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Chapter 1

“The first time we met, I knew you'd cause me to gray prematurely,” April griped while clawing at clumps of her brassy blonde hair and squeezing her golden badge until a star-shaped imprint marked her left palm. “But I honestly thought I'd have a better chance at predicting the Pennsylvania state lottery numbers before guessing you'd paint a bullseye on your own forehead for the Castigliano mob family. Seriously, Kellan, you've made a royal mess of this situation. Are they gonna take potshots at me next?”

We bantered steadfastly in her downtown office at the Wharton County administrative building with the door glued shut. Very few people knew what'd happened to my supposedly dead wife, Francesca. I shrugged and offered my best apology face, which unintentionally resembled a confused puppy in search of a warm place to sleep, rather than a truly sorrowful man who'd never intended to wreak such havoc. “We've covered this several times in the last three weeks. I should've immediately informed you that Francesca's family faked her death. I didn't know what to do until that last note from Cristiano Vargas confirmed they'd kidnapped her as a revenge tactic to punish the Castiglianos.” I rested both hands and my chin on the heavily papered desk, grinned widely as if my jaw were about to unhinge, and blinked twice through stylish glasses to endear myself to the sheriff.

At least she'd stopped calling me Little Ayrwick. Of all the nicknames I'd heard during my thirty-two years, that was the most insulting. There was nothing little about me anymore. Upon graduating from Braxton a decade ago, I'd transformed from an awkward middle child in a complex, overachieving family into what many women eagerly deemed a devilishly handsome and well-built guy blessed with clever wit and a charming personality. Don't get me wrong, I'm not an egomaniac. I've merely settled into myself and accepted the positive and the negative. Lately, there were tons more negative than I cared to tolerate. At least Nana D still called me brilliant one, which melted my heart every time.

“That's your apology?” April vigorously shook her head and slammed a Tweety Bird coffee mug on the desk's smooth metal surface. Drops of cold, muddy brown liquid splashed across it and landed on my upper lip. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to do that,” she whined repentantly while handing me a napkin from a squeaky drawer. “Oh, and in case you forgot, that's how you ask for forgiveness.”

Had it not been for the tiniest of curls at the sides of her sarcastic mouth, I wouldn't have known April was teasing me. We'd spent an inordinate amount of time joined at the hip, organizing everything that'd happened in the last two-and-a-half years since the accident. Okay, backstory time—Francesca and I had arrived separately at a Thanksgiving party because I'd been working out of town earlier in the week. Our daughter, Emma, begged to ride home with me—a monumental blessing in disguise—rather than her mother. Little did I know at the time, Francesca's parents, Vincenzo and Cecilia Castigliano, had orchestrated the entire façade. When I received the call that my wife had been struck and killed by a drunk driver, I did my best to rally with the help of Nana D, my five-foot-tall spitfire grandmother. Meanwhile, Francesca lived covertly in the Castigliano mansion until her parents could divine a way to resolve the turf war with Las Vargas, the rival mafia family controlling much of the West Coast. Two years had zipped by without a viable solution or anyone learning their secret.

A few months ago, Emma and I moved back home to Braxton, the small town in north-central Pennsylvania where I'd been raised and now worked as an assistant professor specializing in communications and film studies. Francesca chose that moment to materialize from hiding, jealous and angry about the sudden inability to watch her daughter grow up in LA. After I refused to hibernate in captivity, she took off, letting her parents and me think she was visiting all the places we'd once vacationed in—a blissful trip down memory lane. At some point, Cristiano Vargas had discovered Francesca was alive, captured my not-so-dead wife, and forced her to mail postcards from every location to dangle us in a state of confusion. Now, we pondered their next move.

“I'm sorry, April. I know you intended to leave this spectacle of intense drama when you relocated from Buffalo, but I'm confident we'll find a solution.” I wiped the coffee from my lip and internally chuckled over her persnickety comments. “I should teach you to brew a better cup of joe. I guess it's true that cops will drink any sludge someone—”

“Don't continue with that stereotypical, inflammatory insult unless you want me to handcuff you to my desk and head out for the day!” April released a long pent-up sigh and shuffled through stained papers in a worn manila folder. “Let's focus on our next steps. The Castiglianos will soon arrive in Braxton, and they better have answers. I agreed not to formally include the FBI until we received an official ransom request. We also need proof Francesca is alive before they'll get further involved.”

April and I hadn't been friends previously, especially because I'd unexpectedly solved four murders sooner than she had—not a helpful icebreaker for our relationship. She mostly viewed me as a prickly thorn that irritated every nerve in her body. We'd brokered a tepid alliance in the last three weeks, and I convinced myself that the intense display of awe-inducing fireworks in her office, when our fingers had accidentally brushed against one another, was only a freakish blip on the radar. Then, a visceral flash of lightning surged inside my body and a sensual, steamy dream left me quite flushed and bewildered. I was technically still married and shouldn't have welcomed those types of thoughts about other women, right?

Once the war ended between the two families, Francesca could reveal herself to the rest of the world, and we'd deal with the repercussions. I only cared about the impact on our seven-year-old daughter. Emma didn't deserve this level of pain and confusion. Neither did I, but in the few encounters I'd already had with Francesca upon her triumphant reincarnation, it'd grown clear we were both different people. As a good Catholic—my family attended church on Sundays—divorce was a tricky solution. I knew I loved Francesca, but I was no longer in love with her. After all the lies and deception, how could I forgive her? Yes, her life had been in danger from Las Vargas, but she could've told me the truth years ago. I'd only discovered the reality of her shady family business by accident after she 'died.'

“Cristiano's latest update said he'd contact me soon with next steps. Maybe he'll offer easily attainable ransom terms for the Castiglianos. Then, this whole mess will blow over.” All remaining confidence drained from my body with each reticent word. “Ugh! Why am I in the middle of this quandary? Las Vargas should work directly with Francesca's parents for her safe release.”

“Excellent point. Perhaps your uniquely innate charm just begs for more attention? Regardless, I'm collecting evidence on the Castigliano drug-trafficking exploits to put them away for good. Someone will go to prison over this entire ordeal. I won't be able to protect her, you know,” April said convincingly with a pointed stare. “I get she's your wife, but the mafia princess committed several crimes. I'm glad you never collected any insurance payments upon her death.”

“I was a fool not to ask more questions about her background when we'd met.” Although my immediate family members were a fantastic crew, the Ayrwicks also liked to pry into each other's business much too often. When I'd moved to Los Angeles to escape their clutches, an all-encompassing, powerful first love had blinded me from recognizing the truth. Francesca and I married way too quickly, and before long, I'd obtained my PhD, gotten a job as an assistant director at a Hollywood television show, and become a father upon Emma's arrival in this world. We lived a good life, but I'd always known something important was missing between Francesca and me.

“We'll sort it out, Kellan. You're going through a lot, but you can't tell anyone else until we dismantle Las Vargas. Anyway, I have to follow up on another jewelry heist that happened last week.”

“I've been meaning to ask Nana D about those pesky robberies. Anything you can share?”

April swallowed heavily. “Jewelry was stolen. Victims are unhappy. Is that what you need to know, oh holy meddlesome one? Don't even think about inserting yourself into another one of my—”

“Blah, blah, blah. I read the papers and have some clue, April. I'll just ask Nana D. She tends to dig up the latest facts. I vaguely recall something about an unusual calling card being left behind, right?”

“I'd rather not discuss it. The ineptitude of the former sheriff still infuriates me. My predecessor had a penchant for burying facts from his townspeople.” April grunted and shook her head.

“Nana D claims he took bribes to hide petty crimes,” I said, hoping to keep her talking about it. “Maybe you and I should compare notes about the case. I have been helpful in the past.”

“And we're officially done here,” April muttered as she advanced toward me with alarming concentration in her eyes. “Let's talk tomorrow about your wife's kidnapping.” Moist, hot breath from her lips passed over mine, and her skin smelled like black peppercorns and coriander—spicy yet fresh.

Although tempting comfort swayed between us like a pendulum jam-packed with uncertainty over its destination, I retreated before April and I approached a line we weren't prepared to cross. Too many intimate moments had encircled us lately, and I couldn't fathom how to properly interpret them. “Sure, I'll update you as soon as I hear from Cristiano.”

Leaving her office, I noticed my reflection in the shiny glass pane of the door. Several days of dirty-blond stubble peppered my cheeks and chin, and dark circles occupied the sunken spaces below my disconcerted blue eyes. At least I'd managed to comb my frequently untamable hair, so I didn't look horribly disheveled. Nana D would slap my bottom silly—her words, not mine—for drawing shame to her, especially now that she'd won the election to become the new mayor of Wharton County.

* * *

Later that Saturday afternoon, I drove to Wellington Park in Millner Place to celebrate Nana D's seventy-fifth birthday in style with the party of the century. Millner Place and Braxton made up two of the four towns in Wharton County—the others, Woodland in the northwest and Lakeview in the northeast. Ninety miles south of Buffalo, New York, our county was one of the earliest settlements in Pennsylvania and had been founded by my ancestors.

“Is today the double wedding, Daddy?” Emma asked as I steered the SUV into a narrow spot.

Aunt Deirdre, a famous novelist and one of my mother's siblings, had returned from England and coordinated Nana D's party while simultaneously planning her own upcoming nuptials to Timothy Paddington, an international business mogul.

“Nope, that's in two weeks on Independence Day,” I reminded my precocious daughter. Timothy's sister was also engaged, prompting their family to suggest a double wedding to make it easy on all the guests. Both couples had only recently met one another, and it made more sense as a way to reunite the Paddington family who'd experienced several traumatic events earlier in the year. “Do you know what Independence Day is about, honey?”

When Emma nodded with enthusiasm, mahogany-brown pigtails bounced feverishly against her slightly chubby, olive-tinted cheeks. My mother had located a picture of seven-year-old Nana D and designed a matching outfit for my daughter since Emma looked so much like her at that age. “We talked about it on the last day of school. It's when we shoot firecrackers into the sky!”

“Yes, that's part of it, but it's also when we became our own country. Aunt Deirdre thought it would be amusing to shed her independence on the same day America officially separated from England two-and-a-half centuries ago,” I explained. Having lived there for half her life, Aunt Deirdre deemed herself British for all intents and purposes. She also lived inside her head where she dreamed up Victorian romances all day. Ply my aunt with more than two glasses of wine and her American roots were more obvious than the henna rinse in Nana D's wild, three-foot-long braids.

“That sounds like an adult joke. I don't get it.” Emma gave a thumbs-down symbol. “When will Nonna and Nonno be here?” My daughter referred to Francesca's parents by the Italian words for a grandparent. Her hazelnut-brown eyes were darkening this summer, highlighting how much she also resembled her mother before my wife had adopted various disguises. Emma was being kept far away from any conversation about her not-so-dead mother, something even the Castiglianos had easily agreed to with everything exploding around us.

“Monday evening.” I grabbed her hand and rambled toward Wellington Park. Nana D had chosen the cherished location across the Finnulia River, touting it as a critical place to rebuild. She'd also promised free ice cream every weekend in her campaign speeches during the mayoral election. “Look, here's Uncle Gabriel,” I added when my brother caught up with us at the tree-lined entranceway.

At a complicated and sentimental family dinner earlier in the month, Gabriel had announced his unexpected homecoming and the not-so-earth-shattering news that he was gay. Not surprisingly, the Ayrwicks openly welcomed him back into their fold with minimal concern. My mother cried the entire time at her youngest son returning to the roost. Our older siblings couldn't visit for that dinner or for Nana D's birthday party, but I hadn't expected them to travel. When both had mentioned they would come back for the birthday party or the double wedding, Nana D vehemently insisted on the wedding.

“Emma? It can't be! She's grown two feet in the last few days,” Gabriel teased while picking up my best girl and swinging her from side to side. In observance of the warm late June weather, Gabriel donned a pair of dressy long shorts and a collared, black polo shirt. One of his many tattoos peeked out from the shirt's sleeve as his taut, muscular arms carried Emma in near-perfect circles.

“It's too fuzzy! Does it hurt?” Emma giggled as she touched his lip piercing and trim, dark-blond beard. He was four glorious years younger than me, as he always reminded me, but our semblance remained uncannily similar. Although he projected a mysterious and rugged appearance, I erred toward the clean-cut side—except for days like today when I hadn't shaved. I secretly clung to the worthy excuse of dealing with a back-from-the-dead wife. Also, Gabriel had been accepted by the family and was currently the favored, treasured sibling whom our parents and Nana D couldn't stop fawning over. Even our father, the resolute Wesley Ayrwick, seemed overjoyed at his prodigal son's return.

“Nope! But you can't get a tattoo either, I already asked your daddy. He's a party pooper,” Gabriel responded, smiling as his boyfriend, Sam Taft, meandered to his side. After releasing Emma, who excitedly jumped to the ground, Gabriel shrugged and narrowed his eyes at me. “Isn't that so, brother?”

I shot a spectacular warning look at him. He earned only one of those before I'd tackle him for saying such nonsensical and controversial things to Emma. I'd already mandated she wasn't allowed to wear makeup or jewelry, go on a date, or talk to a boy—or a girl, if that's what she decided—until she turned eighteen. I wasn't overprotective. I was cautiously aware and attentive. At least that's how I justified my helicopter parenting. “Why don't you and Sam find Auntie Eleanor? I need to remind Uncle Gabriel about the many afternoons he spent sprawled on the dirty ground as a dumb teenager.”

Sam, the essence of compassion, cocked his head and groaned. “Will you two ever grow up? I'm younger than you both yet more mature than the combination.” To Emma, he said, “Let's go, bean sprout. Grow some legs and race me to the deejay. I bet I can do a better Chicken Dance than you!”

During my distraction while watching them take off, clucking and flapping their arms at their sides, Gabriel tackled me and jumped on my back and shoulders. “Like this, you mean?” he shouted before hooking his legs around my waist, pressuring me to fall, and torturing me with a noogie.

We tossed each other back and forth for fifteen seconds, each of us trying to gain and maintain the upper hand. We only stopped when Nana D intervened and chastised us.

“What is wrong with the two of you? Can't you act like civilized men instead of delinquents who don't know any better?” As we separated, she grabbed each of us by an ear with nimble hands, lowered our heads until they were closer to her own height, and held us side by side. For a moment, we expected a harangue over our behavior, even though we were completely goofing off and not at all fighting. Then, she released our ears and gave us both noogies. “Ha, got you both!”

“Not cool, Nana D,” Gabriel shouted, rubbing his head after escaping her bizarrely strong grip.

“That's not very becoming of a new county mayor. You should be ashamed of yourself,” I added.

“Pish! I'm glad to have two of my grandsons back home. You have no idea what it means to this middle-aged lady to spend quality time with you before I—”

“Move into the Willow Trees retirement complex?” Gabriel interrupted saucily.

The sly smile plastered across his face was more than I could handle. I burst out laughing, grateful he'd said something sarcastic instead of me. Middle-aged at seventy-five? Nana D had not only pushed the envelope, but she sent it reeling over the edge of a cliff to its ultimate death on arrival.

“Gabriel, if you want to keep on living at Danby Landing, you better shut your pie hole. I'll kick you out as quickly as I offered you a temporary place to crash,” Nana D reprimanded, hugging him and kissing his cheek. “I've got big-time control now that I run this county.”

After squashing Town Councilman Marcus Stanton in a landslide victory, Nana D wouldn't stop reminding everyone about the power she'd gained. Of course, she only planned to use it for good, but there was something unnerving and dubious about a woman with a Napoleon complex wielding control over us. “Everyone here already?” I inquired as we marched into the park like wooden soldiers.

“Yes, I'm sorry my other grandchildren couldn't attend. I also wish my two sons could make time for their mother, but I'm glad to have some of my family here to celebrate with,” Nana D said, fighting back a small whimper. She wasn't sentimental very often, but on a grand occasion like a seventy-fifth birthday, the well-hidden side of my nana's personality snuck out for a brief respite.

For the remainder of the afternoon, we shared stories of Nana D's past and presented her with a custom-made drawing of our family tree dating back to the 1600s, the earliest records she'd been able to trace of her ancestors. A local artist specialized in transferring computer-generated genealogical family trees to a 3D-like graphical print format. Everyone had chipped in to make Nana D's birthday as extraordinary as she was to us. Even my father made a brief announcement about how, despite their fervent and frequent disagreements, she was a remarkable woman and a treasure to the family and the county. She frowned when he said ancient treasure, and I knew she'd engineer a way to implement revenge. There'd be a summons from the mayor's office in his mailbox when she officially took charge the following week. As I said, her Napoleon complex was going to have an infinite impact on our lives.

After a delicious picnic spread and tons of games, we watched brilliant colors cascade across the sky as the sun set. Sam exited to join a dinner party with his mother, and Gabriel indicated an urgency to check on something at the lab where he worked. His questionable timing prompted me to suspect he suffered from a hangover and needed to sleep it off. Emma requested a sleepover at my parents' house, the Royal Chic-Shack, and departed with them. Although Aunt Deirdre had driven Nana D to Wellington Park, she'd wandered away an hour earlier with Timothy to discuss wedding preparations. I was graciously assigned responsibility for getting my nana home safely.

Other guests exited too, lamenting the few remaining hours before ushering in a new workweek. While many of my colleagues from Braxton College had attended the celebration, I hardly had time to socialize with them. Nana D had insisted Emma and I stick close to her side most of the afternoon. Did she want me nearby to prevent another small breakdown, or had she known I was distracted thinking about Francesca's disappearance?

“Penny for your thoughts, brilliant one?” she asked while we loaded her gifts in the trunk.

Nana D had been present when the final postcard and new puppy, a gift notifying me that Las Vargas had kidnapped my wife, had arrived. She supported me while I'd contacted April, in her official role as the sheriff of Wharton County, to ask for help. “It feels like this was my last moment with Emma before I rip off the Band-Aid. How do you tell a little girl her mother isn't dead, and that the woman chose to leave her?” I sighed with exasperation and leaned my head against the side of the SUV.

“You tell her the truth, Kellan. She's your daughter, which makes her brilliant, remember? Francesca caused this debacle, and you'll need to wait for her to resurface. When she does, I plan to give that little harpy a piece of my mind!” Nana D smiled at me and stepped into the SUV's passenger seat, unfazed by the entire kidnapping tribulation. “I have faith you'll determine the best approach—”

Nana D was interrupted when Connor Hawkins, a good friend who'd recently changed jobs from Braxton College's security director to a Wharton County Sheriff's Office detective, approached us. “Happy Birthday, Nana D! What are you now, a half-century?” he said with an infectious beam of excitement gushing on his chiseled face. While I was usually a pasty and pale-skinned kinda guy who couldn't ever find the proper length of time for a good suntan, Connor inherited the perfect balance of skin color from his South African father and Caribbean mother. It even offset his brooding, stormy eyes, as he selflessly and frequently pointed out. Called an Adonis by some, to me he was the mere mortal who managed my workouts so that someday, I might look more like him. Don't tell him I admitted that!

I stepped to the side to let him embrace my grandmother. They'd known each other for a long time since Connor and I had grown up together. While we'd lost touch when I moved to LA, we'd bonded again in the last few months. “I'm glad you stopped by. I worried we'd missed you.”

“Sorry about that, Kellan. I'm still pulling double duty until the college finds my replacement. Just finished organizing the team for the upcoming week, and now I'm headed out on a call. There's been another jewelry heist,” Connor explained as he elbowed the passenger door shut.

“That's awful. Who was it this time?” Nana D settled into her seat and pulled out her phone to make notes. Through the open window, she said, “I was alarmed before, but this is the third one, right?”

Connor replied, “Fourth, ma'am. I suppose I can fill you in on the little I know from today, especially since you're soon to be our new mayor. The Grey family was hit hard this time.”

The Greys, a prominent and wealthy clan, controlled a sizable portion of the county. Judge Hiram Grey, a few years younger than Nana D, sat on the bench for over thirty years. I'd taught his granddaughter the previous semester before she'd graduated from Braxton. “What did the perp steal?”

“I'm not sure. A uniformed officer was called to the scene, but once he realized who it was and what'd really happened, the sergeant contacted me. I'm on my way now.” Connor responded on one of his many technical communication devices that he'd be onsite in ten minutes.

“Was anyone hurt?” Nana D asked as I shook Connor's hand to say goodbye.

“Yes, Imogene Grey is being treated by the paramedics for a head injury. She caught the assailant trying to abscond with a piece of her jewelry and endeavored to stop him before he escaped. I'll let you know later tonight if I find out anything more, Your Honor.”

Once Connor took off, I boarded the SUV and buckled my seatbelt. “It's getting out of control, huh? Imogene is one of the students in my summer session starting Monday.”

“You don't know the half of it, Kellan. This seems inexplicably analogous to the last time we had those unruly jewelry thefts in Braxton. Imogene's mother, Lara, was here recording some video of the party for a news segment. She was one of the victims during the previous round,” Nana D harrumphed.

“That's right, I forgot. You never did tell me what happened.” Lara Bouvier, a reporter for the local news outlet, WCLN, had been married to one of Judge Grey's sons years ago. Their daughter, Imogene, had lived in France for a big part of her life. Imogene was the cousin of my former student, Carla, who'd just graduated and become an art dealer. “I don't think I've ever met Imogene.”

“Sure, you did. She used to run around with Gabriel when they attended Braxton together. Come to think of it, that's the last time those jewelry heists occurred. They stopped right before Gabriel vanished during that nasty thunderstorm.” Nana D cracked her knuckles, lost in a pensive reflection. “Oh, you weren't around then, my mistake. Let's head home, brilliant one. It's been a long day.”

“Are you hinting at something with that comment?” Gabriel had been secretive since his return, and he'd grown darker and more evasive, but he was a good guy at heart. That I was positive about.

“I'm not really up for talking about it this weekend, Kellan. Why don't you drop me off and come for brunch on Monday when I'm more relaxed? My schedule is slammed with meetings all day tomorrow for the upcoming inauguration.”

I had no choice but to grudgingly consent to Nana D's wishes. It was her birthday. She made it acutely clear she wasn't up for discussing it tonight, and I could only handle one melodrama at a time. As we left Wellington Park, a couple dashed across the street and into the park, neglecting to check for any oncoming traffic. I slammed on my horn to warn them, and they briefly looked up with shocked expressions before blocking their faces from my headlights. Given their rush and my focus on the larger surroundings, I hadn't gotten a solid glance at them.

“What's he doing with her?” Nana D mumbled, scrabbling the side of her head.

“Who?” I watched them disappear on a walkway heading south once they crossed the street.

“That was Paul Dodd, Imogene's fiancé. Shouldn't he be home attending to her after the robbery? Not running around with some other woman!” Nana D reproved before reminding me Paul had been elected the new town councilman of Braxton, assuming the role from Marcus Stanton.

“Maybe he was rushing to get home to Imogene?”

“Heading into the park? Nah… and he's supposed to be a stand-up guy. I can't be certain, but the woman he left with looked like Krissy Stanton, Marcus's troublesome daughter.”

Krissy was another student in my upcoming class, which made their sneaky behavior sound as suspicious as that persistent deer invading Nana D's orchard and stealing heaps of ripening fruit. Marcus had threatened to cause a rumpus and wouldn't acknowledge Nana D had officially won the race. He lived next door to us, hence why I also suspected him of being that deer! “Want to follow them?”

“No, I've got ways to elicit the truth from Paul Dodd, Braxton's supposedly perfect politician and model citizen. Leave it to me.” Nana D tapped the dashboard and directed me which way to drive home. “Something's fishy in the state of Pennsylvania. And it ain't your father's feet this time, Kellan.”







Chapter 2

I spent the following morning preparing for my new class, speeding through the lesson plans and syllabus to ensure maximum quality time with my daughter when I visited my parents. Gabriel and Eleanor played various board games with us that afternoon. Even my folks joined in for several rounds of cards and dominoes. Knowing I still had a few hours of work to complete before classes began the next day, I accepted my mother's offer to watch Emma for another night. My daughter reveled in glory, which was all that mattered to me in the insufferable situation with the Castiglianos and Las Vargas.

The evening and my work passed by expeditiously, enabling me to suggest meeting for a beer to Connor. I secretly wanted to find out what'd happened at the Grey estate, but he was too wrapped up in the case to take a break. All I'd learned was that Imogene hadn't been able to identify the jewel thief, despite being at home when the crook had broken in. Connor proposed a new time for our workout later that week, and I fell asleep early in preparation for the start of a new class schedule.

 

After a fierce battle deciding what to wear on Monday morning, I dressed in my finest professorial duds. The summer term had made its illustrious debut, and I wanted to appear mature enough to command respect yet modern and casual in a way that befitted the television and film industry. The end result: slim cut, well-tailored trousers in traditional checks and stripes; a heather-gray, open-collared dress shirt; a thin cashmere, V-neck sweater the saleslady called the color of eggplant; and sophisticated dark loafers sans socks. Despite Nana D's effusive insistence, I wasn't morphing into a popinjay!

I hurried to The Big Beanery, a student gathering house providing some of the richest and most flavorful coffee and the craziest and most unfortunate hookups in the entire county. Thankfully, I avoided the latter, except when Nana D had set me up on a blind date those few times. I ordered a couple of coffees and apple tarts sprinkled with powdered sugar and cinnamon glaze to go. I needed something to tide me over until brunch at Nana D's. My body craved desserts just as much as it felt energized by my daily workout, which had been fulfilled by a six-mile run earlier that morning. I assumed the two ends of the spectrum balanced each other out and refused to question the greater authority of a god who permitted me to have free will.

Braxton College was comprised of two campuses, North and South, separated by a one-mile tree-lined esplanade of cozy storefronts, student housing, and charming historical points of interest. One campus perched atop a semi-steep incline of the Wharton Mountains, the other sat near the base of a lower hill leading directly into the downtown district. Traditional Victorian and Queen Anne homes, painted in vivid colors and adorned with massive stone turrets and white scalloped shingles, reminded visitors of a smaller and quieter version of San Francisco. Without the Pacific Ocean nearby, Crilly Lake and the Finnulia River generously provided our daily water supply, a source of relaxation, and stunning views. Locals referred to the large estates set atop the hill as Millionaire's Mile, and that's where you'd find folks like the Greys, the Paddingtons, and the Stantons.

North Campus was the college's main site, but I worked on South Campus which catered to scholars in the humanities, communications, and music departments. An electric cable car system, currently under maintenance, transported students back and forth between the two academic spaces. For two weeks each summer, usually when the weather reached a scorching one-hundred-degree temperature, a local company would repair the mechanics and reconfigure the inside panels based on whatever the most recent graduating class had gifted the college. This year, as a dedication to the valiant efforts of a few folks—primarily me, who'd played amateur sleuth to locate a couple of murderers—the theme was a Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, 1930s-style mystery car. Construction had begun ten days ago, and the final ribbon-cutting ceremony would occur at the end of this week.

I climbed the steps to the sturdy but chaotic platform and scanned the sweeping uptown view of mesmerizing foliage-covered hills. My latest routine included a visit to the cable car each morning to inspect its progress with the local contractor leading the effort. Quint Crawford was in his late twenties, had shaggy blond hair, and proudly boasted a full beard. Years of working construction sites had tanned his skin a golden color and transformed his lithe body into a solid machine capable of frequent hard labor. When I called out his name, the suave and shrewd craftsman poked his head out the car doors and saluted. While I dressed up for my first day of summer classes, Quint had chosen a white fitted t-shirt and a well-worn pair of jeans slung low on his hips from all the tools weighing down the thinning denim. Although he only stood an inch below me, a slight slouch made him appear shorter.

When I'd first encountered Quint two weeks earlier, the enigmatic electrician puzzled me. Quint fancied himself quite the ladies' man, evident by his wandering eye whenever an attractive girl would meander near the cable car station. Quint was a tad too full of himself, easily enchanting the women around him by posturing a rakish allure and approach to life. But he'd privately mentioned recent heartbreak over lost love and a desire to convince the ex to proffer him a second chance. Unfortunately, Quint hadn't shared specific details on what had gone wrong the first time between him and his beloved. Nonetheless, I'd been impressed by his mercurial attitude and ability to quickly dust himself off and get in the ring again, despite his painfully obvious attempt to conceal several wounds stemming from the end of the relationship.

Once he'd formally introduced himself, I'd realized his mother and I had met a few times earlier in the year. Knowing Bertha Crawford was such a kind and gentle soul, I settled on believing Quint was a sophisticated yet opportunistic version of his mother who didn't like to hear the word no. “Morning, Quint. How're things looking for your mother this weekend?” I asked, passing a steaming cup of coffee and a warm pastry to him.

“I appreciate you dropping by with breakfast again. You're a good man, Kellan.” His eyes darted to the panel he'd been installing and instantly looked apprehensive about my arrival. “Momma's doing better ever since she retired from the Paddington estate. Being on her feet all day as their housekeeper, slaving away at their every outlandish whim, has taken its toll on her over the years.”

“Does that mean the radiation treatments are going well?” She'd discovered a lump in her breast shortly after I'd met her months ago, then learned she had an advanced form of cancer. The Paddington family also confirmed she'd quit to focus on her deteriorating health. That's when Quint had made it a priority to take extra care of his mother, a widow for the last two decades. His father had perished years ago in an explosion at the Betscha mines.

“So far, the doctors aren't positive,” he mumbled, unscrewing an interior panel near the door.

“That's not good to hear.” From what I could see, the winning design was close to being installed. I noticed a few wires creeping out at the bottom and wondered how the repair portion of the work was going. “The new panels look fantastic. Is the electrical upgrade on schedule?”

“Got two cables to replace, but I'll be done tomorrow afternoon. Then we can run some tests to see how the old girl's working. Should be right smooth!” Quint tapped his knuckles on the side of his head as a sign of luck. As he bent downward, he gingerly flinched and moaned before rubbing his back.

“Did you hurt yourself on the job?” I asked, uncertain what company had been awarded the contract for the redesign project. Hopefully, he'd reported any injuries to the school's administration.

“Nothing to grumble about. A man in my line of work deals with rough spots.” He gently kneeled to the floor and turned away to finish removing the lower panel. “How's that daughter of yours?”

I'd brought Emma to campus with me the previous time because she had reduced hours during her last week of school. Since she'd stayed at my parents' place last night, tagging along today wasn't an option. I'd also scheduled summer camp for her to attend while I'd be teaching my classes over the subsequent seven weeks. Orientation was scheduled for tomorrow. “Emma will visit again soon. I'll be sure to bring her by, so you can say hello. She had fun watching you work last time.”

“That'd be cool of you, Kellan. Don't mean to rush you off, but I've got to finish this today. Fern Terry plans to stop by to check out my progress,” Quint advised with an equal mix of hesitancy and substantial irritation, then winked. “Not that she's too knowledgeable about men's work.”

Fern was the dean of student affairs as well as a good friend of mine. I needed to schedule lunch with her to catch up on the wedding plans. Her son was marrying Timothy Paddington's sister, hence the double wedding on Independence Day. I ignored Quint's shallow and ludicrous comments about Fern, keenly aware we'd already discussed his opinions in the past. He regarded women more as beautiful objects or conquests rather than equals, yet he easily disguised such views when he needed to appear polished enough to charm one into offering her affections.

“I understand. Do you own the company that won the project bid?” I paused and waited for a response, but an unusually long time went by without his trademark riposte. “Quint, did you hear me?”

“Sure did. My apologies, I was thinking about the best answer,” he replied, unlatching a tool from the hook on his belt. “I'm working for someone else who promised me a cheap buy-in. I'll earn a stake in the company once this project is complete. Not to be rude, buddy, but I did mention I was busy. Gotta finish tinkering with this beauty until she's sparkling like a diamond again. Chat another time?”

Quint powered up a drill on full throttle. I waved goodbye to his back—he'd already moved on to his next priority without another word—and walked toward my office in Diamond Hall. My curious nature wanted to ask more questions about whom he worked for, but Fern could supply the answer just as easily. It'd also require less impudence than dealing with my edgy new acquaintance, Quint.

Diamond Hall had previously been a grand colonial home, a mansion by modern-day standards, before its transformation into the communications department's offices. The architecturally stunning building stood three stories high and was covered with a limestone façade mined from quarries owned by the Betscha side of my family. On the top floor were a large open working area and departmental library, and on the second resided offices for academic staff. The ground floor held four classrooms, and for the next seven weeks, I'd occupy the northwest one overlooking Stanton Hall.

As I stepped through the front door, my boss glared at me with a sour expression. It wouldn't be a typical day unless I experienced at least ten minutes of Dr. Myriam Castle's uncalled-for-but-amusing wrath. Even after I'd investigated her wife's stalker the previous month, Myriam still brushed me off with a chilly disposition and delivered ruthless Shakespearean quotes that made little to no sense.

“There's a man here to see you,” she stated curtly, her hands locked on her hips. Adorned in her traditional exquisite couture, her trim frame sported a cream-colored suit and slate-gray blouse assuredly flown in from some European designer's latest collection. It was the spiky, more-gray-than-black, short, no-fuss, no-muss hairstyle that initially captured a person's attention. “He doesn't have a visitor pass, and I don't recognize him. You should tell your ne'er-do-well associates to follow the rules, and if I might remind you, we should be working, not socializing.”

Well, this was a perfect start to a day at the office. “I don't have any scheduled meetings. Perhaps he's a student in my summer course.” I tried to dart past her, but she swiftly grabbed my arm.

“See to it this doesn't happen again. I run a clean and tight ship, and strangers are usually up to no good. I don't like his swarthy looks.” She paused as if she had more to say but thought better of it.

“I'll address it right now.” Swarthy? I didn't know anyone fitting that description.

“Have you considered my recommendation from last week's meeting? 'God has given you one face, and you make yourself another.' I'm thinking only of you.” Myriam frowned as if she'd bit into an acidulous piece of candy, then dug her heels into the floor like a cat in heat.

She'd been harping about instructing students to refer to me as Dr. Ayrwick, not Professor or Kellan, beginning with this summer's courses. I wasn't excessively opposed to it, but my Ph.D. was in film studies. I didn't feel like a bona fide medical professional, and I was still considered a temporary assistant professor. “I'm not the type to be caught up over labels. I understand your opinion that we as doctorates have earned the respect and title, but if it's all the same to you, I'd—”

“It's not my decision, this is college policy. Your father was instrumental in choosing that outcome. Take it up with him if you care to debate it. As an employee in my department, you will follow the guidelines. Are we clear?” She nodded at the puzzled expression on my face and exited the building.

Lacking any and all desire to speak with my father, the result of our discussion was a done deal. He'd been the president up until he retired the previous semester. Lucky for me, the new president was Myriam's wife, Ursula. Fate and Irony were two of my least favorite divas! “Dr. Ayrwick it will be,” I shouted as I mounted the steps, wondering who skulked outside my door.

When I reached the second floor and peered down the hallway, it looked empty. The door to my office was unlocked and ajar, and the light from my desk lamp was on—not the way I'd left it the previous Friday. I cautiously stepped inside to find the swarthy male sitting at my desk, except I wouldn't have considered him swarthy. Knowing Myriam often chose odd ways to describe people, I ignored her comment and focused on why this man sat in my chair. He looked familiar from the side angle, but I couldn't easily place him. “May I help you?”

Once he stood, a six-foot-three solid frame coated with a bronzed skin tone proclaimed his stature as larger-than-life. Piercing golden-brown eyes stared directly at me, and floppy espresso-colored hair cascaded down his forehead in multiple layers, reminding me of genetically engineered male supermodels gracing the covers of fashion magazines. In an instant, I knew it was Cristiano Vargas. He'd finally decided to bestow his unblemished presence upon me.

“I'm confident there's no need for proper introductions, but if you feel that's necessary, I'm happy to oblige.” He exuded confidence and spoke in a smooth, distinguished voice with a cultured accent containing slight hints of his Latino heritage. From everything I'd read about the man, he functioned like a finely tuned, expensive automobile, charmed all the women he'd met, and inspired fear in all the men he'd chucked down. A Harvard pedigree also made him a wizard in the business world, no doubt ensuring his success as numero dos in the Las Vargas syndicate.

“Not necessary. Just a brief explanation of what you need from me, then we can both proceed with our priorities.” Wishing April could be present for the conversation, I discreetly reached for the phone in my pocket, trying to recall where I'd previously placed her on speed dial. After surmising he could've taken me out at any point in the last few weeks, I considered how fearful I should be of Cristiano Vargas.

“There's no need to call the authorities or make any sudden movements. I've no intention to kill you today, but if necessary, I will disarm you.” He lifted a panel of his suit jacket to reveal a Beretta 92.

I wasn't sure of the specific caliber, but it was a lethal one. I'd been researching handguns with the aim of procuring one to protect Emma from anyone involved in this unfortunate and over-the-top situation, yet I hadn't executed the purchase. I abhorred the thought of brandishing a weapon in the house around a child or anywhere near Nana D, who'd undoubtedly want to target shoot with me. I fought the urge to chuckle upon remembering when Rose shot Blanche's favorite vase in the apropos Golden Girls sitcom. Nana D had forced me to stay up late watching it with her every night when I lived in Danby Landing's main farmhouse. “Fair enough. I can put a little trust on the table, Cristiano.”

“Shut the door. Sit tight. Spend a minute with me.” Cristiano effortlessly walked to the guest chair on the other side of my undersized desk and pointed to his original seat. “I'm not the enemy. As a show of good faith, I'll authorize you taking the more powerful position for this conversation, yes?”

Authorize? Why did I get the impression I already hated this man? I stepped cautiously inside, scanned for any makeshift weapons, and assumed the use of my regular chair. “I'm not sure I agree with that statement. You broke into my office and scared the bejesus out of my boss.”

Cristiano laughed, boasting two winning dimples balanced below his perfectly structured cheekbones. “Women are never scared of me. They want to be with me. It can be a curse, but such is my lot in life. We all have, how do you say, an albatross around our necks?” When Cristiano crossed his legs, his sleek, burgundy Ferragamo shoes tapped the corner of my desk. “Based on my research, Myriam Castle does not frighten easily. Please do not start our cozy little meeting with a preposterous lie.”

“You might have researched Myriam, but suffering through her brand of crazy is an utterly inimitable experience.” She was certainly an albatross. I'd give him credit for that snarky comment. I sat with my hands folded on the top of the desk, willing my confidence not to falter in the slightest.

He snickered menacingly again. “Francesca said you were an amusing guy.”

“So, you're the one holding her captive. Is there a reason you're not dealing directly with the Castigliano family? I have no power in this convoluted predicament.” I'd watched enough mob movies and read countless crime novels. I needed to relax and approach the meeting as if we were negotiating a common business deal. I couldn't reveal my desperate fear or complete inexperience in this lifestyle.

“Francesca also said you were very smart and would cut to the chase. I think I'm going to like working with you.” Cristiano matched my position, our foreheads barely six inches apart.

I squished my knee against the side of the narrow desk to stop my leg from quivering. “I'm hopeful we only need this one meeting to discuss resolving the dispute between our two families.”

As I attempted to back away, Cristiano's hand pressed down on my right shoulder. “Don't move until I permit you to do so. I want to be certain you understand what I'm about to tell you. Is this clear?”

Why was no one else in the building at this hour? I'd even accept Myriam as my bodyguard for this brief moment. In his silence, I heard the clock ticking in the hallway and the air conditioner vent blowing from the corner of the room. What had Francesca gotten me into? “Yes, like a cloudless sky.”

Cristiano's other hand landed on my left shoulder, applying enough pressure to be uncomfortably intimate and dangerous. It resembled a powwow or a huddle before a championship game, except in reality, this was a duel where one of us had a broken and bullet-less pistol. “It is excruciatingly important you fear what I am capable of doing. My wrath is boundless. Las Vargas doesn't play games we cannot win… one way or another. Nothing is as it appears. Your wife is a fascinating, resourceful woman who understands the art of a mutually beneficial deal.” Cristiano gripped the back of my head with his hands, then thumped the top of my scalp repeatedly with both index fingers.

Being this close, I had an in-depth look at the immaculate skin adorning his face. Cristiano had no pores—it was as if he'd been blessed with a flawless complexion. Perfection frightened me because it meant someone would fight until death to retain every aspect of it. If he hadn't told me he wouldn't kill me today, I would've expected the next move to be a swift twist of my neck until it hung limply at the side of my lifeless body. “Leave me out of this mess. Just deal with Vincenzo and Cecilia who are used to this craziness. It'll be a lot simpler that way.”

Cristiano released me, walked casually around the desk, and whacked my cheek with the back of his hand—powerfully enough that my eyes saw stars and my mouth tasted blood. When I stood and attempted to punch his perturbed face, he effortlessly grabbed my forearm and twisted it around my back. I couldn't move without intense pain shooting into my shoulder blade. “Do not ever tell me what to do, Kellan. Such consequences have been known to kill stronger men than you.”

I stood still, unwilling to accept but forced to listen to his words. “Why am I involved?”

“Surprisingly, Francesca offered to sacrifice her own life to end the war. Yet, as much as she cooperated with me and as anxious as she was to get out from under the watchful scorn of her devious parents, I didn't completely trust your wife. Although an eye for an eye would make up for a lot, it wouldn't have made my family content.” Cristiano released me and stepped backward, crossing his arms and casting a look that made it clear I shouldn't attack him again. “My family wants more than equivalent payback. Reparations for the Castiglianos' past indiscretions have become necessary.”

“You didn't answer my question. Why are you looping me into this negotiation?”

“Patience, I'm telling you a story. I thought hard and long about why Francesca was willing to die. I wanted to locate any hidden motives that might harm the Vargas family. I tried a few different methods to break her, but after I threatened to hurt Emma, Francesca finally cringed, begged for mercy, and revealed all the plans her parents had made to destroy us. Don't try anything funny. I'd hate for anything bad to happen to that precious little girl,” Cristiano said, a sinister shadow cast across his face from the glow of the desk lamp. “Once locating the right incentive, with Francesca on board, forcing the Castiglianos to agree to whatever I asked became simple. Using you as a middleman, Francesca and her parents are unable to talk to one another or pass any clues to play tricks on me. People are willing to cooperate when they're unable to hear or see what's happening to someone they love. Now, I'll have everyone's full collaboration and obedience. Fear can be a highly encouraging factor.”

“The Castiglianos won't share anything with me. They've hated me for years,” I explained, unclear how that would gain him any leverage or control over my in-laws. I only understood how Francesca would listen, knowing she wanted to be with Emma again—that was obvious.

“The Castiglianos don't want to sacrifice their daughter, but they're also frightened I'll harm Emma. No one wants to lose their entire family, do they?” The sneer on his face manifested all too easily when he handed me a phone from his jacket pocket. “Your monstrous in-laws have zero choice but to trust you if they want to see their daughter and granddaughter survive this ordeal.”

“I get it now. Emma and I are your leverage. You want me to broker the deal between you and the Castiglianos because it motivates everyone to behave. If I don't or if any of the Castiglianos try to escape or retaliate, Emma, Francesca, and I end up dead. Then, everyone loses.”

“You catch on quickly, Kellan. That phone is how we'll communicate in the future. Do not use it for anything else but our conversations. I will be in touch in forty-eight hours with instructions. My diligent staff is organizing stimulating bedtime reading that Francesca has generously shared with us.”

“Do we have the same goal in mind? Are we expecting an outcome we'll both be happy about?”

“That depends. If you imagine moving forward with your life minus any future worries, we have similar desires. If you anticipate the Castiglianos retaining control of their business investments and interests, we do not.” Cristiano removed a handkerchief from his pocket and rubbed a spot on his shoe.

“Will Francesca be safe until then?”

“This has never been about her. It was about revenge against her parents and accepting the consequences of their past actions. When I met Francesca two months ago, something fortuitous happened. She's not the woman I thought she would be. Based on her cooperation thus far, no harm should fall her way. If anything feels suspicious, harm will fall your and Emma's way. Agreed?”

“Not until I speak with Francesca.” I ignored the bitter metallic taste overwhelming my mouth.

“In time. Do not contact me. I'll call you when I have the details you need.” He stepped a few feet closer and faced me directly. “Emma certainly loves her new puppy. Baxter is the perfect name.”

“How did you know we named him—”

Cristiano looked at me as if I'd spoken a foreign language or said the most ridiculous series of childish words, then furiously smacked my abdominals with the palm of his hand. His unexpected physical aggression was taking its toll on me, but I wouldn't let him see me retreat in pain. “I know everything, Kellan. Even how you skipped the last half-mile on your morning run near Crilly Lake. Imagine how much better shape you'd be in, if you challenged yourself and stopped devouring those insidious apple tarts. I'd be more worried those desserts are what'll kill you one day, Little Ayrwick.”
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