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Description:
Gambit: gam-bit noun - (in chess) an opening in which a player makes a sacrifice, typically of a pawn, for the sake of some compensating advantage. 

A fall festival, a visit to a fortune teller, and decisions that give Fate the edge it needs to put everything in motion. 

This is a prologue novella to The Chess Club Mystery series that starts with Rook.

Dedication:

To an honorary son, Jonathan Fitzgerald, who lived life on his own terms. Jon, you will be missed. 
Jonathan Daniel Fitzgerald 
February 10, 1990 – December 19, 2022











  
  

Chapter 1
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The sun that streamed through the windows woke him a moment before Wes realized he wasn’t alone in his bed. The heat of the body against his naked back reminded him of the night before, and how much he and Chad had had to drink before they finally stumbled into bed. 

There weren’t any gay-friendly clubs closer than an hour away, so they had bought mixers, made drinks, and streamed a movie. He didn’t even remember which movie, because they’d spent most of it making out on his couch.

“Hey, stud,” Chad said as he rolled over and ran a hand down Wes’s back. “Let’s make it a late breakfast. Whaddya say?”

Wes forced a smile to his face before he rolled over and kissed Chad. “I don’t have time for a late breakfast. I’m going to get into the shower and get dressed. I’ve got a meeting in about an hour, and I’d like to at least have coffee in me, first.” He ran a hand through his slightly shaggy dark hair and scratched the dark beard on his cheeks. Wes was lean – not from a gym regimen, but from forgetting to eat when he got into a project. His dark eyes and light skin made him look younger than his thirty-three years.  

Chad pouted and Wes had to hold back the eye roll. With Chad’s blond hair and blue eyes, he looked like the perfect California surfer boy – complete with attitude.

“I guess. I can make us some food, though, while you’re in the shower,” Chad offered.  

“An egg and cheese on an English muffin would be perfect. Thanks, Chad,” Wes replied as he got out of bed and went into the bathroom. He made sure to lock the door behind him, because he just didn’t have it in him to do shower sex with the man. Not this morning.

He’d planned on breaking up with Chad last night, but his hormones got in the way and they ended up in bed instead. Was he a nice guy? Sure, but he was so bloody needy and Wes was tired of the arguments about the time Wes spent working. His job was demanding, and he loved it. He wasn’t cutting back on that for anyone.

Shower time was the best time for Wes to work out any coding issues he might have run into, and this one was no different. He dried quickly, pulled on his clothes, and dropped into a seat at the kitchen table with his notebook and pen. Soon he’d figured out the coding issue and wrote page after page of what needed to be tweaked, what it should do, and only stopped when the clack of the plate hitting the table next to him broke his focus.  

“Here’s your breakfast, as ordered. Did you even hear a thing I’ve said in the past twenty minutes?” Chad snapped at him.

“No, I didn’t. You know I hyperfocus when I’m working out a problem. We’ve discussed this before,” Wes said.

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. You’re welcome. I’m going to go shower and get dressed. Will I still see you tonight at the Fall Festival?”

“Yes. I plan on being there at six. I’ll meet you at the gate,” Wes said. “And thank you for breakfast.”

“Whatever,” Chad muttered as he left the room.

Wes sighed, got himself a mug of coffee, and sat back down to eat while he looked over his notes.  

He barely registered Chad’s goodbye as he left a little bit later. Before long, he carried his notes into his shop. The biometric lock let him in and he turned on the electric fireplace to heat the space while he booted up his systems and went to work.

It was always this way with Wes. He could visualize a problem in his head that some people would take months to plot out and analyze. Then he could make it happen in code in ways that had people wondering how he’d learned what he knew. He couldn’t explain it – it was just how his brain worked. This had to happen, then that, then the other thing and boom, it was done.  

The project he was on now? He’d come up with the idea, pitched it to his uncle, who took it to DARPA and got him funding and permission to go ahead and try it. A Master Key that could open literally anything would be amazing. Geography and location be damned, this would break open algorithms across the universe. Both globally and off-planet applications would be easily accessed, and he knew this was something that could save lives.  

The excitement he felt when he worked on a fascinating project was better than any sex he’d had, and he’d had some good sex. Chad was maybe an eight on the scale, which is why he’d not broken up with him already.  

Soon, Chad and his skills in bed faded into the background as the code took over. Wes noticed the light had dimmed and blinked at the time. He’d worked through the day and had only a short time to get ready to go to the festival. He locked up his computer and his lab, then went to change clothes and get ready to go.  

If he was honest, he’d rather stay home and work, but it was time to let Chad go, and he was looking forward to seeing his Uncle Red and Red’s lady, Lacey Foster. Miz Lacey was the mother of one of his childhood friends, Grant, but he’d not seen nor heard from Grant since Mr. Foster’s funeral. Miz Lacey treated Wes like one of her own kids, and he loved her for that.  

Before long, he was in his car and headed to the festival grounds. He loved autumn in the mountains. The colors were vibrant and the scents of woodsmoke, crushed leaves, and cool air were invigorating. He always felt more alive in the fall and spring, when the mountains shifted between seasons. The weather was perfect for a night under the stars – and the carnival lights.
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Lacey slid a plate of pancakes in front of Red, then sat down and served herself. “Are you going to be able to take tonight off for the festival?” 

“Definitely,” Red said. “I’ve already told them I’m taking the next three days off. They’ve had me running non-stop for months. If I don’t take the time to rest, I’m no good for the next case.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it,” Lacey said. Her silver-streaked auburn hair had been freshly cut into a short pixie style that enhanced her wide blue eyes and high cheekbones. Today she wore a tunic-length sweater in a deep blue with black leggings and short black boots.  

Red admired the way she looked, then glanced down at his sweatshirt and jeans. “I should probably do some laundry before tonight.”  

“Already done,” Lacey said. “Your brown sweater and black jeans are folded on your bed. I know what you like to wear for casual going out clothes.”

“Yes, my lovely one, you do,” Red replied and reached for her hand to give it a squeeze. “Thank you for taking such good care of me.”

“We take care of each other,” Lacey replied with a squeeze in response before she pulled her hand back and picked up her fork. “Eat before it gets cold.”

They ate in silence for a few moments, Red’s eyes on the monitor in the corner that ran a 24/7 news feed.  

“When does Myke move the last of her stuff into the suite?” Lacey asked.

“Sometime this week. Josie finished the bathroom remodel the other day, and the outside door now opens onto a private patio where Myke can feel like she’s got some space,” Red said. “It’s not much, but at least when she’s not deployed on a case, she has a spot to call home that isn’t going to get rented out from under her.”

Lacey sighed. “You can’t be mad at Caroline. She had a room for Myke in the house, but the family needed that cottage. Their other place burned down and you can’t do well with babies long term in a hotel.”

“I’m not mad at Caroline,” Red said. “Just frustrated with the whole situation. Myke won’t stay in Caroline’s house with her because it gives her PTSD flashbacks to being with her mother. I mean, yeah, they’re twins, but Caroline is so different from Cadence that I just don’t get the issue.”

“It’s not your issue to get,” Lacey said, her tone gentle. “But you’re doing your best for her, and that’s all that matters.”

“Speaking of family – have you heard from Grant lately?”  

“No, my son has been busy with a huge merger going on and while I get my weekly call and check-in, I don’t feel like he actually hears what I’m saying,” Lacey replied. “I wish he’d come home and spend some time with me, but that’s not in the cards right now. What about Wes? Is he okay?”

“We’ll see him tonight at the festival,” Red said. “And I checked in with him the other day. His work is coming along and the bosses are happy with his progress.”

“At least one of us gets to keep our chicks close to home,” Lacey replied, with a small smile.

A beep from the alert system and Red turned to check the monitor by the door. “Myke’s here. Think there’s enough food for her, too?”

“Always,” Lacey said as she got to her feet to collect the coffee pot.  

“Morning, all,” Myke said as she stepped inside. “Oh, Miz Lacey, that smells amazing.”

“Got time to eat something?” Red asked her as Lacey got another plate ready.

“If it’s okay with y’all, I’d love to eat. Let me go put this bag in the room and wash up,” Myke said as she crossed the open living space and went down a short hallway.  

“She looks tired,” Lacey murmured to Red. She’d given the younger woman a careful once-over when she came in. Myke’s dark eyes were shadowed, while her sable-hued skin had a pallor that spoke of bad food and worse sleep. The tousled curls of medium brown with light purple streaks at the top, the sides and back shaved to stubble gave Myke an edgy look, and she could’ve been a model with her sharp cheekbones, slender nose, and full lips over a slightly pointed chin. 

“She is,” Red replied. “Just came in from a case two days ago and then had to go out last night for a follow up. She’s one of my best agents, but she needs to learn to pace herself.”

“The FBIS needs to get more agents so you’re both not worked to the breaking point,” Lacey said as she put down a plate for Myke, then refilled mugs with coffee.

“The Federal Bureau of Investigation and Security has high standards and while its reputation has improved since the early days, it’s still a tough sell to get good law enforcement people signed up,” Red said.  

Lacey took a sip of her coffee before she spoke. “Well, at least after the 2020’s, things got better, right? I mean, the ones that were involved in the uprising and the assaults were put in prison and the various agencies worked together to make one organization that dealt with federal cases and not split the responsibility up among a cluster of three-letter agencies. That was a nightmare, I’m sure.”

“It’s definitely run better, as are most law enforcement agencies now. But as you know, that’s not always the case,” Myke said as she came back in and sat down. “Lakeridge is a prime example of the old boy network being alive and well, in spite of the new laws and regulations.”

“At least now they’re not hiring right out of the military with no transitional training. That was a clusterfuck of epic proportions,” Red said. “And people wondered why law enforcement had become so militarized.”

Lacey took a sip of her coffee. “Bernstrom Halstead was in the army for six years, wasn’t he?”

“Dishonorable discharge because of his abuse of anyone he considered lesser. He was particularly abusive to those of lower rank, or the town people outside of the base that weren’t military,” Red said. “I’m surprised he wasn’t tossed in jail after the gang rape he and three of his buddies did to a local girl after a night at the bar. Couldn’t get enough evidence or something.”

Lacey shuddered, but didn’t say anything. Myke spoke up instead. “And now he’s our sheriff. Lucky us.”

“It’s not just him,” Lacey finally said. “It’s his son, Byron, and the fact they own the mayor as his son-in-law and get away with everything. I’d really love it if the FBIS could investigate them.”

“We’ve tried,” Red said. “But they’re in someone’s pocket and it keeps getting shut down.”

“Whose pocket?” Lacey asked.

“We haven’t been able to ascertain that particular piece of information,” Red replied. The conversation stalled there as everyone focused on their meal.

“Thanks for the food,” Myke said as she got to her feet and picked up her dishes. “I’ve got to head over to Aunt Caroline’s place and get the last of my stuff. I’m going to help her clean the cottage and get it ready for the Lowenthal family to move in. See you both tonight?”

“Yes, we’ll be at the carnival around six or seven. See you then?” Red replied.

“See you then,” Myke said as she grabbed her things and headed out the door.
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“I’m really sorry about this, Mykal,” Caroline said as they carried the last couple of boxes out to Myke’s vehicle. 

“I know you are, Auntie. I just wish you’d given me more notice so I didn’t have to scramble. I’m just lucky Red had some room,” Myke replied.

“I made sure the spare room in my place was set up for you, Mykal. I wasn’t going to leave you homeless any more than I could leave them without a place,” Caroline said, her tone exasperated.

Myke sighed as she put the last box down, then turned to hug her aunt. “I know, Auntie. I’m sorry. I just…I can’t. I’m doing good work at getting past my triggers about my mother, but that house has too many bad memories. It’s okay for visits, but to live there?” Myke shook her head, her short hair fluttering with the force of her motion. “It’s just not good for me.”  

Caroline hugged her niece back and silently cursed her twin, Cadence - Myke’s mother. “I know, honey. I understand. I just didn’t want you to think I wasn’t considering your needs. You’re hardly ever here anymore with this job of yours, so I had hoped it wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Unfortunately, it still is. But Red’s given me a mini-suite at his place. A bedroom with an alcove where I can set up my personal computer, and my own bathroom. It will be fine until I find something more permanent.”

“And I know you’re safe with Redmond Jefferson,” Caroline replied. She brushed her hands against her jeans and smiled. “Let’s get cleaned up and I’ll see you at the festival?”

“Definitely. Love you, Auntie,” Myke said and kissed the woman’s cheek. She closed the hatch of her vehicle and started it up, then buckled herself in.  

Myke turned out of the gravel drive and onto the winding mountain road that led from town back towards Red’s place. The beauty wasn’t lost on her, even as her mind went over the last case she’d been on. The trees were brilliant hues of red and gold, interspersed with evergreens. A swirl of dead leaves spun behind her as she turned onto Red’s drive and punched in the code on the keypad to open the gate.  

Myke was excited to see Wes at the festival and get some hangout time with her friend. There were six of them who had become family, her chess club friends, and it bothered her that most of them didn’t come back to Lakeridge often. Hell, she’d gone to college a couple of hours away, in Chapel Hill, then into the North Carolina state police academy right after. She’d been stationed all over the state before she left the force and ended up working with Red for FBIS. That was a story she wasn’t ready to think about, so she popped the hatch open and started to unload her stuff.  

The chess club had been Myke, Wes, Chase Payne – now a detective in the city, Zach Hawthorne, a journalist and author, Grant Foster, a logistics expert and billionaire, and Logan McMann, an Episcopal priest. She was proud of her chosen family for making good lives for themselves – at least she hoped they were good lives – but she missed them anyway.  

With the last box stacked against the wall of her room, Myke sighed. It was time to dig out some festival clothes and go shower. As weary to the bone as she was, the thought of time with her friends and the chance to load up on funnel cakes and cotton candy was motivation enough to get her butt in gear.

Tonight should be fun. She hoped.
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Crowds of people flooded the carnival gates as the Fall Festival opened the holiday season that would end after the New Year was celebrated. It was almost too much. The bright lights, the roar of the rides, the screams of laughter, and the scents of fried everything equaled sensory overload for someone like Wes who rarely left his haven in the hills. 

He paused just inside the gates and took a breath, squared his shoulders, then made his way towards the funnel cake stand just inside the festival grounds. That’s where Chad had said he’d meet him – but there was no Chad.  

“Figures,” muttered Wes as he leaned against the side of the booth. To him, it was rude to show up more than a few minutes late to a scheduled meeting. A sudden grab at his shoulder had Wes recoiling until a kiss on his cheek and he realized it was Chad.  

“What the hell?” Wes snapped as he turned to face him. “You scared the shit out of me. You’re late.”

Chad laughed and slung an arm around his neck. “Yeah, but I’m worth the wait.”

Wes bit back his reply and gave Chad a faint smile. “What’s first?”

“I want to win you a prize,” Chad declared and tugged Wes towards one of the arcade games. Darts tossed at balloons got them a key chain with large enameled lips, while throwing balls at bottles earned a stuffed penguin and a feather boa.  

Wes stuffed the key chain in a pocket and refused to wear the bright green feathers, so Chad wore them and carried the penguin.  

“I don’t understand why you won’t wear my gift,” Chad complained as he fluttered the end of the boa at Wes.

“It’s not my style,” Wes replied. “Besides, I have to live here. You’re not a local, they won’t care if you’re wearing it.” He handed Chad the funnel cake he’d bought him and peeled off a piece of his own. If his mouth was full, he wouldn’t be tempted to argue more. He hoped.

“Wes!”  

He heard the shout and turned around to see Myke running towards him, arms wide.  

“Let’s go ride puke,” she yelled as she hugged him, then tousled his hair.

“Ride puke?” Chad asked.

“Yeah, go on rides until we puke,” Wes replied, laughing at Myke. “Sure, I’m game.” He turned to the woman that approached with less fanfare than Myke and leaned in to kiss Caroline’s cheek. “Hey, Auntie.” He paused, then turned towards Chad. “This is Chad. Chad? This is my honorary Auntie Caroline Cutler.”

Chad inclined his head with a polite smile. “Miz Cutler,” then turned to Myke. “Don’t make him puke. I’m not kissing puke mouth.”

“Not something you need to worry about,” Wes snapped back at Chad, then turned to Myke. “Round Up first?”

“Of course,” Myke replied. “And then the Tilt-A-Whirl and the Whip-It, and…”

“I’m not doing all of that,” Chad stated, hands on hips.

Wes shrugged and looped an arm around Myke’s shoulders. “Then don’t. See you later. Maybe.”

Myke jabbed Wes in the ribs. “Be nice.”

Wes wet a finger and stuck it in her ear. “Nope.”

Chad and Caroline watched them get in line for the first ride before Chad grumbled then shoved his hands in his pockets as he shuffled away.  

Caroline just shook her head and gave a faint smirk as Chad walked away. Everything she’d heard about the young man didn’t invite positive thoughts, but she didn’t really know him. It was pretty clear to her that Wes was done, though. Now? Now it was time for bubble tea and a fried pastry.  


      [image: ]Myke and Wes rode six rides before they stopped and found a table in the main food court. A spread of food laid out between them as they ate and laughed over the rides and memories of previous festival events.  

“Did you see that guy on the Whip-It in the red sweatshirt? He looked like he was going to hurl before the ride even started,” Myke said with a laugh. Then her gaze slid past Wes to an approaching figure and she took a sip of her drink before she spoke. “Hello, Chad.”

Wes closed his eyes, took a breath, then pasted on a fake smile as he half-turned to greet Chad. “You found us.”

“Were you hoping I wouldn’t?” Chad replied before he gave Myke a bitter look.

“I wasn’t really worried about it either way,” Wes said. “You know it’s over between us. I’d like to stay friends, but that never really works out. Getting pissy at me because I’m hanging with one of my best friends is a guarantee I’ll tell you to fuck off. Glaring at her isn’t going to help, either. Now, you can stick around and try to enjoy yourself and be a decent human, or you can go. Your choice.”

Myke stayed silent until Wes was done speaking, then pointed to a chair between the two of them. “Have a seat. There’s more food here than the two of us can eat. Grab a plate and join in.”

Chad hesitated, then let out a sigh and dropped into the chair Myke offered. “I was hoping a fun night might change your mind. Guess not.”

“Don’t sulk,” Myke said. “Eat. Then we’ll see if we can find my aunt, who should have connected with Lacey and Red by now.”

“Bossy much?” Chad tossed Myke’s way.

“Stupid much?” Wes retorted. “She’s offering you free food and a chance to hang out. Quit being a jerk.”

Chad muttered a half-heard apology in Myke’s direction, then reached for the fried chicken and some of the potato wedges.  

All three ate in silence for a moment, then Myke picked up a piece of fried dough and tossed it at Wes. Wes startled, then gave her a slow smile and reached for a piece of fried chicken skin and tossed it at Myke.  

“That’s what I was waiting for – a smile,” Myke told Wes and popped a piece of fried okra into her mouth. “Mission accomplished,” came out mumbled around the bite of food.

 Wes shook his head and chuckled. “Best friend a guy could ask for,” he told Myke, then leaned back and sighed. “I’m stuffed. Let’s clean this up and see if we can find the grown-ups.”

Chad quickly swallowed a bite and looked at Wes. “Aren’t we all adults?”

Wes gave a wry snort. “Some of us.”

Myke kicked Wes under the table, then helped him clean up.  

“Behave,” she mouthed at him.

“I am,” Wes mouthed back.

Myke rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Boys,” could be heard muttered under her breath.
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Red grumbled as he finally found them a parking spot nearly a football field length from the gates. “Hope you’ve got your walking shoes on,” he told Lacey as he finally shut down the vehicle. 

“Of course,” Lacey said and put a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, Red. We’ll head in and find the kids and Caroline, and enjoy ourselves as we go. It’s not your fault you had a work call. Trust me, after the years working with Lee and running Foster Consolidated, I understand the demands of a job.”  

“But-” Red started and Lacey shook her head, then pressed a fingertip to his lips.  

“Yes, I understand your job is different,” Lacey said. “My point is, a job has demands and life has to sometimes bend to those demands. They didn’t send you out tonight on a new case, so relax and let’s go enjoy the festival.”

Red kissed her fingertip, smiled, then leaned in to give her a quick kiss. “You’re amazing, Lacey. Thank you for being here.”

They got out, shut the doors, and started to walk across the parking area. They were just a few feet from the gate when Lacey stopped and checked her pockets.  

A sigh and Lacey turned to Red. “Dammit, I left my phone in the truck. I’ll be right back.”

“No, you wait here. I’ll go get it,” Red replied and turned to jog back to the truck.

Lacey moved to stand against the fence a few paces from the gate so Red could easily see her as the parking lot was barely lit.

“The most beautiful woman in the world,” came a voice from the shadows and Lacey stiffened.

Sheriff Bernstrom Halstead sauntered up to Lacey and looked her up and down. “My, my, Lacey, you look good enough to eat.”

“Go away, Bern,” Lacey said, arms folded under her breasts. Her gaze searched the shadows for Red’s return.

Bern’s blonde hair was kept in a military-style cut to match his trim build. Brown eyes locked on Lacey’s mouth as he reached over to brush a finger along her cheek. “You know you want what I can give you,” he said.

Lacey jerked away from the touch and hissed at him. “Touch me again, and I’ll snap that finger right off. Don’t think I won’t.”

“You won’t,” Bern replied as he put a hand on her hip and tugged her close. “Because you know I can make your life miserable if you do. Let me have a little taste and I won’t bother you or your little friends.”

A hand came up between them and Lacey shoved him back hard enough for her own back to hit the fence. “I said no,” Lacey half-yelled as she took a step to the side.  

“I wonder what your neighbors will think when I raid your house some night? Or what your community group friends will think when I shut down their meetings, week after week, and tell them it’s all your fault?” Bern leaned in and sniffed her hair as he whispered in her ear. “Accidents happen, Lacey. I’d hate for you to find Red’s body just like you found Lee’s.”

Fury surged through Lacey, but before she could lift her hand to slap Bern, his body was jerked backwards away from her and tossed onto the ground.

Red stalked over to where Bern struggled to get to his feet and glared down at him. “Bring it, asshole.”

“Assaulting a police officer,” Bern started to say as he pushed to his feet. “I could arrest you.”

“Right, but you won’t, because you’re a coward,” Red said. “You know the FBIS would be down on you like a landslide if you tried it.”

Bern lifted a fist and Red just smiled.  

Lacey looped her hand around Red’s arm and tugged. “Let’s get inside. Don’t let this asshole ruin our night.”

Red made sure to drive his shoulder into Bern’s chest as they passed, making the sheriff stumble back.  

“Fuck you,” Bern muttered as he watched them go before he took a moment to brush the dirt off of his uniform and straighten his shirt.

Lacey leaned into Red once they were past the gates and let out a breath. “Thank you for showing up when you did.”

Red handed her her phone and kissed her temple. “You handled him just fine. Maybe now you’ll get a wrist device instead of something you can forget?” His tone was teasing, but he could still feel the worry and rage.

“I had one, remember? I spent more time drying it out after shoving my hands into a sink full of water, or replacing the screen when I’d crack it against something. They’re too fragile.”

“They were fragile. Things have improved in the past couple of years. I’ll get you one of the sturdiest ones I can find, how’s that?” Red paused and turned to cup her face in his hand. “If you have a wrist device, you can call for help even if Bern has you pinned against the fence. I can’t bear the thought of something happening to you, Lacey. Let me do this, for my peace of mind?”

Lacey gave him a soft smile and a kiss. “Okay, if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll try one again. But don’t think for a second I couldn’t drop Bernstrom Halstead to the ground. I was trying to avoid making a scene.”

“Next time, drive your knee into his groin and as he drops, grab his head and smash his face off your knee,” Red advised. “He’ll be crying in the dirt and you’ll have time to get away.”

“And then what?” Lacey asked as they found a sheltered corner between two stands. “He and his son come after me and anyone I care about, harass my friends and neighbors, and put my life at risk? I can’t take that chance. We have cops in this county that don’t care about the people in it. They’re more interested in filling their pockets and terrorizing the community.”

“It won’t be forever,” Red said but his tone was not very convincing.

“The FBIS has been investigating them and others like them for years – and they’re still at it. I’m not putting a lot of faith in that particular option,” Lacey said. “Now, if you were heading up that division, it’d be fine.” A nudge and she took his hand to tug him back out into the main walkway. “Let’s go find some hot cider and a cinnamon-sugar funnel cake and enjoy this event.”

Red let her tug him along, but his thoughts were on the problem of the Halsteads and their growing power in spite of their corruption.
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Red and Lacey found Caroline at the cider stand, then Myke at the funnel cake stand with Wes right behind her. Chad wandered over as the group found a spot out of the way of foot traffic and enjoyed their treats. 

“I found a fortune teller tent. Who wants to give it a try?” Chad asked.

“Let’s not,” Caroline said. “It’s not a good idea to mess with that kind of stuff in these mountains.”

“What do you mean?” Chad asked, his expression incredulous.

“You’re not from around here,” Wes said to Chad. “You wouldn’t understand. But there’s a lot of history in these mountains that talks about supernatural things happening.”

“Right. And Bigfoot is really a thing,” Chad laughed. “Come on, it’s a carnival fortune teller. Where’s the harm?”

“He’s right,” Lacey said. “If there was any power in the fortune teller, the last place they’d be is a festival like this. They’d have a shop and clientele they serviced, not a tent in the middle of a fall carnival.”

Red turned to look at Lacey, surprise etched on his face. “You mean you don’t believe in the supernatural?”

“Oh, I believe,” Lacey said. “I believe there are things that science just hasn’t come up with an explanation for…yet. Things we don’t understand that are a natural part of the world. But I’m not buying that this is one of them. Come on, it’ll be amusing at least.”

The group started to make their way towards where Chad said the tent was. Myke looped an arm through Wes’s and whispered to him.

“Have you dumped this guy yet or what? You’re kind of being a dick to him, but if he’s still hanging around after you told him you were done, I can help.”

Wes gave a soft snort of amusement. “I dumped him, but he’s not a bad guy. I’d like to at least stay friendly.”

Myke rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

“He’s fantastic in bed, but he’s not all that bright and he sulks when I get lost in my work,” Wes replied.

“Yeah, move on. He’s just not what you need. Not sure how you’ll ever find what you need when you rarely leave your cave up there on the mountain.”

“Hush. I need the privacy and quiet for my work. You know this,” Wes told her as they all came to a stop near a blue and white striped tent.

“And the fact that your mom left you the property, and it’s connected to Red’s, doesn’t hurt,” Myke said. She hugged his arm before she stepped forward to get her chip. “I’m just glad you’re out here tonight.”

A sign outside was done up with silver stars and moons and a fancy font that said “Madame Alexander’s Prophecies of Fate”. A table nearby held a lantern with a battery-operated candle inside, a stuffed crow on a branch, and a man who sat in a black Adirondack-style chair with a credit collector in his lap. A sign on the table said “Fifteen minutes for fifteen credits.”

The man didn’t say a word as they each handed him the fee and took a small chip from him with a number.  

A cluster of tables with benches sat between the tent and the next booth, so they gathered there and settled in.  

Red took one of Lacey’s hands in his and gave her a smile. “Are you doing okay?”

“I am. I’m enjoying myself and looking forward to more fun tonight,” Lacey replied. “How about you?”

“Oh, I’m definitely looking forward to more fun tonight,” Red said with a chuckle.  

Lacey’s chip chose then to light up and vibrate, so she kissed his cheek and got to her feet. “Looks like I’m first,” she said as she held it up between two fingers. “Wish me luck.” She walked over to the tent, handed the man the chip, and ducked inside.

The inside of the tent was lit with clusters of fairy lights and flickering fake candles. A small electric brazier spilled some warmth into the space around the round table surrounded with four padded chairs. Silk and velvet cloths in myriad colors draped the walls, furniture, table, and the woman herself.  

Madame Alexander wore dark blue velvet slacks, an ombre dyed silk tunic in shades of blue that ended with the lightest hue at her throat, and dark blue suede boots on her feet. Silver bangles chimed on each wrist while rings and pendants glittered in the soft light with every movement she made. Her hair was silvery-white and braided in a crown around her head with soft whisps that fluttered about her cheeks and brow.  

“Come, sit,” Madame said. “Shall we see what the Fates have in store for you?”

Lacey took a seat after she gave the woman a polite smile. She didn’t say a word and had no plans to offer any information.  

Madame Alexander held out her hands. “May I see your hands, please?”

Lacey rested her things in her lap, wiped her hands on her pants, then held them out, palm down, towards the woman.  

For all that Madame Alexander’s hair was silver-white, her hands were soft – except for where callouses had developed on her fingertips. Her eyes were dark, her dusky skin lightly lined, and her teeth were white and even. A faint scent of sandalwood and vanilla rose from her skin as the woman clasped Lacey’s fingers, gave her a soft smile, then closed her eyes.  

One slow, deep breath – then another – and Madame Alexander’s shoulders relaxed, her body sinking into the padded chair.  

“You have felt love and loss, as have most in their lives.”  

Her voice was rich and pitched so that Lacey almost felt it vibrate her bones.

“You miss your son, but you understand why it is too painful for him to return. The loss of your husband, his father – so soon after the loss of his beloved teacher – set you both on the trajectory you now follow.” Madame’s eyes opened and looked through Lacey. “Your heart is your power. You need to trust your heart.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Lacey blurted out, then bit her lip. “Sorry.”

Madame Alexander chuckled. “It means, you know what’s right for you and it’s time you stopped playing by society’s rules and made it happen. It’s time to step up.”

Lacey stared at the woman, then took a breath and gave her a faint nod. “Understood.” She gently tugged her hands free and prepared to leave.

“One last thing,” Madame Alexander said. “You will be called to help others in a way you’ve never considered a part of your path. Strongly consider doing so. It will start a bright new journey for you. Thank you for coming.”

Lacey took the dismissal for what it was and stepped out of the tent. Before she got to the tables, Red’s chip lit up and he stood. He gave Lacey a smile and a kiss on the cheek as he passed her on his way to the tent.

“How was it?” Chad asked Lacey.

“You don’t ask that,” Caroline chided him. “A reading is a personal thing. You keep it to yourself and think about it – not spew it out to all and sundry.”

“It was interesting,” Lacey said. “And Caroline’s right – I’m going to need to think on it a bit.”
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Red took his seat in the padded chair that didn’t put his back to the opening. He ended up sitting to Madame Alexander’s left, so she turned the chair to face him. 

“You’re a believer, and yet not,” Madame Alexander said. “Would you give me your hands?”

Red quirked a brow and gave her a smile as he held out his hands. His hands were calloused and scarred where they bore the marks of a lifetime of doing. Red wasn’t the kind of person who was satisfied to stay behind a desk, he was more of a boots-on-the-ground type of guy.  

His gaze traveled around the tent while his hands rested in the light grip of Madame Alexander, but his attention snapped back to her face when she started to speak.

“I see loss and love, as with all lives lived,” she said. “But you will lose more, and soon, before you gain more than you ever thought possible.”

Red made a faint snorting sound, then swallowed the comment.  

“Family, for you, is not just blood – and that is going to fill your heart – and your home. A community built of family that works to take care of the greater community is a beautiful thing,” Madame said. “Hold on to that when the darkness comes.”

“Could you be more specific?” Red asked.  

Madame Alexander shrugged. “Maybe? But everything I say could influence how it all plays out -and changes it all.”  

“Good point,” Red replied. “I’m a protector, and knowing there’s something coming is going to really fuck with me.”

“What is coming, is meant to happen. Nothing either of us say or do will change the inevitable outcome. I just hope that my words give people a bit of hope or some reassurance that it’s not all in vain.”

Red gave her a faint nod of respect. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Madame replied, then gave him a dimpled grin. “Did anyone ever tell you that you look like the actor that played Negan in The Walking Dead?”

Red got to his feet and laughed. “Yeah, I’ve heard that a few times. I prefer Mr. Morgan’s other famous role as John Winchester from the show Supernatural. I hunt people that are often considered demons, and I’ve never used a barbed-wire wrapped baseball bat.”

“Cult classic television is a particular enjoyment of mine. It was a pleasure connecting with you,” Madame said.  

A polite hand-wave from Red was his response as he ducked out of the tent and made his way over to Lacey and the others. His only comment to the group was, “She’s good.”

Chad jumped to his feet with a laugh when his chip lit up. “Yes!” he crowed and hurried over to the tent.  

Wes just rolled his eyes as his fingers tapped on the holo-keys projected from his wrist device.

“Wes, you can take a break, you know,” Red chided his nephew. “It’s allowed.”

“I know, Uncle,” Wes replied. “But while we were sitting here, I realized a fix for something that had been an issue for a while, so I’m taking down some notes and making sure I can remember the fix later.”

Red gripped Wes’s shoulder and gave a light squeeze – their version of a hug – and took his seat beside Lacey.

“I got us coffee and loaded fries,” Lacey said. “I figured some carbs, protein, and caffeine would be good about now.”

“You figured correctly,” Red said and dug in.

Chad bounded into the tent before he dropped into a chair across from Madame Alexander. “Okay, how does this work?”

“You give me your hands and I take a reading,” Madame said. “Shall we begin?” She held out her hands and Chad scrubbed his on his jeans before he laid them on top of hers.

A soft sigh slipped from Madame’s lips before she started to speak. “You find all of the joy in life and avoid all of the pain. This is not a balanced way of life. One must drink the full cup, not stop when there’s a hint of bitter.”

“Seriously? If I wanted to hear this, I’d just get some fortune cookies,” Chad muttered.

Madame opened her eyes and pierced him with an intense stare. “You live too frivolously. You bounce from relationship to relationship, job to job, never staying in any one place long enough to build anything meaningful. You will never grow as a person until you get serious about your life goals and paths.”

Chad pulled his hands back and folded his arms across his chest. “At least I’m not sitting in a cheesy tent in a carnival, talking to strangers for credits.”

A faint shake of her head and Madame gave him a sad smile. “Sometimes, people need to hit the bottom before they figure out how to stand. I wish you well.”

He didn’t stand, just sat there, glaring at her.

“You can go now,” Madame said, steel in her voice.  

The tent flap lifted and the man who collected the credits gave Chad a look that got him to scramble to his feet and slip past the man without another word.  

“Give me a moment, Asa. I need a sip of tea and a chance to clear the air,” Madame said. She lifted a tapestry that hung behind her and slipped through into another room.  

Chad stomped over to the group and dropped into a chair. “That bitch needs to be reported for fraud.”

“I don’t think so,” Red replied, his tone cool. “Perhaps the one that needs to take a walk is you?”

Wes got to his feet and went over to Chad. “Come on, let’s go get a drink. You need to walk this off.”

“You stay, you haven’t had your turn yet,” Chad replied. “I’ll go. I’ll bring you back something.”

“Thanks,” Wes said and watched as Chad walked away before he returned to his seat. “Sorry he’s a jerk, everyone.”

“Sounds like he heard something he didn’t like,” Lacey said.  

“Yeah, probably was told to grow the fuck up,” Red muttered and Lacey had to cover her mouth to hide a laugh.

Wes sighed. “I know, he’s pretty to look at, but his life skills are practically non-existent. It’s why I broke things off with him earlier. I wasn’t going to send him home, though, not after he drove all this way to enjoy the festival.”

Myke leaned over and shoulder-bumped Wes. “You’ll be okay. You always are.”

“You’re right. I’ll be just fine,” Wes replied.  
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Ten minutes or so passed before the next chip lit up and buzzed. Caroline got to her feet and headed for the tent. She’d been excited about the experience at first, but now she was wondering if perhaps she hadn’t fully thought this out. 

That, Caroline knew, was one of her failings - not fully considering all of the alternatives and outcomes before choosing an action.  

Caroline sat in the chair across from the woman, her bag settled in her lap.  

“Welcome,” Madame said. “Would you place your hands in mine?”

“Thank you,” Caroline replied and laid her hands on Madame’s.  

“Oh, what a light you have,” Madame said with a soft smile. “You love with every shred of your being, and your generosity exposes your heart every time.”

Caroline blinked at the woman’s words. “Generosity like mine is not always a good thing. It hurts people.”

“Some pain is part of living,” Madame said. “Change is scary, but it forces us to grow. If there was no change, we’d all stagnate and rot.”

“Good point,” Caroline murmured.

“You have given much of your life to take care of choices made by your twin. You should consider putting more of that energy into making choices for yourself.”

That statement hit Caroline hard. She sucked in a sharp breath, then gave the woman a brief nod. “I hear you.”

“You are not your twin. Go find out who you are without those burdens,” Madame offered, then released Caroline’s hands.  

“Thank you,” Caroline said as she got to her feet. “I knew all of this, but I needed to hear it.”

Madame gave her a smile and watched as Caroline left the tent. She took a sip of her tea and put the cup back on the little table beside her chair. The next one to enter looked enough like the last one to be family – and it only took the woman a moment to realize it was the twin’s child.  

Myke took the same seat Red had chosen and returned Madame’s smile. “So, I give you my hands?”

“Yes, that’s how I read,” Madame replied. “Just lay yours on top of mine.”

Myke’s hands lay still and steady on top of Madame’s upturned palms, her wide brown eyes locked on the woman’s face. Madame could see the similarities to a younger version of herself. 

“You are the lynchpin to more than one circle in your community,” Madame said. “You like to think you stay in the background, but you are often the hub of the wheel around which everything else circles.”

“I don’t understand,” Myke said.

“And for all that you are a core member of the communities you participate in, you have not yet learned to live your own truth,” Madame said. “You need to learn who you are and stop trying to live as the person everyone else wants you to be.”

“But…” Myke started to say and Madame gave her a faint shake of her head.

“No, child. You have spent your life trying to be what you thought your mother, your aunt, your friends all wanted you to be. The only thing that has been your truth is your path of rooting out evil.” Madame gave Myke’s hands a gentle squeeze before she released them. “What society and family often expect of us is far from our truth. Don’t live for anyone else but yourself.”

“That sounds selfish,” Myke said. The woman’s words resonated but she wanted to feel indignant about it all.

“No, it’s not selfish. You cannot pour from an empty cup. You need to take care of yourself before you can take care of others. That doesn’t mean you stop caring about other people, but it does mean you have to care about you, first.”

“Okay, whatever you say. Thank you,” Myke said and got to her feet.  

“The Queen always begins on her own color,” Madame said, her voice echoing oddly in the tent.  

A shiver ran down Mykal’s spine and she let the tent flap fall closed behind her. She could feel the truth in the woman’s words. Now she just had to figure out what they meant.  

Myke barely registered Wes passing her on his way into the tent. She walked over to the cider stall and got another drink before she went back to join the others.

Wes dropped into the chair inside and smiled at the woman. “I’m the last one from our group.”

“And the first,” Madame said as she took his hands. Now it was her turn to shiver and she gave his hands a light squeeze. Her gaze searched his face as she memorized his features. She wanted to remember him, so she could keep an eye on things for later.

“You’re the outlier in your group,” Madame said and Wes gave her a sad smile. “You will, however, be the one that brings the group home. Only, you will never connect with them in the same way, ever again.”  

“I’m not surprised,” Wes murmured.  

“You will find a release, and soon. In the spring, things will be different,” Madame said.  

Wes thought to himself that she looked so sad as she let go of his hands and he got up from the chair.  

“Take care of yourself and protect your work,” Madame offered the last bit of wisdom as he slipped out of the tent. Once he was gone, she called out to Asa. “Shut it down for an hour. I need a break.”

In the back room that was another tent between the customer space and the mobile residence they used, Madame sank into a comfortable swing chair and poured a fresh cup of tea. Seeing so much, all connected, was exhausting on some levels. It was difficult when you couldn’t do anything to change the outcomes proscribed by fate.  
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The group split up after the fortune teller, with Myke, Wes, Red, and Lacey headed to the Ferris wheel. Caroline wanted to go check out the quilt competition and Chad opted for ice cream and people watching. 

“You sure you don’t want to go?” Wes asked him. He may not want to date the guy, but he didn’t want to feel like he’d rudely abandoned him or something.  

“I hate Ferris wheels. I’ll just sit here and watch the crowds of people while I wait for you,” Chad said.

Myke slung an arm around Wes’s waist as they got in line. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.”  

Wes chuckled and dug his fingertips into her side to make her squeal. “I got you, too.”

“Stop, oh gods, no tickling,” Myke gasped as Red turned and arched a brow at the two of them.

 “Do we need a time out?” Red asked, then laughed.

Lacey shook her head, then stepped up as the next basket stopped in front of her and the ride operator opened the door. The baskets were round, wrapped in mesh, with padded seats. The door latched from the outside, so anyone inside couldn’t jump out from the higher spots when the wheel would stop.  

Red slid in with Lacey and the operator latched the door. The wheel jerked and rolled, sending Red and Lacey forwards and up a few spots until the next empty basket came up and he let Myke and Wes get on. The ride stopped a couple more times until all of the baskets were full, then it went into full cycle mode where the wheel slowly turned and didn’t stop for a few minutes.  

“What did you think of Madame Alexander?” Lacey asked Red.

“I think there are some things I don’t understand, but know to be true. She’s probably the real thing.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Everything she told me? It resonated. I felt it in here,” Red said as he tapped his chest with a finger. “Something bad is coming, but as long as I have you and the others around me, we’re going to be fine.”

“She told me I needed to stop worrying about what everyone else thought and live my life on my own terms,” Lacey said. “She’s right. I need to just follow my instincts and be the kind of person I feel driven to become.”

Red pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “Sounds like we both heard things we needed to hear. Nothing we didn’t already know, but sometimes we just need to hear it out loud.”

A couple of cars away, Myke was stretched out on the seat, her feet up on one side, her head back as she watched the stars swirl past the mesh cage.  

Wes sat on the other side to balance them and watched her face as she stared at the night sky. “Myke?”

“Hmm?”

“If something happens to me, promise me you’ll take care of Red? Check in on him and stuff?”

Myke turned to look at her friend. “Red is perfectly capable of taking care of himself, but yeah, I’ll be around. He is my handler after all.” She shifted position so she was seated upright once more. “Besides, Wes - nothing’s going to happen to you. You’re one of the safest people I know. All of your fancy locks and security up there in your little nest will keep you safer than any of us down here.”

Wes shrugged and looked out at the lights of the carnival as they dipped to the bottom of the wheel and started back up again. “I don’t know, Mykie. Something about what she said, and how she said it, made me think something bad is coming. I’ve had the feeling I’m running out of time for a while now, and she just brought it all home for me.”

“A carnival fortune teller has you planning your funeral? Jaysus freakin’…Wes, don’t buy into that shit. Come on,” Myke said as she leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “You’re the smartest person I know. Why would you believe some backwoods bullshit like that?”

The basket stopped and the door opened. They both got out and made their way down the ramp where Wes turned to Myke. “Maybe because I’m smart, I’m paying attention.” He turned and walked away from her, hands shoved into his pockets.

Myke threw her hands in the air and stomped off in the other direction. She knew better than to beat her head against the wall of Wes.

Wes was headed towards the gate and the exit. With the gate in sight, he suddenly stumbled to a stop as Chad stepped in front of him.  

“Well, fuck,” Wes muttered.  

“Where’re you going?” Chad asked. “Now that you’re done with that stupid ride, let’s go find something else to do.”

“No,” Wes said. “I’m going home. Don’t call me, don’t show up at my house, and I’m changing the lock codes. It was fun while it lasted, but it’s done. Good night, Chad.”

Chad reached out a hand to block Wes’s departure and Wes just looked down at the hand against his chest, then up to Chad’s face. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Chad wilted and stepped back – and Wes walked on by.  

A small smile curled Wes’s lips as he stepped through the gate. It felt good to be on his own again – and he finally had a solution to that work problem. Time to go home and get to work.
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Wes worked through the night and into the next morning. The key was almost ready to be tested. He knew there were several aspects to it – layers, one might say – that were still needing development. However, if he could get this first part to work, the rest would fall into place. 

Fingers danced over the keys, then tapped a holographic diagram in the air over the design table. A fingertip touched one section and dragged it to another, like puzzle pieces being slid around on a table – but in the air.  

His concentration was shattered when the chirp of his driveway alarm went off three times, signaling a car approaching the house. He saved the data and shut down the program before he left the room. No way would he leave his project open and vulnerable.

Myke climbed out of her little car with a bag and a tray of drinks. “I brought breakfast,” she called out as he opened the door.  

“Good, because I’m hungry and I haven’t slept yet,” Wes called back.  

As Myke approached, Wes could hear her grumbling. “Bloody idiot, working without sleep. What does he think he is, a robot?”  

She stomped up the steps and glared at him. “Haven’t slept yet? What kind of sister would I be if I let you get off without ripping you a new one for being so pigheaded?”

Wes laughed and reached for the tray of drinks. “Come on, don’t tell me you never pulled an all-nighter in college – or in the police academy?”

“Sure, I did,” Myke said as they went into the house and over to the kitchen table. “And I still pull one now and then when the puzzle is being sticky. But I also take the time to sleep and eat afterwards, so I don’t trash myself for the rest of the case.”

“What do you mean?” Wes said as he sank down into a chair. “I’ve got plenty of time to figure this out. I just had an epiphany last night and wanted to play it out and see if I was right.”

Myke sorted out the coffees, breakfast sandwiches, and donuts she’d brought, then sat with him. “Well?” she said after a bite of sandwich. “Were you right?”

“What do you mean, was I right? Right about what?”

Myke rolled her eyes and sighed. “For fucksake, Wes. Were you right about the thing you figured out?”

“Oh, yeah,” Wes said as he swallowed a bite, then washed it down with a sip of coffee. “I think it’s going to work. I just have a few things to tweak. Once I get one layer to work, the rest will be easier to add in.”

“And what does this thing do?” Myke asked.

“I can’t tell you. You don’t have a high enough clearance,” Wes said with a teasing smirk, that faded a bit before he spoke again. “If I can figure it all out, it’s a game-changer, Mykie. It’s going to change everything.”

“In a good way?” Myke asked.

“I hope so,” Wes replied. “I really hope so. Anyway, subject change. Have you got all of your stuff settled at Red’s?”

“Yeah, I do. Finally. I’m still kind of pissed about the whole having to move out of the cottage thing, but if I’m honest,” Myke picked at a piece of her donut. “It’s more that I’m mad at myself for not being able to get past my damage. If I could, then I could’ve just stayed in the room Aunt Caroline set up for me in the main house.”

“Haven’t you been doing therapy and stuff for that?”  

“Yeah, and I’m better. It probably wouldn’t be as much of an issue if Auntie wasn’t my mother’s identical twin. And it wasn’t in the house I lived in with my mother. Flashbacks suck.” Myke took a big bite of donut and Wes sighed.  

“Well, at least you live closer, now. You can come over for movie nights when you’re not away on a case – and I can hang out with you when I come by Uncle Red’s.”

“Sounds like a plan. Are you going to eat that apple fritter or not?” Myke asked.

“No, I’m full. You can have it,” Wes said as he slid the bag across the table. “I changed the codes, but your prints still work. Chad’s prints won’t.” He got to his feet and stretched. “Let yourself out when you’re done? I’m going to go get some sleep. Thanks for breakfast, Mykie.”

He came over to her chair and Myke got up to give him a hug. “Get some sleep, Wes. I’ll check in on you when I get back from Seattle. Got a case that I need to fly out for tomorrow morning.”

“See ya,” Wes said as he made his way towards his room.

Myke sat back down, pulled up a book on her wrist device, and settled back to finish her breakfast. A little murder mystery was a great way to start the day.
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Luci Alexander stretched, then rolled over to tuck against Asa’s back. “How much time do we have before we have to get up?” 

“About an hour,” Asa replied. “Are you making breakfast this morning, or am I?”

“I will,” Luci said as she snuggled in and kissed his bare shoulder. “I need you to tighten the ties between the tents. The wind picked up a bit and the flapping of the cloth got loud.”

“Then I want pancakes,” Asa said as he half-rolled to pull her against his chest. “With berries. I’ll go get us some coffee from the roaster’s stand when I’m done tightening the ties. We can have a warm breakfast, then take care of our chores.”

“Sounds good,” Luci said as she rested her head on his chest.

“What’s wrong, love?” Asa asked as one hand gently stroked her back and hip. “That group still bothering you?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s not the first time you’ve seen something like that, correct?”

“No, it’s not. But this death? This death is going to shake the very foundations of this community,” Luci said. “It’s going to set in motion a wave of actions that bring joy and love to some, death and pain to others.”

“How much impact could one death have on a little backwoods mountain town like this?” Asa asked.

“Oh, my dear one. This death is going to have universal impact. The ties stretch out beyond global to other space stations and planet colonies.” Lucinda Alexander, also known as Madame Alexander, closed her eyes. A silvery tear trickled down her cheek as she whispered. “May the Fates protect us all.”

THE END
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Description:
Grant Foster hasn't been back to Lakeridge, North Carolina in over a dozen years. Not since his father's funeral. Now he's back for another funeral. 

 No hotel for him - he had to stay at his mother’s place, or he’d never hear the end of it.  
 “Grant Davidson Foster,” Lacey chided. Yep, she’d used all three names, so he knew he’d stepped in it.  
 “You’re my son and it’s the first time you’ve come to my home. This isn’t trouble, this is appreciation
 for you finally showing up at my front door.”
 Then she told him everyone was home. Logan, Chase, Zach, and Mykal were all back in town.  
 This was going to be harder than he’d expected.  

 He used to consider the Chess Club his family, but that was a long time ago.  

 Most people wouldn't understand, but their high school Chess club became family until their teacher was murdered two weeks before graduation. That had broken something. They all scattered far and wide, except for Wes. He'd stayed in Lakeridge. 

 Now Wes is dead, and the Club is returning to bury their friend and help figure out who killed him. 

 When Redmond Jefferson, Wes’s uncle and a senior agent with the FBIS asks for help, they all agree to try. Red tells them, “I know that you all have unique talents and skills that, when combined, could become something special. We need those skills to solve Wes’s murder.”
 When the local sheriff threatens his family, Grant meets one officer who’s not dirty.
 Sergeant Ellery Adler doesn’t think much of Grant at first, but soon they’re both fighting to stay ahead of Sheriff Halstead and his twisted games.  

 Blood doesn’t always make family, but shedding blood together sometimes does.  

 Grant had let himself forget what family truly meant, and being back with his Chess Club friends is a sharp reminder. Working with Ellery convinces him coming home was a good start.  

 Will coming back heal what's broken in him, or break him worse than before?

Dedication: 

 To everyone who has found family and home in places they never expected to find them.  This one is for all of you (us)

Epigraph:

 “He who understands you is greater kin to you than your own brother. For even your own kindred neither understand you nor know your true worth.” -Khalil Gibran
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It wasn’t every day a guy woke up dead. Wes stared at his body, sprawled across his workshop floor, and had a moment of wondering if this was just a weird dream, but then he realized he couldn’t feel anything – nor could he smell the coffee he’d just brewed, or feel the heat from the electric fireplace that kept the shop warm during the early spring rains. 

“Well, fuck,” Wes said. He heard a loud bang outside and went to the window. A black SUV was driving away, gravel kicked up off the driveway as it sped off. The only thing Wes could see was that there were government plates on the SUV, but not the details. Not like he could tell anyone, anyway.  He looked back down at his body and sighed.  

“I really hate Mondays.”
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Grant Foster drained the last of the wine in his glass and handed it to Asha, the flight attendant, as she prepped for landing. She smiled at him with a glint of interest as she moved to the rear of the private shuttle to find her seat. Sure, Grant found Asha attractive with her tawny skin, dark hair, and light green eyes, but he made it a point to not mess with his employees. 

To be honest, Grant couldn’t remember the last time he’d ‘messed’ with anyone. The Ascension merger had taken up every ounce of his time and patience for the past eighteen months, but now he could say he owned the best company for every kind of transport in the universe – on planet or off. His father would probably have found something to bitch about, but Grant knew his mother was proud. The old man’s death had handed Grant the keys to the kingdom, as it were, and he’d taken Foster Consolidated from a national trucking company to a universal transport entity in a little more than a decade.

The whine of the engines shifted pitch as the shuttle descended onto the private runway in the exclusive mountain community a few short miles from where he grew up in the mountains of western North Carolina. His mother lived in one of the homes in the gated community, chosen because it was still near her friends, but more secure overall and easy for him to visit – which he never did.  

It felt strange coming back to Lakeridge after all this time. He’d paid to fly his mom out to visit him in whatever city he happened to be in when the holidays rolled around, but he’d not come back here since he graduated high school. Now he was back, to bury one of his friends.  

As the shuttle taxied closer to the hangar, Grant ran a hand through his hair and rubbed at the scruff on his face. His reddish-brown curls were kept short, and he usually had a permanent five o’clock shadow of reddish blonde, no matter how much he shaved. His dark blue eyes and pale skin spoke to some Scots Irish ancestry, but he didn’t bother with that as much as his mother did.  The papers said he looked like a young Richard Madden – an old-time actor - but he didn’t see it. He didn’t really care, as long as his presence and demeanor kept the bullshit to a minimum. When the shuttle stopped, he stood and pulled on his suit coat, picked up his messenger bag, and headed for the door.  

As Asha unlocked the door and pushed it open, Grant took a deep breath.  

“Here goes nothing,” Grant muttered. When Asha looked at him in confusion, he smiled and added, “Thank you, Asha. Have a good evening,” then descended the steps to the car that waited below.  

“Mr. Foster?” the man in the black suit and cap said. “I’m Rivers, your driver. If you’d like to wait inside, I’ll get your bags.”

“Thank you, Rivers,” Grant replied and slid into the back of the car. Two rows of seats faced each other, and a console held refreshments. He buckled in and let his bag rest on the seat beside him, then took a deep breath of the mountain air. It smelled like spring – damp earth and green things – and the memories flooded him. He shoved them away and pulled out his phone to let his mother know he had arrived. The fact that his hands shook? That was something he’d completely ignore.

As the car pulled to a stop in front of the timber and stone edifice, his mother threw open the door and stepped outside. Lacey Davidson Foster looked ten years younger than her fifty-five years. Her silver-streaked auburn hair was cut in a short pixie that only enhanced her wide blue eyes and high cheekbones while her peach tunic-length top, black leggings, and flats showed off healthy curves and muscles.  

Grant had barely stepped out of the car before his mother wrapped her arms around him. 

“There’s my boy,” Lacey said, then cupped his face in her hands. “You look tired. Come inside and I’ll get you a drink. Are you hungry?”

Grant leaned over and kissed her cheek. “In a minute, Ma. I need to get my bags.” He stepped back and turned to Rivers to swap the luggage for the credit chip in his hand. “Thank you, Rivers. I appreciate the service.”

Lacey took the rolling bag and headed into the house while Grant slung his messenger bag over a shoulder and picked up the other two. He stepped inside the foyer and took a moment to appreciate the beauty.  

“This is nice, Ma,” Grant said. “You did a good job.”

“Bring those bags and you can put them in your room and wash up while I get us some lunch,” Lacey said.  

He followed her down a set of stairs with a ninety-degree turn halfway down and paused at the bottom. “Wow,” Grant breathed, then moved to follow her once more.  

The lower level opened up to a wall of glass across the back with a view of the Blue Ridge mountains unencumbered by other buildings or tall trees. A sitting area around an electric fireplace and an entertainment monitor had doors that opened onto a flagstone patio sheltered by the deck above. To the left, a door opened into a storage area and to the right, a door led into a bedroom with another wall of glass on one side and a luxurious en-suite bathroom on the other.  Done in shades of blue and gray with cream accents, the whole space spoke of quiet elegance.  

“This is really nice, Ma,” Grant said as he put his bags down at the foot of the bed.

“This is your suite,” Lacey replied. “I had it all made up so if you ever came to visit, you’d have your own space. The side door under the stairs leads out to the driveway, so you have your own entrance, and there’s a kitchenette behind the sliding doors off the sitting area.”

“No one’s used this guest room?” Grant asked in surprise.

“This isn’t the guest room. This is your room,” Lacey replied. “The guest room is upstairs.” A hand rested on his arm, and she gave him a knowing smile. “You’ve not yet made a home for yourself, and everyone needs to know there’s a place that they can call home. I made you one here, until you decide to make one for yourself.”

Grant’s heart twisted a little as he bent to kiss her forehead. “Thank you, Ma. I’ll be up in a minute. I want to wash up.”

“Take your time. I’ve had meatballs, sausage and red sauce in the slow cooker all day,” Lacey said as she left the room.  

Grant shut the door and turned to look at the space, then shook his head. She’d even put a desk unit near the glass doors, so he’d have a work space. That was his mom – she thought of every detail. He was hungry, but after a morning of meetings, a rush to the shuttle and the flight here, he wanted a shower and clean clothes more than anything else. He pulled black jeans and a medium blue t-shirt out of his bag, clean underwear and socks, and left them on the bed while the water heated up in the shower. Fifteen minutes later he was showered, dressed, and headed back upstairs.  

“Feel better after a shower?” Lacey asked. She had crusty rolls split open and lined with sliced cheese as she ladled hot meatballs and sausage into them, then carried the plates to the table. “Salad and subs, and I made sweet tea the way you like it – not too sweet.”

“Smells great, Ma,” Grant said and took a seat. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble for me.”

“Grant Davidson Foster,” Lacey chided. Yep, she’d used all three names, so he knew he’d stepped in it. “You’re my son and it’s the first time you’ve come to my home. This isn’t trouble, this is appreciation for you finally showing up at my front door.”

“Ma, you know coming back here isn’t easy,” Grant started to say, and she lifted a hand, palm out to stop him.

“That wasn’t a smack at you, son. That was me stating that I’m beyond grateful you’re here.” A hand laid over his and she gave him a smile. “I know it’s difficult, and I love you even more for taking the step to be here. Wes would appreciate it, and the others will as well.”

“Others?” Grant asked as he took a sip of the cold tea.  

“What? You think you’re the only member of the Chess Club to come home for his funeral?”

“What have you heard?” he asked.

“Everyone’s back in town already. You’re the last one to show up. All five of you will be there for Wes tomorrow. I’m just glad they finally released his remains so he could be buried, even though the case is still open.”

“Everyone?” Grant asked.

“Everyone. Logan, Chase, Zach, and Mykal are all back in town. Logan is going to officiate. Wes was cremated, per his wishes, so they don’t need pall bearers, but they do want us to sit in the family row. I said we would be honored.”

“Ma…,” Grant sighed. “He’s got family, doesn’t he?”

“Just his Uncle Redmond. His mother died two years ago from cancer, and you know his father hasn’t been around since he was a baby. You and the rest of the Club were his family. We’ll sit in the family row with Red and the rest of your friends, for Red’s sake. We’re not discussing this, Grant.”  

When his mother put her foot down on something, he knew better than to argue. “Yes, ma’am,” he murmured and took a bite of his sandwich. He used to consider the Chess Club his family, but that was a long time ago. Fifteen years since they graduated high school and went their own ways.

Fifteen years since murder had torn the heart out of the group of misfit kids and scattered them far and wide.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Wes watched the people file into the church and take their seats. The stone chapel could hold maybe two hundred, but he didn’t expect that many to show up. There were a lot more people than he expected to see, though. 

It was weird to see Logan in a priest collar, all dressed up and doing the Mass. The last time he’d seen Logan was when they’d graduated from high school. That had been a rough day all around. While the rest of their graduating class was celebrating and going to parties, his friends were packing their shit and getting out of town. Not Wes, though. He didn’t have anywhere to go.  

All of them had gone on to college, except Wes. He’d been accepted to MIT, but his mom hadn’t been doing so well and needed him at home. His Uncle Red had helped him forge a different path, so things happened for a reason, he supposed.  

There was Chase Payne – in his dress blues. He was a detective now, Wes had heard. Graduated from Duke, then went into the police academy. Mykal Cutler, the only girl in the group, had been at UNC Chapel Hill, then into a police academy as well. Since she wasn’t a cop any longer, she wore a black pants suit.  Then Zach Hawthorne, who’d gone north to Harvard and ended up a journalist and author. Last, but definitely not least, was Grant Foster. Local boy who became a billionaire. His mom looked good, Wes thought. Content that her son was finally back home.  

Sucked that it took someone dying for Grant to finally land his ass back in Lakeridge, but if it brought Mrs. Foster some happiness, it wasn’t all bad, right? No, it was really all that bad. At least he’d outlived Mr. Layton, their surrogate father and the head of the Chess Club by three whole years.  

They never figured out who’d killed Alexander Layton fifteen years ago, and they probably wouldn’t figure out who killed him, either. Wes had a few ideas on who might have taken him out, but the rumors of who killed Layton? There was no telling how many of those were founded in truth. His suspicions led him to think the only connection was that they both happened in Lakeridge.  

He'd been wrong before. 


      [image: ]The town car pulled up to the country club and Grant escorted his mother inside. The service had been nice enough, he supposed. It wasn’t as if Grant had attended a lot of funerals to make comparisons. Mr. Layton’s funeral, then his father – now Wes’s were about the extent of his experience.  

Redmond Jefferson, Wes Davenport’s uncle, shook hands at the doorway and thanked people for coming. He was Wes’s mom’s brother. Martha Davenport had died two years earlier from breast cancer, and Colsen Davenport, Wes’s father, had disappeared when Wes was a baby. He’d heard that Colsen had been shot in a drug deal gone wrong when Wes was about fourteen, but from what he could tell that was no great loss.  

“Grant, thank you for coming. It’s good to see all of the Club members here, today,” Red said as he shook Grant’s hand. “Lacey, so kind of you to help with all of this,” he added as he leaned in to kiss Lacey’s cheek.  

“Of course, Red. You know you’re family and we do for family around here,” Lacey replied. “I’ll just go make sure everything’s going smoothly,” she added as she slipped away towards the kitchens.  

“How long are you in town for?” Red asked Grant.  

“I’m not sure,” Grant replied. “A few days, at least. Why?”

“I want to talk to you and the others as soon as possible. Could we maybe get together tomorrow?” Red asked.

“I can do it. Not sure about everyone else. I’ve barely said two words to them so far today,” Grant replied.  

“Everyone else said they could meet for a late morning gathering. How about brunch at my place, say ten o’clock?”

“I’ll be there. You still on Lickskillet Road?”

“I am. Top of the ridge.” Red paused, then let out a soft huff of breath. “Thank you. It means more than I can say that you’ll come.”

Grant gave Red a polite nod. “You’re family, as Ma said. I’ll be there.” He walked away from Red then and rolled his shoulders. It was like putting on an old jacket that felt a little tight at first, then settled into place. A little awkward and uncomfortable, but he was adjusting.

He filled a plate, then looked for a table. His mother waved him over and he crossed the room to take a seat – then noticed the rest of the Club were also seated there. Food was picked at, but no one spoke until Lacey slapped a hand on the table and leaned in. “Y’all need to stop this shit and behave like the grown-ass adults y’all are. This is silly. You five are family and you’re acting like strangers on a bus. Get over yourselves. Is this the kind of celebration of life that Wes would want?”

“I’m the only one here that would know what Wes would want because none of the rest of you bothered to speak to him in the past twelve years,” Myke said. “Except for maybe Mrs. Foster. And you’re right, Mrs. Foster. He’d be pissed at us.” She looked as fierce as she sounded, her words hissed across the table. Her hair was shorter than everyone else’s, except Chase who had a brush cut. Tousled curls of medium brown with light purple streaks at the top, the sides and back shaved to stubble gave her an edgy look. Her wide brown eyes flashed angrily at them. Warm sable-hued skin stretched over sharp cheekbones, a slender nose and narrow jawline - her full lips drawn tight as she stabbed her fork into the potato salad.  

Logan leaned back and watched each person at the table, then took a quick look around the room. “We’re attracting a lot of attention. Perhaps we should work on being polite for now and we can have a real discussion somewhere less public?”   

“Always the peacemaker,” Chase muttered with a touch of humor. “You’re right. We all need to talk and somewhere that’s more private.” The two of them, Chase and Logan, were about as opposite looking as they came. Chase was a big man with tawny skin and dark eyes, hair about a quarter inch long on top, a trimmed goatee and mustache, and arms that looked like he could bench press the table if they all sat on it. He’d changed out of his dress blues into a dark gray suit over a black shirt that did nothing to soften the image – until he smiled, and a dimple flashed in his cheek.

Logan had a striking resemblance to the actor Scott Eastwood – when he was much younger, with dark blonde hair that curled on top, cut short on the sides and bright blue eyes. Freckles danced across his nose, giving him a youthful appearance – until you looked into his eyes. Those eyes seemed much older than Logan’s thirty-three years.  

“What about you, Zach?” Chase asked as he turned to the silent man seated to his right. “You going to brunch at Uncle Red’s tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” Zach replied. Zach’s gaze kept drifting to two men in black suits and white shirts, black ties, that stood near the windows.  

Chase followed his gaze and leaned over to murmur near Zach’s ear. “Feds? Why would Feds be here?”

“I know one of them. Agent Martin Crosse. Ran into him down in Columbia a couple of years ago. No clue why he’s here, but he seems to know Uncle Red,” Zach murmured in reply. Zach narrowed his hazel green eyes in a darkly tanned face as Crosse turned to look at the table, then quickly away once more. “I think I’m going to go be friendly.”

“Want backup?” Chase asked.

“Sure, they’re less likely to give me the ‘no comment’ dance if you’re there. Fellow LEO and all that,” Zach replied.  

“We’ll be right back,” Chase said as he and Zach rose to their feet and wandered over towards the agents.

“Agent Crosse, what brings you to the mountains of North Carolina?” Zach asked as Chase stuck his hands in his pockets and gave the agents a smile. “Didn’t realize you knew Wes.”

“We know Red Jefferson more,” Crosse replied. “Sorry for the loss of your friend.”

“Are you investigating his death?” Chase asked.

“Detective Payne, are you here in an official capacity as well?” Crosse asked.

“No, Agent. I’m here for my friend. But once a cop, always a cop, right?” Chase replied.

“I would assume so, but then you’d have to ask Ms. Cutler about that, wouldn’t you?” the other agent spoke, and Chase’s smile disappeared.

“Who are you and what the fuck do you think you’re doing, shitting on my friend?” Chase snapped.  

“This is Agent Robert Wilson, my partner,” Crosse replied. “And he’ll shut up now,” he added with a glare at the other agent.  

Wilson chuckled and gave a half turn to look out the window, a sneer on his face.

“I suggest, Agent Wilson, that you wipe that sneer off of your face before I do it for you,” Chase offered, his tone quiet and deadly.  

“Assaulting a federal officer,” Crosse started to say, and Zach sighed. “Shut up, Crosse. You can both leave now, because you’re insulting our friend’s memory. Don’t make us help you leave.”

“Please,” Chase said. “Please make us help you leave.” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and cracked the knuckles of one hand with the other.  

Crosse put the cup he’d been holding down on a nearby table and tugged Wilson’s sleeve. They both made their way to the exit and outside.

“Guess we’ve got something else to ask Red about tomorrow,” Zach said.

“They’re assholes,” Chase replied. “And they were watching our table more than anything else.”

“Yep,” Zach said. “Something to ask Red about.”

They went back to their seats just in time for one of the catering staff to come around with coffee or water refills.  

Zach waited until they’d left before he spoke up. “Agents Crosse and Wilson were here as friends of Uncle Red, to pay their respects. Or so they said.”

“They were focusing pretty heavily on our table,” Grant said. “Any idea why?”

“Everyone knows we were Wes’s friends and that some of us haven’t been back to Lakeridge in over a decade. We’re the talk of the town,” Myke replied. “I got stopped three times by locals yesterday while I was out shopping, and you know how this small town likes to spread tales.”

“But you’ve been back a few times each year,” Lacey said to Myke. “Your aunt and I see each other fairly often at the coffee shop.”

“I’ve been around, yeah, but Zach has been here maybe once a year for a couple of weeks around the holidays, and Logan about the same. Chase used to come around when his parents were here, but when they moved to Florida five years ago, he stopped coming back, and then there’s Grant,” Myke replied. “The only one that stayed in Lakeridge was Wes. I’d spend time with him when I was in town, and he was the one who stood by me when I needed someone the most. So, yeah, people are gonna stare, and people are gonna talk.”

“That’s all fine and good,” Grant replied, “but why are Fibbies focused on us?”

“Something to ask Uncle Red tomorrow,” Zach said. “Not really something to discuss here, is it?”

“You’re right,” Grant replied. “Ma, are you ready to go?”

Lacey looked at her son in surprise, then wiped her mouth with a napkin and laid it on her plate. “It was wonderful getting to see all of you again. Come by the house before you leave town, would you? I’ve missed you all.” She got to her feet and Grant held her sweater for her to pull on.  

“I’ll see you all tomorrow morning,” Grant said and turned to escort his mother to the door.

“You know why it’s hard for him to be here,” Chase said, his voice low.

“It wasn’t his fault,” Zach replied. “But he’s going to need a crowbar against the back of his head to get it to sink in.”

“I’m out,” Myke said and got to her feet. “See y’all tomorrow.” She made her way over to Red, kissed his cheek, then left out the back.  

“Tomorrow then,” Logan said as he got up and made his farewells to Red.

“I need a drink,” Chase said. “Want to get one with me?”  

“That sounds like a good idea. Where are you staying?” Zach asked.

“I got a short-term vacation rental for a couple of weeks over by Creed Creek. Where are you?”  

“My brother’s guest room, but I can’t keep staying there. Sammi is due with their third in a couple of months and Zeke is turning the guest room into a bedroom for Gemma.”  

“Oof, three under five? That’s a lot. Come stay with me. The place has three bedrooms, so there’s plenty of space,” Chase said.  

“I may take you up on that. I’ll stop at the liquor store and pick up a few things, if you get the food. Give me the address and I’ll see you there in a few.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Chase replied, and they rose to say goodbye to Red and reiterate their promise to be there in the late morning.

Red watched the last of the Club leave, then turned to give a polite smile to another guest coming to give their condolences. He had been watching the dynamics of the group all day, and part of him wished he could keep the rest of it from them – but it could cost them their lives if he did. It was time to bring them all in.  








  
  

Chapter 3
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Billie Halstead Morris, blonde hair perfectly coiffed, silk dress fitted just so, sat at the head of her dining room table and looked to her right where her husband, Mayor Jeffrey Morris, sat with his head in his hands. “Jeffie, if you don’t stop complaining, I'll have to move your things to the guest room again." 

"Billie, you don’t understand. Your brothers are going to get us all arrested,” Jeffrey replied. His brown hair was tousled where his hands had been run through it and his greenish-grey eyes were bloodshot. “They keep doing stupid shit and it won’t be something the Lake County sheriff’s department will handle – it’ll be the feds.”

It was a fine manicure if Billie said so herself. That nail tech at Shelby Sue’s Salon did a beautiful job. She admired her nails as they tapped on the glossy wood tabletop and her brown eyes narrowed. “You’re working yourself into a tizzy, Jeffie. Why on earth would the feds have any interest in our little town? As far as anyone’s concerned, absolutely nothing of importance happens here. Well, not unless you count the Old-Timey festival that happens each October. Now, why don’t you drink that fine bourbon I poured for you and take a breath. Daddy and my brothers will be here for dinner shortly.”

Jeffrey grabbed the bourbon and downed it as if it were water. “I’m not hungry. You can eat with the rest of them without me.” He got to his feet, swayed slightly, and left his wife alone in the dining room while he locked himself in his study and drank even more.  

“It’s okay, Jeffie,” Billie said, her words soft in the empty room. “You won’t need to worry about it all much longer.”

An hour later, her father and her two brothers were seated at her table, her father at the far end, her brothers on either side in the middle. They looked so very similar, except Byron was a good fifty pounds overweight and Junior was at least thirty pounds underweight. Her father looked fit and healthy for his age. All of them had blonde hair, brown eyes, and pale skin. For dinner, Cook had prepared pot roast with potatoes and carrots, a salad of spring greens, grape tomatoes, and sweet vinaigrette, with apple pie for dessert. Billie ate a bit of this and that, and watched as Byron ate enough for two while BJ pushed the food around and sniffed through the whole meal. Her father ate a decent serving and complimented the cook, then leaned back with a glass of whiskey and waited for his sons to finish their meals.  

“Where’s the mayor this evening, Billie?” Bernstrom asked his daughter.

“He had some business to tend to in his study,” Billie replied. “You know how it is, Daddy.”

“That I do, little girl, that I do. How’s his re-election campaign going?”

“Well, considering no one dares run against him, it’s going just fine. Barely had to spend a penny. Just enough for the signs and flyers,” Billie replied.  

“Don’t forget the vid ads, little girl. They’ll need to start running around the beginning of September and through October until election day,” Bernstrom said. “Do you think you could manage to get yourself visibly pregnant by then?”

Billie stared at her father in shock. The last thing she ever planned on doing was letting any man plant a baby in her. That was the most disgusting thing she could imagine. “No, Daddy. We’ve not planned on children yet. There’s plenty of time for that, and he needs to be mayor another four years before he moves to the senate. That’s when we’re thinking about a family, so we have perfect little children for the White House run.”

Bernstrom stared into his glass for a moment, then smiled. “Well, that’s about the smartest thing I’ve ever heard, Billie. You’re quite right. Sullen teenagers would not be a good look for a White House run, but adorable little elementary and middle schoolers? That’s perfect. Good plan.”

Billie simpered under her father’s praise, then tossed a bomb into the middle of the table. “Besides, Daddy, shouldn’t my brothers be the ones making babies? You want the Halstead name to carry on and my babies would be named Morris.”

“Yours could be named Halstead if you wanted them to be,” Byron said. “And if Junior didn’t keep fucking up, I’d have planted a baby or two in that Adler bitch already.”

“You couldn’t plant a baby in a fertility clinic,” BJ snarled. “And I was gonna plant one in her, but she stunned me.”

Byron came up out of his seat and reached across the table for his brother. He grabbed BJ by the collar of his shirt and pulled him half onto the table. “Listen here, you little drug-addled fucktard. Ellery Adler is mine. I’ll kill you, brother or not, before I let you put your shriveled up dick anywhere near my woman.”

“That’s enough,” snapped Bernstrom. “Both of you, sit down and shut up.”

BJ spat in Byron’s face, then Byron threw BJ back into his chair with enough force to tip his brother and the chair both backwards and onto the floor with a crash.  

BJ jumped up and went over the table after Byron, a steak knife in his hand, and Byron hauled back one meaty fist and punched his brother hard enough to knock him unconscious in the middle of his sister’s crystal and China dishware.

“Get out of my house!” screamed Billie as she jumped away from the table. “You’re both animals.”

“I’m sorry, Billie,” Bernstrom said. “I’ll get them out of here.” He slapped the back of Byron’s head. “This is no way to thank your sister for the fine meal we just had. Now pick up your brother and get out to the car.”

Byron didn’t say a thing, just hauled BJ up over his shoulder and stomped out of the room. Bernstrom pulled out his phone and tapped the screen, then Billie heard a chime from her phone. “There, I sent you some credits to pay for the damages. My apologies, Billie. The meal was wonderful and much appreciated. I’ll see myself out.”

Broken crystal glasses and fine China plates were scattered across the linen tablecloth. Billie stared at the mess, then sat back down and reached for her wine glass. That hadn’t been broken – or spilled – so she took a swallow of the fine vintage and sighed.  

That’s where Jeffrey found her, seated at the table with the damage spread out across the surface. “What the hell happened here? Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine,” Billie said. “But my brothers are going to wish they’d never been born.”

“If only we were so lucky,” Jeffrey muttered. “Fucking assholes.”

“Careful,” Billie said, a cold, warning tone in her voiced. “They may be assholes, but they’re still my brothers.”

“Ah, I see. So you can talk shit about them all you want, and I can’t?” Jeffrey replied. “Bullshit. In fact, I’m done with all of this. I hate you, I hate them, and I hate this life. I’m out of here.”

“No, you’re not,” Billie said as she slowly got to her feet. “You’ll go up to the guest room, shower, and get into bed. We'll discuss your options in the morning over breakfast."

"Fuck my options. You can have it all, I’m out,” Jeffrey said as he turned towards the doorway to leave the room.

“Jeffrey, I’ll see you at breakfast,” Billie said, her tone overly sweet. “You wouldn’t want what happened to your Daddy to happen to you, too, now…would you?”

At her words, Jeffrey froze for a handful of breaths, then shook his head. “No, not even a little bit. See you in the morning, Billie.”

As his footsteps faded on the stairs, Billie drained her glass and set it carefully on the table. Her family had cleared the path for Jeffrey Morris to become mayor, then senator, and eventually president of these United States. He wasn’t going to fuck this up for her now. Not even a little bit.








  
  

Chapter 4
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Red’s house on the ridge sprawled across a steep slope with windows that captured the Blue Ridge mountain view from every angle. From the outside, the windows reflected the view and blocked any glimpse of what was inside the stone and log structure. A massive central chimney trailed vapor into the sky that promised rain before the morning was over. 

Grant parked the pickup truck in the wide gravel space beside the house and carried a bag up the stairs. Hand raised to knock, the door was opened before he could.

“Good morning, Grant,” Red said as he stepped back. “Come on in. Coffee’s on.”

Grant stepped inside and turned to Red. “Morning. Ma sent over one of her coffee cakes.” He handed Red the bag and turned to look around the space. “Am I the first one here?”

“Myke is in the bathroom, but yeah, you’re the first one.”

“Wait, Myke is staying here?” Grant asked. “You’re not – I mean, you and she?”

Red laughed. “No, we’re not. I’m flattered you’d think so. Her aunt rented out the cottage Myke uses when she’s in town for a few months to a new family getting a place built. I have more than enough room, so I invited her to stay here. I’m enjoying the company, to be honest.”

“I’ll get the rest of the food set out,” Myke called out as she stepped into the main living space. “Oh, Grant. Didn’t know you were here already.”

“Ma sent over one of her coffee cakes. It’s still warm, so she wanted me to bring it now instead of waiting twenty minutes,” Grant replied. “Need any help?”

“Naw, I’d hate to ruin your manicure,” Myke teased as she pulled foil-wrapped pans out of the warmer and carried them over to the island.  

“Bite me,” Grant retorted, then shook his head. “I’m back here for twenty-four hours and I’ve already reverted to teenage slang. Gods help me.” He picked up a tray and carried it over, then put it where Myke pointed.  

“We’re doing breakfast burritos, bagel sandwiches, cut up fruit, some pastries, and your Ma’s coffee cake. Coffee, tea, juice, or milk?” Myke asked.

“Coffee, black. I barely got three swallows of mine before Ma rushed me out the door,” Grant replied.

A knock sounded and Logan had arrived. “Morning, everyone,” he called out as he hung his leather jacket on a peg by the door.  

“Now you look like Logan,” Grant said. “Jeans and a Henley are more what I’m used to seeing you in.”

“Well, get used to it, because I’m on sabbatical and won’t be dressing in my vestments for a while,” Logan replied.

“Everything okay?” Grant asked.

“Fine. Shelve it for now, okay?” Logan asked.

“Sure. But you’ve got my number,” Grant said.

“Yeah, I do. Thanks,” Logan muttered and headed for the coffee pot. “Please tell me this is not decaf?”

“Full octane,” Red replied and handed a mug to Logan, then one to Grant.  

A faint chirp and Red looked up to a monitor tucked in a cabinet and grinned. “And the gang’s all here.”

Chase and Zach came in together as Red opened the door and chatter filled the space while they got coffee and plates of food. The main space of the house was an open-concept living-dining-kitchen area with a curved island that divided the kitchen from the rest of the space. A long table of gleaming oak offered seating for eight, and they all settled in with plates and mugs.  The view out the back, near the table, offered a gentle slope of flowering azalea and rhododendrons that ended in the rocky spill of Bear Creek.  

Grant took another swallow of coffee and let his gaze drift from face to face. It felt strange, but in a good way, to be seated here with these people. People that had, at one point, been his whole world.  

Red put his plate down at the head of the table and refilled his coffee from a carafe that he then passed to Myke. “I want to thank you all for coming here this morning. I know you might have had other plans, but this is important.”

“You’ve not asked us for anything before,” Grant said. “So when you do? It means something.”

“I appreciate that,” Red said. “I also need to state that whatever we discuss here today, has to stay within this space. No chatting up with your mom or girlfriend or whatever. You can only discuss it among yourselves or with me. If that’s going to be an issue, you can leave now.”

“Right,” Chase said with a snort of amusement. “A secret you’re going to share, and you think any of us are going to walk away before we hear it? You know us better than that.”

“I know more about the five of you than you might think,” Red said as he picked up his mug and took a sip.  

“That sounds ominous,” Zach muttered, then took a bite of food.  

“I know that none of you are currently married, engaged, or serious about anyone in your lives as things stand now. I know that while two of you have had engagements, they ended before a marriage.” He looked from Chase to Myke. “I know that you all have unique talents and skills that, when combined, could become something special. We need those skills to solve Wes’s murder.”

Chase slapped a palm on the table. “I knew it. I knew it was murder. The crap report that Halstead had sent over had holes big enough to drive a semi through.”

Red held up a hand. “Easy, Detective. Let me finish. And yes, Chief Halstead is part of the problem.” He took a breath and his gaze settled on Grant. “I need you all to understand something. This goes deep. Wes was a genius inventor and he worked on various contracts for DARPA. His workshop was highly secure and only a select few knew who he was, or where he was located.”

“DARPA?” Grant asked. “Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency for the US government?”

“Yes, that DARPA,” Red replied, tone dry. “Do you know of another?”

“No, but that’s just wild,” Grant said. “I knew Wes was good at creating things. I didn’t realize he was at that level.”

“He never spoke about it,” Myke said. “He couldn’t say much, so he just didn’t say anything at all.”

“How much do you know?” Chase asked Myke and she shook her head and turned back to Red.

“You can speculate and ask questions later,” Red said, then took a swallow of his coffee. “Let me get this out, please. It’s not easy for me.” His voice cracked then, and Myke reached over and put a hand on his arm for a moment before she wrapped both of hers around her mug and tucked one foot up on the chair, knee to chest.  

“I was Wes’s handler, so to speak. His day-to-day contact was with me, and other than a secured laptop that he used to transmit directly to DARPA, no one else was in the loop.” He raised a hand in a stop motion and said, “Yes, the laptop is missing. Which is why we believe someone who knew what Wes was working on is behind his murder.”

“Is this part of why Crosse and Wilson were eyeballing us yesterday at the reception?” Grant asked.

“Partly,” Red replied. “Wes’s body was found in his workshop. That shop is locked with biometrics, the lock wasn’t obviously tampered with, yet he was found face down on the floor, a hole in the back of his skull.”

Grant winced and looked down, fingers curled tight around the fork in his hand. “Just like Mr. Layton. Hole in the back of the head.”

“Yes,” Red said. “And drugs were found in the trunk of Wes’s car.”

Everyone spoke up at that, loudly denying that would be something Wes would do.

“Yes, yes. Please. We all know Wes wouldn’t do drugs, deal drugs, or have anything to do with anything in the realm of drugs. That means whoever killed him, didn’t really know him,” Red said.

“Halstead didn’t really know him, did he?” Chase said after a moment. Everyone went quiet around him and looked at Red.

“No. Halstead didn’t know him. Halstead didn’t know he worked for DARPA, or that I was as involved in his daily life as I was. We kept that to ourselves, for safety reasons,” Red said. “Halstead didn’t do this one himself, as he was in front of about a hundred and fifty members of the Chamber of Commerce when Wes was shot.”

“Doesn’t mean he wasn’t involved,” Chase said.

“True,” Red replied. “You really think Halstead is behind this?”

“I think he was behind Layton’s murder,” Chase said. “And I’d put him behind pretty much anything that involves drugs and money in his pocket.”

“Okay, I know you have a hate on for Halstead and his family, but what makes you say he’s behind this with so much confidence?” Grant asked.

“Billie,” Mykal said. “Billie Halstead Morris. First Lady of Lakeridge.” The sarcasm in her tone was hard to miss. “She kept hitting on Mr. Layton and he kept telling her no. Her brothers threatened him for being ‘mean’ to their sister.”

“A week later, he was dead,” Chase said. “And while we were all shattered, the Halstead kids were smug and amused.”

“Is that why you beat the shit out of Byron before you left town?” Zach asked Chase.

“Exactly why. He was going on about how Mr. Layton got what he deserved, so I dragged his ass out of his truck and beat him until he shut up,” Chase said.

“And almost got jail time, which would’ve lost you your position at Duke,” Red said. “If your dad hadn’t been a State cop, things might’ve ended differently.”  

“Yeah, I know I got lucky. Then I got out of town. Moved to the Raleigh-Durham area and got a job and an apartment and started school that fall,” Chase said, then he turned to Grant. “Nothing you did or didn’t do would’ve changed what happened to Mr. Layton, Grant. We were kids. Adults were responsible for his death, not us.”

Grant shifted in his seat, then reached for the coffee carafe and refilled his mug. “I’m not discussing it, Chase. Sorry.”

“Right, just…,” Chase said and Red interrupted.

“Gentlemen, moving on,” Red said. “While Alexander Layton’s murder may be connected to Wesley’s, we need to work the case we have in front of us and follow the leads we find as we do so. Speculating and extrapolating are a good way to get way off the trail.”

“Yes, sir,” both men replied and fell silent.  

Mykal took a breath and spoke up. “From what we could tell, based on Wes’s notes and the things in his clean room – and no, that wasn’t breached – he was working on some kind of Master Key.”

“A Master Key for what?” Zach asked.

“Everything,” Red replied. “Algorithms he built would have allowed this to open anything. Crash a shuttle across the world, shut down power in any city, stop the water filtration for a whole region – you name it, this key could’ve done it.”

“Did they get the code for it?” Grant asked as he sat forward, forearms rested on the table.

“We don’t think so. We think that they got the idea of it, but not the actual workings of it. Wes was still in the prototype stage, as far as anyone can tell,” Myke said.  

“The problem is,” Red said, “That we don’t know how far into it Wes had gone, so we don’t know how dangerous the info that was stolen might be. Either way, the fact that the US government was looking into something that could shut down infrastructure across the globe is information that could destroy any diplomatic relations the country might have.”

“Imagine if any of our enemies learned of this,” Myke added. “The peace accords of the twenty-twenties would evaporate like mist in the sun.”

“Well, shit,” Zach said and thumped back in his chair. “This is twenty-twenty-five all over again, isn’t it?”

“Worse,” Red replied. “Much, much worse.”
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The next morning, Grant took his coffee out onto the back patio and sat at the table. The view of the mountains was breathtaking, and the cool morning felt refreshing. He pulled out his tablet and sipped his coffee while he got some work done. 

His mother found him there an hour later, cup empty and brow furrowed as he tapped out a reply to a message.  

“Grant, come upstairs and have some breakfast with me,” Lacey said.

“Oh, sorry Ma. I got caught up in work and lost track of time. I didn’t mean for you to have to come find me.”

“It’s fine, son. I’m assuming you’ll be heading out soon, so I wanted to spend some time with you. I’ve got to head into town to drop some packages at the post office later. Do you need anything while I'm out?”

“I’m good, Ma. Let’s go on up and eat,” Grant said and pulled her in for a hug. “It’s really good to be with you like this.”

“I just wish you were home for different reasons,” Lacey sighed. Once they settled at the table upstairs, she served the pancakes, fruit, and sausage she’d prepared.

“This is a feast, Ma. Thank you,” Grant said and started to eat. He got about three bites in before he realized his mother wasn’t eating. “Ma?”

“I was wondering if you’d go into town with me, just this time,” Lacey asked.  

“Why? You seem upset.”

“Lately, I feel like I’m being followed when I leave the neighborhood. I’m being a silly old woman, but it makes me skittish, and I was hoping you’d just come with me this time. You could tell if I had anything to be concerned with, right?”

“I might be able to,” Grant answered. “What do you think is going on?”

“It started after I was at Red’s, going over plans for the memorial. I felt like I was being followed from his place until I hit the gates at the entry to the neighborhood. It wasn’t just one car, though. I decided I was just being silly, but then it happened when I went out to get groceries before you arrived. There was a black SUV that was so close to the back of my car, I couldn’t see the front bumper. I pulled in to the turnout by the gates and they raced past me.”

“Ma, this is serious. Did you call the station?”

“Why? So Bernstrom Halstead could tell me I was being a hysterical female?” Her bitter sarcastic tone told him everything he needed to know about what his mother thought of the Chief Sheriff in town.  

“I’ll come with you today, and I’m going to ask you to let me come with you if you have errands, or get deliveries instead for a little while,” Grant said. “Please, Ma. I’ve been thinking I’d probably have to stay a while to help Uncle Red with a few things anyway, so let me take care of you?”

“You’re staying?” Lacey’s eyes went wide, and she blinked away tears. “That’s not why I was asking you about this. I’m not trying to guilt you into staying longer, Grant. I know you’ve got a life to live away from here. I wasn’t…”

“Ma,” Grant interrupted her babbling. “I’m staying for a while. I’ll need to grab a few things in town, but yeah, you’re going to have to put up with me for a bit longer. Is that okay?”

Lacey put down the shredded napkin bits and reached out to curl fingers around Grant’s wrist. “That makes me feel so much better. I didn’t want to bother you with it, but I started to feel the anxiety growing the closer it came time to go out.”

Grant reached out and covered his mother’s hand with his other one. “Ma, I’m always going to put you first, if you ever need me. You’ve not really needed me until now, right? So asking is good. I love you. I’ll do whatever you need. Now – do you want to go with me to the post office or just stay here and let me go?”

“No, I won’t let them make me afraid to live my life. I just don’t want to be stupid about it. I’ll go with you, and we’ll do my couple of errands. Maybe grab lunch at that new brewery restaurant in town?”

“That sounds perfect. Eat your breakfast. I’ve got a couple of calls to make, then we can go, okay?”

“Thank you, Grant,” Lacey said and picked up her fork. “So, what does Red need you to help with?”

“Just some questions he needs answered. Nothing important. But Uncle Red doesn’t ask for anything, so when he asked, I agreed.”

“It also gives you an excuse to stick around and help your old Ma,” Lacey teased.  

“I don’t need an excuse for that, Ma,” Grant replied. “I just need my Ma to ask.”

Lacey rolled her eyes and chuckled, and they both laughed. “You’re more like me than we both care to admit,” she said and shifted the conversation to lighter topics.

When they were finished, Grant helped clear the table, then went back downstairs to make his calls and get his weapon. He often carried a Quantum pulse weapon if he were headed into a risky situation. He had a shoulder holster if he would be wearing a jacket, but for this he put it in a holster that settled at his lower back, under a loose shirt. The pulse rate was set to medium, so it would incapacitate anyone without killing them.

“Jax, this is Grant,” he said as he left a voice message for his aide. “I need you to clear my calendar of any in-person meetings for the next three months. Make them all virtual, or reschedule for next year. I know nothing is critical right now, and anything that comes up that needs me in person will have to be handled remotely, or we can send someone as my representative. I’ll be staying in Lakeridge to deal with a family matter. Call me if you have questions.”

When he disconnected the call, he looked at his phone, then hit another button. “Red, it’s Grant. I’m staying for a while. We need to talk in person. Tonight, if possible. Call me when you get this? Thanks.”

Two messages and his whole world had shifted. For a little while, at least. He knew he could count on his aide to manage things. Jax Jones was brilliant, about five years younger than Grant, and they knew just how to keep him on track when it came to both his work and social schedule. Of course, Jax would tell him he didn’t have a social schedule and that needed to be remediated, immediately.  

They were in the truck when he got a notification on the console from Jax that said. “I’m on it. Call me when you can.”  

“Oh, who’s Jax?” Lacey asked. “A new girlfriend?”

Grant snorted and shook his head. “Jax is my aide. They’re brilliant, worth every penny I pay them, and not a romantic interest of mine.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t trying to pry,” Lacey said. “Just curious about your life.”

“You weren’t prying, Ma. You can ask questions. Jax is non-binary, and they are a good friend and my literal right-hand person. I can stay because Jax will cover things from that end and make sure I get the info I need to handle things from here.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Lacey said. She looked down at the bag between her feet. “One of these is a package for Chase’s parents. I promised them I’d pick up some of those preserves from Caroline Cutler’s shop and send them down. Lemar had a knee replacement a couple of weeks back and he wasn’t up to the travel for the memorial.”

“That’s nice of you, Ma,” Grant said. He kept his attention on the road – and on any cars that might be around. There was no using the auto-drive feature on these mountain roads, so he didn’t even bother setting it. They pulled into town, and he parked at the post office. “You want me to go in, or are you going to do it?”

“I’ll handle it. You just stay here, and I’ll be right out.”

Grant watched his mother carry the bag into the building, then looked around once more. It surprised him how much had changed since he’d left. For a small mountain town, they seemed to cycle through businesses and buildings with disturbing speed.  

About ten minutes passed and his mother came back out and got into the truck. She slid her purse onto the floor and buckled the seatbelt before Grant started to back out.  

“Where next?” he asked.

“Appalachian Café,” Lacey replied. “I want to pick up a couple of pounds of beans if you’re going to be around a while. I know it’s one of your favorites.”

“I’ll go in and get it, Ma. You don’t have to pay for everything. In fact, let me help while I’m here. I insist.”

“Grant Davidson Foster,” she chided. “You already pay for everything. I’ve got plenty of money and I want to do this. Let me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. She was right. When his father died, the business had gone to him. They had both sat down and figured out how to clean up the mess left behind when Lee Foster had suddenly ended up dead. When he had made his first five million, he asked his mother where she wanted to live and had the house built for her to her specifications. She had nice clothes and a good car, but Lacey Foster had never been a fashionista or one who needed the finer things. Good quality furniture, a dependable vehicle, reliable health care, and good food were what she considered wealth. He’d spoiled her now and then, but his mother didn’t want fancy jewelry or lavish gowns. A trip to spend time with him, or a cruise with a couple of her friends were the kinds of gifts Lacey enjoyed. He sat back and let out a breath as she jumped out and went into the coffee shop.  

A black SUV pulled into a spot two cars down and Grant glanced up in the mirror to see it idle there. No one got out. He kept an eye on it and waited until his mother came out of the shop and got back into the truck. The aroma of freshly roasted coffee beans filled the vehicle.  

“I also got us each a to-go cup. I can’t resist when I’m in there,” Lacey said and tucked the cups into the holder before she buckled in.

“Smells great, Ma. I’m sorry if I upset you. I just don’t want you to think you have to worry about anything while I’m here. I know we didn’t discuss it before I just decided to stay.”

“I’m thrilled, Grant. I told you, you have that suite as your home for when you’re in Lakeridge and you don’t need to ask permission. I’m good for now, we can head back. I’ll set up a grocery delivery for later this week and you can let me know what you want added.”

He kept his attention on the SUV as he checked traffic and pulled out. Sure enough, it pulled out too and started to follow them.  

“I’m going to take a little scenic route,” Grant said. “I think we picked up that tail you were talking about, and I want to see what they’re up to.”

“Grant, please just take me home,” Lacey said, fear in her tone.  

He glanced over and saw that her face had gone too pale. “Okay, Ma. I’ll get us home safe. Just breathe. It’ll be fine. I’m trained for this, remember?”

He’d taken a defensive driving course when he’d made his first million. He’d brushed up on those skills every year since. Just like the weapon he carried, he trained and updated his permits every year to ensure he could protect himself and those around him. Wealth made him a target and he refused to be a victim ever again.

“I remember when you needed three surgeries to get the bones in your leg repaired when that lunatic drove you off the road all those years ago, so I know you probably did something to make sure that wasn’t likely to happen again.”

“I took defensive driving courses, and I trained in hand-to-hand combat and with a variety of weapons. I will keep us safe, Ma. Just don’t try to drink your coffee until we’re home, okay?”

His smirk had Lacey huff a soft laugh and she tightened the safety strap and held on. “Take them for a ride, son.”

The pickup truck was a sleek machine with a high enough clearance to manage some of the unpaved roads that still existed in the mountains. Because his mother loved helping people, the truck became one of the two vehicles in her garage for those moments when she needed to help collect plants for the local farmer’s market, or move chairs to the library from the town hall to set up for an author’s night. He chose the truck for today in the event they did pick up a tail. While the car did have better handling, his mother had said they were in an SUV and got up on her bumper. Having the truck meant their intimidation games wouldn’t work, and he’d have better visibility.  

Grant wove through the side streets of the town, keeping his speed to the posted limits. The SUV stayed on their tail, usually one or two cars behind.  

“Okay, I’ve confirmed that they’re following us,” Grant said. He tapped a button on the steering wheel and spoke out loud. “Call Red.”

“Calling Redmond Jefferson,” the AI voice replied.  

“Jefferson here,” Red answered.

“Uncle Red, it’s Grant. Ma is in the car, too.” “Hello, Red,” Lacey said.

“Good morning, you two. What can I do for you?”

“It seems we’ve got a tail. Ma spoke to me about it this morning and said it started after she’d left your place when she was there to discuss the memorial. It’s a black Argo Turbo 5 with chrome accents and the windows are tinted so you can’t see who’s inside. I’m leading them on a wander around town, but I’m about to hit Route 19 and if they’re going to make a move, it’ll be once we get off and head up the mountain road.”

“Don’t go all the way up to Lacey’s place. Cut across Rainview and come up the back way to mine. I’ll have the gate open and will be watching. Can you leave the line open, so I’ll be able to listen?”

“Sure can. Just don’t expect chatter because I’m going to have to focus. I’m trained, but even so…”

“Even so, you’ve got precious cargo. I hear you.”

“I trust my son, Red. And you,” Lacey said.

Everyone went quiet as Grant hit the highway and increased his speed. It was two lanes in either direction, with signals for cross roads. They got to the signal light for their turn-off and Grant ran the red light, cut the corner sharp enough for tires to squeal, and raced up the mountain road. The SUV was stuck at the light long enough for a semi to pass, then ran the light as well and followed.

“We’re off 19 and they’re a little behind,” Grant said.

“Roger that,” Red replied.

The mountain road twisted back and forth as it rose up the incline. Grant let the truck’s speed guide them through the turns, then floored it on the small sections of straight pavement. Even so, the SUV roared up behind them and attempted a PIT maneuver. Grant countered it and straddled the yellow line, giving them no space on the narrow road to try it again. The SUV dropped back a half-length, then sped up as if to ram them.  

“Hold on, Ma,” he murmured as he slid into the empty lane for oncoming traffic and braked enough for the SUV to pass them.  

“Capture plate,” he said, and the AI voice replied, “Plate captured.”   

He then said, “Send image to Redmond Jefferson.”  

“Sending to Redmond Jefferson. Sent.”

In the seconds it took for that to happen, Grant had spun the wheel and headed up Rainview. He heard the screech of the SUV’s brakes as they tried to course correct, but the maneuver had given him enough time to get out of sight.  

“Coming up to the gate,” Grant said.

“Gate’s open. Don’t stop, just head to the house.” Red replied.  

Grant slid on the gravel entry to the gated road, then roared through the opening and up the steep incline. He glanced back and the gate closed before the SUV passed, so he slowed his speed and let out a breath. “I think they’re going to be confused for a bit.”

“Here’s hoping,” Lacey said, then reached over to pat Grant’s arm. “You did good, son.”

“Disconnecting call. See you shortly,” Red replied.  

The screen reset and Grant glanced over at his mother. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Lacey replied, then pulled down the visor to check her hair in the mirror.  

Grant just arched a brow and didn’t say a thing. If his mom wanted to look good for Red, he wasn’t going to open his mouth and shove his foot into it.
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He backed the truck into a spot in front of Red’s place and hit the button to shut it down. He got out and went around to get his mother’s door, hands curled into fists for a moment to try and stop the faint tremble. Sure, he’d trained in case he needed to do this, but this was the first time he’d really had to put his training behind the wheel into action. If something had happened to his mother? He never would’ve forgiven himself. 

When he opened her door and helped her out, she took a moment to just hug him. “Thank you, Grant,” she whispered, then reached in for her bag. “Let’s get inside.”

Red stood in the doorway and hugged Lacey when she approached, then stepped back to let them both inside. He waved a hand towards the coffee machine that had a fresh pot brewing, his gaze on the monitors that showed the entrances to his property. All of the gates were closed now, and they could see the SUV pulled up in front of the back gate, the occupants still inside.

“Grab some coffee, if you want. I’m going to monitor things for a bit,” Red said. “That plate is registered to Univy.”

“Well, fuck,” Grant said with a sigh.

“Grant Foster,” his mother said with a sigh. He was sure she was going to chide him for cussing, then she said, “You forgot the rest of it. Well, fuck those fucking fuckers.”

That brought a smile to Grant’s lips, and a chuckle from Red.  

“Truth, Lacey. Ever since Univy bought out DESCO, they’ve increased the size of their private army and some of their hires are the worst of the worst,” Red said. “When a dishonorable discharge from the military brings you to the top of their hire list, it’s a problem.”

“Why are they following me?” Lacey asked as she brought mugs of coffee over to Red and Grant, then collected her own and found a seat next to Red at his workstation.  

“Before you answer that, where’s Myke?” Grant asked.

“She’s in the gym. I told her we had a situation and she said she’d shower and be up shortly,” Red replied to Grant, then turned to Lacey and took her hand in his. “It’s probably because you’ve been seen with me.” He pressed a kiss to her fingers, then turned back to the monitors while Lacey looked over at Grant.

Grant gave her a smile and shrugged. “Uncle Red is good people, Ma. You could’ve done a lot worse. I’m fine with it. How long have you been a couple?”

“Since the First Night party at the community center on New Year’s Eve a year ago,” Lacey said. “And this threatening crap didn’t start until around the time Wes was murdered.”

“So you know it’s a murder, too? Okay, when Myke gets up here, can we get the cards all out on the table so we’re not tripping over each other?” Grant asked. He sank into a comfortable chair and sipped his coffee. “Red, I’m staying in Lakeridge, with Ma, until things are settled out. I have already set things in motion to work remote and be here for the next three to six months. If there’s a crisis that needs someone in person, my aide, Jax, will handle it. If it absolutely needs me, I’ll jump on my shuttle and go, then come right back.  Since the Ascension merger is all tied up, I don’t foresee my personal presence needed anywhere anytime soon. I’ll have more clothes and gear shipped from my office condo, but otherwise I’m all in. I’ve got the resources to do whatever you need to do. Just tell me what needs doing.”

“They drove away,” Red said after a moment. “I’ve got all of the alarms set and the gates up.”  

Myke came in as Red spoke and went to give Lacey a hug before she waved at Grant. “Hey, you two. Red said you had a little excitement?”

“Yeah, someone’s been tailing my mom. Today they tried to run us off the road,” Grant said.

“Want me to call our friend?” Myke asked Red. “They’ll need an escort to get home safely.”

“Go ahead,” Red said to Myke.  

“I’ve got to go grab my phone,” Myke replied and left the room.

“Who is she talking about?” Grant asked.  

“A local contact of ours that has been exceptionally helpful,” Red said. “Myke will see if they can give you a police escort home, so you get back to the Highland Estates safely. It won’t look like an escort, but having a cop car following you home will hopefully keep Univy off your ass.”

Grant watched his mother and Red as they murmured to each other. Red worked while his mom sipped her coffee and kept one hand on his knee. It made him feel something close to happy that his mom had found someone special after his dad. It had been thirteen years since his dad died and left her a widow at forty-two. She was still young and vibrant, and he was glad she had left herself open to the possibilities. It wasn’t something he would ever do, but for her? He liked it.

“Sergeant Adler will patrol nearby, and I’ll give them a call when y’all are ready to leave,” Myke said as she came back into the room. “Did you expect Univy to get so bold, so quickly?” That last question directed to Red.

“Honestly, I thought they were being nice to have not raided the memorial service. Although that was probably because the feds were there and they didn’t want to open up that particular can of worms,” Red replied.  

“What about the rest of the Club? Should we warn them?” Grant asked from his spot in the recliner.

“Logan and Chase have both headed home this morning to pack what they need and tie up loose ends so they can return in a few weeks. Zach left about an hour ago for the shuttle base and will be back as soon as he can arrange it,” Myke said. “I’m supposed to talk to Aunt Caro and see if she knows of anything for sale or long-term rent that can be picked up for them to stay in.”

“And I told you that I’d handle it,” Red replied.  

“How about I handle it?” Grant said. “What did you have in mind, Red?”

“I have some old RV lots that start about a half-mile up the road, over the creek bridge. I’ve had friends that needed a place to unwind that had connectivity and security, without being in public. If you can pick up something to park there, they’ll have their own space. I already have one residence pod coming in this week.” Red turned to Myke. “It’s yours. I was saving it for a surprise for your birthday.”

Myke sucked in a breath, then went to hug Red. “You’re the best, Uncle Red.”

Lacey gave Myke’s back a pat, then kissed Red’s cheek. “You are the best, Red.”

“Well, everyone needs a place they can call home, and Caro’s big heart means Myke is never sure where she’s going to land. I felt it was time to make sure she landed somewhere safe that was all her own,” Red replied. “It has all of the amenities, a room for a bedroom and a smaller space to use for your office. There’s even a generator for those rare times the power is interrupted.”

“Do you want to have the rest of the spots filled with similar?” Grant asked. “I can do that. Just pass the information and I’ll take care of it. They can be delivered over the next couple of weeks so everyone is set – and you can use them for your friends or whatever when this is done.”

“I’ll pay you back,” Red started to say, and Grant shook his head. “Consider this a gift and let me do it, okay? Just let me know the parameters and limitations, since this is your land. I’ll work with that.”

“Okay,” Red said, his voice soft. “Appreciated.” He ran a hand over his goatee, then turned to Lacey. “You raised a good man, Lace. Now, you two should probably head home. Don’t want to keep the sergeant waiting too long.”

They got to their feet, and Red and Lacey embraced as Myke made the call. “They’ll be waiting at the end of the drive at the main gate. Stay safe, you two.”

“I’ll call you when we get home,” Lacey replied, then they headed out to the truck. “That was very kind, and generous of you,” she murmured to Grant once they were buckled in, and he had started it up.  

“He’s done for all of us whenever we needed it. It’s the least I could do, to show how much he’s appreciated.”

They pulled out as the gate opened and the patrol car was parked to the side. Grant waved and turned onto the main road to take them home, and the car pulled out and followed. He could feel the tension ease in his shoulders as they turned onto the mountain road that would lead up to the gated community his mother’s house was in. Ten minutes later, they were pulling through the main gates into the neighborhood and the police car stopped outside and waited until the gates closed behind them before it pulled away.  

“I’m surprised the sergeant didn’t follow us to the house,” Grant mused.  

“Ellery is a busy woman,” Lacey said as she got out of the car and collected her bags. “She manages a team of officers and is either investigating a case or behind her desk.”  

“You know Sergeant Adler?” Grant asked as he took the untouched cups of coffee out of the holder and carried them inside.  

“Ellery Adler graduated a couple of years after you. Her parents moved to the city when she went to the academy. She’s got an apartment over Hazel’s bakery now, since Byron cheated her out of her parent’s property. I really despise that family,” Lacey said as she put the coffee beans away, then leaned against the counter. “I’m also sorry I didn’t give you a heads up about Red and me. I didn’t know if you were staying, and I wasn’t sure it would matter in the short time you planned to be here.”

“Ma, it’s fine. Seriously, I’m glad you’ve found someone that makes you happy. I’m even more glad that it’s someone like Red. I just wish there was less risk for you, right now.”

“I wasn’t looking for it,” Lacey said, her gaze now on the view beyond the wide wall of glass doors. “We were friends. We liked some of the same books and vids, and he made me laugh. It’s been a long time since a man made me laugh. The romance started slow, and we’re still exploring this relationship.”

Grant went over to her and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Ma. I’m glad you found this. It may not be for me, but I know it’s something you’ve missed over the years. I’m going to head downstairs and get some work done. Jax has sent me at least five messages since this morning, so I need to take care of that. Don’t go out without me, okay?”

“I’m not going anywhere, except to do some laundry and maybe read a book,” Lacey replied. “If you get hungry, there are leftovers in the fridge. Dinner tonight will be steaks on the grill.”

“Sounds great, thanks, Ma,” Grant replied and headed downstairs.  

After spending an hour on the vid call with Jax, Grant changed and went out to the swim spa. His mother’s favorite exercise was to swim, and this was a good way to give her the option without digging up the yard or damaging the view. Her words, not his. The fact you could also make the water warm for the colder months was a good thing.  

Grant did a good forty minutes before he turned off the current and leaned back to just relax. He was going to have to thank Ellery Adler without making too much fuss that might cause trouble at the station. He’d find out more information from his mother and see what would be appropriate, then send it to her home. A nod to himself as he decided the next course of events made him feel like he’d checked all of the boxes.

Little did he realize that Ellery Adler didn’t fit into anyone’s box.
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