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Chapter 1

	“Because I don’t know who I want to be,” I said. “What is so hard to understand about that?”

	Keme groaned.

	Millie beamed at me.

	Around us, the crowd of the Northern Noir Writing Conference milled and churned, moving slowly through the long, high-ceilinged gallery of Arcadia College’s Lorraine Mildred Cook Conference Center.

	“You don’t have to wear a costume,” Keme said.

	“But you can if you want,” Millie said.

	“It’s a surf competition,” Keme said. “It’s not a Halloween party.”

	“But you said it was Halloween themed,” I said.

	Keme did that neck-cracking thing he does when he’s about five seconds away from giving me a wedgie.

	“And if it’s Halloween themed,” I said, “and if I’m going to support you as your, uh, father figure, but also kind of an older brother, and maybe a little bit of a stern role model—like, what’s the less gay version of a Scoutmaster?”

	“Never mind,” Keme said, “I don’t want you to come.”

	“No, no, no,” I said. “Please. I’ll be so supportive, and I won’t talk to any of your friends, and if you don’t want me to wear a costume, I won’t.”

	He was still clearly on the fence.

	“You know who you should be?” Millie asked. “Fox!”

	Okay, honestly, that was genius. Or was it suicidal? A part of me suspected that if I dressed up as Fox for Halloween, they’d have my guts for garters. (Or was I supposed to say stars and garters? Gaits and garters? Gays and gaiters? I knew there was an expression for it.)

	The grim severity of Keme’s face suggested I would be disinvited from the rest of his life if I went to his surf competition dressed as Fox.

	“How about this?” I said. “How about I come, and I cheer—silently!—and I’ll be unbearably proud of you, but I won’t, you know, ever communicate it or approach you or, um, anything?”

	“Fine,” Keme said.

	“Yay!” Millie said.

	“Tomorrow,” Keme said. “Don’t forget.”

	“Thank you for inviting me,” I said, “because it means a lot to me that you—”

	With a sound of rising disgust, Keme headed for the doors.

	“We’ve got to get to class,” Millie said. “And he doesn’t like being late.”

	I was still adjusting to the concept of Millie and Keme going to college—let alone, going to class—together, so I couldn’t help saying, “He was late every day of high school—” 

	“Bye, Dash!”

	And with a quick hug, Millie darted away after her glowering, five-foot-three boyfriend. (He’s not five-foot-three, but one time I said he was the same size as a Care Bear, and I swear to God, he put me over his shoulder and tried to throw me off a cliff.)

	I had about five seconds for a breather, though, before my ducklings came through the door. Thatcher, AJ, and Charlie were students in my creative writing class, and they shared two standout qualities. First, they seemed genuinely committed to their writing. And second, they were willing to give up several days, including a weekend, to attend a local writers conference. (Unlike the rest of my class, who had silently pretended not to have heard my invitation or, in one case, packed up his stuff and left early.)

	“Quick check-in,” I said as the ducklings reached me. “What’s our goal?”

	Thatcher, who had a beanie, a cardigan, and carefully curated chest hair, said, “Find an agent.”

	I opened my mouth.

	AJ, heavyset, head shaved, piercings glinting under the fluorescents, said, “Tell the world about my trauma.”

	“Well—”

	Charlie, lanky and pale and with a remarkable bowl-cut, was clasping their hands with glee. “Talk to Maggie McLaughlin. She invented Detectives and Dragons.”

	I forgot what I’d been about to say because, let’s be real: Detectives and Dragons sounded amazing (whatever it was). But I recovered and said, “No. No. And no.”

	The ducklings stared back at me with: a) the certain knowledge they were smarter and cooler than me (Thatcher); b) the certain knowledge that I was yet another part of the establishment trying to silence them (AJ); and c) confusion (Charlie). 

	This is what happens, I told myself, when you take your students out of their natural environment: a small, windowless classroom.

	“We’re here to—” I began.

	“We know,” AJ said. “Learn, network, and have fun.”

	“Yes. But don’t say it like that. You should be excited! This is your first con, right?”

	Thatcher didn’t answer, but then Thatcher probably wouldn’t have admitted to a first anything. AJ mumbled assent. Charlie was still glancing around, eagerness painting their face.

	“I learn best from a writer who has real experience.” Thatcher had been winding up to this all week, and I knew where it was headed. “I mean, we all know that the only truth in writing comes from our willingness to go out into the world, to face death personally, so we can know what life means. Like you, Dash.” He adjusted his beanie and, almost absently, added, “These people all look like they came out of a basement.”

	“That’s such a toxic, privileged view of writing,” AJ began. “Think about how women of color face death every day of their lives—”

	“DETECTIVE DRAGON!” Charlie waved both hands at a woman across the room. (They could have given Millie a run for her money.) The woman gave Charlie a confused frown, and Charlie shook their head. “Oops, no, sorry.”

	“Excuse me?” A man stood a few feet away—not quite close enough to intrude, but impossible to miss. He was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and thin in a wiry way. He had a narrow jaw and an intent gaze, like he’d peeled off the top couple of layers and was looking at something deeper. He wore pointy shoes, a crisp white shirt, and a raspberry-colored trench coat with a flared hem barely long enough to cover his rear end. “Mr. Dane?”

	“Yes,” I said. “Hi, that’s me.” And then I said, “I’m Dash Dane.”

	“Julian Haskell,” the narrow-jawed man said. “I’m so sorry to surprise you like this, but—” He gave me a surprisingly disarming grin. “—you haven’t been answering my emails.”

	The name did ring a bell, although only faintly. I’d received a handful of emails from readers about my novel, A Work in Progress, as well as a truly staggering amount of spam—people who wanted to help me make it into a luxury hardcover that would be printed in China, people who wanted to help me advertise my book on social media, people who wanted to narrate the audiobook version. (Apparently I’d also gotten on some sort of wealth management list, because there were also a lot of spam emails about how I could find clients and grow their wealth.) Maybe it had been a mistake, in the end, to use my real name instead of a pen name?

	“I’d like to talk to you about some ideas I have for—”

	And then it came back to me, and the words popped out of my mouth: “The TV show?”

	“A TV show?” Charlie asked. “Oh my God, Mr. Dane!”

	I flapped my hands at the ducklings. “What are you doing here? Go! Confer!”

	They moved off, but not before I heard AJ say, “Why would they make a TV show about him? What kind of trauma has he had?”

	In the wake of that little gem, Julian smiled. “Yes, the TV show. Actually, there are a number of things I’d like to talk to you about if you have a few minutes.”

	“Well—” I began.

	Julian gave me a smile that hovered between apologetic and conspiratorial. “I’m sorry again for catching you like this.”

	“To be totally honest, I thought those emails were spam.”

	He laughed. “Fair enough. Is there somewhere we could sit down?”

	“Mr. Haskell, I don’t mean to be rude, but are you serious? A TV show?”

	“Serious enough to fly out here so I could get you to talk to me,” Julian said.

	“But—” I almost said, But I’m nobody. Instead, though, I said, “But A Work in Progress is just this little self-published book.”

	“Mr. Dane—can I call you Dash?” When I nodded, he said, “Dash, the book is one piece of the puzzle. I’m interested in you. In your book, yes. But also in future work you might do. And you yourself represent a significant piece of intellectual property. Why don’t we find a quiet place—”

	“Dash!” Thatcher walked up to us so quickly that he was practically jogging. The dazed look on his face was trying to be a smile. “I think I got an agent!”

	I blinked. “It’s been two minutes—”

	“Do you know Margaux Mendez? I have to research her.” Thatcher glanced at Julian and held out a hand. “Thatcher Galloway.”

	“He’s not an editor or an agent,” I told Thatcher.

	Thatcher turned his back on Julian. “She asked for my first three chapters. Should I send them to her? I should, right? This is an opportunity.”

	“Let’s talk about it when I’m free—”

	“I’m going to send them to her!”

	He rushed off before I could answer.

	“A friend of yours?” Julian began.

	But at that moment, Charlie rushed up. Their eyes were manic, and they were holding an old, yellowed map. “I got it!”

	“Got what?” I asked.

	“The map from Detectives and Dragons! And oh my God, Maggie McLaughlin is so sweet! She said my idea for castles that float on water is the best high-fantasy idea she’s heard in twenty years!”

	“Charlie, I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

	“Sorry, Mr. Dane!” And Charlie rushed off, map held over their head.

	The expression on Julian’s face could politely be described as losing patience.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m here with some students.”

	“Not a problem,” Julian said. “Let me give you the quick version: Mr. Murder.”

	“Sounds…dark.”

	But Julian shook his head. “Like Matron of Murder.” And when I didn’t say anything, he added, “The TV show.”

	I still didn’t say anything, mostly because Are you insane? didn’t feel like a great conversational move. 

	Matron of Murder had been a bestselling series of mystery books written by Vivienne Carver. For those of you playing along at home, yes, this is that Vivienne Carver—the world’s greatest mystery author (according to her website), who had not only written bestselling novels and had a smash hit with the TV adaptation, but who had also traveled the world solving crimes in real life, using her expertise as a mystery writer to catch killers. 

	Of course, a lot of that turned out to be bunk. Vivienne had manufactured at least some of the murders she claimed to have solved. And she’d been a killer herself. Yours truly was the one who figured it out. (I was particularly motivated since Vivienne first tried to frame me and then tried to kill me.)

	“It’s perfect,” Julian said. “Vivienne Carver was the matron of murder, right? And now you’re here, in the same town where she lived, in the same house, and you’re a mystery writer, and you’re solving mysteries in real life. God, it gives me goose bumps.”

	“But A Work in Progress isn’t a series.” (Yet. Writing the second book was, apparently, even harder than writing the first one, and progress had been—to put it politely—slow.) “And I don’t think Mr. Murder captures the spirit of the book—”

	Julian shook his head, waved his hands, and said over me, “Mr. Murder is you. Dash, you’re the story. What you’ve been doing up here. How you’ve solved all these murders—”

	“Not solved,” I tried. “Helped the sheriff occasionally—”

	“—and you’re young, you’re hot, you’re a star—”

	My oh-so-charming case of social anxiety had reared its head at hot, and now I was having a hard time taking a deep breath. “Not a star” was all I could manage.

	“—people are going to go crazy for this. Mr. Murder, Dash. And we’re not only talking about a TV show. We want you to write books to go along with the show, you know, tie-ins—”

	“Excuse me.” He was a florid man with hair that looked like it had been superglued into place, and he was dry-washing his hands. “Are you Dashiell Dawson Dane?”

	My social anxiety was trying to claw its way up my throat into a full scream—did everybody at the conference know me on sight? But somehow, I managed to say, “Yes, that’s me.”

	“I’m so sorry to interrupt,” he said, the words partially directed toward Julian—but he undermined them by gliding forward to interpose himself. Seizing my hand, he continued, “I loved A Work in Progress.”

	“Thank you—”

	“I mean, I loved it. How did you come up with Will Gower? He’s the most original character I’ve ever met. And the plot! I never saw that twist coming—which one?” He brayed laughter. “I never saw any of them coming. And do I detect a future romance with his secretary? Don’t tell me!” One hand came up like he might have to stop me physically. “But it’s a mystery, right? That’s what’s most important. This is a mystery. I hope it’s not going to turn into a romance.”

	And then he stopped.

	Like that had been some sort of question.

	Julian was watching me with those dark, ultra-intense eyes.

	“Uh, right,” I said, “it’s a mystery. I mean, there is a romantic subplot, but it’s primarily a mystery.” 

	(In theory, anyway. If I ever managed to write the rest of it.)

	“Thank God,” the man said, still clutching my hand. “Do you know what my favorite part was? It was when Will Gower was trying to find who took his favorite pen. And I loved when he got locked in the basement of that abandoned building. It. Was. Terrifying. But who am I kidding? Every part is my favorite.”

	“Wow,” I said. (Which even to me seemed like a sad understatement.) And then I stopped because I literally had no idea what to say.

	With a hint of a smile, Julian said to the man, “Excuse me, but would you be willing to let me interview you? I’m working on a secret project for Mr. Dane, and getting feedback from readers on some key points would be tremendously helpful.”

	“Oh, I don’t know—” the florid man said.

	To me, eyebrows arched, Julian added, “If you don’t mind continuing our conversation later? Maybe I could buy you a drink tonight?”

	“Yes,” I said—and barely managed to avoid adding, Thank you.

	“I’ll shoot you an email,” Julian said wryly.

	“I promise I won’t send it to spam.”

	“Let’s find somewhere to sit down,” Julian told the florid man. “I’d love to pick your brain about Mr. Dane’s book.”

	They moved down the gallery, Julian with one hand on the man’s shoulder. The man twisted around to look back at me. I gave him the weirdest little wave and smiled. He didn’t smile back. If anything, his brows tightened, and what appeared to be genuine anger flashed across his face.

	“You’ll want to be careful of that one,” a woman said behind me. “Readers like that can go rabid rather quickly.”

	If you’ve ever had a scare—a real one—you know what it feels like: a gap, a space of nothing—because you’re still trying to process it, or you don’t quite believe it. And then a buzzsaw starts up in your chest, and your feet can’t find the floor, and the world starts to drift away.

	But somehow, I turned around.

	Vivienne Carver stood there, smiling at me. 

	The Vivienne Carver who had tried to kill me.

	The Vivienne Carver I had put in prison. Where she was still supposed to be.

	She smiled. “Hello, Dashiell.”

	 


Chapter 2

	I stared at Vivienne.

	“This is impossible,” I said.

	“Unlikely,” she said. “But, as it turns out, not quite impossible.”

	She looked exactly the way I remembered her: hair a tasteful blond, medium length and layered and curled until it was practically a helmet; good skin; piercing blue eyes. She wore buff-colored trousers and a red silk blouse. I remembered, vaguely, reading in an interview that she wore red when she wanted to “pop” on TV.

	Vivienne Carver, the Matron of Murder.

	“Shall we sit?” she said and gestured toward a pair of chairs set against the far wall. When I didn’t say anything, she laughed and took my arm. I flinched, but her touch was light, almost nothing through the sleeve of my jacket. She led me across the gallery.

	The phrase like a lamb to the slaughter came to mind.

	“I gave a lecture here once,” Vivienne said. “It was just an event the college put on, but back in those days, any event I did drew looky-loos. I believe I talked about the role of good and evil in mystery fiction. I suppose that’s ironic in hindsight, but let enough time pass, and almost everything is ironic or meaningless or simply tired. I solved a murder, too. There was a creative writing professor. The department secretary was in love with him. He was having an affair with another faculty member. The secretary killed her. If I remember correctly, the final piece of the puzzle had something to do with credit cards, although I have to admit, it’s been a long time.”

	“What are you doing here?” And then, because I couldn’t stop the words, “You can’t be here.”

	“I’m doing the neighborly thing, Dashiell. Dash. I’m saying hello.”

	“You’re saying hello?” A laugh worked its way out of me—a little too high-pitched to be normal. “What is going on? What is this? Is this a nightmare? Am I having a fever dream?”

	Vivienne watched me with those bright blue eyes.

	“Are you here to kill me? Are you here for your revenge?” I glanced around, but for some reason, Bobby hadn’t miraculously appeared. “If you’re thinking about some sort of comeuppance—”

	“Nothing of the sort!” Her voice had a kind of teasing outrage, like we were friends, and she couldn’t believe what I’d said—and wasn’t I being such a silly goose? “Dashiell—Dash—nothing could be further from the truth. I know that in the past we’ve found ourselves at odds. But what you did for my brother—that was a great kindness.”

	It hadn’t felt like a kindness, though. Not to me.

	“Let’s put the rest of it behind us, shall we?” Vivienne asked. 

	That laugh—so high it was almost a whinny—escaped me again. “Sure. Sounds great. Why aren’t you in prison?”

	“A pardon,” she said with a small smile. “There’s something to be said for playing both sides of the aisle. Generous donations. A word in the right ear. That kind of thing.”

	There was actually, literally, no way for me to wrap my mind around that. A pardon? For a woman who had killed—God, how many people had she killed? How many lives had she ruined?

	“Do you know Graeme?” She nodded across the gallery at a man with thinning blond hair, glasses, and a red-cheeked stoutness that didn’t quite make him jolly. 

	She waited until I said, “No.”

	“You should, dear. He’s a very useful person to know.”

	“Vivienne—” 

	“He organizes Northern Noir.”

	“Vivienne, I don’t care—”

	“Very accommodating when I asked to attend after registration had closed.”

	“Gee,” I said. “I wonder why.”

	“He does some editing—it wouldn’t hurt you to have another proofreader. Used to have a small press, Doorstopper—niche crime fiction, that kind of thing. And if you wanted someone to help you with your story structure—” 

	“I don’t,” I bit out. “I’m good, thanks.”

	Vivienne’s smile could have meant anything. “Belated congratulations on the success of your novel, by the way. It’s wonderful. A playful engagement with the past, like your previous work. But a good story, too. A great story. And that, of course, is what people want to read. I knew you had talent. And self-published! That wasn’t an option when I was getting started, but it hasn’t done you any harm. Although I would be wary of that young man who works in television. That’s a different game, and they play by different rules—Hollywood is even worse. I’d suggest not continuing that conversation unless you have your agent with you.”

	“I don’t have an agent,” I said. “That’s why I self-published. And what is happening right now?”

	“I’m trying to help you avoid an expensive mistake.” She patted my knee. “I’ll give you some names. Trust me: once they know you’ve got an offer on the table, the feeding frenzy will begin.”

	God, there was an image. 

	“And you’ll want to be careful to retain some say in the production. I had to fight to keep control of Matron of Murder—they wanted to make her thirty years younger and give her a detective boyfriend who drove a Camaro.” She feigned a shudder. “That’s the kind of thing that makes people fall out of love with the work. And in the end, Dash, all we have is the work.”

	I was speechless. Again. I was beyond shocked. I was gobstopped. Or gobsmacked. Or whatever the expression is. Finally, my voice sharp with what was, undoubtedly, the edge of hysteria, I said, “What are you doing here? What do you want?”

	Vivienne’s carefully sculpted blond eyebrows went up. “To get it back, Dashiell.”

	“To get what back? The house. Not going to happen.”

	“Not the house. All of it. I’m Vivienne Carver. And I will be Vivienne Carver again.” She breathed out slowly. Smiled again. “And, my precocious young friend, I think we can help each other.”

	I laughed—a real one this time, raw and shaky, but definitely me. “You have got to be kidding me.”

	“Why not? We’re two of a kind, Dash.”

	“Oh God, I hope not.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. We write, Dash. That’s who we are. And we find the truth. In our words. In the world. We help the innocent and punish the guilty—”

	“Like Matrika?”

	Vivienne sat back. Some of the neighbor-next-door cheer evaporated, and her jaw tightened. “Well, well, well. Kitty does have claws.”

	“I guess so,” I said. “And if you don’t leave this kitty alone, I’m going to put you back in the litter box.”

	(I regretted it as soon as I said it. Like, tremendously. Why hadn’t I said something smarter? Why hadn’t I said, I’m not a kitty? Why hadn’t I said, Keep messing around and you’ll get scratched? Why hadn’t I said literally anything else?)

	But Vivienne either hadn’t heard me or didn’t care, because the cold mask of her expression didn’t change. 

	I opened my mouth to say something—quite possibly, an apology for that super weird comment I’d made—and then I stopped.

	Because a woman was staring at us. 

	She was White, tall for a woman, with an upturned nose. And from the expression on her face, she knew who we were—or at least who one of us was.

	Vivienne followed the direction of my gaze, and when she saw the woman, the expression on her face grew—if anything—icier. She held herself stiffly. And then, in what could only be interpreted as a complete dismissal of the woman, she turned her attention back to me.

	Rage thickened the woman’s expression, and for a moment, she tensed as though she were going to do something—scream, charge us, something. But then she gathered herself and stalked away.

	“I’m offering you the chance of a lifetime,” Vivienne said. “You think people are excited about your book? Now, what would it be like with a major publisher behind it, pushing it into bookstores, getting it on shelves? You think people are excited about your story? How will they feel when they learn that we’re working together, Dash? Who else can do what we can do? Not just the writing. All of it.”

	In a weird way, it was actually tempting. Who else did know what this life was like—stumbling over bodies, solving murders, having friends and family get caught up in dangerous webs? There were so many questions I wanted to ask Vivienne. Like, Why does this keep happening? Or Does it ever stop? Or What happens when you go on vacation? And Vivienne was right about my book; sure, it was selling well for a self-published book in a small Amazon category, but that wasn’t anything close to the big leagues.

	I shook my head. “I appreciate the offer. And I know this is strange to say, Vivienne—maybe especially to you—but I want you to know how grateful I am that you hired me as your assistant. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. But I’m not interested in working with you. And for both our sakes, I’d like you to stay away from me.”

	She considered me. And then she took out a piece of paper, scribbled something on it, and held it out to me. “Think about it, Dashiell.”

	“Just Dash,” I said quietly.

	The paper floated there between us until I took it. It was the conference program, and at the bottom, she’d written her phone number. “The offer does stand, though,” she said. “I hope you’ll reconsider.”

	I nodded. But I couldn’t help asking, “What are you going to do?”

	“Without you?” She laughed—pleasant and amused, as if all the ugliness had never happened. “Don’t worry about me. I’m going to be fine. I know exactly how to get back on top.”

	“Uh, is that supposed to sound ominous?”

	But Vivienne didn’t hear me. Shouldering her bag, she stood, and she gave me the same smile I’d seen dozens of times on the dustjackets of her books. “I’m going to solve a murder.”

	 


Chapter 3

	Once Vivienne had disappeared into the crowd, I bolted for the exit.

	Outside, it was evening: purple sky, deep shadows slanting across campus between the redbrick buildings, a breeze making me shiver. The air was clean, and it smelled like the end of an October day and like running water. A few yards away, reflected in the tall gallery windows of the conference center, Quick Creek was the same color as the glass.

	Bobby answered on the second ring. “How’s the conference—”

	“Vivienne’s here.”

	“What?” Noises came from Bobby’s end of the call. “What do you mean? Are you okay?”

	“Bobby, she’s here. She’s here!” I had to clamp down on my voice. “She is literally here right now. She walked up to me. She talked to me.”

	Bobby said a few words that had never made it onto the Matron of Murder TV show. “Did she hurt you? I’m on my way.”

	“No, no—” Saying it—just telling someone—loosened something in my chest. Everything in my body loosened, as a matter of fact. I moved down the side of the conference center, away from the people coming and going, and sagged against a stretch of brick. Sharp edges dug into my back, but in a way, it was strangely grounding. My legs were trembling. “No,” I said again. “Don’t come. I’m fine. I—Bobby, how can she be here?”

	“I don’t know,” Bobby said grimly.

	“She said she received a pardon.”

	Bobby said some words that, if the Matron of Murder had heard him, she would have washed out his mouth with soap.

	“I know,” I said. “But that’s what she said.”

	“Where are you?”

	“Still at the conference center.”

	“Good. Find a well-lit spot with lots of people around and stay there.”

	“No, Bobby—” 

	“I’ll be right there.”

	For a few seconds, I stayed where I was, clutching the phone. The intense strain of seeing Vivienne again, speaking to her, being near her—it hadn’t registered until it was finally gone, and now, in its place, I felt wrung out and exhausted. It was tempting to stay here, where the shadows were deep and cool and nobody would bother me. But Bobby was right; I needed to get somewhere with other people.

	I dragged myself back into the conference center.

	My first bit of good luck for the day was that I found a chair pushed into one corner of the building. My second was that nobody bothered me. Maybe nobody recognized me—I’d had enough run-ins already that it should have been statistically impossible for anyone to recognize me. Or maybe whatever they saw on my face was enough to keep them away.

	How could she be out?

	It was impossible.

	But it wasn’t impossible. Because she was here.

	And what did she mean, she was going to solve a murder?

	I had an idea—and the last time Vivienne had tried something like this, it had ended with an innocent woman going to prison for most of her life.

	Bobby texted me as he got closer to the campus, and a few minutes later, he came through the doorway. 

	Did I mention he was Detective Bobby Mai, now? 

	And Detective Bobby Mai didn’t have to wear the Ridge County Sheriff’s Office uniform. Detective Bobby Mai got to wear a navy polo that looked incredible against his golden-olive skin and cuffed his biceps perfectly. Detective Bobby Mai got to wear a pair of chinos that did things—good things, wonderful things—for his, uh, rear. Detective Bobby Mai, with his glossy dark hair in a perfect part, with his heart-shaped face and his razor-sharp jawline, with his burnt-bronze eyes—well, Detective Bobby Mai was a snack.

	When he reached me, he crouched in front of the chair. “Are you okay?”

	I nodded. But I did put a little misery into it, because this was Bobby, and if I couldn’t be a baby sometimes with Bobby, well, who could I be a baby with?

	He ran his hand over my hair, cupped the back of my head, and drew me forward to give me a kiss.

	“God, Bobby, she came out of nowhere. Like the Wicked Witch of the West.”

	He nodded.

	“Actually,” I said, “I don’t think the Wicked Witch of the West came out of nowhere. If anything, it was the house that came out of nowhere—wait, was that the Wicked Witch of the East?”

	Bobby, bless his heart, knew better than to engage. He took out his phone, pressed a button, and said, “He’s all right.” To me, he mouthed, Sheriff. Then he said into the phone, “Okay. Okay. Thank you.”

	“What’d she say?”

	As he pocketed his phone, Bobby said, “Nobody knew she was getting a pardon. Nobody knew she was being released. Nobody informed the sheriff. And she’s not happy about it, because that’s not how this is supposed to work.”

	“So, what?” I said. “This is for real? She’s out of jail?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Well, it has to be real, right? Otherwise, there would be a manhunt, people would be talking about a prison break, everybody would know.”

	“We don’t know anything yet,” Bobby said. “The sheriff is working on it.”

	“I just sat there.” I dropped my head into my hands. “I should have—I should have called the sheriff, or gotten campus security, or—or run. I should have done something. But I was so off balance because of the TV show, and then the shock of seeing her. God, I’m such an idiot.”

	“You didn’t do anything wrong. You called for help as soon as you could.” Bobby paused. “What TV show?”

	“Oh my God.” I sat up straight, rubbed my eyes, and told him.

	When I finished, Bobby said, “Dash, that’s amazing.”

	And because it was easier to talk about a show called Mr. Murder than to deal with the thought of Vivienne on the loose again, I said, “Is it? Because it sounds like a terrible idea.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Well, because it’s going to be a disaster.”

	“Why would it be a disaster?”

	“I don’t know, Bobby. A lot of reasons. Primarily because it involves me.”

	A beat passed. And then Bobby said, “But this is great.”

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	Bobby shifted his weight and ran a hand through his hair. His expression was distant with thought. “What’d they say about time commitments? This isn’t going to interfere with your writing, is it?”

	“I don’t know. I haven’t asked about how much time it will take.”

	His knee started to bounce. “Are you going to have to move to Hollywood or—where is this all going to happen?”

	“I don’t know. I guess I just assumed it would be somewhere around L.A. But I don’t want to move, Bobby.”

	“We can figure it out. We can find you an apartment.”

	“Uh, yeah, if it comes to that.”

	“Maybe a week there, a couple of weeks here, and then you fly back again.”

	Bobby’s knee was still bouncing like crazy. I put my hand on it, forced him to be still. “Bobby, I don’t even know if I want to do it.”

	He blinked as though he’d forgotten we were talking. And then he smiled—the big, goofy one, but with a shadow of something else behind it. “Right, I know.”

	“These deals aren’t always to the writer’s advantage,” I said. “Besides, isn’t this a little, you know, crazy?”

	“Crazy? No. You’d be great! I’m just thinking out loud. But yeah, you’re right, let’s wait and see. And whatever you want to do, Dash, you know I’ll support you.”

	I tilted my head, studying him from a new angle. “I love you.”

	“I love you too.”

	“I hope Vivienne doesn’t murder me, because that would put a big damper on being your boyfriend.”

	Bobby’s burnt-bronze eyes were surprisingly hard. “We’re going to figure this out. It’s not going to be like last time.”

	“I guess.” My phone buzzed, and when I worked it out of my pocket, a calendar notification showed on the screen. “Shoot. There’s this panel—”

	“Want me to stay?” Bobby asked as he got to his feet.

	“No, God, I can’t believe I dragged you down here. I’m sorry.”

	“Dash, I want to be here. I love you. Of course I want to make sure you’re okay.”

	“I’m okay.” I even tried for a smile that might, I hoped, be convincing. “Thank you.”

	Bobby gave me a kiss and a searching look. “Public spaces. With people. The whole time.”

	I did the Scout sign.

	For some reason, that made Bobby sigh. “Where’d you park?”

	“Uh—that way.”

	“And what time is the conference over?”

	“There’s an opening social, and then it gets kind of loose after that.”

	“Call me. I don’t want you walking to your car by yourself.”

	“Bobby, it’s not—”

	“I want you to call me.”

	I sagged and gave him the Scout sign again.

	Bobby pecked me on the lips, murmured, “Be safe,” and headed for the door.

	I let him go before I headed into the crowd. Bobby wasn’t wrong—those precautions were safe and sensible, and I was emotionally evolved enough to admit that I liked having a protective boyfriend who was going to make sure I was safe in a dark parking lot. Bobby and the sheriff were going to figure out what was going on.

	On the other hand, I was also aware that Bobby’s efforts—no matter how thorough—weren’t going to be enough. Protecting me was a reactive job. We were always going to be one step behind Vivienne. And although the term criminal mastermind gets thrown around a lot these days, in Vivienne’s case, it was true. She’d lived a life of murder, literally and figuratively. She had no qualms about lying, stealing, or killing to get what she wanted, and she had the track record to prove it. If she wanted to get back on top, she wouldn’t let anything stand in her way.

	And in the meantime, what was I supposed to do? Sit around and wait for Vivienne to act?

	So, I decided I had to do the obvious thing.

	I had to figure out what she was up to.

	 


Chapter 4

	I tracked Vivienne down in a panel on “The Twenty-First-Century Mystery Novel.” She was sitting near the front, hands clasped in her lap, attention fixed on the speakers—three young writers who were clearly convinced that they had written the most important mystery novel ever, in the history of novels. (One of them was about a girl and her friends who solved mysteries while driving a pizza delivery van, and honestly, it didn’t sound bad.)
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