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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this omnibus novel.

      You get three Merciless murder mystery thrillers in one!

      You’re in the right place if you crave the rush of danger and the jolt of a twist you never saw coming. In these pages, you’ll feel the dread, the shock, and the adrenaline-spiked thrill of justice delivered.

      My books are for smart readers like you, who enjoy nail-biting intrigue, pulse-pounding thrills, and strong female leads at the heart of page-turning action.

      You’ll uncover deep family secrets, dark twisted minds, and devious killers hiding in plain sight. There is no sex, graphic violence, or heavy cursing. No animal is ever hurt.

      I’m not a marketing agency or a branding firm that employs ghostwriters, artificial intelligence, and fake avatars to create books. I’m a human author with human experiences.

      Just like you, I’m a voracious reader. And I’m delighted to meet you.

      Here’s a little secret. Between my globetrotting adventures and years in intelligence, I’ve collected a few wild tales. Some slip quietly into my thrillers. If you’d like the inside scoop, join my Red Heeled Rebels reader club.

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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        Behind every locked door in this house is a secret. One of them is deadly.
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      A secluded old-money manor in the heart of the White Mountains conceals a chilling secret. 

      The family matriarch calls on private detective Asha Kade to share a cryptic deathbed wish. “Find my children and tell them I did it for love.”

      Asha doesn’t know a killer is lurking within the family. 

      Every locked door hides a betrayal. Every shadow conceals the next strike.

      A merciless storm isolates the mansion from the world outside. A brutal murder shatters the midnight silence inside. 

      And Asha is next on the twisted list. 

      She must unravel the family’s poisonous past to expose the dark truth. But in this house everyone is a suspect.  

      And everyone is lying….
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      She glanced around the darkened room, her pulse pounding.

      Is the psychopath back?

      She didn’t dare turn the bedside lamp on. The only light came from the thin slit under the old wooden door.

      This wasn’t the first time she’d been suddenly roused in the early morning hours.

      Clutching the frayed cotton sheets, she leaned over the bed. She squinted at the closed door, praying it wouldn’t be there.

      She was wrong.

      A beige envelope lay on the floor. It had been pushed halfway through the crack under the locked door.

      Just like the last four times.

      It looked innocent, like a fancy dinner invitation from a good neighbour. But it was another disgusting death threat from that anonymous psycho.

      She knew it.

      She stared at it, her heart racing, imagining the letter mocking her.

      Come on. Pick me up. Don’t you want to know your destiny?

      She didn’t.

      But like every other night, she couldn’t help herself.

      She pushed off the sheets and laid her naked feet on the bedside rug.

      A draft from the uneven windowpanes made her shiver. She’d been planning on fixing those windows, but she’d never got around to it with all the other work that had to be done in this big house.

      Outside, the woods were quiet.

      New Hampshire’s snowcapped ranges, bathed in the waxing moonlight, rose high beyond the dark forest. The pine trees behind the house slumbered serenely, like it was just another cool September night.

      For decades, she used to believe those trees were giant angels that watched over her, protected her. But now, she wasn’t so sure. She was on her own.

      She stepped onto the cold stone floor and turned toward the door.

      Phlegm rose in her throat. She clutched her chest and swallowed, thinking that would stop the cough. But it came anyway.

      She rocked back and forth, holding on to her chest till the painful hacking in her lungs subsided.

      The envelope was still there. She didn’t want to touch it. The last letter was still seared into her brain.

      “If you tell anyone what you saw that day, I will cut your throat until you bleed to death.”

      The letters were written in the expensive paper you’d find in swanky stationery boutiques. Not places where she normally shopped.

      The words were neatly printed in blood-red ink and in all CAPS. A ploy, she was sure, to obscure the writer’s true handwriting.

      A shudder went through her body.

      Who is threatening me? I’ve always been so good to this family.

      Her hands shook. She took a deep breath and tiptoed toward the door.

      It was deadly quiet in the house. She stood by the door, not daring to breathe, hoping the culprit would give at least one clue to who they were.

      Maybe a rustle of clothing. A discreet cough. Soft footsteps on the ancient stone floor. A gentle thud of the passage door closing.

      If someone was on the other side of this door, they were keeping quiet.

      Very quiet.

      The thought sent a shiver through her, but she doubted anyone would still be there. The person who slipped this letter under her door was gone, long gone, before she even got out of bed.

      Like every time.

      Should I call the police? Will they take me seriously? It’s not like anything bad has happened, has it?

      Her heart gave a weak flutter. That’s not true.

      Ever since these letters started, she’d been feeling sick, like a flu was coming on. Unusual for someone who took pride in never taking a sick day in her life. Maybe it’s age, she thought.

      Her eyes flickered nervously.

      Maybe I am slowly going mad.

      The letter was now glowering at her.

      What are you waiting for, old woman?

      She kneeled to pick it up. A jolt of electricity went through her as her fingers touched the paper. She snapped her hands away with an involuntary gasp.

      But she knew it was all in her mind. A swirl of emotions whirled through her head as she reached for the envelope again.

      Fear.

      Dread.

      No, terror.

      Enough!

      A flash of anger rushed up her spine. She gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes.

      I’m too old for these sick games. I’ve had enough!

      She got to her feet, fury flaring inside of her. Her body felt like it was on fire now.

      I’m going to find out who you are, you psycho devil!

      She snapped the door bolt to the side and grasped the handle with both hands. She yanked the door open with force.

      The silent shadow looming by her threshold didn’t even blink.

      She staggered back with a muffled cry.

      A large black towel unraveled in front of her face. Her eyes snapped wide. She recognized it. It was the one she kept by the kitchen door to wipe mud from shoes trailing inside.

      What’s happening?

      In a split second, the towel wrapped around her face, her neck, her head. She tried to open her mouth to scream, but the cloth was suffocating.

      I can’t breathe.

      The towel engulfed her, blocking her nose, her ears, her eyes. She whipped her head back and forth.

      Stop it!

      She felt like she was drowning. She clawed at the towel, gasping for air, but the person holding it down was strong.

      Help me!

      That’s when she felt the hard kick to her knees. She crumpled, pain shooting through her legs.

      Her head hit the floor with a thud. The person jumped on top of her, their heavy body pinning her down, pushing more precious air out of her weakened lungs.

      No!

      The towel tightened around her face like Saran Wrap around a dead chicken. Something strong clamped down on her nose.

      Let me go!

      That’s when the world went black.
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          7 HOURS EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      7 HOURS EARLIER…

      “Watch out!” shouted Tetyana.

      I swerved the car and struggled to straighten the vehicle. I glanced at my rearview mirror, my heart pounding.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “A pothole the size of Mexico,” replied my friend, who was sitting in the passenger seat next to me. “Slow down, Asha. We’re not in a NASCAR rally.”

      “We’re running late. We have to get there by five thirty.”

      I peeked through the windshield.

      There was still some afternoon light left.

      New Hampshire’s magnificent White Mountains gazed down at us, their peaks glistening against the setting sun on the distant horizon. This was a beautiful place. But I couldn’t help but feel those mountains were warning me.

      This was dangerous terrain.

      We wouldn’t want to get lost here.

      Or get stuck.

      In the dark.

      “At this rate, we’ll never get there,” grumbled Tetyana. “Should have rented an all-wheel drive.”

      “We’re driving in style,” piped Katy from the back, pushing her head in between the front seats. “They don’t even make these cars anymore.”

      “Give me function over form any day,” said Tetyana gruffly.

      I had to agree.

      The back of this vehicle was so small, Katy’s tall and curvaceous frame and fiery red hair obscured my view through the back window. I knew we shouldn’t have asked her to choose our ride.

      When we arrived at the airport rental company, and she’d squealed with delight to see this retro machine designed like a 1930s gangster getaway car, I hadn’t had the heart to say no to my BFF.

      But now, as I navigated this unpaved road through this unfamiliar mountain pass at dusk, I wondered if we’d made a big mistake.

      “Everyone will know we’re out-of-towners,” Tetyana groused.

      “What’s your problem?” said Katy.

      “The official vehicle in this state is a super-duty truck with a gun rack in the back.”

      “Do you know what I think⁠—”

      “We’re in horse country, that’s for sure,” I said, trying to deflect the argument brewing between my two best friends. “Breathe that fresh air in, will you? It’s good for your health.”

      I turned to them and grinned.

      “We made it, girls. Finally. From New York to Twin Mountain. From Twin Mountain to Falcon Hills. We’re almost there.”

      “How long before we get to Cedar Cottage?” asked Katy. “It’s getting a bit dark, isn’t it?”

      Tetyana looked down at her phone. “We’re already on the estate grounds,” she said, zooming in on the GPS map.

      “I saw a Private sign when we turned from the main road about five minutes ago,” I said.

      “My GPS says ETA in fifteen minutes.”

      “Sit back and relax,” I said, looking at Katy through my rearview mirror, “and enjoy the view.”

      “It’s stunning here. I’ll give you that,” she said, leaning back in her seat with a sigh.

      “You needed the break, hun,” I said.

      Katy’s life had turned upside-down recently. I knew she hadn’t been sleeping well for weeks, so it was good to see her smile again.

      “Plus, you only turn thirty once. We need to celebrate.”

      “That was three days ago.”

      “It’s your birthday week, girlfriend.”

      Katy finally cracked a smile.

      “These mountains remind me of home,” said Tetyana, gazing out her window. She sounded wistful, unusual for her.

      “Ukraine, you mean?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “My brother and I used to ride our horses to the glacier streams every Sunday. We even caught a few fish for supper.” She paused and her voice dropped several octaves. “At least, we used to, until the Russians came.”

      The car fell silent.

      Tetyana hadn’t just lost a brother to the brutal Russian militia, but her mother, too.

      “Why don’t we go on a mountain hike this weekend?” I said, hoping to distract her from her dark memories. “Maybe they have a riding stable at the estate. Our job shouldn’t take that long. It’s not like we’re trying to catch child traffickers this time.”

      “Don’t speak too fast,” replied Tetyana, her voice somber. “I have a feeling this assignment of yours is bigger than you think.”

      Tetyana always looked at the harsher side of life. Given her past, I didn’t blame her. Katy and I hadn’t escaped our childhoods unscathed either, but we were more optimistic.

      It was overkill to bring along a former rebel-sniper-turned-weapons-trainer for this simple job. But David, my fiancé, who had his own military past, almost had a panic attack when I told him I would solve this case of poison pen letters all by myself. And drive up to a mysterious mansion in the woods in another state, all by myself.

      I’m a grown woman, for goodness’ sake, I told him, but he only relaxed after Tetyana promised to accompany me and Katy.

      The more I drove into the heart of this remote mountain region, the more I was glad she was sitting next to me with her subcompact Glock on her belt.

      I didn’t realize it then, but it would come in handy soon.
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      “I bet you a hundred bucks this is all about rich folk fighting with each other,” said Tetyana.

      “I think it’s a jealous ex-lover,” said Katy, poking her head in between the seats again. “Blackmail. Gossip. Small-town families with small-town problems. That’s what we’re going to find at Cedar Cottage.”

      “She sounded terrified,” I said, recalling the telephone call I’d got from a Mrs. Robinson only three days ago.

      “Death threats are never fun,” said Tetyana. “What I can’t figure out is how she got your number. People call you for cakes and crumpets, not crime.”

      “Remember the nasty call we got the other day?” piped up Katy from the back. “This is probably just another prank like that.”

      I swallowed something bitter.

      A stranger had called my bakery in Harlem seven days ago. Rosalie, one of the sous chefs, had picked up the phone thinking it was a regular client, but then came the heavy-breathing.

      Rosalie had caught a few words just before the anonymous caller had hung up abruptly.

      I found you. I know who you all are.

      But Rosalie hadn’t been sure she had heard it right. Had it been a prank? Or had someone from our past resurfaced in New York?

      If so, who were they and what did they want? Was there a connection between that weird call and this case?

      I shook my head to clear it.

      I was over-thinking again. That call had to be a stupid gag made by a bored kid from their mother’s basement. I had more important matters to attend to.

      I turned my attention back to the case at hand.

      Something nagged at the back of my mind. Mrs. Robinson had called me exactly forty-eight hours after Madame Bouchard’s death. I knew there was a connection between these two women.

      “Madame Bouchard’s playing with us from the grave,” I said. “Some days I wonder if she’s really dead. Remember, no one was invited to her funeral?”

      “A sham burial?” said Katy. “That sounds expensive.”

      “If anyone had the means to do it, it was her.”

      None of us had been fond of this woman who’d played games with us for years. She’d known we were refugees escaping haunted pasts. She’d known we had nowhere to go and no one to turn to, except for each other.

      And she’d taken full advantage of that.

      Even if Madame Bouchard had had good intentions, she’d tricked us, never letting on about her true motivations. Now she was finally dead, taking her secrets with her.

      But even with her dying breath, she’d summoned me over and played me like a puppet.

      I’d made two promises at her deathbed.

      The first was to step up to anyone who called us at my New York bakery asking for help. For every problem we resolved, for every cold case we cleared, her lawyer would deposit a million dollars in the bank account of our foundation for trafficked orphans.

      There was a glint in her dying eyes when she told me this.

      She knew I’d have helped anyone who truly needed it for free. We all would have. Yet, it was hard to say no to a million-dollar donation. So, I agreed, though I knew everything she gave came at a price. I just didn’t know what it was yet.

      Her second dying wish had been even more ominous.

      “Find my children and tell them I did it because I loved them,” she’d whispered.

      I had wanted to ask her what she meant, but she’d turned away and closed her eyes. Her breaths became raspy and shallow. The cancer in her bone marrow was winning. This wasn’t the time for questions.

      Within seconds, the hand that had clutched my arm slackened and her nurse ushered me out the door.

      “I don’t care if Madame Bouchard’s alive somewhere, if she’s cryogenically frozen and her lawyer’s pulling all the strings,” said Tetyana, “I’ll do whatever it takes for a million dollars for our orphanages. Better for the kids.”

      “Me too,” said Katy. “Where can you get that amount of charity money anymore? All we have to do is stop someone from getting hate mail? Count me in, Miss Marple.”

      I had to agree, but that nagging feeling refused to leave me.

      When my found-family arrived on the shores of America ten years ago, we’d been overjoyed at the chance of starting a fresh new life. It felt good to leave our dark pasts behind.

      We’d set up an upscale bakery in the now gentrified Harlem. We’d opened orphanages to help those who were going through what we’d suffered in our messed-up youths.

      I had a good crew at my shop. Luc, my head baker, apprenticed under me for a decade and could now take over the job at a moment’s notice. Bibi, Sarah, and Rosalie kept the place in top shape, which garnered five-star reviews from our discerning clients.

      Win, our computer genius and Luc’s bride, now worked for the largest cyber security company in the city. Peace was about to make partner at a prestigious New York law firm. And David ran a popular martial arts dojo next door to the bakery with Tetyana as his head instructor.

      Without this family of mine, I’d never have survived the traffickers who’d hounded us through our childhood.

      Things were finally settling in.

      Things were looking up.

      But life had a funny way of turning upside down when you least expected it.

      If I’d learned anything from my nomadic life, first in Africa, next in Asia, and then in Europe, it was to take nothing for granted.

      “It’s hard to see the downside,” I said. “We get paid handsomely to solve problems for wealthy folk. Before the year ends, we can open an orphanage in every state⁠—”

      “Hey, slow down,” said Tetyana, her voice urgent.

      I took my foot off the accelerator and peered through the windshield. Tetyana was leaning forward, eyes trained on something on the road in front of us.

      “What is it?” I said.

      “Stop the car!” she yelled.

      But it was too late.

      A loud thump under my tires told me everything. I clutched the steering wheel firmly as the car shuddered and fishtailed from side to side.

      “What’s going on?” cried Katy.

      “I hit something!”

      I was losing control.

      Fast.

      “Brakes!” said Tetyana, grabbing the wheel.

      I pumped the brakes and came to a screeching stop.

      “What the heck was that?” I said, craning my neck to check the road behind me, my heart pounding.

      “Felt like we drove over a dead body,” said Katy.

      Tetyana jumped out of the car.

      With an exasperated sigh, I got out and joined her. She was bent over the back tire, her fingers brushing against the shredded rubber.

      “My goodness,” I said. “What did that?”

      “This is useless now,” she replied, shaking her head.

      I glanced behind me to see what I’d driven over. But there was nothing. I squatted to see if anything had caught on the undercarriage.

      Nothing.

      Strange.

      I was sure I hadn’t imagined that loud thud and bump. I certainly didn’t imagine the shredded tire.

      “I swear I had my eyes on the road,” I said. “I saw nothing.”

      But Tetyana was already opening the trunk to haul out the spare. She rolled the extra tire toward the back of the car.

      “Let’s fix this thing and figure out what happened later,” she said as she leaned the tire against the side panel and wiped her hands. “We’re already running late.”

      The back door opened and Katy jumped out. She joined me as I watched Tetyana jack up the car, standing by to help her. Katy looked over her shoulder and nudged me.

      “It’s a little creepy out here, now the sun’s going down, don’t you think?”

      I swiveled my head. Dusk was settling around us, giving the woods a menacing and mysterious tinge.

      When we’d landed at the tiny airport in the nearby town, I’d thought we’d have a little mountain vacation after we finished our job. But now, stuck on this desolate road in the heart of a pine forest, this place didn’t feel like a tourist destination anymore.

      In the dusky distance, the White Mountains looked like they were frowning at me in disapproval for getting the flat.

      “This was a professional job,” said Tetyana, not looking up.

      Katy and I exchanged alarmed looks.

      Tetyana wasn’t one to make petty statements or run her mouth. But when she spoke, I paid attention.

      “Who would do something like that?” I said. “Out here, of all places?”

      Without answering, she got up and walked down the road we came on. Katy and I followed, wondering what she was up to.

      She stopped when she got to five yards from our car and kneeled to scrutinize the ground.

      I peered at the dirt, looking for clues, but saw nothing. Then again, my vocation was baking for high society, not tracking “professional jobs.” That was Tetyana and David’s department.

      With a shake of her head, Tetyana turned back to the car.

      “I’ll finish the wheel. Give me ten minutes, would you?”

      I nodded, my mind wandering back to Mrs. Robinson. I hated being late for appointments. I couldn’t mess up my first million-dollar call.

      “Wow. That’s beautiful.”

      I spun around to see Katy staring at a maple tree whose leaves had turned to warm golds and reds.

      Fall was already on its way.

      From somewhere deep in the woods, I could hear rushing water. There must be a river or a large stream nearby.

      “Gorgeous, aren’t they?” said Katy, pulling out her phone.

      She stepped closer to the roadside ditch and picked an Instagram-worthy red leaf from the ground and snapped a picture. Before I could reply, she jumped over the ditch to take another photo of another leaf.

      Then another.

      I was about to tell her to come back and get in the car when I saw it.

      There was a shadow among the trees.
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      “Katy?” I whispered.

      But she didn’t hear me, her focus on getting the perfect picture of that red maple leaf.

      The shadow was moving away from her now, heading deeper into the woods. I wondered if they’d spotted us.

      I glanced behind me.

      Tetyana was by the car, head down, busy with the tire. Katy and I were several yards away, along the side of the road where the tree line began.

      The shadow kept moving, slowly but surefooted, with their back to us. It was like they knew their way. Suddenly, the silhouette started waving at someone in front of them.

      I jumped over the ditch and stepped up to Katy.

      “Hey,” I whispered, pulling on her shoulder. “Do you see that?”

      She didn’t look up, her fingers trying to zoom in on the image.

      I shook her lightly. She swiveled her head around to give me an annoyed look.

      “What?”

      “There’s someone in the woods,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      I looked up, but the shadow had disappeared.

      “I swear I saw someone about fifty feet from us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I peered through the trees, wondering if the twilight was playing with my eyesight. I was about to shrug and return to the car, when the shadow appeared again, farther away.

      This time, there were two silhouettes.

      “Oh, my goodness,” whispered Katy as she spotted them, too.

      The shadows were standing in a small clearing in the woods. One was small, a woman with her hair tied back into a long ponytail. The second was tall and gangly, and slightly hunched, possibly an older male.

      We watched in silence.

      “What are they doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” whispered Katy.

      The two silhouettes were so absorbed in their conversation, they didn’t notice us watching from afar. One jabbed a finger at the other. The other leaned in and said something. It didn’t look like a cheerful conversation.

      Snippets of their heated voices faded in and out with the wind, but we couldn’t make out the words.

      “Looks like a fight,” said Katy.

      Without any warning, the smaller figure pulled something from their pocket and pointed it at the bigger figure. The man jumped back.

      Katy clutched my arm. “Is that a knife?”

      We watched in shock as the small figure jabbed the pointy thing at the bigger person, who threw his arms up to protect his face. He looked like he was imploring her to stop.

      I spun around to see where Tetyana was. She was now on her back, checking something under the car.

      I turned back to the sparring couple in the woods. If that was a knife, this would not end well.

      I had to do something. I couldn’t just watch in silence.

      At only five feet with my heels on and with my petite Asian frame, most people underestimated me. But after ten years of Krav Maga, I’d finally got my black belt. David and Tetyana had trained us well.

      Even if I didn’t have my trusty Glock on me, I knew how to fight a good fight.

      But before I could do anything, the smaller figure jumped forward and stabbed the man in the face. The man let out a surprised yell and covered his cheek.

      My instincts propelled me forward without me even realizing it.

      “Hey!” I shouted, leaping over a dead branch and rushing toward them. “Stop that!”

      The two figures jumped back, startled to hear my yell.

      As I ran through the woods, they whirled around and dashed off in opposite directions, crashing through the underbrush.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “Get back here!”

      “Asha!”

      I stopped and spun around to see Katy running after me, dodging around the trees. “What are you doing?” she called out.

      I turned to the clearing where the figures had been standing only seconds before. They’d disappeared into the thicket now. It was no use running after them.

      I waited for Katy to catch up.

      “There’s something weird about this place,” I said to my friend, gesturing for her to stay back. “I’m going to check it out.”

      “Be careful,” she said.

      “Watch my back, okay?”

      I stepped up to the clearing, keeping my eyes and ears open for any peculiar sights or sounds. But there wasn’t much to see now.

      It was a small, natural opening that had formed among the densely populated trees. The ground was uneven and covered by fallen foliage. I stared at the tall pine trees huddled around the clearing. They stood silent and stiff, like they were hiding a secret from me.

      A rustle in the nearby bushes made me swivel around.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone there?”

      Another rustle.

      “We can help you if you’re hurt.”

      It was coming from my left. As soon as I took a step toward the tree line, I heard someone running, crashing through the woods.

      “Hey!” I hollered. “Stop!”

      I was about to dive after them when a familiar yell in the distance made me stop.

      I whirled around.

      “Tetyana!” said Katy.

      “Over here,” I shouted, waving. But she’d already seen us and was stomping toward the clearing.

      Tetyana walked up, her gun in one hand, and an annoyed scowl on her face.

      “What the heck do you guys think you’re doing, taking off like that?”

      I liked to think that when I hit thirty, I became older and wiser. But there were still days when, in the heat of the moment, I ran into the fire, rather than away from it.

      “Hey, sorry,” I said sheepishly, “didn’t mean to alarm you.”

      “We saw two people arguing here,” I explained. “One had a knife and I’m sure she stabbed the other guy.”

      Tetyana swiveled her head, scrutinizing the clearing.

      “Where are they now?”

      “Bolted like rabbits.”

      Katy jabbed me in the waist.

      “Oh, my goodness, guys, do you see that?” she said.

      “What?” Tetyana and I asked at the same time.

      “Look over there,” she said, pointing at something in the distance beyond the trees.

      I followed Katy’s finger to see what got her so excited.

      “Wow,” I said, as I spotted the white colonial mansion set on the mountain slope.

      “It’s beautiful,” said Katy in awe.

      “That must be Cedar Cottage,” I said.

      “That’s Cedar Cottage?”

      “It’s the only house for miles around here,” I said. “We could hike from here. Guess the road winds through the mountain pass, so it takes longer.”

      “That’s no cottage,” said Tetyana. “Someone was smoking when they named that place.”

      “It’s so romantic,” said Katy, “like a lost castle in the forest.”

      A strange sensation came over me as I stared at it. Something told me things weren’t right there.

      “It’s an old-fashioned manor,” I said, thinking it looked more creepy than dreamy, but I didn’t want to burst Katy’s vision.

      “Now that’s what I’d call a cottage.”

      I turned around to see Tetyana had stepped a few feet away and was peering through the tree branches at something else. Katy and I joined her.

      A hundred yards from us, and nestled in between the trees, was a small blue shack. A deep gully separated us from the structure. It was the river I’d heard from the road.

      “A hiker’s cabin,” I said, staring at it.

      “It looks so lonely,” whispered Katy.

      Below us, the river rushed through the gully. My eyes followed it as it meandered its way through the woods, like a giant moat defending the mansion on the mountains from outsiders.

      Thunder rumbled from far away. A storm was on its way. As we watched, the sky lit up with a brilliant flash of lightning.

      We were going to get cold and wet, or dead at worst, if we didn’t get back to our car soon.
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      I took a step closer to get a better look when a warning hand came on my shoulder.

      “The bank isn’t stable,” said Tetyana. “The mud is crumbling. A bad storm came this way recently.”

      I looked over at the cabin. “I was sure the man took off that way.”

      “How did he get across the gully?” asked Katy.

      I swept my eyes around the riverbank. “There must be a bridge to the cabin, somewhere.”

      “This place is spooky,” said Katy. “I prefer the big house on the mountain.”

      “I don’t like the idea of a knife fight in the woods,” said Tetyana. “Who knows what else they’re armed with?”

      “This isn’t the Russian militia,” I said. “They were two people having a domestic dispute or a neighborly spat of some sort. Granted, it got out of hand.”

      “Not our business,” said Tetyana with a shake of her head. “You already have a job lined up at the house. Let’s get to our destination. It’s not a good idea to be running around at night without a spare⁠—”

      A loud bang from the road made us all jump.

      I whirled around.

      “Our car!”

      “Sounded like a gunshot,” said Katy, her eyes widened in shock.

      “A vehicle backfiring,” said Tetyana. “I locked ours up, but that doesn’t sound good. Stay behind me.”

      Katy and I followed Tetyana as she threaded her way quietly around the trees.

      I had no idea why we were being so cautious, but this place instinctively put me on guard. Even the normally logical Tetyana, it seemed, was feeling it.

      When we got closer to the road, Katy and I stopped in our tracks and waited for a signal from our friend.

      Tetyana stepped up to the edge of the woods, slid behind a large oak tree and peeked out. Then, to my surprise, she slipped her gun into her holster and zipped up her leather jacket.

      She turned around and gestured for us to join her. Katy and I walked over, trying not to crunch the leaves under our feet.

      As soon as I looked out on the road, I realized why Tetyana had been so quick to conceal her weapon.

      A large black all-wheel drive was parked behind ours. Splashed on its side was a decal that read Falcon Hills County Sheriff. A lone police officer was standing next to our car, hands on his hips, a baffled look on his face.

      There was no sign of an accident or him crashing into our parked car. It must have been his vehicle backfiring, we heard.

      “What’s a cop doing here?” whispered Katy.

      “Routine ops?” said Tetyana, but I could hear the suspicion in her voice.

      I turned to my friends.

      “I’ll handle this.”

      I stomped my feet on the spot to make walking noises before stepping out from behind the trees. The last thing I needed was to startle a local police officer.

      “Hello, Officer,” I said, emerging from the tree line, rustling up a smile.

      He looked up and stared at me like I was an alien from another planet. From behind me, I heard Tetyana and Katy come out of the woods and flank me.

      “What are you all doing out here?” he said. His hands were now on his utility belt, one dangerously close to his sidearm.

      Next to me, Tetyana stiffened. I saw her hand hover near her jacket.

      Tetyana was a dead ringer for Furiosa from Mad Max on a good day, and that could intimidate anyone. Even a cop. Especially a small-town cop.

      In contrast, most people let their guard down around me. I hoped Tetyana knew this was the time for her to step back and let me do the talking.

      “Got a flat tire,” I said, walking up to our car. “It’s the back one on the right. I think I hit the edge of a pothole a few yards back. They really need to fix this road.”

      The man took his cap off, scratched his head and put it back on again. With another suspicious glance my way, he bent down to examine the tire.

      I stepped closer. The name tag on his jacket read Jensen.

      I’m the type of person who brakes hard whenever I hear a siren in the distance, even when I’d been cruising at the speed limit. And right now, the scowl on his face said he wasn’t about to entertain strangers.

      “We just got the spare on, a few minutes ago,” I said.

      The man’s frown deepened.

      He was in his mid-twenties, at the most. If I had to guess, he was a rookie cop sent to police a small town in the middle of nowhere. He was possibly the only law enforcement for miles around.

      But we had to be careful.

      Though we were naturalized citizens now, our pasts would always cling to us like a bad smell. Between the three of us, we’d blown up buildings, killed thugs, and taken their money. But our actions had always been in self-defense, to save a life, to stop a rape, to rescue a child, or to set up an orphanage for the children they’d trafficked.

      But that was a decade ago.

      We were normal people now, living normal lives. Except that Madame Bouchard had sent us on a goose chase through the mountains of New Hampshire to solve a mystery we couldn’t yet explain.

      “What were you all doing in the woods?” the officer asked, squinting at me.

      I hated lying to law enforcement unless absolutely necessary, but something about his face told me it would be best to stay quiet about what we saw in the woods.

      I glanced back at Katy, who still had her phone in her hand. I smiled at her, hoping she’d catch my drift.

      “My friend wanted to take pictures of those red maple leaves for Instagram. We thought we’d snap a few before it got too dark. This area isn’t restricted or anything, is it? There weren’t any signs, so we didn’t think it was a problem.”

      The officer turned and squinted at Katy. She gave a start as she realized his attention was on her now, then promptly turned on her megawatt smile that could charm even the hardest of hearts.

      “Would you like to see my pictures?” she said smiling and walking toward him, her phone held out.

      She swiped through the photographs.

      “Aren’t these beautiful? Everyone’s going to love them.”

      The cop peeked over her shoulder as she gushed over her own work.

      While Katy kept the officer occupied, Tetyana took a few steps toward his squad car and peeked inside. I turned and peered into the woods to see if I could spot anyone among the trees again, but there was no one.

      “See this one?” Katy was saying. “It’s a real beauty, isn’t it? Didn’t know they could get blood red like this. Look at this gold color….”

      The man’s hands had dropped from his hips, his shoulders were relaxed, and his face had softened.

      I sighed in relief.

      “Where are you ladies from?” he asked.

      I noticed the officer’s tone was almost friendly now.

      “New York,” I replied. “We took a break from work to get some fresh mountain air. This is a mini vacation for us.”

      “Most people come to hike in the summer.”

      I looked at Katy and gave what I hoped was a rueful smile.

      “One of us just went through a separation, so we thought some time away from the city would do us good.”

      “How do you ladies all know each other?”

      “Best friends since college,” I said. After what we’d gone through, we were more than friends. We were family—family who’d take a bullet for one another. But I didn’t tell him that. “They work with me now.”

      “What do you do in the big city, ma’am?”

      “I own a shop in Harlem. The Red Heeled Rebels bakery. We make wedding and birthday cakes and such.”

      He gave me an appreciative nod.

      “I’m afraid there’s not much for city ladies like you up this road though,” he replied, taking his cap off and scratching his head again. “You must have taken a wrong turn.”

      “We’re actually heading up that way.”

      “But it’s just woods and an old house. Town’s the other way. You want to turn around and head back.”

      “We just came from Falcon Hills, Officer. We’re on our way to Cedar Cottage.”

      He jerked up, startled.

      Something changed in his face. Was it a flash of fear or a flicker of surprise? Either way, he no longer looked friendly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      “From what I know,” said the officer, that hostile squint coming back on, “visitors aren’t welcome at Cedar Cottage.”

      “We were invited,” I said, keeping my smile intact. “They asked us to come over and stay a few days.”

      That was the truth. At least part of it.

      I wondered if Mrs. Robinson had informed the police of her letters. She had asked me for complete discretion over the phone. Her tone of voice suggested I was the first and only person she’d shared this news with.

      “Oh, yeah?” said the officer. “Strange that. These folks aren’t much for visitors. Especially from out of town.”

      He glanced at each one of us, a frown on his face, his eyes settling on Tetyana for a second longer than on Katy and me. Then he looked up and sniffed the air thoughtfully.

      “A nasty storm’s coming this way. These roads aren’t in great condition, as you’ve already found out. Not good to be out here at night. My recommendation is for you ladies to head back to town.”

      Why is he so keen for us not to go to the house?

      There was a woman up there who called me for help. When I made a promise, I kept it. I would not abandon her now.

      “There’s a small motel in town,” the officer was saying, “it’s not that full this time of the year. Happy to escort you over there, if you’d like.”

      “We’re big girls,” said Katy in her sweetest voice, “we can take care of ourselves. Besides, Mrs. Robinson said she was going to make a lovely supper for us tonight.”

      The last bit wasn’t true, but I kept my face straight.

      “We even brought an apple pie from the bakery for dinner,” she added.

      With a defeatist shrug, the officer turned back to his car.

      “Thanks for stopping by,” I called out, “maybe we’ll see you tomorrow when we come to town?”

      With another shrug for an answer, the officer got in his car and turned around, and drove back the way he came, leaving us in a cloud of dust.

      The three of us stared at each other.

      “Okay,” said Katy finally, “this place is so strange, even the cops are weird.”

      “Do you guys want to know what I saw?” said Tetyana in a low voice, looking more serious than she usually did.

      “What?” asked Katy.

      “He had a professional-grade spike belt kit sitting on his passenger seat.”

      “A professional-grade what?” I asked.

      “Retractable spike belt. Works automatically with a touch of a button.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Slashes tires fast and efficiently.”

      We stared at her.

      “Easy to use,” she explained. “Conceal yourself on the side of the road, push a button just as the vehicle rolls by, and bingo. The spikes do their job and retract to the box. Happens in seconds, you never know what hit you.”

      “You’re not serious,” I said, feeling my stomach sink.

      “If that was deployed as it should have, all four tires would have got busted.” Tetyana paused, frowning. “If, and it’s a big if, he used it on us, it malfunctioned and retracted too soon. Or he jammed it real fast once he realized who we were.”

      “But I didn’t see his car anywhere,” said Katy. “Wouldn’t we have noticed it on the road?”

      Tetyana glanced around her.

      “With an all-wheel drive, he could get over that ditch easily. This place is new to me, but I’m sure I’d be able to stake out a few good hiding spots for a car here.”

      “Why would a police officer do that?” I said. “Or do you think he wasn’t a real cop?”

      Tetyana didn’t answer for a while. If anyone could spot a fake cop anywhere in the world, it had to be her.

      “No,” she said finally, “he was the real deal. If he wanted to use that on us, he was trying to dissuade us from going up to the house.”

      “That’s a little drastic, isn’t it?” said Katy. “Is it even legal?”

      “Police departments use them all the time to catch fugitives on the run. It’s a good way to stop terrorists too. David showed me how he used one in the Mossad once.”

      “Maybe he was out to catch speedsters?” said Katy.

      “On this potholed, backcountry private road?” said Tetyana, raising an eyebrow.

      “Wait,” I said. “I was only ten over the limit. Besides, if I was speeding, why didn’t he just stop me with his lights and siren, like a normal cop?”

      “He didn’t have to slash our tire.” Katy nodded. “He could have asked us nicely.”

      “He did,” said Tetyana, “repeatedly. But we didn’t listen.”

      It was turning out to be a strange day. I looked down the road where the dust was still settling from the officer’s car.

      “This is all speculation,” said Tetyana. “We could have rolled over a few bad nails. Highly unlikely, but I can check the tire more closely once we get to the house.”

      “Maybe he was truly worried about us getting stuck on this road with this dinky car,” I said.

      “I don’t think so,” said Katy. “I think there’s some juicy stuff going on at Cedar Cottage, and this only makes me want to go there even more.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      I just hoped the “juicy stuff” wasn’t going to kill us.

      Tetyana patted the telltale bulge under her leather jacket. “Ladies, let’s all keep a sharp eye out from now on, shall we?”

      We got inside the car, my mind still buzzing over what had happened. I turned the key. It was a relief to hear the engine purr. I double-checked the gas gauge to confirm what I knew already. We’d filled up in town, so we had plenty of fuel. Thank goodness for that.

      It was almost completely dark now. The pine trees huddled along the sides of the road, looked like angry giant shadows. Scattered water droplets on my windshield told me the storm was on its way.

      I turned on my high beams and rolled the car onto the road.

      My GPS said Cedar Cottage was now only twelve minutes away.

      I couldn’t wait to get off this gloomy, desolate road.
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      My GPS was wrong.

      It took us half an hour to reach Cedar Cottage.

      Maybe the satellites couldn’t accurately pinpoint us among the mountains. Maybe it was the gusty thunderstorm brewing in the air that disturbed the data signals.

      Either way, my driving slowed down considerably.

      We were in unfamiliar territory in the dark, with one tire blown. We all kept a sharp eye out for potholes, potential roadkill, and suspicious debris. We weren’t sure if anyone else was hidden along the roadside with another spike belt or worse.

      “You’d think anyone who owns that big house could afford to fix this road,” I said, as I swerved to avoid another rut on the gravel.

      “Unless,” said Katy, “like the cop said, they don’t want too many people coming this way.”

      “We’ll be arriving at a bridge in a few minutes,” said Tetyana, consulting her phone’s GPS. “That will take us to the estate’s driveway. Hopefully, they paved that.”

      We drove on silently.

      The road narrowed the closer we got to the house until there was space for only one vehicle on the path. I hoped to goodness no one would come barreling from the opposite direction. That would be a disaster.

      There was something unusual up front. I slowed down even more.

      “What is that?” asked Katy, pointing a finger through the seats.

      I brought the car to a complete stop and peered through the darkness.

      “The bridge,” said Tetyana.

      She was right.

      Twenty feet in front of us was a dilapidated wooden structure that looked like it would be risky to walk on, let alone drive on.

      Beyond the bridge was a paved driveway, and about two hundred yards farther down was the big white house we’d spotted from the woods.

      “I’ve seen better goat crossings in Ukraine,” said Tetyana.

      “Is it going to hold us?” I wondered out loud.

      “If we sink, we swim,” said Tetyana.

      “Oh, gosh,” said Katy from behind us.

      I pulled my window down and stuck my face out. A blustery wind blew my hair, making me shiver.

      “Close the window,” said Katy.

      I pushed myself up to get a better look. “The river’s rushing really fast,” I said, plopping back in my seat. “The storm’s almost here. It’ll be nasty tonight.”

      Tetyana opened her door and got out. With our car’s headlights to guide her, she walked over and examined the wooden bridge. Two minutes later, she turned and gave me a thumbs up.

      “Looks worse than it is,” she said, getting in and buckling up.

      “There’s a truck parked up there,” she said, pointing at the house. “If that vehicle navigated over this, we should be fine.”

      Taking a deep breath in, I took my foot off the brake. Unsure if this would be the biggest mistake I made that day, I rolled forward.

      “Please don’t break,” I heard Katy pray from behind me.

      Cringing at every thud the tires made on the wooden ridges of the bridge, I pushed on. The sixty seconds it took us to cross the small structure felt like an eternity.

      I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until I heard the last frightening thud from the back tires, followed by the smooth paved driveway underneath us.

      “We made it!” said Katy.

      “Oh, come on,” said Tetyana, blowing a raspberry. “A cold swim wouldn’t have killed us.”

      “Would have totaled the car,” I said.

      “Then we’d find a more sensible truck to drive around in.”

      The driveway up to the house was long and wide and lit by a row of cast-iron streetlights. It felt like we were time traveling to the past.

      “What a place to build a home,” said Katy, her nose stuck to the window.

      Mrs. Robinson had been very cryptic over the phone.

      “Come to the end of the dirt road, cross the bridge and you’ll see the house. Only house for miles around. You can’t miss it.”

      She hadn’t lied. But this wasn’t just any house.

      It was a massive three-story piece of architecture with green gable shutters and ivy-covered white walls. Four striking pillars stood on guard on the high porch. Two chimneys and a cupola rose proudly from the tiled roof, complete with a rooster weathervane.

      Almost all the windows were dark, but a pale yellow light was coming from the first-floor windows.

      I drove up the driveway and parked next to the flatbed pickup truck. Beside it was a rusty white van and an ancient pale blue Mercedes sedan. Whoever lived here had little taste for cars, I gathered.

      I turned off the engine.

      “Looks like we’ve walked into a period drama,” said Katy in a hushed voice as we stared at the imposing building in front of us. “An American Downton Abbey.”

      “It’s so isolated,” I said, “I’m sure it gets lonely up here.”

      Other than the wind blasting through the grounds, it was quiet. There was nobody outside. At least, that’s what I thought at first.

      I wished we had come earlier in the day so we could have seen the house and the mountain views behind it properly. With only the external security lights on the building and the cast-iron lampposts along the driveway, it was hard to make out much.

      “Who lives here, other than this Mrs. Robinson?” asked Katy.

      “When I called back for details, she said to come down and see for ourselves. Said she didn’t want us to prejudge anyone.” I paused. “You realize, she thinks she’s hired a private investigator team?”

      “But aren’t we?” said Katy. “We’ve been solving cases for years now.”

      “I wouldn’t call what we tackled cases,” said Tetyana, her voice somber. “We fought those men, rescued those kids. We taught those criminals a good lesson. It was war.”

      Katy and I were silent for a moment. It was hard to hear our former life summarized in such brutal words. But she was telling the truth.

      “Those days are over, girls,” I said, patting the dashboard. “Everyone’s safe in America and we’ve found normal lives.”

      “But you’re getting restless,” piped Katy from the backseat, “aren’t you?”

      I turned to look at my friend.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Admit it. You can bake for snotty rich folks for only so long before you go batty. You wanted to come on this adventure. That’s why you agreed to Madame Bouchard’s bizarro death wish in the first place.”

      I stared at her, letting those words wash over me. She was right, but did I want to admit it to myself?

      Madame Bouchard didn’t play simple games. The consequences of her actions were severe, at times a matter of life and death. I couldn’t take her deathbed request lightly. It was both a morbid curiosity and the drive to honor my promise that had brought me here.

      “You too, Tetyana,” said Katy, turning to her next. “Don’t deny it. I’ve known you two for too long for you to lie to me. We’re here because you want action again.”

      Tetyana looked away.

      But Katy wasn’t done.

      “Asha, this is exactly why you keep putting off your wedding. David wants nothing more than to get married, but you keep avoiding the topic.”

      Those words stung, but I knew they hurt because she was right. My best friend Katy knew me better than I did myself.

      “Thanks for reminding me,” I stammered, pulling my phone out. “I have to call him or he’ll start getting worried.”

      While I texted David to let him know we got to our destination, Katy called her eight-year-old daughter who was spending the week with her father, Peace.

      I’d just hit send when Tetyana pointed to something on the far end of the grounds.

      “I thought I saw someone over there.”

      We peered out the window. There was a wooden structure a few yards away from the main house. In the distance, I thought I heard a horse neigh. The noise was muffled, like it came from inside the building.

      “What is that? A barn?” I asked.

      A light came on in the house. We all turned our attention back to it.

      A woman’s profile showed up against a window on the third floor. She pulled back the sheers, looked out for a moment and let the curtains fall back in place again, before withdrawing. Just as it had turned on, the light turned off.

      Mrs. Robinson?

      I had no idea what she even looked like.

      Something told me it wasn’t her, but then, who would it be?

      “All right everyone,” said Tetyana, her hand going to her door. “Are we going to sit here and ruminate all night or go in and talk to these people?”

      I opened my door, gripping the handle tightly so the wind wouldn’t slam it back on me.

      “Just remember,” said Tetyana before I got out. “I need to know where you are at all times. I’ll be right behind you when you need me, okay?”

      “Roger that,” said Katy and I at the same time.

      The sound of wind chimes clanging wildly came from somewhere. I wrapped my arms around myself as the icy wind swirled around me, nipping at my face.

      There was a massive wooden double door at the front of the mansion. But on the east end of the house was a smaller single door. The windows near it were all lit up.

      Someone was in there. I was sure of it.

      Even from here, I could make out the copper pots hanging from the high ceiling.

      The kitchen.

      “This way,” I said as I walked toward the side entrance.

      The loose gravel under our feet crunched as we walked toward the door while the wind whipped the wind chimes into a frenzy. They clanged louder and louder, sounding like warning bells, telling us to get back in the car and head home.

      I shook my head to clear it. I had a job to do.

      Katy grabbed my arm as something small and furry scurried in front of us.

      “What was that?” she gasped.

      “A rodent,” said Tetyana. “A big one.”

      “That was a cat,” I said, eying the mangy stray animal scampering behind the truck to hide. “Looks sick. Poor thing.”

      We were at the kitchen door now.

      The side door was discolored from being exposed to the elements and barely hung on its hinges. From up close, I could now see the house was badly in need of repair.

      I looked up at the other floors, wondering what this place looked like in daylight. It appeared imposing in the dark and from afar, but maybe it wasn’t in as good condition as I thought.

      Katy pushed me aside.

      “Let me,” she whispered.

      She lifted her hand to knock.

      Her knuckles barely touched the wood when the door flew open.

      Katy sprang back with a shriek, trampling on my feet and almost bowling me over.
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      A woman in her sixties stood on the threshold.

      She was dressed in a shin-length skirt, a mauve shirt, and a small pearl necklace. Perched on her head was a pair of eyeglasses linked to a silver chain.

      “Right on time,” she said with a friendly smile.

      I recognized that deep voice from the phone call.

      Katy blushed. “I’m so sorry I screamed. I hadn’t even knocked when the door….”

      The woman waved dismissively.

      “Come inside, girls,” she said. “It’s brisk outside tonight.”

      We trooped inside after her.

      It was an open kitchen with high ceilings we’d walked into, one built decades ago, but that had never been renovated.

      The vintage stove and curvy refrigerator were throwbacks from the sixties. The apple-green cabinets were peeling and the cherry-red kitchen stools were something I’d have expected at a retro diner, not in this massive mansion.

      The only modern item in the kitchen was a designer knife block which sat on the counter near the sink. The distinctive blood-red-handled knives would stand out in any kitchen. I could swear I’d seen them in a late-night TV infomercial once. I’d even considered buying them for my bakery.

      Now that we were inside the house, I could see this place needed work. A lot of work.

      “How quaint,” whispered Katy as we walked past the old Formica counter. Katy had spent twenty-five thousand dollars upgrading her New York apartment kitchen with the latest stainless-steel appliances and granite counters, so I knew that wasn’t a compliment.

      But I liked this place.

      Though that sense of foreboding I’d felt when I first spotted this house from the woods below hadn’t left me, this kitchen was comforting. It was like returning to a childhood home to meet family and have apple pie and tea.

      An old wooden rocking chair sat in the corner next to a fireplace. I could imagine Mrs. Robinson sitting there, knitting a warm woolen scarf.

      A large pot of stew was simmering on the stove, and the smell of a pie baking came from the antique oven. I loved food, and I loved cooking even more, so the sights and smells here instantly lifted my mood.

      I looked at the woman leaning against the counter, regarding us curiously. Her face was kind and her eyes were sincere.

      “Mrs. Robinson, I presume?” I asked with a smile.

      “You must be Asha Kade,” she replied, her wrinkled eyes looking intensely at me. “I knew you’d come. Madame Bouchard told me you always came when someone called for help.”

      “Madame Bouchard?” I resisted the urge to look at my friends. “You knew her?”

      The woman’s eyes wrinkled some more.

      “Only too well, my dear.”

      “How?” I said, unable to hide my curiosity.

      Mrs. Robinson raised an eyebrow.

      “I thought you knew.”

      “Knew what?” The words flew out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

      This was our first client. Our first case, which, if we solved it to Madame Bouchard’s lawyer’s satisfaction, would allow us to build another nursery at our children’s shelter and foster home in New Orleans. I couldn’t mess up our chance now.

      I cleared my throat.

      “My team has worked with Madame Bouchard for years and she has always been satisfied with our service.” I hesitated, gauging how much I could share with this stranger.

      “I wish she’d have given us more information, but as you know, she is no longer with us…” I let my sentence trail off, hoping she’d understand.

      Mrs. Robinson nodded somberly.

      “I was so sad to hear of her passing.”

      She glanced out the window, a faraway look coming over her face.

      “I knew her since I was a teen. I looked up to her. She was like this beautiful princess who lived in this castle. I wanted to be like her. It broke my heart when she started traveling after she got married. She was hardly home anymore after that.”

      “Home?” I asked, unsure if I’d heard right. “Are you saying Madame Bouchard used to live here?”

      Mrs. Robinson turned to me, as if she’d just realized we were standing in her kitchen.

      “Yes, my dear. This is Madame Bouchard’s childhood home.”

      It took a while before any of us could speak.

      “Are you kidding me?” said Katy finally. “This is her home?”

      Mrs. Robinson gave Katy a quizzical look, like she was sizing her up. Then she turned back to me.

      “I see you didn’t come alone.”

      “Sorry, these are my colleagues, Katy McCafferty and Tetyana Shevchenko.”

      She didn’t move to shake their hands, but regarded them politely.

      “Madame Bouchard was familiar with all my team members,” I said. “We each bring unique skills to the job and we’re looking forward to helping you out. I’m sorry if I didn’t mention this earlier.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” said Katy with a bright smile. Tetyana gave her a grave nod.

      Mrs. Robinson stared at Tetyana for a second longer than would be considered polite.

      “Are you a cop?”

      Her tone was accusatory, but Tetyana merely shook her head.

      “Never have been and never will be. I’m just here to help Asha.”

      That seemed to satisfy Mrs. Robinson. Katy flashed her another one of her million-dollar smiles.

      “Mrs. Robinson, I can’t wait to solve these mystery letters you’ve⁠—”

      “Hush!”

      “Sorry,” said Katy, giving her a sheepish look.

      Mrs. Robinson stirred and straightened up.

      “No, I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m usually a better hostess than this, but this affair… it has made me all jittery.” She sighed. “You all must have had a long trip. Would you like some ice tea with a slice of pumpkin pie? I just baked it.”

      I turned to my friends. Mrs. Robinson didn’t realize what a bombshell she’d dropped on us when she told us we were standing in Madame Bouchard’s childhood home. I knew Katy and Tetyana were burning with curiosity as much as I was.

      “Actually, we’d like to ask you a few questions if this is a good time,” I said. “Would that be all right?”

      Mrs. Robinson glanced behind her and turned to us with a worried expression on her face.

      “Not here. Come with me.”

      With another apprehensive glance behind her, she took me by the elbow and steered me through the kitchen, with my friends coming behind me.

      A cold gust of air hit us as we stepped out of the kitchen through a side door and entered an empty hallway.

      It was like we’d stepped back in time to the nineteenth century.

      The passageway floor was made of stone and ancient wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling. There were small wooden doors along the hallway, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if a woman in a white bonnet and a long crinoline gown had stepped out with a candlestick in her hands.

      “Is anyone else home?” I asked as we walked through the passageway, going deeper into the belly of this mansion.

      “Everyone’s home,” replied Mrs. Robinson. “They always are. No one ever leaves this place.”

      No one ever leaves this place?

      “Madame Bouchard traveled a lot with her diplomatic husband,” I said. “She had apartments in New York, Paris, and London. I didn’t realize she owned a home in New Hampshire.”

      “Ah, that one was different from everyone else. She enjoyed the high life. Didn’t think much of us.”

      “But she wanted me to help you with your, er, problem.”

      “Guilt.”

      “Guilt?”

      She stopped so suddenly, I jerked back. She put a hand on my arm and leaned in close, her dark brown eyes boring into mine.

      “As much as I admired that woman, I can guarantee you she died with many regrets in that stony heart of hers. Do you know how much she neglected her own flesh and blood?”

      I shook my head, feeling a chill at those words.

      Without explaining herself any further, she let go of my arm and started walking again.

      After throwing a surprised glance at my friends, I turned around and caught up to Mrs. Robinson. We kept walking through the hallway, not speaking.

      “Are we the only guests here tonight?” asked Katy hesitantly, after a while.

      “The pastor’s staying overnight. He comes every weekend.”

      “Who else lives here?” I asked.

      “You’ll see soon.”

      “Does everyone know we’re coming?”

      “Not a soul. I want them to be surprised.”

      With that, she opened the door at the bottom of the corridor and ushered us into a spacious but cold room.

      “Come in and close that door. We can talk in here.”

      I looked around.

      An old-fashioned brass bed had been placed in the middle of the room, surrounded by neatly arranged vintage furniture. A bookshelf lined one wall. Displayed in it were trinkets from a bygone era between old tomes. Everything here was spotless. Not one speck of dust had escaped Mrs. Robinson’s keen eyes.

      As soon as Tetyana closed the door behind her, Mrs. Robinson clutched at her chest and started wheezing.

      I stepped forward.

      “Are you okay, Mrs. Robinson?”

      She stood in place for a minute, gasping for breath. Then she straightened up and gave us a rueful smile.

      “This is what happens when you become a senior citizen. Aches and pains everywhere.”

      “Would you like some water?” I ventured, seeing how pale her face had become.

      She shook her head.

      “I got another letter last night,” she whispered hoarsely. “Do you want to see it?”

      “Please.”

      She reached into a pocket in her skirts and brought out a small beige envelope.

      I stared at this thing that had terrified this woman for weeks. This thing that had brought us up here.

      “Why didn’t you share this with the police?” I asked what had been troubling me all along. “They could have searched for fingerprints and done something about it.”

      “They won’t believe an old woman like me.”

      She paused.

      “Besides, I can’t trust anyone anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      I dug out a pair of gloves from my purse, put them on, and took the envelope from Mrs. Robinson.

      Katy was peering over my shoulder while Tetyana was standing by the door, on guard.

      I opened the envelope. Inside was a thin beige piece of paper, the kind you’d find at a high-end stationery store.

      “Mrs. Robinson, do you know anyone in this house who uses paper like this?”

      “I’ve been cleaning this house for many years, so I pretty much know what everyone has in their drawers and cupboards. It’s hard to hide anything from me, but whoever sent this is doing a good job.”

      I opened the letter gently, trying not to crease the paper, and stared at the words inked in all CAPS and in blood red ink.

      If you tell anyone what you saw that day, I will cut your throat until you bleed to death.

      A chill went down my spine.

      Katy looked up with a shudder. “What did you see?” she whispered.

      Mrs. Robinson shook her head.

      “No idea what they’re talking about.”

      I peered closer at the letter. Even in the dim light, I could see the specks of powder on the paper.

      “What’s this?” I shook the letter. A few flecks of the white powder fell on the floor.

      “They put baby powder inside.” Mrs. Robinson shrugged. “Some sort of sick joke.”

      Tetyana shifted at her station. “Put it away,” she said, a note of warning in her voice. “Don’t touch it.”

      I folded the letter and slipped it back into its envelope. I was about to put it in my purse when Mrs. Robinson reached over and yanked it from my hand.

      “We could get it tested for you,” I said.

      “I’ll keep it for now.” She stuck the envelope in her pocket. “Don’t want these things floating around. That’s how vicious rumors start. It’s bad enough getting these letters.”

      I stared at her, but her face said she’d made up her mind. I had to change tactic.

      “When did you get this letter?” I asked.

      “Three nights ago.”

      “Where did you find it?”

      “Where I always do. Under my bedroom door. They come between two and four in the morning. On different days, so I never know when.”

      I glanced over at the sturdy wooden door where Tetyana was standing.

      “Do you have a video, intercom, or a peephole to see who’s on the other side?”

      Mrs. Robinson gave me a look.

      “This house was built a hundred years ago, my dear. There weren’t no intercoms and such back then.”

      “Who do you suspect it is?” asked Katy.

      “It could be anybody.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Anybody?”

      Mrs. Robinson was the type of grandmother anyone would want to have, the one who loved to feed strangers pumpkin pie with ice tea. Then again, looks could be deceiving. I’d seen my share of evil on earth, and sometimes it was those I least suspected who surprised me.

      “Does anyone in this house have a vendetta against you?” I said, softening my voice. “Was there anything you did in the past that made someone angry at you?”

      She looked away.

      We waited.

      I wondered what was going through her mind. Was it fear that was stopping her, or was she too embarrassed about something she’d rather not share?

      Near the door, Tetyana shifted impatiently.

      Tetyana was a woman of action and hated these long, drawn-out conversations. If she had her way, she’d line up everyone in the house against the wall, put a gun against their heads, and ask them point-blank if they were harassing their caretaker.

      I was glad I was in charge.

      It took a while for Mrs. Robinson to talk again. When she did, it was in such a low voice, I had to lean in to hear.

      “This house has many secrets.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “Ever since I came here, I knew no one was who they said they were.”

      “Can you tell us who lives here?”

      She raised her head and gave me a surprised look.

      “Why, Madame Bouchard’s family, of course.”

      I wanted to shake her by the shoulders for speaking in riddles, but I knew better than to rush her.

      “Yes, but exactly who?” said Katy, a hint of irritation in her voice. “Her children? Siblings? Cousins?”

      “I thought you knew her well.”

      Katy and I exchanged a glance.

      I’d never seen Madame Bouchard without her pristine white Chanel suit, shiny pearls, and gray hair swirled on the top of her head. I always thought of her as a septuagenarian supermodel.

      That woman had power, and she knew how to wield it.

      Her friendship circle included the most prominent people in the world. From royalty to celebrities, from politicians to business moguls, she had them all in her pocket. She’d been the matriarch of the international diplomatic community.

      But no one had known about her family.

      “I don’t think anyone knew Madame Bouchard well,” said Katy. “She liked to keep her private life private.”

      “I always thought she was Canadian,” I said, remembering my first encounter with her in Toronto.

      “She is,” said Mrs. Robinson. “Through her husband. But her own family is from New Hampshire.”

      “Okay, let’s start with her children,” I said, recalling Madame Bouchard’s last words at her deathbed.

      Find my children and tell them I did it because I loved them.

      I was getting a funny feeling about this case. It wasn’t just Mrs. Robinson asking for our help. This had Madame Bouchard’s name written all over it.

      “How many children did she have?” I asked.

      “One son and one daughter.”

      “They must be middle-aged now?”

      “Barry, the son, is forty-three this year and Lisa is forty-six. I grew up with them. My mama was the caretaker of this house before me. They treated us well, so when she passed away, I took over.”

      “Did you work closely with Madame Bouchard?” I asked.

      “She took off to college at nineteen. That’s where she met her husband from Canada. After that, she only came home to have her babies.”

      “She never lived here after she got married?” asked Katy.

      “Madame Bouchard was relieved when my mother and I took over the housekeeping and childcare. She wanted nothing to do with household stuff.”

      “And Mister Bouchard? What was he like?” I asked.

      “I think he hated it here. Always traveling. At fancy parties in Europe and Washington DC. He only came here for a few Christmases.” She paused. “Poor man. He was only thirty-six when he died.”

      I nodded. I’d seen the old news clippings of the promising young diplomat dying of a heart attack. It had been a shock to the diplomatic community then.

      “What are they like, their son and daughter?” I asked.

      Mrs. Robinson looked out the window, her face pensive.

      “When you grow up in a faraway place like this with only the mountains for company, it’s hard to grow up normal.” She turned to give me a piercing look. “Do you know what I mean?”

      I shook my head.

      “School was a private tutor and a brown paper envelope that came via mail once a week,” she continued. “They never had other kids to play with. That makes you… a different kind of child.”

      “Different? How?”

      “You’ll find out when you see them tonight.”

      I raised my eyebrows and exchanged a quick glance with Katy. I guessed we were in for an interesting evening.

      “Does the rest of the family sleep on this floor?” I asked.

      “They all have rooms on the third floor.”

      “But you sleep down here?”

      She shrugged. “I like it here. This has always been my room ever since I was a girl. I grew up here.”

      “How long have you lived in this house?”

      “Most of my life. So many years I’ve lost count.”

      “How did you come about staying here?”

      Mrs. Robinson let out a sigh and looked down at her feet.

      “My mother brought me here when I was fifteen. Her boyfriend… my father… treated her badly. He liked to rough her up. I remember those days.”

      She shivered as if she could still feel the pain.

      “It got so bad one day, she bundled me in the car and said ‘baby, we’re going somewhere safe.’ Then, we drove north. That’s all I knew. Just the two of us, like Thelma and Louise. We drove for so many days, I was sure we were going to end up in Santa Claus’s house in the North Pole.”

      “You came to Cedar Cottage instead?” I said, keeping my voice soft.

      “We slept in the car but we were running out of gas and money. There was a bad storm one night and I remember us getting lost and scared. So we drove up to this big house and asked to stay the night. I was surprised they let us in here. I mean, the only home I’d known back then was the projects….”

      Mrs. Robinson paused to wipe her eyes.

      “Wow,” said Katy in a hushed tone. “What a story.”

      Mrs. Robinson looked up and smiled at her.

      “It was Madame Bouchard who said my mother and I could stay. She was just a teen then, ready to go to college, but she was already bossing everyone around, you know what I mean?”

      I nodded. That much I knew very well.

      “So my mama and I stayed. We never left.”

      She looked out the window, even though everything outside was bathed in midnight black now.

      “I grew up on these mountains.”

      She turned back to Katy and me.

      “Mama’s bruises disappeared, and I didn’t have to wake up every night and listen to her cry anymore.”

      I put a hand out and touched Mrs. Robinson’s arm. I had no words, but I wanted her to know she wasn’t alone.

      We’d all seen violence in our lives. We’d seen things worse than an abusive father, but I knew it hurt even more when it was someone who was supposed to care for you. Someone who was supposed to love you.

      “I’m fine now, my dear,” she said, giving me a genial smile. “I don’t know why I’m telling you girls these stories from so long ago. You all have friendly faces. Maybe that’s why. These letters have nothing to do with my past.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      Don’t be too hasty to come to that conclusion.

      “My mother lived a long and happy life. She worked hard, and she liked it here. Everything I know, I learned from her. Rest her soul.”

      “What about you, Mrs. Robinson?” asked Katy. “Did you ever marry?”

      “My husband was a farmhand from town. We were together for eighteen years, but he died in an accident twenty years ago. I never could have children, so that just left me.”

      “This is a beautiful place to call home,” I said.

      “As long as I do my work, no one complains. I get my space. I hardly see anyone except at mealtimes. Some may say it’s lonely up here, but I like it quiet.”

      “What about that cabin in the woods?” asked Katy.

      Mrs. Robinson turned to her with a start.

      “The cabin?”
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      “The, er, shack in the woods,” Katy said. “A small cottage-like building, near the river. Does it belong to this estate?”

      Mrs. Robinson’s face turned slightly dark.

      “What were you girls doing out in the woods?”

      There was something about that cabin she didn’t want us to know.

      “Our tire blew on a pothole and we stopped to change it,” said Katy. “I slipped into the woods to take some pictures of the leaves when I saw it….”

      “Saw what?”

      Mrs. Robinson’s change in tone was so sharp, Tetyana glared.

      “We didn’t go in,” said Katy, putting her hands up defensively, “but it looked like a cute little place. I just wondered who lives there.”

      “No one,” snapped Mrs. Robinson. “It’s for lost hikers.”

      “Is anyone staying there right now?” I asked.

      “No.”

      Mrs. Robinson’s sudden shift in demeanor was a surprise. I had started to warm up to her, but the more we spoke, the more I felt she was hiding something from us. Something big.

      “Mrs. Robinson,” I said, “if you want our help, you have to tell us everything.”

      “I’m telling you everything I know.” But she wasn’t making eye contact anymore.

      “Is there anyone else who lives here, other than the son and the daughter?”

      “Lisa hired a new couple last year because Sally and John left so suddenly. They have rooms on the third floor as well.”

      “Who are Sally and John?”

      “They worked with me for years.”

      Mrs. Robinson looked up. She was back to her normal self again.

      “Sally cooked and John took care of the grounds. Such a delightful couple. They were part of my housekeeping team. Then, suddenly, without saying goodbye, they got up and left. When I went up to see their room, it was cleaned out.”

      “Wow,” said Katy. “Why would they leave like that?”

      “I have no idea. It broke my heart. I thought of them as family.”

      “Did you know them well?”

      Mrs. Robinson wiped her face. She looked tired.

      “You think you know someone, until you don’t, right?” she said.

      You can say that again.

      “And this new couple?” I asked. “Who are they?”

      “It was the pastor who suggested Jim and Nancy come and help me with the house. I’m getting old and my bones have started to creak, so I was happy to have them. They seem nice enough, but they keep to themselves.”

      “How long have they been here?”

      “Since July.”

      “You mentioned this pastor stays here every weekend,” I said. “Doesn’t he have his own home in Falcon Hills?”

      “He does. He used to come all the time when Lisa and Barry were young. He was their private tutor, you see. He was just starting to teach back then. But recently, he started coming every weekend.” She paused for a moment. “Since Jim and Nancy moved in, come to think of it. He calls this place his retreat. Says he can think more clearly up in the mountains. Lisa and Barry don’t seem to mind.”

      “A bit unusual, don’t you think?”

      “The pastor’s been close to this family for years. He comes from a very prominent family in the area. They’ve been in this town for generations. Falcon Hill’s blue blood, you know. Everyone respects them.”

      “What’s Barry like?” I said, more curious about Madame Bouchard’s children than the others.

      Mrs. Robinson’s eyes screwed tight.

      “You best stay steer clear of him, girls. I’ve never met a meaner man in my life. Stay away, especially after he’s had a drink or two in him.”

      “Have you had any run-ins with him?” asked Katy.

      “Everyone has had a run-in with that man. I make it a point to say ‘yes Barry’ and get out of his way quickly every time.”

      “He sounds horrible,” said Katy.

      “If I were him, I’d probably drink every day too.” Mrs. Robinson paused for a moment. “I feel sorry for him, if you ask me.”

      “Has he ever threatened you in the past?” I asked, wondering how someone like Barry could arouse sympathy in anyone. But I kept that thought to myself.

      “Tried to clip me in the ear once for taking a half-eaten plate from his room by mistake. This was a long time ago. I had just arrived here, and he was just a kid. He only tried that once though. I told him to never lay a finger on me and he never did.”

      I looked over at Tetyana.

      She was listening intently, but her eyes regularly darted across the room, scanning the windows and listening to any noise from the outside.

      She raised an eyebrow when she saw me look her way.

      Barry struck as being a man who’d happily write a death threat letter to his own caretaker lady, even if she was someone who’d lived with his family for decades.

      “Did Madame Bouchard’s children ever marry?” asked Katy. “Do Lisa and Barry have spouses? Kids?”

      Mrs. Robinson turned to Katy with a sad look.

      “There was just one little girl.”

      “Whose was she?” asked Katy.

      “Lisa’s. She got pregnant at sixteen.”

      Sixteen.

      “Who was the father?” I asked.

      Mrs. Robinson turned away.

      “A kid that came from town to help John with the fencing, I think. He was here for a month and Lisa started showing five months later. Mister and Madame Bouchard got hysterical.”

      “I can imagine,” I said.

      “Their reputation was more important than anything else. Any scandal that would threaten their careers was dealt with harshly. Mister Bouchard said he’d send Lisa and the baby to someplace no one would find them, but I knew it was just raging words.”

      “Were the parents here at that time?”

      “They were in Paris. They never saw the baby or Lisa. They only knew about it because I called them. They were livid.”

      “Did Lisa resent you for telling her parents about her teen pregnancy?”

      “I helped her out, you see. Someone had to take care of the little girl.” Mrs. Robinson’s face crumpled like she was going to cry. “But then, they sent her away.”

      “Sent who away?” asked Katy.

      “The little girl.”

      “Lisa’s daughter?” I asked gently.

      “They committed Victoria to a mental institution. They said she wasn’t right. I always thought she was a smart girl, saner than anyone else in this house, but doctors know best, I guess.”

      What a peculiar story.

      “That girl must be twenty now? Thirty? Does she live here?”

      “Twenty-nine. Victoria was only nine years old when they took her. No one talks about her anymore. No one even visits her at the asylum. It’s like she doesn’t exist.”

      What a tragic family Madame Bouchard had. And we’d never known.

      “This Barry guy,” said Katy, “did he ever marry?”

      “Barry’s a loner. Always has been. Ever since he could, he took to the woods by his lone self and was always bringing in wounded stray animals. He was wild. Never got along with anyone or talked that much.”

      “Did he have any friends?”

      “None that I know of. There’s no love lost between that sister and brother, I can tell you that. They were always fighting and screaming at each other, and there was no parent to tell them to behave. Barry started drinking when he was fourteen. I saw him sneak out whiskey bottles from the drink cabinet. I don’t think he’s stopped drinking since then.”

      “The parents never cared to ask about them?”

      “They were hardly home, let alone in the country,” she replied. A grave look overcame her face. “I suspect they thought of their children as mistakes. They left them money and people to take care of them, but Lisa and Barry grew up like orphans.”

      “You never know, right?” said Katy, turning to me. “I thought Madame Bouchard’s kids were spoiled, high-society brats who drove fast cars and flew to parties in LA every weekend.”

      “Those two hated their parents,” said Mrs. Robinson. “While Mister and Madame Bouchard were having dinner parties with presidents, their kids were swimming in the streams, hunting in the woods and running around like feral children. They never listened to us, no, sir. We were just help.”

      I bit my tongue.

      “Who do you think is sending you these anonymous letters?” I asked, steering the conversation back to this decade.

      Mrs. Robinson shook her head and wiped her eyes.

      “Could be anyone. I don’t know why they’d do something like this. I’ve been a good worker. I’ve taken care of everyone in this house. I’m a God-fearing Christian woman and I’ve hurt no one in my life.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes pleading.

      “Just make them stop. My old heart can’t take these nasty games no more.”

      I reached out and put a hand on her arm to reassure her.

      “I’m sorry this is happening to you, Mrs. Robinson. It’s unsettling and scary.” I paused. “But you need to tell us everything so we can find out who they are.”

      “And stop them,” said Tetyana in a gruff voice. We turned to her.

      “We didn’t come here to just learn who they are,” she said, “we came here to stop them from doing this.”

      I nodded and turned back to Mrs. Robinson. “You said this house is full of secrets. What did you⁠—”

      A thundering roar reverberated throughout the house, stopping me in mid-sentence.

      Katy jumped with a loud gasp.

      Tetyana whipped around and stepped toward the door, her gun in her hand.
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      “Who the hell are you?”

      I stared at the bulbous-nosed, red-faced man in the kitchen. He reminded me of some goons I’d met in my previous life.

      I liked to think of myself as a strong-minded, independent, professional businesswoman. But for a brief moment, I felt like a scared lost girl again. Pangs of fear went through me as I watched this strange man rampage around Mrs. Robinson’s kitchen.

      It was Barry all right.

      He was in a foul mood. Three strangers rushing over and bursting into the kitchen, ignoring Mrs. Robinson’s calls for us to stop, hadn’t helped.

      Barry fit the description of a lone, alcoholic, middle-aged bachelor with a nonexistent social life to a T.

      His skin was pasty yellow, and his hair was prematurely turning gray. A thick bushy unibrow covered his eyes, so I wondered how he could see. A large beer belly protruded over his pants, which were kept up by a pair of red suspenders.

      Barry stepped toward Mrs. Robinson, shaking a thick finger in her face.

      “What the hell do you think you are doing, stupid woman?”

      “I was only trying to help these girls out with their car trouble,” replied Mrs. Robinson, composed despite the man raging at her.

      Our tire incident in the woods, however that had happened, was coming in handy now and I was happy to milk it for what it was worth. If it had been someone from this household who’d tried to stop us, they’d unknowingly given us a good excuse.

      Barry stepped up to Mrs. Robinson with a nasty scowl. He leaned so close, his nose was inches away from hers.

      What a bully.

      The man’s eyes were bloodshot, and his pupils were small and pointy. I wondered how long he’d been drinking that day. If I had to guess, I’d have said he’d been drunk since he woke up.

      That scared little girl inside of me wilted, and I felt my blood heating up.

      “Didn’t I tell you the last time you let that lot of stinking lost hikers stay over?” he shouted, his spittle falling on Mrs. Robinson’s face. She didn’t even flinch. “I don’t want these street trash in my house!”

      Katy put on her charming smile. “If it puts your mind at ease, we manage a bakery in New York. We’re here on holiday. We’re not street tra⁠—”

      “Was I talking to you?” roared Barry, snapping his head my friend’s way. “If I wanted to chat with a floozy, I’d talk to you. But I didn’t, did I?”

      Floozy?

      Katy stepped back, stunned.

      Barry turned back to Mrs. Robinson. He glared at her.

      “I don’t know why we keep you, you old hag,” he said, his face contorted into a scowl. With an angry snarl, he raised his hand as if to hit her.

      “Hey,” I said, stepping up and getting in between them. “Don’t you dare!”

      Barry turned to me, his eyes bulging.

      “You! If I had my way, I’d… I’d…”

      “You’d do what, Mr. Bouchard?” said Tetyana. Her voice was calm, but there was a dangerous undercurrent in it.

      He glowered at her, but I could see the hesitation in his eyes. He was a coward, and a coward chose their victims well.

      “Mr. Bouchard,” I said, wrestling the fury bubbling inside of me. “There’s no need to shout at Mrs. Robinson. She’s only trying to help us. We’re running on an old spare tire which could give way on the road to town. This is an emergency, as you can see.”

      “This is my house!” yelled Barry, poking a finger at me.

      “It’s just for one night, Mr. Bouchard,” I said, crossing my fingers behind me. I needed time to solve the mystery of the poison pen letters. If twenty-four hours was all I had, I’d have to make do. “We’ll find a way to reciprocate to you.”

      “It’s the Christian thing to do, Barry,” said Mrs. Robinson.

      He whipped around to her.

      “These stupid city folk come here and trample all over my mountain.”

      “What do you think Pastor Graham would say if he found out we turned these girls back out into the woods tonight, with a storm coming and all?”

      Barry pulled away at those words, glaring at her.

      “The pastor would never say no, would he, now?” said Mrs. Robinson, her voice slightly smug.

      The pastor, it seemed, had some power over Barry. After shooting another angry glare our way, Barry stomped out, grouching about “floozies and tramps.”

      We stood wordlessly for a minute, waiting for the unpleasant taste that man had left in the room to dissipate.

      “Goodness me, what a crazy man,” said Katy finally, letting out her breath.

      “Now there’s a good suspect for the letter writer,” said Tetyana, turning to Mrs. Robinson. “You want me to make him confess?”

      Mrs. Robinson shook her head.

      “That man talks a big talk. Always shouting, always threatening. But that’s more bark than bite.”

      “You don’t seem fazed by him,” I said.

      “Give him another five minutes and you’ll find him snoring in the television room and he’ll have forgotten he even saw you.”

      She turned to us, a determined look on her face.

      “Stay the night, please. I have prepared a room for you upstairs. I want you to meet everyone tonight.”

      “Is anyone else going to object to us staying here?” I asked.

      “Lisa likes her privacy and doesn’t like strangers, but I doubt she’ll say anything. She’s a bright one, that one, but she keeps her thoughts to herself.” She paused and looked up thoughtfully. “Sometimes I don’t know which is worse, the one who’s always raging or the quiet one, right?”

      “And this pastor?” I asked. “What’s he like?”

      “Pastor Graham’s a guest here, so he won’t say anything. He’s always nice and polite, and everyone here has a lot of respect for him. Even Barry’s eager to please him.”

      “What about the other staff? Won’t they get suspicious at us showing up?” asked Tetyana.

      “They’re the least of my worries. They’re supposed to be working for me, but they take their instructions from Pastor Graham.”

      “Pastor Graham?” I said. “I thought he was a guest.”

      “I’m fine with that. They know their chores.”

      “Where are they now?” asked Katy. “I’d expect to find your staff in the kitchen at this time of day.”

      “Nancy’s taking a nap. Said she had a migraine and wanted to rest before supper. Her husband, Jim, went to the barn to check on the horses.”

      Just as she said those words, the side door from the staff quarters creaked open. We all turned. A woman’s face poked through the door.

      It was a younger woman, in her late twenties or early thirties. She was wearing blue pants, a white T-shirt, and a red turban with tassels tied over her hair.

      She looked startled to see us.

      “Come on in, Nancy,” said Mrs. Robinson, gesturing to her. “Hope you’re feeling better.”

      The woman didn’t answer but kept staring at us. I wondered if she could speak.

      “We have some lost visitors with car trouble,” continued Mrs. Robinson. “I think we have enough supper for three more mouths tonight, don’t we?”

      Nancy entered the kitchen and walked toward the counter, her face a picture of suspicion. She didn’t return our hellos or come over to shake our hands, but regarded us unsmilingly from across the kitchen counter.

      “How did you get here?” she asked.

      “By the road,” I answered, wondering how else anyone would get up here. We weren’t dressed in hiking gear, so we obviously couldn’t have come through any mountain trail. Not at this time of night, anyway.

      Her eyes narrowed. “So, you aren’t really lost then, are you?”

      “We got a flat tire on our way to town. It was getting late and our spare isn’t great. Also, a severe storm is coming this way. Thought it best to drive to the nearest place we could find using our GPS.”

      It wasn’t the whole truth, but it would have to do.

      “Where are you from?”

      Her voice was low and her words came out staccato fashion, like machine-gun fire.

      “New York,” I said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “The mountain air is fresh and so healthy,” said Katy, with a friendly smile. “Not like the Big Apple.” She let out a small laugh. “We just didn’t expect an adventure like this when we left the city.”

      Nancy merely stared at her.

      Katy switched on her charm to her full wattage.

      “What a fantastic discovery, though. What a magnificent home this is. So, how long have you been living in this gorgeous place?”

      I thought I saw Nancy swallow and wondered why she looked so uncomfortable. There was something more in her than the usual small-town distrust of out-of-towners.

      “Just a few months,” she replied guardedly.

      “Where are you from? Around hereabouts, then?” asked Katy, leaning across the counter.

      Nancy leaned away.

      “Iowa,” she said, turning her back toward us and opening a cupboard.

      Tetyana and I exchanged a quick glance.

      It was Nancy who was lying now.
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      “It’s getting late,” said Mrs. Robinson bustling around the kitchen, pointedly ignoring Nancy’s surly face. “We need to serve supper soon.”

      “I’ll give you a hand,” I said, stepping up, making Nancy scowl even more.

      Did that woman ever smile?

      Tetyana and Katy chipped in and within half an hour, we’d set the table in the dining room on the second floor.

      Connected to the dining room was an expansive living area. Someone had started a fire in the rustic fireplace in the corner, and it was sending a warm glow our way. Outside, a northwesterly wind was beating against the windows and a heavy rain had begun to fall.

      After doing her part, Nancy disappeared to her room temporarily. So, Tetyana, Katy and I waited with Mrs. Robinson for the rest of the family to join us. Hearing the stormy winds howl outside, I was glad we were in here, and not stuck in the middle of the darkened, wet and lonely woods.

      The roast now sat on the table with a carving knife next to it. The pot of stew was on the sideboard, ready to be served with home-baked bread and garlic butter.

      If I ignored the peeling paint and worn features, this room could be the perfect showroom for an old-fashioned manor.

      Above the table hung a light fixture made of deer antlers. The rustic wooden furniture and the retro dishes and cutlery added to the whimsical decor of the room.

      I remembered the champagne-fueled, celebrity-studded parties Madame Bouchard attended in Paris and New York. These were the high-society functions my bakery catered for. The difference between her jet-setting lifestyle and that of her children in the mountains of New Hampshire couldn’t have been more striking.

      Didn’t Madame Bouchard care for her own flesh and blood?

      I wondered if she’d left anything to her family. Madame Bouchard had been a very wealthy woman. I’d assumed the million-dollar payouts she’d promised us for solving problems for her friends were a small allotment of her full estate.

      I looked around the immense dining and living area.

      This house would have a massive sales tag if it were to be sold. With possibly more than two dozen bedrooms, mostly shuttered and locked up now, it could be easily converted into a boutique hotel for hikers and skiers.

      This estate was a significant inheritance, I thought, making a mental note to call Peace, my friend and lawyer, to confirm details after dinner.

      “Who do we have here now?”

      As soon as I heard the voice, I knew instantly it had to be Pastor Graham.

      “Hi there,” said Katy, getting up from her chair with a wide smile.

      “Ah, the three lovely ladies from the Big Apple,” boomed Pastor Graham, giving Katy a low bow and a genial smile back. “Mrs. Robinson mentioned you’d be joining us.”

      “We had our GPS and everything,” said Katy, offering her hand to the pastor, “you’d think we’d be prepared, but these mountains are so confusing.”

      “Your fancy GPS won’t work around here,” replied the pastor. “I’m afraid the mountains and the woods don’t help, especially during weather like this. We’ve had to pluck out more than one hiker from the mountains and they usually had all the fancy equipment in the world, but they had still got disoriented.”

      “It’s a beautiful place to get stranded in, as long as you don’t get frostbite or run out of food,” prattled Katy, “and you, Pastor, do you live in the village?”

      “I’m down there all week, busy with my congregation. But it’s nice to get away on the weekends. Lisa and Barry are good to me.”

      He turned and smiled at Mrs. Robinson, who was serving the stew into bowls.

      “Mrs. Robinson always has a place for me at the table. She’s an absolute angel.”

      “If it wasn’t for her, we’d be frozen out in the woods,” I said. “We can’t thank her enough.”

      The man tilted his head slightly.

      “Most people come to this part of the world in the summer when it’s nice and warm. Why would you ladies come here at this time?”

      Katy let out a dramatic sigh. She was an excellent actor. I was glad she’d decided to come with us.

      “I’m going through a separation right now,” she said, looking forlorn. That was true. She didn’t have to act any more now. “My friends thought it would be good to get me out of the city for a little while and get some fresh air in the countryside.”

      The pastor nodded sympathetically.

      “That’s not such a bad idea. Come to think of it, there are fewer crowds on the trails and you get to have the entire mountain for yourself. I suppose you’ll be climbing Mount Washington this weekend?”

      “Can’t wait,” said Katy, her face brightening. “We’ve been preparing for weeks at the gym. Not everyone can say they hiked up the tallest mountain on the East Coast, can they?”

      “Go early, take lots of water, and take your time going up. You should be fine.” He paused. “How long do you plan on staying in town?”

      “Just a few⁠—”

      The sound of a door opening made us all turn.

      “Ah, Jim, my boy, come right in,” said the pastor, as if he was the host of the house, “we have some lovely visitors from the big city. Three beautiful young women who got lost on their way to Falcon Hills and drove straight into the arms of Cedar Cottage. Hahaha.”

      It was a good-looking man in his twenties who stepped in, carrying a pile of firewood in his arms. He walked with the confident swagger of a star college footballer who knew his charm. He dropped the wood near the fireplace and turned to us with a pearly smile that could have beaten Katy’s in the charisma Richter scale.

      Katy didn’t miss a beat.

      She stepped up to him, shook his hand and introduced Tetyana and me.

      While Jim’s smile was high on wattage, I noticed it didn’t go all the way to his eyes. His eyes were glassy, like they were looking through me, not at me. I shook his hand, feeling like this extrovert bluster was all a show.

      A show for whom? For us?

      I noticed Jim wink at Katy as he took her hand. Nancy, who’d been lighting the candles on the table, turned away. Her face had turned dark.

      I stepped up to her to give her a hand so she wouldn’t feel left out, when I realized another stranger had slipped into the room, and I hadn’t even noticed.

      It was a mousy-looking woman with thinning brown hair and wearing an old-fashioned shapeless dress. She was hovering at the far end of the table, as if unsure what to do. She was the type of person who could be in a room for hours and no one would ever acknowledge her presence.

      Who is this? How did I not see her enter the room?

      Mrs. Robinson stepped up and pulled a chair for her.

      “I made your favorite stew today, Lisa,” said Mrs. Robinson.

      Lisa?

      The woman didn’t make eye contact or say hello. I tried not to stare, but it was hard not to. I couldn’t see any of the intelligence Mrs. Robinson talked about.

      “Storm outside….” I heard Mrs. Robinson speak to her in a low voice. “… three lost girls… car trouble… just for the night…”

      Lisa kept her eyes on the table as Mrs. Robinson spoke.

      I couldn't believe this was the daughter of the elegant, illustrious, and demanding Madame Bouchard who twirled foreign diplomats and celebrities around her finger. Then again, getting abandoned in a rambling old mansion among the lonely mountains and being treated like you were a mistake probably did strange things to you.

      Mrs. Robinson placed a bowl of stew in front of Lisa. Without looking up or waiting for the rest of us, Lisa began to eat.

      She was a quiet one, all right. Though she looked mousy, those intense blue eyes, and those lips set in a thin red line told me you wouldn’t want to cross her. They say still waters run deep. Lisa was a bottomless, subterranean well.

      “Please, please, take a seat,” said Pastor Graham, pulling a chair out for Katy.

      One by one, we took our places, even Nancy, though her scowl never left her face.

      The chair at the head of the table remained empty. I guessed that was where Barry usually sat. He was, I was sure, roaming somewhere in this immense house, lost in a drunken stupor.

      Something Mrs. Robinson had said earlier was bothering me. If I were him, I’d probably drink every day too. What did she mean by that? I wondered.

      Lisa and Barry may have been emotionally and physically abandoned by their parents, but their everyday needs had been taken care of. They’d had a roof over their heads, food on their plates, staff who’d tried their best to take care of their needs, and a vast outdoor playground without restrictions.

      My own found-family of lost orphans had suffered much worse at the hands of traffickers, but none of us had turned into feckless drunks. There was more to Barry’s story, I was sure.

      Pastor Graham reached over and took Katy’s hand, then turned to Jim and took his. He glanced around the table.

      “Shall we say grace now?”

      I took the hands of Mrs. Robinson and of Lisa and bowed my head.

      “Let us give thanks to the Lord⁠—”

      “You dumb cretin!”

      We all snapped our heads up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Twelve


          

        

      

    

    
      It was Barry.

      He came crashing through the doorway, a tumbler of whiskey swaying dangerously in one hand, his face a deep shade of purple.

      “You forgot to call me!” he bawled at Mrs. Robinson.

      “I knew you’d come down soon,” she replied in a quiet voice. I marveled at her patience. I wanted nothing more than to punch this man’s nose and tell him to behave.

      Instead of walking up to his chair, Barry staggered over to the liquor cabinet next to the dining table. With an angry grunt, he opened the door, pulled down a whiskey decanter and filled his glass to the brim.

      He turned back to the table and gave a start as he spotted me sitting in his direct line of sight. He pointed a shaky finger my way.

      “What the hell are these wenches still doing here?”

      “Now, Barry,” said Pastor Graham. “Is that any way to⁠—”

      “I thought I told you to get rid of ’em!”

      “Please take your seat, Barry. The food will get cold,” I heard Mrs. Robinson say.

      But Barry was advancing my way, his finger pointed at me, like the muzzle of a gun readying for its target.

      I stared at the madman, my heart hammering. He’d gathered I was a leader of my pack and hadn’t taken a liking to me. I knew he was brash and mean, but I wasn’t sure if he was violent.

      I braced myself.

      “Get out of my house!” he roared, his arm held high in the air now. “You little witch!”

      I got up from my chair, ready to parry or duck.

      “Barry, please sit down,” said Mrs. Robinson.

      Barry slammed his fist toward me, but I blocked him just in time. Tetyana sprang from her chair and pulled him away, twisting his arms behind him and propelling him away from the table.

      Suddenly the entire room was on their feet.

      Pastor Graham and Jim surrounded Barry. I could hear them talking to him in low voices. Barry was muttering under his breath, but he seemed to be calming down.

      “My goodness, I’m so sorry,” said Mrs. Robinson, giving me a napkin to wipe the whiskey that had splashed on my shirt. Her face was red with shock. “I had no idea⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” I said and smiled. I lowered my voice. “All part of the job.”

      She gave me a frazzled look but didn’t reply.

      I settled back in my seat, feeling rather unhinged.

      It was never fun to be hit by the host. I’d have gladly hit him right back, but I had to make sure we could stay here at least another twenty-four hours. I couldn’t afford to get us kicked out so soon.

      “You okay?” whispered Katy.

      I nodded, ignoring the searing pain in my forearm. If Barry had been sober and fit, this would have hurt much more.

      I turned to Lisa who’d been staring at the altercation, her lips set in an even more austere line. It was clear she didn’t approve of her brother’s behavior.

      “Would you pass me some water, please?” I asked.

      She turned around and looked for the decanter. “He’s not well.…” she mumbled.

      “Don’t mention it,” I said. “I understand.”

      Jim helped Barry to his seat. Then, as if he’d forgotten the incident already, he picked up his spoon and started on his stew, pointedly ignoring everyone. I was glad I was sitting as far away from Barry as I could.

      “I do sincerely apologize. This is highly unusual,” said the pastor, taking his seat, looking aghast. He pointed at the reddened skin on my forearm. “Would you like me to look at that? Maybe get some ointment?”

      “I’m good,” I said, rustling up a smile. “I train every day, so this is par for the course.”

      “Train?”

      “In Krav Maga.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Tactical mixed martial arts.”

      His smile disappeared instantly at those words. Then, without another word, he turned to his stew.

      Next to me, Lisa hunkered down in her chair.

      She picked up the spoon she’d dropped when Barry had rumbled in like an errant steam train. Ignoring the splatter on her placemat, she lowered her spoon into the bowl, scooped up some stew and placed it in her mouth, her attention seemingly fully on her food. But I noticed the slight tremble in her hand.

      For the next ten minutes, all we could hear around the table, other than Barry’s loud slurping, was the ting of the spoons against the retro china.

      It’s time to ask my question.

      I wiped my mouth with my napkin and looked around the table.

      “I read in a magazine at the airport that a famous Madame Bouchard owned this beautiful house at one point.”

      I paused to watch for their reaction. I noticed Tetyana and Katy were discreetly glancing around the table too.

      Lisa stopped her spoon halfway to her mouth and the pastor’s face turned a shade paler. Barry looked up, squinted at me as if he’d forgotten who I was or why I was talking. Then, with a loud and dismissive grunt, he turned his attention back to his food.

      Nancy and Jim seemed the least affected by my words. The others’ reactions didn’t appear to even register with them as they kept eating.

      “She’s no longer alive, I gather?” I asked, hoping it sounded like an innocent question from an ignorant guest.

      The pastor cleared his throat. “Lots of history in this place,” he said. “Is this the first time you’ve been in this region?”

      “It is.”

      “The views from up here are spectacular. You’ll see the mountains in all their glory tomorrow morning. Don’t forget to snap a few pictures before you leave.”

      He was changing the topic.

      Why is everyone so cagey?

      Soon Katy started small talk with Jim. With the pastor adding an anecdote here and there, a semblance of normal conversation hummed around the table.

      Nancy ate silently, glancing up once in a while to throw an ugly look Katy’s way. I didn’t know if Katy noticed her and ignored her, but she kept the chatter going.

      Something told me Jim and Nancy had a row recently. They’d hardly acknowledged each other that evening, kept their distance and never made eye contact.

      Though Mrs. Robinson was doing her best to play hostess, she looked pale and tired. She wheezed and coughed a few times, clutching her chest like she was in pain. She’s sick, I thought as I watched her. I wondered what was wrong with her.

      Across from me, Tetyana’s eyes swept the room regularly. She was, as always, on full alert.

      Outside, it was raining hard. The sound of heavy raindrops thrashing against the window made me feel glad to be in here, even in these extraordinary surroundings with a host who clearly resented us.

      I wondered why nobody wanted to acknowledge Madame Bouchard, the matriarch of this family. I’d expected someone to at least say, “Oh, it’s a sad thing. She was part of the family.”

      I leaned over to Lisa.

      “Thank you so much for letting us stay here tonight,” I said.

      She looked up and gave me a suspicious look from under her eyelashes. I thought she looked disquieted, but it was hard to say. The flicker from the candlelight could have played with my eyes.

      Thank goodness she’s not as hostile as her brother, I thought.

      I tried again. “I hate to intrude on your home like this, but I want you to know we really appreciate it.”

      She gave an imperceptible nod.

      “It was scary when we got stuck on the road, near the woods with the lightning and all.”

      “It’s bad tonight,” she finally replied.

      I had no idea what it must have been like to have your first child taken away to a mental asylum so young. I also didn’t know what it was like to have cold and callous parents.

      Lisa looked more like the new girl at the school cafeteria, than the owner or part owner of this multi-million-dollar mansion. I felt sorry for her.

      “It’s a beautiful spot you have here.”

      She gave another nod.

      “I hear the trails through the woods are spectacular, especially at this time of the year with the fall colors. I’m so glad we brought our big camera.”

      “Don’t go to the woods.”

      “Excuse me?” I said, unsure I heard her right.

      A strange look crossed Lisa’s face.

      “Go home,” she said. “It’s not safe here.”

      I leaned in.

      “Sorry?”

      But Lisa had turned back to her bowl, her full attention on the food now.
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      I was glad when dinner was over.

      Lisa had stopped speaking to me after that.

      She’d finished her meal and got up from the table like she couldn’t get away fast enough. She’d stumbled out of the door without saying good night.

      Barry had already fallen asleep on his placemat after eating, so he hadn’t even noticed his sister’s hasty departure.

      The pastor had looked embarrassed for his hosts’ behavior and had tried to make up with his small talk and cordial smiles. But something about his demeanor came across as fake to me.

      I wondered why any sane person from town would come up to this gloomy, unsociable house every weekend. It had been torture to sit at dinner that evening.

      The pastor must have another reason for coming up here. Maybe I was getting paranoid, but I started suspecting everyone around the table.

      Mrs. Robinson seemed grateful for our presence, and that made up for all the bizarre vibes we were getting that evening.

      We stayed behind to help her clean up.

      When everything had been put away, she took us to the third-floor rooms using the fire escape stairway that opened out to the kitchen. I wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t want anyone to see us going up or because it was the route she usually took to the top floor.

      Everyone else, apart from her, slept on the west wing on the third floor. Mrs. Robinson opened a door to a small room in the east wing of the third floor. We had this wing all to ourselves.

      Mrs. Robinson pointedly refused Tetyana’s offer to guard her door overnight.

      “It’s been four weeks and they haven’t got me yet, have they?” she’d said. “Besides, I always lock my door and put a chair next to it.”

      “What about your window?” Tetyana said.

      “I lock them too.” She smiled. “I’ll sleep better tonight knowing you all are here in the house. Now you’ve come, I feel a bit silly for raising such a fuss.”

      “It’s not a fuss, Mrs. Robinson,” said Katy, putting an arm around her shoulder, “that letter you showed us was real and it was nasty. You need to be careful.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m happy you came to see me. You all try to get some rest now. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      She closed the door behind her and left us with a friendly good night.

      We turned to examine the room she’d given us.

      “With so many empty rooms in this house, she put us in this tiny closet?” said Katy with a disappointed look.

      “It’s a kid’s room,” I said, looking around.

      “Who wants dibs on that cot?” asked Katy, pointing at the makeshift bed in the corner of the room.

      I sighed.

      “I’m the only one who’ll fit.”

      The main bed was a child-sized one. Tetyana and Katy would fit in it if they snuggled tight, I thought, happy to have the cot to myself.

      We stood in a circle, taking in the space.

      The walls were painted a pastel pink. A small door led to a closet-sized bathroom, complete with a toilet, sink and shower.

      The lone bookshelf contained a mix of children’s cartoon magazines and oversized picture books. A collection of young adult novels with yellowed pages and faded bookmarks filled the top shelf.

      A cheap Mickey Mouse alarm clock sat on the bedside table and assorted plush toys had been piled on the floor next to the bed. Katy bent down and picked one up.

      “A Care Bear. I used to have one. Didn’t they stop making these ages ago?”

      Tetyana and I looked at each other and shrugged. Neither of us had grown up in North America. Instead of teddy bears, I’d been surrounded by soot-encrusted pots and pans, and Tetyana had slept next to stacks of guns and grenades.

      “This is that little girl’s room,” Katy was saying, twirling around in place. “The one they put in the insane asylum.”

      “There’s a reason Mrs. Robinson gave us this room,” I said. “My gut says there’s something in here she wants us to see.”

      “She could also want us to hear something on this floor during the night,” said Tetyana. “Whoever delivers those letters has to start here.”

      “That sounds creepy,” said Katy. “Couldn’t it be someone from town?”

      “There’s no evidence of anyone breaking into the house to deliver these letters.”

      “But Mrs. Robinson’s hiding something,” I said. “She’s got secrets she doesn’t want to share.”

      “Aw, come on,” said Katy, “she’s like the nicest person on earth.”

      “Everyone has secrets,” I said.

      “Even nice old ladies,” said Tetyana. “Especially, nice old ladies.”

      “What a day,” I said, moving to the windows to open them. “We need some fresh air. It feels so cooped up in here.”

      I opened the windows and looked down at our car. It was still in its spot where I had parked, and so far all four tires seemed to still be in good condition.

      I took a deep breath of the cool, fresh air in. It had stopped raining outside, but I could still hear the thunder rumbling from far away.

      The night was dark, and the moon was hiding behind gray clouds. I wondered what the view must be like from this room on a beautiful day.

      “So,” I said, turning around to my friends. “Who do you think it is?”

      “Jim’s the most normal out of the lot, but that just makes me more suspicious,” said Tetyana.

      “Can’t say his wife is normal,” said Katy. “She doesn’t like me.”

      “She’s jealous because Jim was paying attention to you all night,” I said.

      “But, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “If it makes you feel better, she didn’t seem fond of us either,” said Tetyana.

      “We can’t rule anyone out,” I said, “it could even be Mrs. Robinson sending these letters to herself.”

      “Whatever for?” said Katy.

      “For sympathy?” I ventured. “Maybe it’s a desperate attempt to get everyone’s attention? Perhaps in some strange way, she thinks it will bring everyone together and make them care for each other and her?”

      “She could also be mentally unwell and did it on an impulse,” said Tetyana. “Or maybe….” She paused and gave us a strange look. “Maybe it’s an excuse to bring us down here.”

      “What?” said Katy. “Why?”

      A shiver went down my back. I’d been feeling that too. I just hadn’t wanted to articulate it in front of my friends before I had some proof.

      Katy turned to me. “Do you think this has anything to do with Madame Bouchard’s will?”

      “Well, technically she left us money,” I replied. “It’s conditional on our results and we may never see a dime in the end, but it’s money that belongs to this family.”

      “If that’s true,” said Tetyana, her face glum, “this game just leveled up.”

      I nodded.

      “Peace said no one knows about Madame Bouchard’s instructions to us, but what if someone found out?”

      “You guys really think this could be bigger than kooky Lisa or crazy Barry?” said Katy with a grimace. “Or that creep?”

      Tetyana and I both looked at her.

      “What creep?” said Tetyana.

      “Katy, did Jim—” I started.

      “Not Jim,” she replied, shaking her head. “It was the pastor. He put his hand on my thigh under the table and squeezed. Ugh.”

      “What?” said Tetyana.

      I suddenly remembered how Katy had gone unusually quiet toward the end of dinner, letting Jim and the pastor do most of the chitchatting.

      “Oh, no,” I said, feeling sick to my stomach. “I’m so sorry, Katy. That shouldn’t have happened.”

      She looked away, her face turning pink. “I pushed his hand off me and that was that.”

      Tetyana swore.

      “If I’d known, I’d have punched him right in the face.”

      “I’m having a word with him tomorrow,” I said, straightening up. “If you think he’s going to get away⁠—”

      “No!” said Katy. “Don’t make this bigger than it is. Besides, we’ve got to focus on our mission. Can’t jeopardize that.”

      “But we can’t let him⁠—”

      “You know what this means, don’t you?” said Katy. “He’s got something to hide too.”

      “That or he’s just another fake padre preying on good people,” said Tetyana, a dark look on her face. “It’s not like there aren’t many of those around.” She glared at Katy. “If that man comes within three feet of you, I’m throttling him.”

      “I’m not keeping quiet,” I said. “We need to let him know we’re on to him.”

      “Ladies,” said Tetyana, pulling out her sidearm. “I don’t care what Mrs. Robinson said, I’m patrolling the house tonight.” She looked up, her eyes like steel. “I suspect everyone in this darned house, and I’m going to keep a close eye on all of them.”

      I stared at Tetyana’s weapon as she checked the chamber and racked the slide. She walked over to her bag to fish out the extra magazine she’d brought with her and slid it into her vest.

      We were out of our state and didn’t have a license to carry in New Hampshire. But now, I wished I’d brought my Glock too.

      A strange thing happens when you put a gun to a man’s head and pull the trigger. I’d done it once to the man who’d assassinated my parents. I’d done it again to the man who’d held my cousin by the neck, threatening to choke her to death.

      Once you kill, your life changes.

      I rarely slept well, as the images of those men’s dying faces haunted me every night. But I knew if I faced another murderer or rapist, I would not hesitate to do what I had before.

      Tetyana’s words on our ride up flashed into my mind.

      I have a curious feeling this job of yours is bigger than you think.

      My gut said she was right.

      “For you.”

      I looked up. It was Tetyana extending an arm my way. In her hand was a gleaming black gun.

      “I brought an extra sub compact,” she said, “just in case.”
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      My phone rang, startling me.

      I turned it on and held it against my ear.

      “Everyone okay?”

      It was my resident lawyer, my childhood friend, and Katy’s estranged partner. Peace’s friendly voice sounded far away, though he was calling from only two states away.

      “Had a little tire trouble, but we got here okay.”

      I felt a jab on my arm and turned to see Katy mouthing at me.

      “Um, Peace? Katy wants to know if Chantelle did her homework.”

      “All done. Just put her to bed,” said Peace, his voice strained at the mention of my friend. “She asked when Mom’s coming back. Can you tell Katy I have the same question?”

      With a sigh, I looked over at Katy who was sitting on the bed, clutching the Care Bear on her lap, a stubborn look on her face.

      “Hey, Katy, Chantelle’s sleeping but she wanted to know when you’re coming home. Peace is also wondering the same thing…”

      Katy looked away.

      She’s still angry.

      “Tell him I’ll come home when he puts me and Chantelle over his precious job,” she snapped.

      Chantelle’s beautiful little face came into my thoughts. My heart ached for her as she was now probably bearing the brunt of this dispute.

      I turned back to my phone with a sigh.

      “All well here,” I lied, stepping away from the bed so Katy couldn’t jab me again. “Except we all want you two to stop fighting. We love you both.”

      Peace let out a weary sigh. “Tell her I love her, would you? I love her as much as I did when I first met her.”

      I turned to Katy. “Peace says he loves you just like he did the first day he met you.”

      Katy scowled back.

      “So, I got your text,” said Peace, moving on, as if he knew exactly how his wife felt about him right then.

      “Madame Bouchard’s lawyer made a request to the probate judge to seal the court records to prevent anyone seeing her will. The request was granted, given her public status. This means unless someone starts a fight in court, the documents will be kept confidential just as she had wanted.”

      Tetyana raised an eyebrow. I mouthed “sorry” and fumbled to turn the speakerphone on.

      “Has anyone started a fight in the courts?” I asked, putting the phone on the bedside table and turning the speaker toward my friends so they could hear as well.

      “So far, no,” said Peace. “We can be confident no one in the family knows of her unusual endowment to you. You can strike that worry off, for now.”

      “How much do you trust her lawyer?”

      “If he did anything nefarious, he’d be risking his name, his practice, his finances, and his career. He’s a big name and has some pretty public clients. I doubt he’ll risk his comfortable position by doing anything stupid. You never know, but the chance is low.”

      I sighed in relief.

      “Do you think Madame Bouchard had anything to do with Mrs. Robinson’s letters?”

      “I can’t confirm that, but I wouldn’t put it past her.”

      “She’s playing with lives here,” I said, silently cursing the day I met that woman. “What about the money? Have you learned anything more about how it all works?”

      “Just had another conversation this morning with her lawyer to sort this out. Here’s what we know so far. Madame Bouchard’s given out your bakery number to a select group of people. She has supposedly told them to call you for help when the matter is too discreet to share outside the family circle or when the authorities can’t solve their problems.”

      “Cold cases and such? From her friends and family?”

      “Mrs. Robinson was the first person to call you. I don’t know who the others are yet, but her lawyer promised to dig into his files to see if he can find any clues. He’s being co-operative given the, er, unusual nature of this legacy.”

      “So there’s real money here? She’s not playing us?”

      “That I can confirm. I looked over the financial records yesterday. She had asked her lawyer to open a separate investment account twelve months before she died. She’s been scheming for a while.”

      “Why didn’t she just donate it all to charity? Any orphanage would have done. It didn’t need to be ours. Why complicate matters?”

      “She loved these elaborate cloak and dagger games, remember? It’s in her blood, and this was probably her last hurrah of sorts.”

      “A crazy hurrah, but we’ll take it.”

      “We’re also seeing a trend now with more people bequeathing to charity and do-gooders because they just can’t stomach their spoiled brats wasting their hard-earned money at Ibiza or LA.”

      “So, Madame Bouchard’s will is legit, then? If we solve these problems for these people⁠—”

      “A million US dollars get transferred to anywhere in the world we have a government registered orphanage for trafficked children. As soon as her lawyer gets confirmation that the case has been solved, he will wire the money.” He paused. “I’d say she has enough for about twenty-five such, er, projects.”

      Tetyana raised an eyebrow.

      “Twenty-five million dollars,” I heard Katy whisper in shock.

      “Wow,” I said. “Didn’t realize it was that much.”

      “It’s in an investment account, which means it can fluctuate. But it’s all solid blue chip dividend funds, so it could grow over time. Expect an industry average of six to eight percent over a decade, if you’re lucky. Then again, if you solve these things fast enough, a sizeable amount will be withdrawn each time, diminishing the pot.”

      “That’s the whole point,” I said. “We want the orphanages to get these resources, so they can take care of more kids. But how will her lawyer know when we’ve solved a case?”

      “We’re still trying to figure this out ourselves. According to the will, she left instructions with her contacts to call him and confirm. It was all prearranged.” He paused. “I think this first case should clear most of these questions for us.”

      Tetyana and Katy were listening intently. Both raised their eyebrows when they saw me look. I knew what was going through their minds. We’d had bizarre clients in the past, but this had to cap it all.

      “Thanks, Peace,” I said, turning to the phone. “Don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “Hey, you’re family,” he said, “I’m meeting with the other lawyer in three days to see if there’s anything we’ve missed. Chat then.”

      “Sounds great.”

      “Asha?” He paused. I could feel the tension coming back to his voice. “Be careful out there, okay? David’s worried and wondering if he should have closed the dojo and come with you.”

      “Hey, this is a girls’ getaway,” called out Katy from the bed.

      “We can take care of ourselves,” I said, looking at Tetyana who had her Japanese Tanto knife out now and was wiping it with a leather cloth. “Besides, Tetyana can single-handedly take on an army, if need be.”

      “Just come home safely and bring Katy back in one piece. Watch her for me, would you?”

      “I always do,” I said with a smile at her. Katy’s face relaxed and her pout vanished.

      “I know this isn’t a big mission,” Peace was saying, “like the others we used to do, but…”

      “But what?” I asked.

      “Small-town secrets can be deadly.”

      “Not as deadly as Saudi human traffickers.”

      “Just don’t trust everyone you meet.”

      He hung up after telling me to convince Katy to call back soon.

      “Boy, what an exhausting day,” said Katy, as she flung herself on her back on the bed. “Ouch!”

      She pulled away like something had stung her.

      “What is it?” said Tetyana and me at the same time.

      Katy flipped around, pulled the comforter away and peered into the bed. Tetyana and I stepped up to her.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “It’s a book,” she said, pulling something out from in between the sheets. She picked it up and felt the edges.

      “This jabbed my shoulder.”

      “A kid’s coloring book,” I said, staring at the faded and fraying cover.

      Katy opened it.

      “Victoria,” she whispered as she followed the childish handwriting on the first page with her fingers.

      “Wait,” I said, “where did we hear that name before?”

      “Didn’t Mrs. Robinson say it was the girl’s name?” Tetyana asked, scrunching her forehead.

      “The nine-year-old,” said Katy, nodding. “The kid they sent off packing to the insane asylum.”

      She turned the pages, flipping through colored drawings and collages of animals, people, and planets. It was an activity workbook, a scrapbook of sorts.

      “Mrs. Robinson wanted us to see it,” I said. “That’s why she put us in here⁠—”

      “Oh, my gosh!” cried Katy, her hand flying to her mouth.

      I peered at the page she’d flipped open to.

      We’d passed the printed pages and were now on the blank ones with space to create your own drawings.

      “What the frigging hell?” said Tetyana, as she peered over her shoulder.

      It was a crudely drawn picture of a stick woman. She was lying prone on the ground. Her mouth was upside down and a liquid, drawn in red ink, was seeping from her neck.

      Above her body, floating in the air, was an oversized knife dripping with blood.
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      It was a child’s drawing, but it was clearly a murder scene.

      Katy flipped the page.

      We stared at the next diagram. It was a picture of a female stick figure hanging from a tree.

      “Sickening,” said Katy as she turned the page.

      This time it was a female decapitated body. As in the first drawing, a knife floated over the girl or woman, hanging ominously above the headless body, bleeding into the paper.

      “Disturbing,” I said, trying to imagine what would make a nine-year-old create such monstrosities.

      “Is this why they locked her up?” whispered Katy as she flipped to another page.

      “Oh, my goodness,” she said.

      Instead of another hideous drawing, the page was filled with messy, childlike handwriting. The words, “I hate this place,” were written over and over, line after line, covering the entire blank page.

      “A call for help,” said Tetyana, shaking her head.

      Katy snapped the book shut and leaned back against the headboard with a grimace.

      “This is so sick.”

      I sat on the bed next to her and put my chin in my hands. I’d seen a lot in my life, but this was difficult to swallow.

      “Kids aren’t born this way,” I said. “Something must have happened to her.”

      “Something in this house,” said Katy, looking up at the ceiling as if it would have the answers she was looking for. “You know how I thought this house looked so romantic?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ve changed my mind. This place gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “Me too,” I said, shifting on the bed to lean against the headboard.

      “Oh!” I said, feeling something lumpy under the sheets. I moved to the side, bumping into Katy. “Hey, I think there’s another book under here.”

      “Out, you two,” said Tetyana, snapping her fingers.

      Katy and I scrambled out of the bed just as she whipped the comforter away. Nothing. She ripped off the top sheet, making the pillows fall to the floor. Still nothing. Finally, she pulled out the fitted bottom sheet.

      We stared at the large brown envelope sitting snugly on the mattress.

      “Mrs. Robinson sent us on a scavenger hunt,” said Katy.

      I leaned over to pick it up, opened the envelope and felt inside.

      “Papers,” I said, pulling out a stack of neatly folded sheets of paper. I threw the envelope on the mattress and unfolded the stack.

      It was regular printer paper and someone had used them to photocopy letters.

      Mrs. Robinson’s hate mail.

      “Whoa,” said Katy, swiping the top sheet from my hand. “This is exactly like the one she showed us. Look. Same handwriting in all caps.”

      “These were copied recently,” I said, feeling the crisp paper.

      “She could have told us about these,” said Tetyana, frowning.

      “Barry interrupted us, remember?” I said. “After that, there was always someone else around so she couldn’t speak freely. She put them here for us to find them.”

      “Why didn’t she point them out to us when she brought us here?” said Tetyana. “She had ample time to talk to us and there was no one around.” Her trained eyes swept the room. “Unless someone’s installed wiretaps here, and that was what silenced her.”

      “Don’t you think that’s a bit much?” I said. “This is the stuff of Agatha Christie, not Robert Ludlum.”

      “Guys,” said Katy, who’d been staring at the paper in her hand. “You have to see this.”

      I peered over my friend’s shoulder.

      Katy read the letter out aloud.

      “You won’t be alive for too long, old woman. I’m going to get you soon. I’m going to cut your throat, like I told you I would.”

      Just like the horrid picture in the child’s book, I thought, feeling nauseous.

      Katy took the second paper from my hands and read it out loud.

      “I thought you were my friend. I thought you were family. But you’re just another nasty old hag who has betrayed me. If I could, I’d hang you.”

      Whoever sent these letters must have read the diary.

      Katy shot me a horrified look before unfolding the third paper and reading it out loud.

      “I hate your guts. But I guess you knew that. Just wanted to let you know I’ll be the one who’ll send you to your grave with your head cut off. Sleep tight. Nighty night.”

      “Gosh,” I said. “They’re ugly.”

      Katy threw the papers on the bed with a disgusted look on her face.

      “That’s the lot. Plus the one she had on her today,” she said. “Someone really mean lives in this house.”

      “Mean?” scoffed Tetyana. “Psychotic.”

      “And criminal,” I added.

      “Poor Mrs. Robinson,” said Katy.

      “Anyone in the house could have sent these,” said Tetyana, thoughtfully. She turned to me. “Are you sure you saw a white dust in the envelope?”

      “Some was caked on the paper.” I turned to Katy. “Didn’t you notice it too?”

      “I was too busy thinking of the nasty message. You were the one holding the letter, remember?”

      “Any idea what it could be?” I asked, turning to Tetyana.

      “I can think of a few possibilities,” she replied. “Russian intel agencies use ricin in letters to enemies. Remember the Anthrax letters after 9/11. That would work. If you really want to get someone, even regular ant poison powder would do the trick, if administered over time.”

      We stood speechlessly around the stripped-down bed, trying to grasp what we’d discovered.

      “Do you guys think this has anything to do with the daughter in the asylum?” asked Katy finally.

      “If the girl hadn’t been locked up, I’d have suspected her first,” I said. “The drawings are eerily similar to the threats in these letters.”

      “Why would she send these to Mrs. Robinson, though?” asked Katy.

      “Your hunch is as good as mine.” I paused. “Did Mrs. Robinson say if that girl got out of the hospital?”

      Tetyana shook her head.

      “Didn’t mention it, but she could have got out or escaped.”

      Katy gave her a wide-eyed look.

      “You think the girl’s in the house?”

      Tetyana shrugged.

      “Lots of hiding spots in this old place.”

      A sudden creak somewhere made Katy and me jump. Tetyana stiffened, her hand immediately going toward her holster.

      We stood silently, listening.

      But the house had gone quiet again.

      “Was someone listening in, you think?” I whispered, pointing at the door.

      Tetyana stepped over to the door and examined the wood.

      “Solid oak. Made when they used to build them right. Not the thin plastic things they put in apartment complexes.”

      She pulled her gun from her holster and turned to me.

      “Back me up.”

      I walked over and positioned myself behind her. I pulled the gun she’d given me and aimed it at the door.

      “Ready,” I said.

      In one swift movement, Tetyana unlocked the door and pulled it open, her side arm aimed forward.

      I peeked out.

      There was no one.

      After checking the corridor, Tetyana closed the door and bolted it.

      “Probably a wall panel or a floorboard contracting,” she said, holstering her weapon. “It’s getting cold in here.”

      “That was weird though,” said Katy.

      I looked at my friends, suddenly realizing who we’d overlooked.

      “Nancy!”

      “What about her?” asked Katy.

      “She’s the only one close to the girl’s age now. She came here with Jim a few months ago and I’m sure she was lying about coming from Iowa.”

      “Very fishy,” said Katy, nodding. “She could have come back to take revenge for something that happened to her when she was a kid.”

      “Or she could be truly mentally ill,” I said, gesturing at the book lying on the mattress. “That would mean there would be no rational reason for her actions other than whatever demons are plaguing her.”

      “Whoever it is,” said Tetyana, “we have to stop them.”

      Katy and I turned to our friend.

      “We can’t rule out the option that this girl is not Nancy,” she said.

      “Someone else we haven’t met yet?” I asked, feeling a tinge of fear.

      “Potentially hiding in the house,” said Tetyana.
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      “Freaky,” said Katy with a visible shudder.

      “There’s only one way to find out for sure,” said Tetyana. “We check all the rooms tonight, one by one.”

      Katy’s eyes widened.

      “You want to go barging into a room that might or might not have a death-threat-letter-writing crazy person inside?”

      “I survived a Russian torture camp before I turned eighteen,” replied Tetyana in a deadpan voice. “Besides, didn’t we go after those gangsters and make them pay? We survived, didn’t we?”

      “That was a long time ago. We were young. We didn’t have a choice.”

      “You’re getting soft,” said Tetyana with a friendly jab at Katy’s arm, “you’ve become a suburban housewife.”

      “Nothing wrong with suburban housewives,” grumbled Katy. “I like my safety and I’m a mom, not like you two. I have to think of Chantelle.”

      I shot a look at Tetyana that said, Don’t argue.

      “I’m not asking you to come with me, Katy,” said Tetyana. “I’d prefer you sit tight, right here in this room with the bolt on.”

      Katy grimaced.

      “Then we sit up all night, biting our nails, worrying about you.”

      “It’ll be just you this time. Asha’s coming with me. I’ll need backup.”

      I sat up.

      “Count me in.”

      “So now I’ll be sitting here all alone, worried sick about both of you?” wailed Katy.

      “For frigging sake,” said Tetyana, “we’ll be scouting for a mentally unstable young woman, not an Islamist fundamentalist terrorist group.”

      “You’ll be safe here,” I said to my friend. “And we’ll be fine. We’ve been on more dangerous missions.”

      Katy shook her head, unconvinced.

      “Those gangs were organized and we could predict their actions. But this girl…” She looked down at the open book. “She’s kooky as heck. And that mother of hers? She’s quiet, but there’s something sinister about her. I’d swear, there’s a lot wrong with this entire family. It’s like a bad horror story waiting to happen.”

      “That poor woman is probably more lost and muddled than anything else,” I said. “It’s sad any way you look at it.”

      “I can’t shake this feeling someone’s out there to get us,” said Katy, gloomily. “Maybe someone in this house knows who we are.”

      “Peace said they don’t know about the will,” I said. “This has the feel of an internal family affair. A secret haunting them from the past.”

      “When are you two planning on starting your jaunt?” asked Katy.

      “In one hour,” said Tetyana. “Once everyone settles in for the night, we’ll check all the rooms.”

      “They could have locked their doors,” I said.

      “A lock has never stopped me.”

      “Barry’s going to make a ruckus if he’s up and about,” I said, wondering if Katy was right. I was beginning to feel this excursion was getting away from me. “We need to be careful, Tetyana.”

      She nodded.

      “We’ll take the fire escape to the kitchen and check out the rooms near Mrs. Robinson’s first. From there, we’ll move from the east wing to the west, floor by floor. They’ll all be sound asleep by then.”

      “What if they wake up and find us in their rooms?” I asked. “We’ll have to have a darn good story.”

      “I’ll zap them with my memory-erase laser stick.”

      “You have one of those?” said Katy with a shocked gasp.

      Tetyana smiled.

      “I wish. The only people who’d invent it would be the CIA or the Mossad. If they have, maybe I can convince David to wrangle one from them.” She turned to me. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

      Great.

      She paused and threw a critical eye over the pant suit I’d been wearing all day.

      “Might want to get your gear on. You’ll be able to make a faster getaway if needed.”

      Double great.

      I trod over to my suitcase on the floor of the closet and pulled out the small plastic packet from the back. Normal people threw their swimsuits into their luggage in case there was a pool at their destination. In the same way, I threw in my mission clothes regardless of where I was going, a habit from years ago.

      “While you two are roaming around, I might as well check this room,” said Katy, making the bed again. “Who knows what else we’ll find here.”

      I pulled out my black yoga tights, unmarked black T-shirt, black boots, and a thin Kevlar vest, which looked like a harmless hiking jacket you’d get from any department store.

      Tetyana had got us tailor-made Kevlar vests the first month we’d arrived in New York. Though we’d escaped our captors and were safe in this new country, we knew we had to be prepared for the unexpected.

      All fugitives do.

      I hadn’t realized I’d need to use my vest again.

      I changed and slipped the gun into a compartment in my vest. A surge of adrenaline went through me as I felt the bulge of the weapon next to my ribs.

      I smiled to myself.

      Maybe Madame Bouchard knew me more than I knew myself. Maybe she had concocted this game for us.

      I had no desire to return to a life of fear. I didn’t want to wake up in the middle of the night drenched in sweat again. I hated running from city to city, country to country, wondering when we’d get caught or assassinated. And I never wanted to fear my loved ones getting hurt, kidnapped, or murdered anymore.

      But a secret part of me yearned to feel that wild rush again. That fired-up, red-blooded feeling of being alive, despite every danger.

      Katy was right.

      We’d become comfortable. Too comfortable. I was ready to get back into action.

      I swaggered over in my mission gear to help Katy, who was now going through the bookshelf.

      While Tetyana checked the bathroom, the walls, the carpet and even the ceiling for anything suspicious, Katy and I pulled the books down, one by one. We flipped through the pages to see if we’d find more letters, drawings, or other clues.

      An hour later, Katy and I stared at the children’s books jumbled in a pile on the ground, disappointed by the wasted effort of our search.

      Tetyana had also found nothing and was now scanning the grounds through the open window, getting a lay of the land.

      I walked over to join her.

      The girl’s bedroom was at the end of the east wing and had windows on both the front and the side. The window looking toward the front of the house was shut and curtained. But the side window was angled so that if we leaned out, we could see part of the grounds. That was where we were.

      I placed my arms on the windowsill and looked out. It was almost one in the morning and a frosty chill had settled around the house. It was eerily quiet outside.

      The exhaustion of the day was slowly catching up to me. If we were going to check the house that night, I’d have to be fully alert. I gave my arms and legs a good shake, stretched, then leaned outside to take a deep breath of that cool mountain air, when Tetyana pulled me back roughly.

      “Duck!” she hissed.

      I dropped to the floor, startled.

      “What is it?” whispered Katy. She’d been sitting on the bed, cross-legged, flipping through the child’s activity book.

      Tetyana leaned toward the window to peek out again. Burning with curiosity, I rose from my corner and joined her.

      Silhouetted against a lamppost in the driveway was a lone dark figure. It reminded me of the shadow I saw in the woods and I let out an involuntary shudder.

      “Did they see us?” I whispered.

      “Negative,” said Tetyana, “they’re facing the other direction.”

      “Who is it?” whispered Katy urgently.

      “There’s someone out there,” I whispered to my friend.

      “Who?”

      “Could be anyone. Looks like a man.”

      Tetyana peeked out from her side of the window again.

      “He’s on the move. Near the barn now.”

      Her eyes widened. Tetyana was never one to get surprised.

      “They waved,” she whispered.

      “Oh, my goodness,” said Katy, a hand flying to her mouth. “At you?”

      “Negative,” said Tetyana, “there’s someone else on the grounds.”

      I rose slowly again and peered through the darkness.

      The shadow had disappeared.

      It was pitch black near the barn. The structure was placed well away from the grounds, almost at the tree line where the mountain slope turned upward. On one side of the barn was a fenced paddock, and on the other was a pile of lumber, stacked up to almost six feet high.

      “Wouldn’t they have seen our light on?”

      Tetyana nodded. “Probably.”

      “That means they saw us.”

      “Not necessarily. They’d know we’re up, but they wouldn’t have noticed us looking. You didn’t stick your head out, did you?”

      “You pulled me back, remember?”

      “They didn’t look like they were in stealth mode. I’d say they weren’t expecting anyone to be watching at this time.”

      I thought I saw a movement near the lumber stack, and half wondered if my eyes were now playing tricks on me.

      “At ten o’clock,” said Tetyana urgently.

      I focused my eyes to the left of the barn.

      “Whoever it is, knows their way around the grounds,” said Tetyana.

      As we watched, a light turned on inside the barn and a man’s shape was silhouetted against the open doorway. But only for a second.

      The door opened wider, spilling the light onto the ground. As we watched, a second figure followed the first person inside.

      Then, just as swiftly, the door closed behind them. In seconds, the light inside the barn turned off and the surrounding area plunged into darkness.

      “Wow,” I said, pulling back. “I’d love to know what the heck is going on in there.”

      Tetyana turned to me.

      “Sounds like our recon exercise will start outside now. You ready?”
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