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      The pawn shop smelled of gun oil and dust, the shelves lined with items sold out of desperation, turned into cash, and tagged with prices.

      A few instruments hung on the guitar rack bolted to the gray cinderblock wall under bad light. Behind the counter, a stocky cashier with hair a shade lighter than the blocks watched him, hands on hips, as he turned a black-and-white Fender over in his hands, eyeballed the neck to check it for warp, and then handed it back. “It’s not for me.”

      It just didn’t speak to him.

      “You still want the pistol, right?”

      On the glass case between them a revolver rested on a black piece of velvet. The wood grips had been recently polished and cleaned, and the rest of the surface reflected the fluorescents.

      If you’re gonna do it, at least use a nice pistol—make a fucking statement. That’s what he told himself, but not what he meant at all. This was about problem solving, and looking good while he did it didn’t matter to him at all.

      Behind the weapon and directly on the glass lay a box of ammunition for the .38 special. The box described the rounds as General Purpose.

      General purpose would do just fine.

      “Yes,” he said out loud. “And can I look at that Ibanez on the left? The one with the wood grain body?”

      With a visible sigh, the clerk turned and retrieved the guitar.

      As soon as he took it in his hands and strummed it once, he knew this was the one. No tinny rattle, just a sound that bloomed and held. For a second his fingers moved, remembering soundproofed rooms, the glow of a console filled with dials and the man he’d been when sound was his work.

      “I’ll take it,” he said.

      Martin Cole stepped out into the gray afternoon and the light went flat on his face. The Ibanez case rode low in his left hand; in his jacket pocket the pawn receipt rested heavily. Rain began, stippling the sidewalk. He felt the old arithmetic settle back into place.
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      January 5th, 5:16 a.m., Seattle, Washington

      Tom Baker silenced his alarm, stood, and slipped into a pair of running shorts and a light top.

      Sixteen steps down a carpeted hall, he descended the stairs, eighteen in all, leading to the first floor. The ten-foot ceilings felt oddly distant this morning, but Tom ignored the feeling, turned right, and entered their home gym.

      In one corner an all-in-one weight and cable machine rested, unused. A Nike hoodie hung on one side.

      Jerry’s.

      Tom sighed. A treadmill with a worn belt faced the bay windows offering a view of the Seattle skyline. There would be no way they could afford this house if it hadn’t been in the Miller family for decades. Jerry’s father had given it to them as a wedding present one year and seventeen days ago.

      Before that, it sat empty anyway.

      This room had been an office, containing a large area rug, an oak desk, and several large bookcases complete with ladders to reach the upper shelves.

      Those had been moved, replaced by stark white paint and framed motivational posters telling him he could do it, and to keep going.

      Jerry’s idea, not his.

      Tom put wireless earbuds in and stepped onto the treadmill. He set the timer for exactly 32 minutes, hitting start on the treadmill and his playlist at the same time. He should be able to run just under six miles in that time, not quite the five-minute mile of his ARMY 10K team days, but close.

      Tom’s feet hit the treadmill in steady rhythm in time with the music, and he let his mind wander.

      They had to deliver the cake for the Shultz wedding, start on the design for the Allen’s and talk to a new vendor. Not to mention going over the ledger containing the bakery financials.

      The bakery financials. That topic was way more complicated than it needed to be, and he kept that off Jerry’s plate as much as possible. Mentally, he set up a checklist.

      Seven minutes in, the music stopped and his phone rang. He stumbled and pressed pause on the treadmill.

      “Answer,” he said simply.

      “Mr. Thomas Baker?” a voice said.

      “Speaking,” he replied. He hadn’t even broken a sweat yet. No one ever called this early.

      “This is Anthony Jade of the Seattle Police Department. Are you the owner of Bakes for Bells?”

      “One of them.”

      “I’m sorry to contact you this early, but there’s been an incident.”

      “An incident?”

      As the officer explained, the sun peeked over the horizon, reflecting off the sound and painting the low-hanging clouds orange and red.

      Red skies at morning.

      Tom sunk to his knees on the treadmill. The rubber of the belt bit into his knees.

      Bakers take warning.

      “We’ll be there as soon as possible,” he said, hearing the shallowness of his own breathing. He shivered, goose flesh forming on his skin. His own night-smell filled his nostrils.

      “We’ll be expecting you,” the voice said.

      The call ended. So did the world as he knew it.
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      Tom stood just inside the door to their bedroom in the dark. He and Jerry’s relationship was the envy of all their friends. The miracle is that we are married at all, Tom thought. He had been hesitant for two reasons.

      The first reservation involved their names. Tom and Jerry. In the six years they dated before the wedding, it had been a running joke. Tom and Jerry meant everything from cat and mouse to drink mix batter.

      It could have been worse; my name could have been Ben.

      Been Ben. He giggled nervously, then stifled the sound and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. The rectangular shape of the bed where Jerry slept loomed like the iceberg to his Titanic.

      He didn’t want to wake his partner.

      Their morning routine was as delicate as a snowflake balanced on a child’s sleeve. Every day after his time in the gym, Tom showered in the downstairs bathroom so he would not disturb him.

      Because Jerry felt that anything worthwhile should happen after the sun rose over the horizon, and had installed light-blocking curtains in their bedroom to enforce this belief. His alarm was not set to a specific time each day, but to the exact moment of sunrise, and it woke him by gently increasing the light in the room.

      Sound didn’t wake him from even the deepest sleep. Not like light did.

      He sighed, cleared his throat, and flipped a switch near the door of their bedroom. One he hadn’t used since he’d tested it the day they moved in together.

      The overhead light clicked on, bathing the room in harsh, unrepentant light.

      Jerry sat up, clearly startled. First his brow furrowed, his lips curled, and he literally snarled.

      “Jesus Christ, you know how much I hate waking up that way —” Then he stopped and stared at his partner. “Tom?”

      The room had a quite Jerry-feel as it usually did this early in the morning. Clothes discarded the previous night decorated the carpet like bloodstains. Covers wrapped his feet like shackles, drawn up to cover only the most private parts of his nude body, and the place where Tom had slept next to him lay empty, cold, and exposed.

      “What’s going on?” Jerry asked when Tom failed to respond.

      The clock on the bedside table declared the time: 5:37. The sun would not rise for another forty-eight minutes. The seven ticked over to an eight. Forty-seven.

      “Jerry, I am sorry, but there has been…some news.”

      “You’re dressed already.”

      “Yes. We have to head to the bakery right away.”

      “Now?” Jerry looked at the clock for the first time, and Tom glanced at it again.

      5:39.

      “The sun won’t be up for another forty-five minutes.”

      “Forty-six.”

      “Don’t correct me, Tom. Tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      “The police called. There’s been—something happened.”

      “A break in?”

      “Well—” Tom was unsure of how to tell his partner about the phone call he’d received twelve minutes before. The sounds of machinery. The cold voice of the police officer. “More than that.”

      “What is it?” Jerry stood, and his nudity, not unexpected, reminded Tom of just how vulnerable his partner was. They were.

      “A body. Jerry–”

      The body was not just any body. Not someone random.

      “Tom, what?”

      “It’s your father, Jerry.”

      His partner screamed, and Tom ran to him.
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      Tom made and poured coffee while Jerry got dressed. Five minutes later, they were on their way.

      Jerry remained quiet in the passenger seat. His initial tears had dried on his cheeks, and Tom could sense his partner’s shock, but something else underneath. Dread floated like a balloon in the air between them, the radio silent to avoid an ill-timed headline making things worse.

      These things always made headlines.

      Jerry wore baker’s whites stained from the previous day’s work. He’d pulled on black and white skate shoes in place of his typical black kitchen no-slips. His hair stood at rapt attention, refusing to rest normally on his head. In his right hand he held the sealed tumbler of coffee Tom forced on him.

      As they made a final turn, the normally quiet street filled with color: blue and red flashing lights shouted from atop police vehicles, the amber of blinking hazard lights screaming for caution. Caution. Caution. The sun peeked over the horizon, its light matching the police tape surrounding the scene.

      Tom breathed in rhythm with the lights: in, out, in, out again.

      “We’re here,” he said, stating the obvious, not stating the fact he hadn’t wanted to say, but that hung silently in the air. Jerry had to know.

      Murder.

      “What –?” Jerry stopped. Opened the passenger door of the car. Stood.

      Tom followed. Once red-brick buildings lined the street like brown sentries guarding the tragic scene. Wires ran between them, sagging sadly overhead. Large, aging transformers clung desperately to wooden poles. The smell of baking had been replaced by an odd copper one, the usual Seattle mist strangely absent.

      A uniformed officer turned. Walked toward them. To the officer’s left, their right, another man stood wearing a rumpled dress shirt and jeans, arms folded, studying their approach.

      Tom went ahead of Jerry protectively. The cop met them. He said the word Tom hadn’t wanted to, adding a few more.

      Crime scene. Body. Murder.

      “We have a few questions we’d like you to answer,” he stated.

      For the second time that morning, Jerry sank to his knees, and Tom dropped next to him. Another wail escaped his partner’s throat, filling the morning with ice. The officer backed away, watchful.

      “It can’t be,” Jerry said as Tom placed a muscled arm around him. “No. No. Not like this.”

      A red Cadillac, born in the seventies, sat facing the wrong direction with one wheel on the dusty curb. The vanity plate read “Miller 1.” Jerry’s dad had pulled “right up front, just like he owned the place,” like always. Technically, he did own this one. The door to their bakery hung partially open.

      Tom didn’t want to see what was inside, yet almost needed to.

      He needed to know how. He knew why this had happened. Whether Jerry would admit it or not, he likely knew why as well.

      A moment later, the man who’d been watching approached.

      “Can I help you?” Tom asked, still holding Jerry in a half-hug.

      “Yes,” the man said. “I’m sorry for your loss, but⁠—”

      “But you have some questions for us?” Tom asked.

      The man nodded. “I’m a private detective, Max Boucher. You must be Tom?”

      “I am. And this is my husband, Jerry.”

      “This can’t wait?” Jerry asked. He wiped at his eyes and stared at the man, slipping from Tom’s grasp but maintaining a tight hold of his hand.

      “Look, I know how hard this is,” the detective said, looking first at Tom and then at Jerry. “But your dad contacted me three days ago,” he said. “And as difficult as it is, I think we need to talk about why.”

      “Now? What about the police?”

      “You’ll have to talk to them, of course. But you may want to answer my questions first.”

      “What do you need to know?”

      “When’s the last time you saw your dad?”

      “About three days ago. He was coming to talk with us about something today, but certainly not this early,” Jerry said.

      Tom let his statement stand. From Jerry’s lips, it was true.

      “When did you leave the bakery yesterday?”

      “About seven.”

      The man made a note in a small pad. “Did you talk to your dad at all yesterday? Text? Email? Even a quick phone call?”

      “No,” Jerry said. “God, no.” He put his head in his hands.

      “Look, we need to meet as soon as possible. For the moment, talk to the police. Tell them everything you know.”

      “We don’t know anything.”

      “Then tell them that.”

      “Who are you, really?” Tom asked.

      Before Max could answer, the police officer approached. “Mr. Boucher,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

      “Offering my condolences.”

      “I see. That will have to wait. I need to talk with these men.”

      “I was just leaving. They’re all yours.”

      “Thanks. Nice seeing you again.”

      “You, too.” The detective turned back to them. “Gentlemen, I will be in touch. And again, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Tom nodded. “Thank you.”

      He sensed something more behind the detective’s apology. Max Boucher knew something.

      A stone of truth settled in the pit of his stomach. He wanted to spit it out, get rid of it, clear the air.

      But now wasn’t the time. Maybe this detective could help them. Maybe Tom should let him. He glanced at his watch. 6:43. The young day had aged poorly.
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      Max, three days earlier.

      “Boucher,” he answered the phone, his hand slipping from the top of his new desk to his dog’s head. Russ, a blue heeler mix, glanced up, met his eyes, took the few steps to his dog bed, spun in a circle. and laid down.

      “Hello?” The number had come up unknown, but Max always answered those. As a private eye, he found many of his potential clients wanted to remain—well—private, at least until they learned if they could trust him or not.

      “Hi,” a smooth male voice answered. “Gerald Miller here. I need help, and I think you’re the man for the job.”

      “How did you find out about me?”

      “A friend.”

      “Happy to hear that,” he said. “Does your friend have a name?” Max readied himself. Although he’d solved other crimes along the way, he’d gained a reputation as a pet detective. He’d been hired to find dogs, prize cats, or most recently, a horse. He prepared himself to hear the name of a vet or a pet owner.

      “Someone who works for the FBI. He told me you would know who he was, and to tell you hello.” Max grinned. Zane, an FBI agent he’d met during his last case, had recruited him into a pool of private investigators who sometimes filled in gaps the FBI couldn’t.

      “I appreciate that,” Max said aloud. “What can I do for you?”

      “I think someone wants to kill me.”

      Max stopped. This seemed like exactly the kind of case the FBI might normally handle. Why refer it to him?

      “What makes you think so?” Max leaned forward in his chair. His next call would have to be to Zane.

      “I’ve had some threats on my life. Two cryptic notes and then, last week, a phone call. But then I found an envelope on my doorstep yesterday.”

      “Did you open it?”

      “Yeah,” Gerald said. “A note inside read, ‘Fix it, or you’re dead.’”

      “Did you contact the police?”

      “No. That’s not—I can’t do that. I called our mutual friend instead.”

      “And he told you to call me?”

      “Yes. Can you help me find out who made these threats? More importantly, can you help protect me?”

      “Absolutely to the first, maybe to the second. I usually work as an investigator, not a bodyguard, but I can probably find someone.”

      Max’s senses tingled already. Most of the time when people received death threats, they knew exactly who was threatening them.

      “Can we meet to discuss it? We can talk about your fee then.”

      “Sure,” he answered. “It never hurts to talk.”

      “Twenty minutes,” Gerald said. “I’ll text you where.”

      Max got the text a moment later and noted the address. A quick Google search revealed a coffee shop he’d visited before.

      He grabbed his laptop and put Russ in his kennel. As much as he loved to bring his dog everywhere, it wasn
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