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Praise for the sean mcpherson Series:


Praise for impervious


Book three


“A propulsive plot with engaging characters . . . ”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Readers beware—the immediacy of the violent act just as Mick and Emma’s wedding ends is jolting—but signals the dangers ahead. The contrast of the cozy writer’s retreat with it’s mouth-watering meals to comfort all who abide there with the reality of a revenge plot against Mick and others yet to be thwarted kept me glued to the book. Now that the characters are as familiar as family to me, the stakes are high; can’t wait to see what’s in the next book!”


—MAREN COOPER, author of Finding Grace


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


—DEBBIE HERBERT, USA Today bestselling author


“Buchanan is an up-and-coming star of crime/thriller series. And book three is the best yet. As I read the ongoing adventures of Sean McPherson and his family, friends, and foes, I think to myself this really would be excellent for a television series. Wouldn’t be surprised if it’s not on Netflix’s radar!”


—SHERRY BRISCOE, author of The Man in Number 7


“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


“Another winner from Laurie Buchanan. The focus of this story is less on the guest authors who are staying at Pines & Quill than it was in the first two books. It’s more on the bad guys working for Gambino, including current police officers who are doing his bidding and trying to permanently silence Mick, Emma, and anyone else who gets in Gambino’s way. Buchanan uses lush prose to describe the setting, the food, and the relationships. She takes us deep into the thoughts of all the major characters by frequently switching POVs. Consequently, you know who the bad guys are and what they are trying to do, but you’re still riveted to the plot and committed to discovering what happens because Buchanan keeps you turning pages until the end.”


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


“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


“Impervious is my favorite of the three-book series so far. I love the combination of a type of ‘cozy’ mystery with the incredible writer’s retreat—Pines & Quill; the romance between different couples, all who live individually with some damage, physical or emotional; and the goofy large and lovable dog. But that’s the background to not-cozy murders and evil underpinnings that threaten the safety of the characters, and the sanctity of love and living. Death enters, and it’s not pretty. Readers are glued to each page that offers suspense interwoven with cozy; page-turning action; and thrills and chills and of course, lots of ‘hooks.’ I’m hooked on Buchanan’s Sean McPherson novels!”


—PAMELA WIGHT, author of The Right Wrong Man


“Impervious delivers. From the first tragic explosion during a wedding to the last flying bullets in the woods, I was riveted to book three in the Sean McPherson series. Hitchcockian suspense and tension reign in this page turner. I found myself worrying about ‘the good guys’ throughout the story, given the author’s ability to create likable, strong, yet vulnerable characters. The successful overlay of terror and joy jerked me around to provide a heart-pounding, satisfying read.”


—SHERRILL JOSEPH, author of The Botanic Hill Detectives Mysteries


“Who doesn’t love to hate a black-hearted villain? Impervious, the third in the Sean McPherson series, makes you live every pulse-racing moment, as you follow the ruthless killer, praying there will be no more victims. 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


“Gambino believes he and his minions are ‘Impervious’ to the good guys, but author Laurie Buchanan persuades her readers to think otherwise. Witness the unfolding of more mystery, murder, and mayhem in a New Orleans bayou setting along with the familiar, and beloved, Pines and Quill Writers’ Retreat, nestled in the Pacific Northwest. Happily, amidst a high body count and blood-curdling suspense, the author gives a hopeful hint: the promise of a Blessed Event in her fourth book, Iniquity.”


—MARIAN BEAMAN, author of My Checkered Life


“Definitely the high-octane offering of the Sean McPherson series! Readers will hold their breath until the last page, hoping that the hero makes it. For fans of suspense and action, this is the perfect tale!”


—IND’TALE MAGAZINE


Praise for iconoclast


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


“Another deftly crafted and riveting crime novel by Laurie Buchanan, Iconoclast is a compulsive page turner of a read from beginning to end.”


—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW


“Buchanan has knocked it out of the park with this one. The descriptions pull the reader right into the middle of the action. Plan to stay up late!”


—IND’TALE MAGAZINE


Praise for indelible


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


“Hard to put down, this page-turner is worthy of praise!”


—IND’TALE MAGAZINE
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Author’s Note






And while historic Fairhaven Village and Bellingham are actual locations in Washington state, I’ve added fictitious touches to further the story.
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“Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.”


—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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Prologue








“Start with a question. Then try to answer it.”


—MARY LEE SETTLE





Gambino draws a blade across the tip of his left index finger, then presses his thumb into the flesh below the cut. A line of blood beads across his mutilated pad. I still don’t feel any pain.


He lost most of the feeling in the tips of his fingers decades ago when he tried burning his prints off with cigarettes. When that didn’t work, he used hydrochloric acid. It hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, and I couldn’t use my hands for days. And though it was somewhat successful, the ridges of his prints are still faintly visible.


I’m too smart ever to have been caught, and I’ve never done time, so my fingerprints aren’t on file. But one can never be too careful. That’s why I have an army of people in Seattle, New Orleans, and San Francisco who do my bidding for me—most of whom are expendable.


In the privacy of his Seattle penthouse, Gambino wipes blood from the blade, staining what had been a pristine white handkerchief. He folds the knife into its handle and turns off the table-side lamp. In the darkness of the elegant room, he sucks the blood from his wounded finger. The metallic taste doesn’t faze him as he relishes the surrounding luxury that satisfies his every whim.


Though off tonight, built-in lights usually add focal accents to the predominantly neutral interior. Each area has its own artwork or an entire array of sculptures. Gambino enjoys the most extensive private collection of Richard Stainthorp’s wire sculptures—naturally, he makes his acquisitions under an assumed name. Stainthorp’s a UK-based artist whose specialty is sculpting humans so lifelike they look like they may come alive at any second. As Stainthorp’s representative told Gambino, “Wire is a perfect medium for re-creating the look of the human body. Its many strands can be used to mimic its muscles and curves, and the finished result is beautiful.” Gambino’s most treasured Stainthorp piece is a man in free fall—He looks to have just been pushed from atop a high-rise building.


Even more so than his wire sculpture collection, Gambino’s favorite focal point is the backlit three-hundred-gallon aquarium with red-bellied piranha swimming back and forth looking for prey. They’ve proven effective in eliminating evidence of people who’ve crossed me. When fully grown, red-bellied piranha get a reddish tinge on their belly. Each piranha can weigh up to eight-and-a-half pounds and reach twenty inches in length.


Gambino lifts the aquarium lid with his left hand and swiftly skims his right index finger across the water’s surface, leaving a trail of blood. He quickly pulls his hand out and shuts the lid as the piranha frenzy. He feels a stirring in his groin. Their bloodthirsty passion never fails to excite me.


With four en suite bedrooms in addition to the master bedroom with its massive skylight above the bed, his residence also boasts an indoor swimming pool clad in sparkling blue Italian mosaic tiles. Another distinct feature of Gambino’s penthouse is the dizzying, suspended Lucite staircase. And there is, of course, a terrace with a teakwood seating area overlooking Seattle.


But tonight, he’s settled back in his leather chair in the living room with the piranha nearby. He shifts his gaze out the floor-to-ceiling penthouse windows—one of the many perks of being “King of the Hill.” Aah, the city—close to it, but above it all. His glass-enclosed top floor boasts a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree panoramic view of Seattle: Downtown and Mount Rainier to the south. Puget Sound and the Olympic Mountains to the west. Mount Baker and Lake Union to the north. And Bellevue and the Cascade Mountains to the east.


During the day, a flood of natural light, horizons of mountains, and water are there for his viewing pleasure. In the evening, he views the city dressed in lights. The Space Needle, one of the most recognizable landmarks in the world, presents an imposing figure at any time of day. Up-lit against an evening backdrop, it’s awe-inspiring. It makes me think of a flying saucer.


Built for the 1962 World’s Fair—the Century 21 Exposition’s theme was “The Age of Space”—the Space Needle’s futuristic design was inspired by the idea that the fair needed a structure to symbolize humanity’s space-age aspirations.


Anger stirs in Gambino’s chest. For him, it serves as a motivator. He clenches his fists and lets it build into rage. And though the triumvirate of Mick, Rafferty, and Bingham didn’t kill Toni Bianco, I hold the three of them responsible for me having my daughter killed. I couldn’t take the chance that she would turn state’s evidence against me. Her death—that sin—is on their heads, not mine. She was a rising star, one of the most lethal people in the ranks who work for me. And she didn’t even know she was my kid. Toni didn’t need grooming; it came to her naturally. He rubs the cut on his finger. It must be in the blood.


It’s taken me two months to devise a plan to bring McPherson, Rafferty, and Bingham to their knees, one that will pit them against each other, that will make them wish they were dead. Gambino presses his thumb under the cut on his left index finger, causing it to bleed again. He walks over to his favorite Stainthorp piece—the man in free fall—flips on the spotlight, and wipes his finger on the sculpture, smearing it with blood.


What’s that saying? “God visits the iniquity of the fathers upon their children.” He presses his cut finger against his pursed lips. Well, what’s good enough for God is good enough for me. So be it.
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Chapter 1








“Write about the emotions you fear the most.”


—LAURIE HALSE ANDERSON







The master bedroom in Mick’s and Emma’s cabin on the southeast corner of the Pines & Quill property line is quiet except for the soft snores coming from Hemingway, their Irish wolfhound, asleep on the floor at the foot of their bed.


Mick’s head rests on his pillow. The digital clock on the nightstand displays 6:27 a.m. From this angle, Mick has an unobstructed view through the window. The first light of morning—a wintry orange hue dapples the sky—appears high and far in the distance above Bellingham Bay—a beautiful way to usher in September.


He turns his head and studies the face of his sleeping wife. He loves the impudent freckles that march across the bridge of Emma’s nose. I would do anything to protect her and our unborn child. Gambino hasn’t shown his hand in weeks, and that worries me. At least when he’s active, I’ve got an idea of where he’s at. It’s not knowing that scares me.


Slow and sure, Mick makes his way down the soft pistachio-green sheets in his and Emma’s large bed. When his head is level with Emma’s waist, he buries his face in the folds of her pajamas and inhales. Fresh and citrusy like lime, with a hint of vanilla. But there’s another scent. He inhales again. Maybe ginger. Whatever the combination, it’s wreaking havoc with my senses, making me heady.


He lifts the hem of her pajama top and speaks to her belly button. “Good morning, Baby McPherson. It’s September. The first day of my favorite month, and you’re barely a tiny bump in your mommy’s tummy. You’re almost eleven weeks, and according to the baby books that your mommy and I are devouring, you’re about two inches long. So, we’ve got twenty-nine weeks to wait until we meet you face-to-face. That puts your due date at March twenty-sixth. I’m so excited. I can’t stand it!”


Emma laughs and pats her tummy. “I am too. We don’t know yet if you’re a boy or girl, but we’re working on names either way. We won’t find out at my doctor’s appointment this week, but Dr. Freeman said she’ll most likely do an ultrasound at our eighteen-week appointment. Then we can find out your gender if we want.”


Mick’s heart clenches when an all-consuming fear washes over him—fear of what he’s capable of doing as a husband, as a parent. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that I will kill anyone who tries to hurt Emma or our child. He presses his lips to the tender skin below Emma’s navel and whispers. “I would do anything to protect you and your mother.”


Emma ruffles Mick’s hair. “And your daddy’s desperate to find out if you’re a boy or a girl.”


“That’s right,” Mick says. “But the time will go by fast. August flew by with another wonderful group of writers in residence. Your cousin Ian and his bride Fiona got married here at Pines & Quill. And though you never met him, we had a beautiful memorial service for your Grandpa Connor, my dad.” Mick stops for a moment to swallow the lump in his throat.


Reaching up, Mick runs his fingers through Emma’s shoulder-length, auburn hair. “I’m so glad you got to meet my dad before he was killed. He’d be so excited about having a baby in the family. He and Mom only have one grandchild, Ian, and he’s all grown up now.”


Mick returns to his one-sided conversation with Baby McPherson. “Your Grandma Maeve—my mom—gave Ian and Fiona her home and land in San Francisco to set up a veterinary practice, and she moved to Bellingham to be closer to us.” He blows a raspberry on Emma’s belly. “Correction. Your grandma moved to Bellingham to be closer to you.” He looks at Emma and laughs. “Your parents are nothing but chopped liver.”


Not one to miss out on the fun, Hemingway shoves his muzzle into the fray at the sound of Mick’s raspberry and their laughter. His wet nose grazes Mick’s hand. “You big lummox.” Hemingway’s shaggy gray coat is rough and wiry. Because of the long fur over his eyes and under his chin, Connor, Mick’s dad, used to say, “He looks like a wise old man.”


The decided difference between Hemingway’s tall and lanky one-hundred-and-fifty-pound frame and Emma’s delicate-looking frame isn’t lost on Mick. But they’re both fierce—they’ve each fought off Gambino’s thugs.


The Irish wolfhound’s long wiry tail goes into propeller mode, and he licks Mick’s and Emma’s hands one last time before bounding into the bed.


“Oh, no, you don’t,” Mick says in mocking indignation. “Get your huge hairy self back onto the floor, Mister.”


Much like a toddler, reluctance turns Hemingway’s bones into gelatin. He slides off the bed like a liquid Slinky, pouring himself onto the floor into a puddle of dejection.


Mick reaches over and tousles the Irish wolfhound’s head. “You’re a good boy. You can have some bacon when we make breakfast.”


Hemingway’s tail thumps a merry beat on the hardwood floor at the promise of bacon.


“Hey, sis?” “Hey, sis?” “Hey, sis!” three deep voices call out, one after the other, from down the hallway. “You decent?” the final one adds.


No longer a puddle, Hemingway bolts through the doorway toward his friends, who often carry treats in their pockets.


At age thirty-five, Emma’s the baby of the four siblings. She answers in the order they’d called out. “Yes, Ellery, Ethan, and Eric. We’re decent.”


Her three older brothers pop their heads around the doorway.


Eric, age forty-one, is the oldest. With dark red hair and freckles, he looks the most like Emma, and they both talk with their hands. Maureen, my mother-in-law, told me, “If either of them had to sit on their hands, they wouldn’t be able to speak.” I’ve learned that Eric’s creative and nurturing, with a strong sense of personal integrity and a drive to help others realize their potential. He also has a talent for helping others with their challenges, like rounding up the men in their family to help ours with the addition over the workshop.


Ethan, age thirty-nine, falls in the middle. His skin is tan and smooth; his brown hair is close-cropped, and he has a strong jaw like their father. Emma describes Ethan as the proverbial “class clown.” She said, “I’m brokenhearted that after ten years of marriage and two children, his wife, Karen, divorced him.” Karen told Emma, “He just won’t grow up.” But, he also has a big heart. So big, he’ll give you the shirt off his back or the last dollar in his wallet. Unfortunately, giving money to his friends, even when they couldn’t afford it, didn’t help his marriage.


Ellery, age thirty-seven, is the youngest. Carrot-topped and fair, his skin tends to burn, especially his prominent cheekbones. The depth in his green eyes can’t hide the twinkle when he laughs. And though he’s the youngest of the three boys, a year younger than me, he seems wise beyond his years. And not just book smarts, though that too. He has a deep understanding, keen discernment, and a bottomless capacity for sound judgment. Fascinated by logical analysis, systems, and design, he has a knack for seeing possibilities for improvement. That’s why his nickname is “The Fixer.”


“We’ve got to get on the road soon,” Ellery says, proffering two steaming mugs of coffee. “We let ourselves in your back door and followed our noses to the brew.”


Mick looks at Hemingway. “Some kind of watchdog you are.”


Hemingway’s tail thrashes back and forth.


“Thanks, guys,” Mick says. “We set up the coffeemaker before we went to bed.”


Beneath the covers, Mick places a protective hand on Emma’s tummy. He feels Emma cup the back of his hand with a warm palm. The last time all of Emma’s brothers were here was for our wedding. After the ceremony, when we’d started dancing, our Jeep blew up, killing Kevin Pierce, one of the two young men we hired to bartend and valet for the event. The car bomb was meant for Emma and me.


Ethan jockeys for a position between his two brothers. “We heard a rumor you’re making us a send-off breakfast.”


Eric brings up the rear and playfully cuffs his brothers’ shoulders. “Knock it off, you two knuckleheads. But we are starving, Em.” He winks at his sister. “Working on the addition over the garage and workshop takes a lot out of a guy.”


“Yeah,” the other two chime in. “We need to refuel.”


Emma swings her legs over the side of the bed and accepts her mug. “All right, all ready.”


“Coffee and juice all around?” Mick asks, welcoming his mug too.


“Yes, please. All around,” Eric confirms.


After taking a sip, Mick raises his mug. “I never had brothers before, and now I’ve got you guys—‘The Three Es.’ There’s no doubt about it. Emma’s the best thing that’s ever happened in my life.”
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Apron-clad, Emma peers through the pass-through between the kitchen and dining areas—a recent remodel Mick did that allows them to be part of the gathering in the dining room while cooking in the kitchen.


“Are Mom and Dad joining us for breakfast?” she asks Ethan, who is sneaking tidbits to Hemingway under the large rectangular red oak dining table that Mick handcrafted. “You know I can see that, right? And even if I couldn’t, the way he’s whacking his tail against the chairs is a dead giveaway.”


“Aw, come on. Let Hemingway think he’s getting away with something. And to answer your question, no, Dad drove Mom in the motorhome to Maeve’s place in town. Your mother-in-law invited her to stay there. I heard them clucking like excited hens. Apparently, while the addition wraps up, you gals are going to turn your guest room into a nursery. Then when that’s done, you’re going to paint and furnish the two Jack and Jill bedroom suites above the workshop.”


“I’m looking forward to that,” Emma says over her shoulder as she continues with the breakfast preparations.


Mick, Eric, and Ellery enter the dining area. The two brothers join Ethan at the table as Mick joins Emma in the kitchen.


“Why are they called Jack and Jill bedrooms?” Ellery calls out. “And what’s that delicious smell?” He rubs the palms of his hands together. “Bacon or sausage?”


Spatula in hand, Emma pops her head through the pass-through. “Both. I’ve got three brothers, one husband, and a giant dog, and I want to make you all happy.”


“There’s a reason Mom and Dad let us keep you,” Eric teases.


Pointedly, Emma ignores him. “‘Jack and Jill’ denotes two bedrooms joined by a bathroom with two side-by-side sinks at the counter and two lockable doors—one from each bedroom. As part of the construction crew, you know we’ve now got a total of four bedrooms over the garage and workshop. Two bedrooms on one side of the hall are joined by a Jack and Jill bathroom, a matching set on the other side of the hall, and a small kitchen and spacious gathering area overlooking the entrance lane and roundabout of the main house.”


Eric raises his eyebrows in mock surprise. “Do you plan on having that many children?”


Emma turns and slides a mischievous glance to Mick. “Not that I’m aware of. Mr. McPherson?”


“Well, I wouldn’t be averse to it,” Mick says, grinning. “But let’s start with one and see how that goes.” He slips an arm around Emma’s waist while deftly turning sizzling bacon with the other. I love being part of two close-knit families—the one I grew up with and the one I married into.


“The real reason we added the area over the workshop,” Mick continues, “is that in addition to the monthly writers in residence who each occupy a cottage, we host many events. It’s convenient for family and friends who’ve traveled to be able to stay over. I’m hoping for a very interesting guest from Montana to join our Labor Day festivities.”


“Oh, yeah,” Eric says. “Who’s that?”


Emma’s heart starts racing. I heard the change in Mick’s tone to one of excitement. I know where this is going.


“One of the September writers in residence is an award-winning crime fiction novelist. It’s been said that her extensive knowledge of guns and police and medical examiners’ procedures, which make her books alarmingly authentic, is drawn from her husband’s real-life experience as a US Marshal. He’s been invited to join our Labor Day picnic.”


“I’ve heard of the US Marshals,” Eric says, “but I don’t really know what they do.”


Oh, Eric, why did you have to encourage him? Mick has no fear. Utterly none. And I already saw the US Marshal page on his open laptop. I’m afraid he’s researching it to apply.


In his excitement, Mick leans the upper half of his body into the pass-through as he warms to his topic.


“The United States Marshals Service is the oldest federal law enforcement agency in the United States. They provide security to the federal judiciary and manage the witness security program.” He takes a sip of orange juice, then continues. “They manage and sell seized or forfeited assets of criminals, are responsible for the confinement and transportation of federal prisoners who’ve not been turned over to the Bureau of Prisons, and are the primary federal agency responsible for fugitive investigations.”


“That’s cool,” Eric says.


I need to make them stop talking about this. Emma clears her throat. “Two things, gentlemen. First, breakfast is almost ready. And second, Mick, you were explaining why we added the area over the workshop.”


“That’s right,” Mick says, backing out of the pass-through. “Here, Emma, let me help you with that.” Then without skipping a beat, he picks up the explanation about the add-on over the workshop right where he left off. “In the main house, Libby and Niall only have one guest room, and ours is going to be a nursery.” He pulls Emma into his arms and kisses the top of her head.


A shiver of delight races up her spine as she leans into his warmth.


“With four additional bedrooms, we can easily accommodate up to four couples. In just a few days, we’ll hold our annual Labor Day picnic, and though it’s still rather rustic, those who want to test-drive the addition and stay there camp-style this year can.”


Emma snags a hot mitt from the counter. “Rafferty, Ivy, and Maggie said they’re game. They’re driving in from Seattle. And Joe, Marci, and the girls—Carly and Brianna—said they’re up for it too. They plan to spend Friday and Saturday nights here and leave on Sunday morning after breakfast. Ivy has classes to teach in Seattle, and the girls have classes to attend in Bellingham.”


As Emma and Mick start passing platters, the dining area fills with the enticing aroma of fresh-off-the-griddle pancakes, crisp bacon, smoked sausage, and a hint of warm maple syrup.


Hemingway scoots out from under the dining room table, licks his whiskers in anticipation, and raises his awning-sized eyebrows as if to say, You promised I could have some bacon.


“I’ve got some treats for you here,” Mick says from the kitchen as he cuts sausage links and breaks bacon into Hemingway’s oversized bowl in the kitchen. Then Mick opens the back kitchen door and sets the bowl on the patio. “Have at it, big fella.”


Never needing a second invitation, Hemingway’s through the doorway with his nose in the bowl as Mick closes the door and joins the others at the table.


Their heads lift in unison when someone knocks on the front door, followed by, “Good morning.”


“Dad, we just started breakfast,” Emma says. “Care to join us?”


“I’d love to,” Phillip Benton says, pulling out a chair next to Ethan.


Mick gets another place setting from the kitchen. “Please help yourself, and there’s fresh-squeezed orange juice in the pitcher. Can I get you some coffee?”


“That would be great. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us, and coffee wouldn’t be amiss.” He turns to Emma. “Your mom’s in heaven at Maeve’s new place in Bellingham. And let me tell you,” he says, shaking his head, “those two women have plans.” He sets his silverware down and spreads his hands apart. “Big plans for decorating the baby’s nursery and the addition over the workshop.


“I remember when your mom and I found out we were going to have a girl.” He looks at each of his sons in turn and chuckles. “Let me tell you, it was a welcome relief.”


“Gee, thanks, Dad,” Eric says.


Phillip points his fork at his oldest son. “Don’t deny it. You boys were excited too.”


Ellery rubs his beard-stubbled jaw. “Well, I suppose she turned out okay.”


“It took a while, but eventually . . .” Ethan adds.


Emma smiles at her brothers’ good-humored teasing. “Well, then I’m glad I only spit once in each of your cups.”


Mick, drinking his orange juice, nearly chokes with laughter.


Once again, there’s a knock on the front door, followed by, “What’s all the laughing about?”


Libby and Niall—Mick’s sister and brother-in-law and owners of Pines & Quill—step into the dining area escorted by Hemingway.


“We would have invited you for breakfast,” Emma says, “but you two never get to sleep in. Please join us.”


“How did Hemingway come to be with you?” Mick asks. “Not five minutes ago, he was having a bacon and sausage-laced breakfast on the back patio.”


Mick gets two more place settings from the kitchen as Libby and Niall take empty chairs at the dining table.


Niall gives Hemingway the side-eye. “He came to the main house complaining that he was starving.” He turns to the Irish wolfhound. “Didn’t you, Bacon Breath?” Niall rumples the wiry hair on the big dog’s head. “So we thought we’d walk over to see what’s going on.”


“We’re fueling up before we head back to San Diego,” Phillip says. “We always love coming to Pines & Quill, but it’s time to go home.”


“Where’s your beautiful wife, Maureen?” Libby asks.


“I just dropped her off at your mom’s place in town. Those two women are plotting and scheming over the decoration of the nursery and the addition over the workshop once the local construction crew wraps up.”


Libby rubs her hands together with excitement. “I want to help with the decorating too.”


“I’m so glad you’re my sister-in-law,” Emma says. “The more, the merrier.”


Libby turns to her brother, Mick. “I’ll have the nameboards ready this afternoon before you head to the airport to pick up this month’s writers in residence.”


“I wish we were still going to be here to meet them,” Phillip says. “You always have the most interesting guests.”


Hidden from view, Emma places her hand lightly on her tummy. We do, indeed. Sometimes they’re even killers.


“What are nameboards?” Ethan asks.


“They’re signs I hold up in the arrival area. Each one has a person’s first initial and last name. When they see me with the sign, they know I’m their ride to Pines & Quill.”


Ethan nods. “I’ve seen people holding those signs. So that’s what they’re called.”


Libby leans in like a conspirator and raises her eyebrows. “I can tell you a little bit about our new guests if you’d like.”


“Do tell,” Phillip says.


“Our first writer in residence is Sarah Porter, a well-known crime fiction writer. She’s flying in from Billings, Montana. My understanding is she gets some of her material, then fictionalizes it, from her husband, Jake, who’s a US Marshal.”


“Mick started telling us about that,” Ellery says.


Oh, not again.


“Did you know that the US Marshals lead the way in nationwide efforts to rescue and recover missing and exploited children and, by default, aid in the prevention of human trafficking?” Mick takes another sip of juice. “During the pandemic, the US Marshals Service was tasked with making sure no one messed with the world’s most sought-after asset‚ the COVID-19 vaccine.”


Phillip’s eyes are wide with interest. “How on earth did they do that?”


Under the table, Emma clenches her hands into fists. Dad!


“The Deputy Marshals worked hand-in-hand with Operation Warp Speed personnel to provide security to the vaccines from the facilities where they were manufactured to the distribution sites,” Mick says. “Deputies were stationed at several points in the distribution process to protect storage stockpiles, manufacturers, transports, and receiving facilities.”


Phillip nods. “That’s impressive.”


“And that, in part,” Libby says, “is why Sarah’s crime fiction books are so popular. They scream of authenticity.”


I’ve got to steer this conversation in a different direction. “Who else is coming?” Emma asks.


“Our next guest is Sakura Nishiwaka,” Libby says. “She’s flying in from San Francisco to complete a memoir about her grandmother who was a pearl diver in Japan.”


“I remember seeing pearl divers when we went to SeaWorld as kids,” Ellery says.


“That’s right,” the other two brothers agree.


“But this writer’s grandmother dove for pearls in the ocean—with sharks.”


Phillip nods. “Now that’s dangerous. And not even close to the controlled environment at SeaWorld,” Phillip tells his sons.


Libby scoots her chair back a little bit. “You may have heard about our wheelchair guest on the news. Todd Jones is flying in from Colorado Springs. He got stranded on Pike’s Peak during a climb, and due to complications from frostbite, his legs had to be amputated. He’s writing a book about his experience.”


It wasn’t that long ago when I was confined to a wheelchair with transverse myelitis. Emma shivers at the memory of one day being able to walk but paralyzed from the waist down the next. I’m so grateful I can walk again.


“I remember that story on the news,” Mick says.


Libby nods. “That’s right. He was one of the few survivors. The rest of the people in the expedition died.”


Ethan shivers. “That had to have been a horrifying experience.”


“I can’t even begin to imagine,” Libby says. “Our fourth and final guest is Dale Brewer. He’s flying in from Houston. He just retired. He was a maritime pilot who captained cruise ships around the globe.”


“You mean like Carnival, Royal Caribbean, and Holland America?”


Libby nods. “Yes, exactly like that.”


“Can you imagine piloting a boat that size?” Phillip asks.


Libby shakes her head. “Not even close. When we spoke on the phone, Dale said the average cruise ship passenger capacity is about three thousand guests. And that one of the world’s largest cruise ships, The Symphony of the Seas, has a capacity of nearly nine thousand passengers and crew.”


Eric lets out a long low whistle. “That’s a heck of a lot of people crammed together. I don’t know if I could handle that.”


“Give me the wide-open spaces of Pines & Quill any day.” Emma places a hand on her stomach. “Just the thought of being on a rocking ship makes me queasy.”


Mick starts to stand. “Honey, you do look a little green around the gills.”


Emma looks at Mick wide-eyed as she gets up from her chair. “The books aren’t always right, Mr. McPherson. They say that morning sickness typically lasts from week six through twelve, with the peak between eight and ten weeks. I’m at eleven, and—”


Emma claps a hand over her mouth and bolts from the room, certain she hears her father’s “Oh, dear,” following her down the hall.


In the privacy of their bathroom, Emma empties the contents of her stomach into the toilet bowl.


Through the bathroom door, Emma hears Mick’s concerned voice. “Are you okay?”


“I feel better now. I just need a moment before I come back to the dining room.” After resting a minute, she stands, rinses her mouth, and wipes her face before looking at herself in the mirror. She sees fear reflected in her eyes.


I heard the excitement in Mick’s voice and saw the way his eyes lit up when he talked about the US Marshals. The man acts like he’s bulletproof and barrels headlong into danger. And we’re about to become parents. Just because we haven’t heard from Gambino for a while doesn’t mean we’re off his radar. The last message he sent to Mick, Joe, and Rafferty was, “When you least expect it, expect it.”
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Chapter 2








“You have to get to a very quiet place inside yourself. And that doesn’t mean that you can’t have noise outside. I know some people who put jazz on, loudly, to write.


I think each writer has her or his secret path to the muse.”


—MAYA ANGELOU







Emma’s hands are slick with wet clay, so she can’t smooth the raised hackles on Hemingway’s back. “It’s not polite to growl,” she whispers as she, too, warily watches the man in work clothes ascend the interior stairs to the workshop’s addition. “No worries, Hemingway. He’s just bringing a tool he forgot in his truck.” I wonder how he got that jagged scar running from his temple to his jawline? Emma shakes her head. It’s none of my business—and he’s on Hank’s crew, so he’s been vetted. I’m worrying for nothing, right?


With the workshop’s double doors open wide, natural light fills her workspace. Emma points a clay-covered finger to a sunny spot on the floor. “You can lie down now, Hemingway. We’re okay.”


Hemingway circles a sun-pooled spot on the concrete floor several times before lying down, stretching out all four of his long gray legs and then conforming himself into a tight crescent shape. An oomph escapes his whiskered mouth as his eyes close, and he settles in.


To release tension, Emma inhales deeply. As her chest expands, she lifts her chin and relishes the feel of the late-afternoon sun warming her face, bare arms, and the ankles of her legs splayed on either side of her potter’s wheel. Emma inhales again. This time she appreciates the scent of pine shavings from the cradle that Mick’s making for their baby. She turns her head and looks at his work area in their shared creative space— A place for everything and everything in its place.


In Emma’s immediate area, there’s a wad of excess clay, a small sponge, a wooden modeling tool, a wooden rib, a loop tool, a needle tool, a metal scraper, and a wire clay cutter, all arranged in a tidy manner. As Mom said, “You and Mick were cut from the same bolt of cloth. You’re both neat as pins.”


Emma wets her hands again in the bucket at her side and gets back to work. She hums along to an upbeat tune by Ed Sheeran playing through the speakers from the playlist she created for throwing clay. He’s one of my favorite singers, so I was thrilled when Mick chose the song “Perfect” for when I walked down the aisle.


A shadow falls across her hands as they work the piece spinning on her wheel.


Hemingway thumps his tail against the concrete.


Emma looks up to see Mick standing there smiling.


With the devilish hike of an eyebrow, he taps the newspaper tucked under his arm. “I bet you can’t guess what I have here.”


Emma quirks an eyebrow back at him. “Well, Mr. McPherson, unless I’m terribly mistaken, it appears to be a newspaper.”


Mick laughs. “You made the paper, Mrs. McPherson.” He pulls the Bellingham Herald from beneath his arm. “But it’s not just any newspaper. It’s the one that has an article about you in it. I’d hand it to you to read for yourself, but,” he shifts his gaze from her face and looks at her hands, “you’re quite literally up to your wrists in wet clay.”


“I was wondering if anything would come from that interview,” Emma says. “Do you have time to read it to me before you head to the airport to pick up this month’s writers in residence?”


Careful not to disturb Hemingway’s beauty rest, Mick pulls a stool over and sits next to Emma but not before planting a kiss on her cheek. “I always have time for you.” He opens the paper, shakes out the folds dramatically, and then clears his throat.


“‘Emma McPherson is a potter who creates conceptual but functional ceramics and tableware. She is the recipient of the American Ceramic Society’s 2023 award for Heritage, a collection of handcrafted stoneware with graphic elements made from old family correspondence and ephemera used in her decorative process. The ephemera is scanned and laser-cut in newsprint and then applied to the stoneware objects when they are still leather-hard—a term used to describe clay before it’s completely dried out and before it is put in a kiln while it still has moisture in it.


“‘McPherson uses underglazes to adhere the ephemera to the clay, which she says have some clay content in them so they attach to the clay—it acts as a glue to stick the paper to the clay. She says she likes the depth of surface that is created with the treatment. ‘Some of the ephemera that I’ve scanned comes from old family recipes from the women in my family and in my husband’s family, and also baby book entries, just sort of those quiet, domestic labors of women that often go unnoticed.’”


Mick stops reading and gazes at Emma. “It goes on to talk about your love of polychromy. Let me see here.” He pauses to find the spot where he left off. “They describe polychromy as ‘the art of painting in several colors, especially as applied to ancient pottery, sculpture, and architecture.’ They say, and I quote, ‘McPherson’s use of vivid polychromy is what makes her sculptures so unique.’” Mick taps the paper for emphasis. “How about that?”


Emma laughs. “Well, let’s not quit our day jobs just yet, Mr. McPherson.” She looks down at her tummy. “We’ve got a college fund to start saving for.”


“That we do. Speaking of which, one of my jobs is to get to the airport and pick up our guests. I’d invite you along, but you’ve got your hands full.”


Emma lifts her clay-slicked hands as she tips her head back. “But I can still have a kiss.”


Mick snakes a hand behind her neck and into her thick auburn hair. He presses his mouth against hers and gives her a long, slow, and deliberate kiss—one she won’t forget anytime soon.


I love this man more than anyone on earth.


Their breaths mingle between them as they pull apart.


Mick winks at Emma. “A little something to remember me by.”


“As if I could forget,” she says, a little breathless.


Wanting some of the attention, Hemingway stands and nudges himself between them.


“I’m going to run upstairs really quick,” Mick says, “and check on the construction crew to see the progress they’ve made.”


“Hank said it’s just a skeleton crew today,” Emma says.


“It’s amazing what a few people can accomplish when they put their minds to it.” Mick turns to the big dog. “You want to come with me?”


Hemingway thrashes his tail back and forth—an obvious yes.


Her insides still aquiver, Emma watches Mick’s denim-clad backside appreciatively as he and Hemingway bound up the interior stairs. And the doctors thought Mick would never walk again after a sniper killed his partner and their squad car crashed head on into a bridge embankment. Rehabilitation was a long haul, but Mick’s physical injuries finally healed, and eventually, he learned to walk again. The part that hasn’t healed is his emotions. He still suffers from survivor’s guilt. Mick told me, “Sam and I drew straws that Friday morning as we’d always done. It was our last day as police officers. On Monday, we were to start our new roles together as homicide detectives. But Friday, Sam got to be the driver and, unknowingly, the sniper’s target. Sam was a husband and a father. I regret that I pulled the passenger straw.”


Emma shakes her head to clear the nightmare image. And though Mick’s limp is more evident when he’s on stairs, nothing slows that man down. He can outrun the best of them, including two of my three brothers.


Emma looks down at her belly. “You’re going to love that daddy of yours. And you’ve already got every child’s dream—Hemingway’s practically the size of a pony.”


[image: ]


Mick looks down at Hemingway when they reach the top of the stairs. A ridge of raised hackles runs the length of the big dog’s spine. Mick learned a long time ago to trust Hemingway’s instinct. “What is it, boy?” Mick reaches for the gun at the small of his back. Nothing but air because I’m heading to the airport to pick up guests.


With Hemingway at his side, Mick walks the length of the hallway, head swiveling into each open doorway, alert to danger. He sees Hank, the foreman, and three other guys in one of the recently framed and Sheetrocked bedrooms. He recognizes two of them: Bill’s an electrician, and Damian’s a plumber. But I don’t know the construction worker. He looks like a weightlifter—formidable, like he could demolish anything with just his bare hands.


The four men are studying a blueprint spread out on a makeshift table with two sawhorses for legs.


Hemingway’s eyes lock on the man Mick doesn’t recognize. A growl comes from deep within his chest.


Mick’s left leg is against Hemingway. He feels more than hears the rumble. He smooths the hair along the big dog’s back. “It’s okay, Hemingway. Go see Hank.”


Hemingway walks over to the foreman and bumps his hip with his nose.


Hank turns. “Hey, Hemingway. Are you looking for a treat?”


“Always,” Mick says. He walks over and shakes Hank’s hand. “How’s it going?”


“It’s coming along. Because of your in-laws, we’re ahead of schedule. Those four guys really know their stuff.”


“That’s great.” Mick turns to each guy and extends his hand. “Bill. Damian.” When he gets to the third man, he holds out his hand. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Sean McPherson, but everyone calls me Mick.”


The guy nods and takes Mick’s hand in a tight grip. Any firmer, and it would have been aggressive. “My name’s Giovanni Adolorata. It’s a mouthful, so everyone just calls me Tank.”
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