry noted.

      Riggs did nothing but swallow his pancakes and grunt.

      But his friend was right.

      He couldn’t put his finger on it until now, but even in a tight cami, faded jeans, ridiculous Birks, a sloppy sweater with sexy-as-all-fuck, messy, bedhead hair, Nadia Antonov looked like an old-time Hollywood goddess.

      And what cut it?

      Her damned attitude made him fight his dick getting hard.

      His father had used his charm and good looks in much the same way Nadia’s had.

      There was a time Riggs considered taking a blade to his face because the attention could get annoying, and sometimes it was downright oppressive.

      But Nadia Antonov…

      The woman wasn’t about to drop to her knees and suck his dick if he just snapped his fingers.

      Which of course made him want to feel his cock in her mouth all the more.

      Fuck him.

      “To circle back, live as large as you want, my brother, just keep it down so your neighbor can get a good night’s sleep,” Harry finished.

      He had no choice but to do that.

      And more.

      No choice but look after the woman.

      Yeah.

      Fuck.

      Him.

      Hard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            The Hole

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Riggs

      

      

      Before opening time, Riggs pushed through the door of The Black Hole, one of the many bars in Misted Pines, or in The Hole’s case, on the outskirts of it, but not one of the better ones.

      He did this in search of his bud, Bubbles.

      The place was dark, only the lights over the bar illuminated, but it was clear the staff at closing the night before hadn’t bothered with clean up before they took off. There were empties everywhere, and as usual, the soles of his boots stuck to the floor with every step he took.

      He headed to the door at the back, lifted a hand and rapped his knuckles on it, shouting, “Yo, Bubbles, it’s Doc. You in there?”
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