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PRAISE FOR THE SERIES


Praise for indelible


A SEAN MCPHERSON NOVEL, BOOK ONE




“Buchanan’s narrative is well-paced, flying right along.… the author has delivered an exciting beginning to an intriguing series.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS







“The author of this impressive novel has poured elements from radically different genres into the blender and set it on high spin … The last page promises further surprises in a sequel, which Buchanan better deliver soon.”


—BOOKLIST





Praise for iconoclast


A SEAN MCPHERSON NOVEL, BOOK TWO




“An involving thriller with compelling characters. This propulsive novel ably expands Buchanan’s entertaining series, which is built primarily on engaging characterization.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Buchanan shows a sure hand as an action writer.… A smooth, ultra-professional read.”


—BOOKLIST


“An absolute page-turner … Not the one to be missed. With its atmospheric setting, page-turning suspense, and luminous insights into trauma, resilience, recovery, and friendship, this thriller will hook readers and keep them hooked.”


—THE PRAIRIES BOOK REVIEW


“I devoured every page of Iconoclast, turning the pages viciously because I couldn’t wait to find out what would happen next.”


—ONLINE BOOK CLUB












Praise for impervious


A SEAN MCPHERSON NOVEL, BOOK THREE




“Don’t miss this engaging story filled with an intricate plot, realistic characters, and mesmerizing suspense!”


—DEBBIE HERBERT, USA Today best-selling author







“Buchanan keeps you turning pages until the end.”


—CHRIS NORBURY, author of the Matt Lanier mystery-thriller series


“Buchanan has a fresh, very different and fast-paced style. And somehow makes a chef’s meal integral to the thrilling suspense. I go from salivating to shocked, chapter by chapter.”


—CHRISTINE DESMET, novelist and screenwriter


“At Pines & Quill, the deadliest writers retreat in the Northwest, Buchanan delivers one knockout punch after another, leaving the reader reeling.”


—SHEILA LOWE, author of the Beyond the Veil paranormal suspense series


“Hitchcockian suspense and tension reign in this page turner.”


—SHERRILL JOSEPH, author of The Botanic Hill Detectives Mysteries


“Buchanan’s writing tantalizes all your emotions: there are sweet moments to savor and descriptions for all the senses. But, lurking in the shadows, the dark mind of a devious killer drives the plot, threatening every character you’ve come to call your friend.”


—JOY RIBAR, author of the Deep Lakes Cozy Mystery series


“Buchanan has done it again—kept me on the edge of my seat until the end as I follow the twists and turns of Sean ‘Mick’ McPherson’s life as an ex-cop turned PI. Based at Pines & Quill, a quiet writers retreat in Bellingham, Washington, Impervious plunges readers deeper into a national crime web that Buchanan has masterfully created, and takes us on a wild ride to New Orleans, San Francisco, and back to Bellingham for the explosive ending. Peppered in the book are more mouth-watering meals from the kitchen at Pines & Quill and the ever-present delight of Hemingway, the retreat owners’ loveable Irish Wolfhound. Can’t wait for the next book!”


—ASHLEY E. SWEENEY, author of Hardland


“I’m hooked on Buchanan’s Sean McPherson novels!”


—PAMELA WIGHT, author of The Right Wrong Man


“Buchanan delivers another knockout punch! I love this series!”


—SUZANNE SIMONETTI, author of The Sound of Wings


“Buchanan’s third Sean McPherson novel hits every note we’ve come to expect—tight tension, sympathetic characters, delicious menus, and high-stakes danger. She leads readers through the gamut of emotions from fear to joy. Whether you love thrillers or romance, you’ll love Impervious!”


—SARALYN RICHARD, author of The Detective Parrott Mystery Series














[image: image]













[image: image]











This book is dedicated to authors, their creative muses, and the craft of writing.





Copyright © 2022 Laurie Buchanan


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


Published by SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint,


A division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC


Phoenix, Arizona, USA, 85007


www.gosparkpress.com


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-68463-194-0


E-ISBN: 978-1-68463-195-7


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022919506


Interior design by Tabitha Lahr


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.












Author’s Note






While Bellingham and Fairhaven arereal towns in the state of Washington,I’ve added fictitious touches to further the story.









“Nobody’s ever been arrested for a murder; they have only ever been arrested for not planning it properly.”


—TERRY HAYES
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Prologue








“Murderers are not monsters, they’re men. And that’s the most frightening thing about them.”


—ALICE SEBOLD





Georgio “The Bull” Gambino sits in closed-eye contemplation, his thoughts a nonstop loop of his sinister achievements, his invincibility, his criminal genius. The only visible movement is in his hands. They rest on his stomach, where his thumbs circle the middle distance between his laced fingers.


Professor Moriarty and I are similar in that we’re both Machiavellian criminal masterminds. His creator, Arthur Conan Doyle, once said of the professor, “He sits motionless, like a spider in the center of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them. He does little himself. He only plans.”


Gambino reflects on their similarities:


Moriarty wields power over a London-based crime web. He controls and benefits from crimes committed by those in his hire.


I wield power over New Orleans, San Francisco, and my latest acquisition, Seattle-based crime webs. I control and benefit from crimes committed by those in my hire.


So gradual and widespread my infiltration, it’s far too late for anyone to stop me. I’m impervious to my enemies’ efforts. Untouchable.


Like a self-satisfied spider, Gambino mentally circles the prey trapped in his sticky web. In his mind’s eye, he injects his quarry with neurotoxic venom. It will immobilize my victims and ensure cooperation; it will dissolve their backbones, making them spineless creatures. Making them mine.


He stops circling his thumbs. Raising both hands before his slit eyes, he envisions them as pincers. He flexes them. Where to inflict pain next?


Gambino picks up his cell phone and makes a call. Low and menacing, he utters three words, “Make it happen,” then disconnects and goes back to his ruminations.


A faint smile appears on his line-bracketed face. Experiential knowledge informs him that his bidding is as good as done.
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Officer Toni Bianco pulls into a space in the employee parking lot at the Bellingham Police station just as “The Bull” ends the call. She cuts the engine, collects her things, and exits the car. Intent on the task at hand, she barely notices the vapor trails crisscrossing the electric-blue June sky. Just a little over a week until the Fourth of July. But there’ll be plenty of fireworks before then.


Fobbing the car locked over her shoulder, she scans the lot as she crosses it. The hydraulic whoosh of the building’s door bids her entrance to an air-conditioned hallway, its icy draft a relief. Toni heads toward the “Prairie Dog Farm”—the bullpen where uniforms sit back-to-back in low-walled cubicles.


“Hey, Bingham,” she says as she sits in her chair.


Joe raises his mug of home-brewed coffee. “Hey, Bianco.”


“I wish I’d had time to bring coffee from home. Now I’ve got to drink that sludge.” Toni nods toward the coffee station down the hall.


Toni stows her things in the bottom desk drawer and taps her workstation out of sleep mode. After entering her username and password, she’s greeted by the Bellingham Police logo—an indigo background featuring a snow-covered mountain with green trees in the foreground, the same logo that’s emblazoned on every squad car in town.


Toni turns toward Joe. “I still can’t understand why you didn’t change desks when you were promoted to homicide detective.”


“I told you,” he says, swiveling his chair to face her, “one change is enough for now.”


Turning back to her desk, Toni opens the center drawer and rummages her hand inside. “I’m heading to the supply closet. My Post-it Notes keep growing legs. Need anything?”


“No, I’m good.” Joe sips his coffee. “But thanks.”


On the way back from her errand, Toni stops to pour herself a cup of station house coffee—wretched, but welcome.


Walking down the hallway to her cubicle, she makes one more stop. To the casual observer, it looks like she’s dropping a block of yellow Post-it Notes on Officer Accardi’s desk.


Toni smiles at Emilio and nods as she sets them down.


“Hey, thanks, Toni,” he says, fanning the little stack.


Emilio sees that they’re blank—nothing is written on them. But the message is loud and clear. It’s the prearranged signal that sets everything into motion.


It reminds Toni of playing the game Mouse Trap with her cousins when she was a kid. Like the boot kicking the marble, she thinks. She pushes off from Emilio’s desk and heads to her own. It was fun collecting and stealing cheese from the other players. But in this case, the end game’s different. Gambino will have all the cheese, and the other players will all be dead.


Toni sits down in her desk chair and catches her reflection on her computer screen. She looks immensely pleased with the destruction she just engineered.
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CHAPTER 1








“At first, I see pictures of a story in my mind. Then creating the story comes from asking questions of myself. I guess you might call it the ‘what if—what then’ approach to writing and illustration.”


—CHRIS VAN ALLSBURG





Sean “Mick” McPherson’s stomach feels queasy. Wedding day jitters? No. I’m not nervous about getting married. But being at the center of attention makes me nauseous. Mick absently touches his stomach. I’m so relieved that Emma said, “I want a small wedding, one that’s casual, down-to-earth, and intimate.”


Mick peers through the windshield to a slowly spreading stain of light on the eastern horizon before shifting his gaze to the rearview mirror. He looks into the dark eyes of his back-seat companion and smiles. “Hemingway, Emma and I are getting married today.”


He hears a tail thump the leather upholstery.


Mick reaches around to rough the hair on the Irish wolfhound’s head. “That’s right, buddy.”


Taking that as an invitation, the big dog inserts his chest and front legs between the two front seats. Easing down, he lies his head on his front paws on the middle console. His hair, wiry and rough, is especially long under his chin and over his eyes.


Mick pats the head of his four-legged companion. “Hey, buddy. We’ve got to look our best.” His tone rises and falls to instill enthusiasm. “That’s why I’m bathing you this morning.”


Hemingway lifts his head, pricks his ears, and stares at Mick.


“We’re going to have company at Pines & Quill. Not a lot. Just our families, closest friends, and the priest. The other people—the florist, band, caterer, and the baker who’s delivering the wedding cake—will stop by briefly and then leave again.”


Mick’s fingers thrum the steering wheel while he thinks through the list of people. “Oh, and there’s Dean and Kevin. They’re two students I hired from Western Washington University to valet the cars, port the guests to the pavilion in the ATV, and bartend. But it still means way more cars than we usually have on the property. I’m moving the Jeep out here now, so Emma and I can make an easy getaway later.”


Mick strokes the top of Hemingway’s head and continues in an exaggerated happy voice. “Now there’s room in the driveway for me to hose you down, lather you up, and rinse you off.”


Hemingway nudges Mick’s arm with his wet nose.


“I’ll make it as fast and painless as I possibly can, big guy. But you’ve got to cooperate.”


Hemingway’s long, pink tongue lolls out the side of his mouth.


Mick sees Hemingway’s tail wave back and forth in the rearview mirror, scraping the overhead interior.


“It sounds fun, doesn’t it? But we both know,” Mick says, “that getting a bath is one of your least favorite things.” He pats the top of Hemingway’s giant paw. “That’s why I’m going to put a leash on you and hook it to the side of the garage before we start. That way, you can’t run away and roll in the dirt, dead leaves, and rabbit poop like last time.”
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Emma’s nostrils take in the delicious aroma of the ham-laced breakfast casserole that Niall popped into the oven before leaving to join the other men for their wedding-morning festivities. She loves the spacious kitchen in the main house at Pines and Quill. She’s in it as often as she’s in the one she shares with Mick in their cabin, just walking distance down the tree-canopied lane.


Emma gets a treat out of the biscuit jar on her way to the Dutch door to pet a disgruntled, still-damp Hemingway. He stretches his neck as far over the ledge as he can. She obliges by stroking him lightly on his head. “Hey, handsome. Mick said you have to stay here so you can’t roll in the dirt and get filthy.”


Hemingway’s tail beats against the washing machine on the mudroom side of the half-open door.


Emma gives him the biscuit. “Lie down now and get some rest. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”


Libby sets a pitcher of orange juice on the table. “He’ll be just fine. He’s playing on your sympathies.”


Emma looks at Libby and the rest of the pajama-clad women who’ve gathered around the enormous pine table Libby acquired at an auction in Seattle. Said to have seated a dozen threshers at mealtime in the early 1900s, it now serves the writers who come to Pines & Quill to escape the distractions of life and write.


Through eyes filled with happy tears, Emma sees her mother, Maureen Benton, Mick’s mother, Maeve McPherson, and Mick’s sister, Libby MacCullough. She turns to see her best friend, Sally Newson, Fiona O’Meara, fiancée to Mick’s nephew Ian, Marci Bingham, wife of Mick’s best friend, Joe, and Linda Washington, a professional photographer who graciously agreed to stay at Pines & Quill a little longer to photograph the wedding. Linda’s staying in Brontë cottage, where she’s been working on her manuscript.


Emma wiggles her bare toes. “I’m so excited about today. Thank you for being with me.” She looks at her mother. “My mom can tell you that I’ve always wanted a small, intimate wedding.”


“Ever since she was little,” Maureen agrees.


Emma raises her cup of coffee. “Here’s to you, the women who mean the world to me. Thank you for being here to support me on my wedding day.”


Pressing her hands together in front of her chest, Fiona asks, “Can we see your dress now?”


Emma beams. “Absolutely.”


“I’ll get it for you, dear.” Maureen leaves the table and gathers a dress bag from the back of the room. She carries it to the side and hangs it from the rod above the window overlooking a profusion of color on the flower-strewn patio.


Emma walks over and unzips the bag, revealing a champagne-colored sleeveless floral jacquard dress.


There’s an audible intake of breath from the women.


Linda tiptoes around the room, capturing their dewy-eyed faces on film.


“I didn’t want a formal, floor-length gown. I wanted something simple, something perfect for the last week in June.”


“It’s perfect,” Marci sighs.


Maeve sets down her coffee cup. “I love the bateau neckline.”


Fiona leans forward. “The fitted bodice on top of the gathered, full skirt is gorgeous.”


Emma looks at the newly engaged Fiona and smiles. She imagines planning wheels spinning in the young woman’s head.


Sally tucks a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “Even though it’s backlit by the early morning sun, we can’t see through the fabric.”


Emma nods. “You’re right. That’s the last thing I wanted to worry about with an outdoor wedding. So I made sure to get a dress that’s lined.” She takes the hanger down and turns the dress around so the women can see the back.


Libby sets down her coffee mug. “I love that the zipper’s hidden.” She walks over to Emma and hugs her soon-to-be sister-in-law. “You’re a beautiful bride inside and out. My brother’s a lucky man.”


Emma returns the hug. “Thank you. I’m looking forward to being part of two families now—the Bentons and the McPhersons.”
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Mick and the other men walk to the pavilion, each carrying two chairs. Thankful for today’s perfect weather forecast, Mick notices the occasional puffy clouds are wedding-gown-white under the soft blue sky. He looks at his family and friends and scratches his cheek. None of us has shaved yet, so we look a bit rough around the edges.


Mick’s grateful to his brother-in-law, Niall, for putting two delicious-smelling breakfast casseroles in his cabin’s oven to bake this morning. Just thinking about the woodsy scent of smoked sausage makes his mouth water. We’ll be starving by the time we finish. His dad, Connor McPherson, and Emma’s dad, Philip Benton, are just as game as the younger guys. Emma’s brothers, the three E’s—Eric, Ethan, and Ellery—will be great brothers-in-law. Ian, his nephew, is just months away from graduating from veterinary school.


Then there are his two best friends: Joe Bingham, who just accepted a homicide detective position in Bellingham, and Rafferty, a special agent with the FBI in town to investigate multiple deaths and other crimes attributed to crime boss Gambino.


As the men draw near the pavilion, Mick can’t help but appreciate the pagoda-style copper roof, patinated with age, and corners that flare out over Chinese-red supports. Its design is distinctly Asian. In addition to teaching, discussing the writing process, and offering feedback on the writers in residence manuscripts, his sister, Libby, offers tai chi classes in the pavilion as a way for them to loosen up for a productive day of writing.


When they reach the pavilion steps, Mick turns to the guys. “Thank you for helping me make quick work of setting up for the wedding. After we put the chairs in three rows of four on each side, I’ll go load more stuff on the ATV.” He turns and points. “The lectern goes there, and the bar and catering tables go over there.”


Eric, Emma’s oldest brother, taps his two younger brothers on their shoulders. “We’ll come with you and help load up.”


Mick nods. “That’ll be great. I’ve hitched a small trailer to the back. We should be able to do it in one trip, two at the most.”


When they’re all done, Mick hangs a sign that Libby had calligraphed—PICK A SEAT, NOT A SIDE.
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After devouring Niall’s breakfast casseroles loaded with ham, cheese, and eggs, and downing umpteen cups of coffee, the men grab their gear and walk across the property. They stop to pick up Tom Gordon at Austen cottage on their way to the makeshift shooting range Mick, Connor, and Philip set up on the bluff the night before.


“Guys, I’d like you to meet Tom Gordon. He’s covering for me while Emma and I are on our honeymoon.” Mick introduces each of the men in turn.


“Nothing like a little shooting to vent wedding day jitters,” Tom jokes.


Mick scratches his unshaved jawline. “All kidding aside, when Tom was in Afghanistan, he braved enemy fire to evacuate two wounded Marines and carry out the body of a third. He was awarded the Navy Cross, second only to the Medal of Honor.”


Connor steps forward and shakes Tom’s hand. “Thank you for your service.”


Tom dips his head in acknowledgment.


Aware that Tom is still getting used to his prosthetic legs, Mick and the other men ease their pace toward the bluff.
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“You’ve got fine shooting skills, Eric,” Mick says to Emma’s oldest brother after Eric shoots four of the six cans off the makeshift stands fifty yards in the distance.


“Thanks, but that’s nothing compared to Emma.”


“That’s right,” Ethan and Ellery say.


Mick, Niall, Connor, Ian, Joe, Rafferty, and Tom turn, their eyebrows raised, to look at the four Benton men.


Philip Benton stands even taller. “That’s right. My daughter’s been shooting with her brothers and me since she was little. Emma can shoot the whiskers off a gnat at fifty yards.”


Mick knows his eyebrows are flirting with his hairline.


A wicked grin splits Rafferty’s face. “You didn’t know?”


Mick shakes his head. “I had no idea.”


Ellery, Emma’s middle brother, tucks his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “It’s probably best if you watch your p’s and q’s.”


It’s obvious Joe’s trying not to laugh. “I wonder why she never told you?”


“I guess the subject never came up,” Mick says, joining their merriment. “But it’s good to know she’s got my back.”
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CHAPTER 2








“Exercise the writing muscle every day, even if it is only a letter, notes, a title list, a character sketch, a journal entry. Writers are like dancers, like athletes. Without that exercise, the muscles seize up.”


—JANE YOLEN





After introducing herself to the Jason Parker Quartet, who are warming up in the back corner of the pavilion, Libby turns to watch her brother, Mick. He’s talking with Father Burke from St. Barnabas Catholic church, the priest who’s officiating Mick’s and Emma’s wedding.


Dread clenches Libby’s heart. Are they discussing Paddy MacCullough, Father Burke’s best friend? He was found shot to death in a confessional at St. Barnabas church, where he’d been a priest for decades. I’m glad Mick got his private investigator’s license and is helping the local police and the FBI to find Paddy’s killer.


Libby relaxes her shoulders and exhales deeply. There’s been so much death. First, there was Jason Hughes, who turned out to be Alex Berndt. Then Vito Paglio at The Scrap Heap wrecking yard, who turned out to be Salvatore Rizzo. The third person was our very own writer in residence, Pam Williams, who turned out not to be Pam Williams at all. Unfortunately, the real Pam Williams and her brother, Kyle, are missing. Finally, the sniper who tried to kill Emma while she and Mick were on a whale-watching cruise. It turns out he was a relatively new recruit at the Bellingham Police station.


Libby shakes her head in disbelief. Except for Paddy MacCullough, the common denominator is that each person who died had a “Family First” tattoo on their lower back, tying them to Georgio “The Bull” Gambino—head of the Gambino crime family.


Nostalgia grips her throat, sinking her into fond memories of her brother-in-law, Paddy. Just a couple of weeks ago, we held his memorial service in this very place. Who would murder a priest? And equally important, why?


Libby watches Linda Washington orbit gracefully around the guests taking candid photos. I’m so glad she agreed to stay a few extra days and photograph the wedding. I think she was delighted to have a chance to spend more time with Tom Gordon too.


Her gaze travels back to her brother. Mick’s black suit is cut to precision, bold across the shoulders with gentle lines around his slender waist—the perfect inverted triangle.


Libby feels adrift. I love being needed, but Mick and Emma thought of everything. She watches Kevin Pierce—doing double-duty with Dean Hampton as parking valet and bartender—porting guests in the ATV from the parking area to the pavilion. Mom was great to suggest this idea so that the women’s heels don’t sink into the grass.


The florist, Bella Flora, did an excellent job. The big sprays of greenery and colorful wildflowers with a delicate floral scent are perfect for this natural setting.


Libby smiles as Joe’s wife, Marci, places an eco-friendly, biodegradable birdseed favor on each seat. The Wild Bird Chalet did a great job creating them for the guests to open and toss at Emma and Mick as they step out of the pavilion.


As the chairs fill, everyone bobs their head in time to the jazz and rhythm-and-blues music that the Seattle-based Jason Parker Quartet is known for. A perfect choice for a couple who’s honeymooning in New Orleans.


Libby turns to the back of the room where the buffet is set out in metal chafing dishes. I’m glad that Mick and Emma wanted Niall to fully enjoy this day and went with A Taste of Elegance to cater their wedding instead of him.


Walking closer to the buffet, Libby inhales the delicious aromas. Emma had asked her and Niall to help select the menu. They decided on glazed New Orleans barbecue shrimp and sausage kabobs in Paddy’s honor and grilled beef and chicken kabobs with cherry tomatoes, button mushrooms, and asparagus spears. The side dishes include rice pilaf, green bean almondine, steamed broccoli and baby carrots, Caesar salad, a Cajun pasta salad, and French bread with whipped garlic butter.


Beyond the buffet tables, Libby sees the distressed white plantation dressing screen, an accent piece she and Niall use as a divider in their guest room. Mick placed it in the back of the pavilion for Emma to wait behind before the ceremony.


Libby walks over and lightly taps. “Emma, it’s Libby. Are you doing okay?”


“I’m fine. Please come around. Sally’s here with me.”


Libby clasps her hands together in front of her chest when she sees the bride. “You’re beautiful, Emma. Absolutely beautiful.”
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Mick nods at the band. I’m glad I got to select the song Emma walks down the aisle to.


All of the guests turn in their seats when the quartet starts playing “Perfect” by Ed Sheeran. Mick stands up even straighter. His heart slams in his chest when Emma steps out from behind the plantation shutters.


The epitome of radiance, Emma walks toward Mick at the front of the pavilion. The skin at the outside corners of her eyes crinkles from her wide smile.


Over the thunder of his heartbeat, Mick hears the female guests sighing. He sees his mother and sister holding hands, happy tears shining on their cheeks.
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Father Burke scans the pavilion. I wish more than anything that Paddy was here today. Why was Paddy murdered? The priest’s eyes well with sorrow at the loss of his friend. His fingers caress the well-worn leather on Paddy’s Bible, a gift from Niall MacCullough. So many have died. How many more? I’m afraid for Niall, Libby, Mick, and Emma. He looks out at the brilliant blue summer sky and feels close to the Almighty. Oh, God, please protect this family.


Father Burke clears his throat. “Good afternoon, everyone. We’re glad you’re here. From this beautiful pavilion at Pines & Quill, we take ourselves out of our daily living routines to witness a unique moment for Emma and Mick. Today they join their lives in the union of marriage. You’re the ones who’ve supported them and know them so well. It’s only fitting that you’re the ones to share this once-in-a- lifetime moment with them.”


The priest turns his attention to the bride and groom. “Emma and Mick, you both look to a shared future that includes a richly lived life together. The years will come and go, and you won’t take each other for granted. You’ll laugh a lot. You’ll grow older and wiser together. It’s a good story, and the ending’s not in sight.”


In his peripheral vision, Father Burke sees Linda Washington taking candid photos. He makes sure to smile. “We come now to the words Emma and Mick want to hear the most today, the vows that take them across the threshold from being engaged to being married.”


The wedding guests lean forward in their seats.


A soft breeze rustles leaves in the surrounding trees. A bird calls. Though distant, the distinctive cuck informs Father Burke it’s a robin.


The priest scans the group in the pavilion and continues. “But before they declare their vows to one another, I want to hear them confirm that it is indeed their intention to be married today.”


Father Burke looks at the bride. “Emma, do you come here freely and without reservation to give yourself to Mick in marriage? If so, answer ‘I do.’”


Emma looks up into Mick’s deep green eyes. “I do.”


Next, the priest turns his attention to Mick. I remember when Paddy confided that Mick was like a son to him. He would have loved to officiate his wedding. “Mick, do you come here freely and without reservation to give yourself to Emma in marriage? If so, answer ‘I do.’”


Mick looks down into Emma’s moss-green eyes. “I do.”


“Emma and Mick, having heard that you intend to be married to each other, I now ask you to declare your marriage vows. But before you do that, please call your ring bearer.”


Mick gives a short, two-fingered whistle. Everyone turns as Hemingway struts up the aisle and stops in front of two of his favorite people. The wedding guests laugh when he does a full-body wag.


As Mick and Emma lean forward and each unties a platinum band from Hemingway’s collar, Mick whispers, “He’s eating this up.”


“With a spoon,” Emma whispers back.


“Good boy,” Mick says. He gives a hand signal. “Now sit.”


Hemingway sits, but his tail swishes back and forth like a turbo-boosted metronome dusting the pavilion floor.


Father Burke chuckles. “Emma and Mick, please face each other and hold hands. Your wedding rings are the outward and visible sign of the inward and invisible bond which already unites your two hearts in love.


“Mick, place the ring on Emma’s finger and state your vows.”


The priest sees an expectant look on the big dog’s face as he watches the exchange between two of his favorite people.


Mick clears his throat. “Emma, I feel overwhelmingly lucky and proud to be standing beside you today. I knew from the moment I laid eyes on you and your ‘pumpkin spice’ colored luggage at the airport that you were my forever. I will encourage your compassion and creativity. I promise to love you unconditionally and support you in achieving your goals. I will cherish you for as long as I live.”


Soft sniffles ripple through the audience.


“Emma, place the ring on Mick’s finger and state your vows.”


Emma beams up at Mick. “Mick, I take you to be my partner for life. I will encourage your pursuit of justice as you create change for fairness in the world because that’s what makes you unique and wonderful. I promise to stand by you and comfort you in times of trouble, and to cherish you as we grow and build our lives together. I give you my love. I give you myself.”


Father Burke leans forward. A slight breeze carries the aroma of Creole seasoning from the New Orleans barbecue shrimp and sausage kabobs. His stomach growls. Paddy’s favorite. He would have smothered them in Louisiana hot sauce.


“May the wedding rings you exchange today remind you always that you’re surrounded by enduring love. Emma and Mick, I offer you these good wishes on your wedding day. May all of your years be filled with moments to celebrate and renew your love. May your love be a lifelong source of excitement, contentment, affection, respect, and devotion for one another.


“Now, by the power vested in me by the state of Washington, it’s my honor and delight to declare you husband and wife. You may seal this declaration with a kiss.”


Mick collects Emma into his arms and takes his time, kissing her slowly.


Hemingway can’t contain himself any longer. He stands and adds his excited yips with the whoops from the wedding guests.


Father Burke raises his voice. “I’m pleased to present the newlyweds, Mr. and Mrs. McPherson.”
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Mick and Emma accept hearty congratulations as they mingle with their guests. Some are eating; others are visiting. They see Hemingway watching the buffet with laser focus—the hope of table food evident in his eyes.


Mick squeezes Emma’s hand. “He’s waiting for food to drop on the floor. His name should be Hoover.”


“‘The big lug,’ as you call him, did well,” Emma says. “I was afraid he might do something awful after you gave him a bath this morning.”


“Nah. He got to be in the limelight. That’s not to say he won’t punish us for leaving him for nine days while we’re honeymooning in New Orleans.”


Mick sees Jason from the quartet wide-eye him, silently asking if they should start playing the song for the bride and groom’s first dance.


As Mick is about to nod his assent, Kevin, one of the two students he hired from Western Washington University to valet the cars and bartend, rushes up. “Mr. McPherson, the delivery van from Pure Bliss Desserts just arrived. Unfortunately, with the way everyone parked, they can’t make it through. The easiest way is to move just one vehicle—that would be yours. I’m happy to do it. I just need your keys.”


Mick extracts his keys from the suit jacket he’d draped over the back of a chair. “Thanks, Kevin. Please bring them back when you’re done. Emma and I want to make a quick getaway later. We’ve got a plane to catch.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll bring them right back.”


Mick turns back to Jason and nods.


The guests clear the center of the pavilion and gather around to watch the newlyweds when they hear the quartet start playing “You Are the Reason” for the first dance.


Despite his limp, Mick is an excellent dancer. His mouth finds Emma’s, gentle yet urgent, as he wraps her in his arms. He feels the softness of her body pressed against his. It seems that he exists only in the gliding circle they make.


“I love you, Emma McPherson.”
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Kevin whistles as he jog-walks to Mick’s Jeep. When Jessie saw me dressed in these black slacks, tie, vest, and white dress shirt, she said, “You’re so handsome, you make me melt.”


The wedding makes him think about their date tonight. I hope a beautiful woman looks at me one day the way Mr. McPherson’s bride looks at him.


Kevin presses the button on the fob to unlock the Jeep’s door. Slipping into the leather seat, he looks at the dash. Man, this must have cost a chunk of change.


He puts the key into the ignition and turns it. It’s the last thing he ever does.









[image: image]





CHAPTER 3








“I kept always two books in my pocket, one to read, one to write in.”


—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON





“Get down!” Mick shouts as an explosion rents the air. The blast shakes the ground as a tsunami of air hits the pavilion. The reverberation is felt throughout Pines & Quill.


Shoes pound the pavilion’s wood floor as people scatter—most of them running away from the sound.


Mick grabs Emma’s shoulders. “Stay here.”


Fear bathes Emma’s ashen face. “Oh, my God, Mick. Please be careful.”


“I’ll come and get you once I know it’s safe.”


Before she can respond, Mick joins his dad, Joe, and Rafferty as they run toward where the blast originated. His uneven gait doesn’t slow him down, even as they pass through smoking debris scattered on the ground.


Mick pats his pockets. My cell phone’s in my suit coat in the pavilion. He glances at Rafferty, who presses a cell phone to his ear. I bet he’s calling first responders.


Mick looks over his shoulder to make sure Emma hasn’t followed. One hand is fisted on her chest, the other is holding fast to an agitated Hemingway who’s straining at his collar, his ears pricked forward. He’s watching my every move because he’s worried about me. Mick gives a hand signal for Hemingway to stay with Emma. Just a minute ago, I was the happiest man on earth. And now this. What’s going on?


Tom strides toward him. His trekking poles help him maintain balance on his new prosthetic legs.


A breeze pushes an aggressive cloud of smoke toward Mick, stinging his eyes. Barely discernible, the smell of burnt flesh creeps into his nostrils. Oh, my God! From the black haze comes the wail of car alarms. The concussive shockwaves hit the surrounding vehicles.


The four men—Mick, Connor, Joe, and Rafferty—come to a standstill as another smell reaches them—gasoline.


When the choking cloud begins to clear, they see a fiery hulk of metal—the remains of Mick’s Jeep. “We need to get back. I filled it up yesterday. The gasoline’s fueling the fire.”


The explosion’s force destroyed the windows in most of the surrounding cars. The ones parked closest to the Jeep are blown out; the ones further away, shattered. Side mirrors dangle from several vehicles. A rooftop luggage carrier hangs from the back of a car.


Tom catches up and stands next to the four men. Like the rest of them, he’s shaken to his core. “I was an EOD—explosives ordinance disposal—specialist. I’d know that sound anywhere. It came from a VBIED, a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device. No one could have survived that blast.”


Connor shakes his head. “That car bomb was meant for you, son. You and Emma were going to drive it to the airport shortly. Didn’t I see you give your keys to the valet just a few minutes ago?”


Mick’s chest constricts. He feels like he’s about to retch. “Yes. Kevin said that the van with the wedding cake couldn’t get through with the way everyone parked. He said the easiest way was to move just one vehicle—mine.”


Mick pinches the bridge of his nose in an attempt to stop the prickling in his eyes. “Oh, my God. What have I done?”


Connor places a hand on his son’s shoulder and squeezes. “You had no way of knowing that this was going to happen. None.”


The sirens coming closer overlay the car alarms. Two police cruisers and a firetruck speed up the lane from the Pines & Quill entrance gate. Newspaper and television vans follow.


“The press has caught wind of the explosion,” Mick says. “Probably from their police band radios.”


The men hear the unmistakable whir of chopper blades and look up at the sky. They see a news helicopter hovering like a fat bumblebee through the dissipating smoke.


Joe says, “I called in a crime unit. They’ll be here soon.”


Officers Chris Lang and Herb Johnson exit their squad car. “What the hell happened?” Johnson asks.


Before anyone can answer, Lang says, “The last time I was out here, I had to be buzzed in.”


Officer Toni Bianco approaches from the second unit. She looks at Mick and then nods down the lane. “You must have engaged ‘party-mode’ on the entrance gate today so that your guests and the wedding vendors could come and go.”


In his peripheral vision, Mick sees Joe clench and unclench his fists. He’s livid. The four of us know that Bianco’s a dirty cop working for Gambino. But we agreed to keep it to ourselves while we investigate and find iron-clad evidence to bust her and any other minions he has planted in the precinct.


Mick pauses before answering. “Yes. Anyone can gain access to Pines & Quill this afternoon. Got any ideas who might have done this?”


Bianco shakes her head. “Nope. None.” She takes a deep whiff, then wrinkles her nose. She strolls over to the still-smoking remains of the Jeep. Covering her mouth with her arm, she bends down and peers through the frame. “Looks like we need to call the meat wagon too.”
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Joe holds up his hands at the stunned wedding guests making their way en masse toward the devastation that Officers Langley and Johnson are cordoning off with yellow crime scene tape. Many of them are crying.


“Let’s all head to the pavilion and have a seat. Unfortunately, this is a crime scene now. We need to interview each of you and get your statements.”


Wringing a white bar towel, Dean—one of the two college students Mick hired to do double-duty as parking valet and bartender—asks, “Hey, where’s my buddy, Kevin?”


“What do you mean, ‘interview’ us?’” someone from the gathering crowd interjects.


“You might have seen something that’s helpful,” Joe says. “Don’t hold back. Every detail, even seemingly insignificant, is important.”


“What happened?” one of the quartet members asks.


The Crime Scene Unit is bagging evidence and snapping photos. Some of them have the emotionally arduous task of recovering human remains. The last thing they need is onlookers. Joe’s attention returns to the question. “I’ll share what little we know once we’re seated in the pavilion.”


Joe turns to the guys. “Let’s divide and conquer. Mick, you take people who aren’t your family—the photographer, the quartet, catering personnel, the florist, the person driving the bakery van, and the valet.


“Rafferty, if you’d also take people who aren’t your family—the priest, my wife Marci, Mick’s nephew and his fiancée, Ian and Fiona, Mick’s sister and brother-in-law, Libby and Niall, and his parents, Maeve and Connor. I’ll take people who aren’t my family—Emma, her parents, Philip and Maureen, her brothers, Eric, Ethan, Ellery, her friend Sally, and Tom. I think that’s everyone. Now let’s go.”


“What about me?” Bianco asks.


Joe lowers his voice so the wedding guests can’t hear. He points at his ex-partner. “Wait here for the Crime Scene Unit, the ME, and the ‘meat wagon’ as you so crudely put it. Make sure that nobody crosses the tape.”
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Marci looks across the pavilion to where her husband, Joe, is interviewing his group of people. I’m so glad we didn’t bring the girls with us today. At thirteen and eleven, Carly and Brianna have a broad idea of what their dad does—law enforcement—but they don’t know the extent of how unsafe and ugly it can get.


She turns back to her group. Seated on her left is Father Burke, Ian, and Fiona. On her right are Libby and Niall, and Maeve and Connor.


After fifteen years of being married to a cop, Marci has learned to observe details. She’s come to appreciate how important they are.


She looks at Rafferty facing them from the front of their half-circle. Before he takes a seat, Marci guesses that he’s just over six feet tall. His black pants, peach button-down shirt, and tie complement his firm-looking build. He wears his age well. He could be anywhere from his late thirties to his mid- forties. But from the dusting of gray at his temples, it’s probably the latter. Either that, or it’s from the stress from his job. His short brown hair is unruly. Behind wire-rimmed glasses are intense, brown eyes. But there’s a sadness in them too.
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Rafferty removes his glasses and rubs his eyes. I’ve seen a lot of terrible stuff go down in my time at the bureau, but a car bomb at a wedding beats it all. His head aches. I’m glad I didn’t wear contacts today.


“Father Burke, you had the advantage of standing at the front of the pavilion, giving you the best view of everyone. Did you see anything that struck you as even remotely unusual?”


The priest rubs his ears. “Can you please repeat the question? My ears are still ringing from the blast.”


Rafferty’s repeated question sparks a lively conversation between his eight interviewees. He pulls his chair closer, making notes on his cell phone. Every time he hears something that might be a hint of a lead, he follows it with more questions.
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Joe sits backward on his chair, facing his group. I’m sick about what’s happened. And on today of all days. He looks at Emma first. Hemingway’s lying protectively on the floor at her feet. They’re in the center of a semicircle of chairs.


On Emma’s left are her friend Sally and her parents, Philip and Maureen. Her brothers, Eric, Ethan, and Ellery, on her right.


Joe’s gaze travels back to Emma. Most brides would be hysterical at what happened today. She reminds me of my Marci. She may fall apart afterward, but she exudes calm and focus when it counts. Mick’s a lucky man.


Joe doesn’t have to ask too many questions before his group begins talking among themselves, comparing what they observed. He absorbs every detail. Unfortunately, nothing seems to have a loose thread he can pull and follow where it leads.
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Emma’s heartsick. I didn’t get close enough to see for sure, but it looked like it was Mick’s Jeep that got blown up. “Joe, was it Mick’s Jeep that exploded?”


Joe looks into Emma’s green eyes and nods. “Yes, Emma. Unfortunately, it was.”


Was the bomb meant for me? For Mick? Or for both of us? If it was meant for me, then this is the third time. Jason Hughes would have killed me in El Cañón del Diablo—The Devil’s Canyon—if Mick hadn’t shot him first. A sniper tried to shoot me on the whale-watching tour. The only reason he missed is that Mick pushed me onto the deck. And now a car bomb. What is it they’re afraid I know?


Emma’s oldest brother, Eric, leans forward. His face is painted with disbelief at what’s happened at his baby sister’s wedding. “Why on earth would anyone blow up Mick’s car?”


“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Joe answers before asking more questions.


Emma feels Hemingway nudge her with his wet nose. Cupping his whiskered face, she looks into his dark-brown, almond-shaped eyes. He whines. Well-versed in “dog,” Emma knows that though the blast scared Hemingway, his fear isn’t so much for himself but for the “pack”—his people. He wants to herd us together to keep track of us and protect us. “We need to stay here right now.” Emma motions for him to lie down. Once he settles, she reaches down and roughs the fur around Hemingway’s neck.


Emma returns her attention to Joe. He’s a good listener. I appreciate the way he respectfully considers everyone’s answers before moving on. He has an ease about him that cuts through even the worst tension. And though he’s good at his job, I’m glad that Mick’s on the case too. Between the three of them—Mick, Joe, and Rafferty—they’ll get to the bottom of this.
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Mick takes a seat in front of his group—the wedding vendors and Linda Washington, their wedding photographer.


“Thank you for everything you’ve done on Emma’s and my behalf. I’m so sorry this happened.” He looks into their faces—all except one. A musician in the Jason Parker Quartet is trying to keep it together with his head between his legs. “I’m going to start by asking about the parking. I understand that the last vehicle to arrive was Pure Bliss Desserts.”


The driver nods. “That’s right. When I got here, I couldn’t get through.”


“Why didn’t you park where you were?” Mick asks.


“There’s no way I could carry a multitiered cake that far without losing it. I needed to get closer.”


Mick nods his understanding.


“A young man who said he was the valet told me not to worry, that he’d take care of it right away. It wasn’t but a few minutes later that he came back, smiled and gave me a thumbs-up, and then got into the Jeep. That’s when it exploded.” He shivers. “I’m glad I’d backed the van up to readjust my angle. Or I’d probably be dead too.”


Dean looks at Mick, horror on his face. “Oh, my God. That’s why I haven’t seen Kevin. He’s—” The young man’s face melts in tears.


Mick lowers his gaze to his hands, giving the young man a moment.


Linda walks over and puts an arm around Dean’s shoulders. “Besides you and Kevin, where’s the other valet? I’m sorry, I didn’t get his name.”


Mick’s head snaps up. “What other valet?”


“The young man in the parking area who asked me not to take any photos of him. He said he was camera shy.”


Mick looks at Dean. “Did someone else come with you and Kevin?”


“No, it was just the two of us.”


Mick stands up. A surge of excitement flows through his veins. “Thank you, everyone, that’ll be all for right now. Linda, please stay a moment. I need to speak with you about your cameras.”


“Those?” She points to the two cameras on the seat she’d vacated. “What would you like to know? They’re both Hasselblads. One’s film and one’s digital.”


“Did you get any photographs of the young man who asked you not to?”


Mick sees the heat rise in her cheeks. “Yes. I got a few candid shots before he said he was camera shy. But he didn’t know I’d taken them. I didn’t say anything because he seemed so angry. I took them with the digital and was going to delete them tonight.”


“Thank God you didn’t. You may have photographed the person who rigged the car bomb.”
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