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THE MYSTERY OF THE BONES

By: C.S. Poe

 

It’s been a full year since the mystery that brought together antique shop owner and part-time amateur sleuth Sebastian Snow with homicide detective Calvin Winter. Patience, sanity, and their very lives have been put to the test, but love has persevered. Although Sebastian is now New York City’s best-known busybody, he’s finished with crime solving and wants nothing more than to plan a romantic budget wedding.

Then Snow’s Antique Emporium receives a decapitated human head in the mail and the holidays are gory once again. Sebastian patently disregards the mystery of a lifetime because he is done with death and danger—but the killer escalates. Before Sebastian knows it, his closest friends and family are dragged into a series of horrific murders with antiquated clues hinting to the infamous Victorian American Bones Wars.

The clock is ticking to recover a long-lost artifact linked to paleontologist Edward Drinker Cope and to capture a murderer. But it’s not Sebastian who may become the next target—it’s Calvin.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Josh.

This series began with you. I find it only fitting it concludes the same way.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

My mornings at the Emporium were dictated by a comfortable and quiet routine:

Nat King Cole on the speakers.

Tolerable coffee from the cheap maker in my office.

Coaxing the thermostat until the ancient radiators pinged and hissed with steam.

And when someone disrupted that sense of order, it had a tendency to irritate me.

A sudden bang on the front door caused me to lose track of the till I was counting. I leaned over the counter and squinted at the blurry shape on the other side of the glass.

Whoever it was knocked again and called in a muffled voice, “Courier!” 

I grunted and handed my assistant, Max Ridley, the wad of small change. “Count that for me.” I walked down the steps, made my way through the twists and turns of my cavernous store, then unlocked and opened the front door. A whoosh of bitterly cold, snowy wind entered. “We’re not open yet.”

The bike courier shrugged in her bulky winter attire. “Hey, man, not my problem,” she countered, speaking through a face mask. She thrust a clipboard at me. “Sign the last line.”

I brought the paperwork closer, but the details of the package’s origin were beyond impossible to read in the chicken-scratch handwriting of the courier’s office employee. “Hope you’re getting paid extra to deliver before business hours,” I said, signing my name on the form and handing it back.

The courier shoved the clipboard into her oversized bag, removed a square box, and all but threw it into my arms. “And many happy returns.” She turned, stepped back into the cold morning, and unlocked her bike from the lamppost across from the shop.

“Yeah. Happy holidays,” I muttered, closing the door. “What time is it?”

“Um… five ’til,” Max said from the counter.

I left the door unlocked.

Max shut the brass register’s drawer as I joined him once more. He picked up his mug and took a sip of coffee. “That’s not the Depression glassware, is it?”

“I hope not,” I replied, setting the box down. “Unless they sent the decanter in pieces.”

Max visibly cringed at the notion.

Depression glass was too new to have any sort of permanent residency in my shop, but I’d agreed to taking on a rare seven-piece drinking set in what was promised to be a ruby red color, as a project for Max. He’d been more adamant of late about helping with research and amassing contacts of his own. And since the market was always alive and well for Depression glassware, I decided what the hell.

I used a pair of scissors to slice the tape down the middle of the box. I pulled the cardboard flaps back and removed a single sheet of folded paper from atop thick, opaque plastic. Scrawled in what appeared to be a modern rendition of Spencerian script was: Mr. Sebastian Snow, Proprietor.

“What’s it say?” Max asked before I’d gotten any further than unfolding the note.

“It’s not a winning lotto ticket,” I remarked, glancing sideways at him. “So I’m already losing interest.”

“Life isn’t all about money, Seb.”

“You can say that. You don’t have a hospital bill the length of a CVS receipt.”

I’d been shot in May. That batshit crazy Pete White had nearly taken me out with an antique revolver, and all I had to show for surviving was a nasty scar and enough debt to choke a horse. Unsurprisingly, upon learning the value of the Dickson drafts I’d saved, the surviving Robert family members wanted them back and had zero interest in letting me handle their affairs at auction. 

As if my percentage would even make a dent in what I predicted their payment would be. Which—fine. Good luck to them trying to maneuver the world of high-end auctions without contacts. Meanwhile, I’d be over here dodging phone calls from the hospital’s collection department. 

No big deal.

I pulled my magnifying glass from my back pocket and held it over the cursive that mimicked the aesthetic of business communications circa mid-nineteenth century.

An Intriguing Proposition for a Most Curious Man.

Who I am is of no great importance. What I am proposing is.

I, hereby known afterward as Party A, am looking to hire Sebastian Andrew Snow, hereby known as Party B, to recover a most unusual article lost to time and neglect.

I paused, touched the flap on the cardboard box, and tilted it to read, but the only address details were my own. Who the hell was this, and how’d they learn my middle name? I played Andrew pretty close to the chest. No offense to Pop, but I wasn’t a fan.

“What’s that smell?” Max asked suddenly.

I made a vague sound of acknowledgment before continuing to read. 

Upon said article’s salvage, Party A is prepared to reward Party B with a most substantial sum.

A Collector.

“Boss?”

“What?” I lowered the magnifying glass to the bottom of the page in order to inspect a disturbingly realistic hand-drawn eye. But that was it. No other details, no contact information, no nada.

“Did you shower this morning?”

At the second disruption to my thoughts, I set the paper down and turned to Max. “Yes.”

“Then what smells like sour milk?” He raised his own arm before shaking his head and saying, “It’s not me.”

“What’s it say about you that you needed to double-check first?” But then I got a whiff of the—death.

And as if Max and I came to the same conclusion at once, we both turned to stare at the steps on my left. Almost one year ago exactly, we’d found a rotting heart under the floorboards and my life forever changed when a redheaded detective came to the Emporium to investigate the mystery.

“‘Villains!’ I shrieked. ‘Dissemble no more!’” I quoted under my breath.

“Don’t.” Max moved around me and tiptoed down the stairs. 

“Don’t what?”

He crouched and began to inspect the steps for loose boards that would allow one to successfully conceal a human body part. “Don’t pull out your quotes. It makes everything go topsy-turvy real fast.”

“It does not.”

“It makes you obsessive.”

“Curious,” I corrected. “And it’s human nature to be curious.”

“Not you. And when you get obsessive, people try to kill you.” He looked at me briefly with an expression that read sort of like fight me.

“You act like you’re going to find me dead in a gutter on Staten Island by tomorrow. It stinks in here—I have a right to be curious.”

Max shook his head and continued checking for a floorboard that’d give way to a macabre surprise. “Hello, 911? My boss thinks he’s Columbo….”

“Keep it up and I’m going to trash your holiday bonus.”

Max glanced up a second time, considered, but ultimately dropped the conversation. “The floor’s fine.” He stood, took a step, then frowned as his gaze lowered to the package on the counter.

I looked at it too. It was a very unassuming box. I leaned in and took a sniff. The rancid stench coming from within the plastic made me gag.

“Who’d you piss off now?” Max whispered, a wobble in his voice. 

“No one.”

We both studied the box again.

From the corner of my eye, I saw him raise his fist in the classic gesture of rock-paper-scissors. I followed, and on the silent count of three, threw scissors. Max knocked my hand with rock. I let out a breath, squared my shoulders, then grabbed the heavy plastic bag stuffed into the package.

I hoisted out a decapitated human head.

 

 

Lucky Charms and coffee leave a decidedly offensive aftertaste upon coming back up. I didn’t have any mints or a toothbrush handy at the shop either, so I tried to mask the vomit-breath with saltwater taffy.

It didn’t work.

In retrospect, of course, it was the least of my problems. But since I had no control over the uniformed officers standing around my counter and inspecting a scene straight out of The Silence of the Lambs, I had to hyperfocus on something. I unwrapped another piece of candy.

“Did you call Calvin?” Max asked from where he sat on the floor, his back against the bookshelves situated in the farthest corner of the shop. Dillon was parked between his legs, enjoying the nervous scratches Max was giving him and not really all that concerned about the morning’s proceedings.

I turned from where I stood at the midpoint between the officers and Max and said, “No.” I tugged the taffy from the wax paper. It stretched into long tendrils and stuck to my hand. I raised my thumb and index finger to suck them clean.

“Why?” Max protested.

“I think it might constitute as crossing a professional line.” 

“Yeah, because you’ve zero experience doing that,” Max said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Things are different now.”

To say the least.

I rubbed the last of the sticky candy residue against my trouser leg. 

“I don’t like this,” Max continued. “When Sebastian has a reverse Ichabod Crane situation, Calvin and Quinn show up. That’s how it works. The universe has established this.”

“I’m one money-order-made-payable-to-the-City-Clerk away from really pissing his sergeant off,” I explained. “I have to follow proper channels these days. That means starting with 911, and letting the NYPD decide which lucky detective team is investigating this mess.”

I turned my head just then to watch a third uniformed officer enter the shop. He muttered some nicety to the man standing guard at the door before immediately making his way toward the counter where a female officer stood.

I turned to Max and held both hands out, indicating for him not to move. “Stay here.” I started after the newcomer.

The cop was tall. Broad shoulders, dark hair, and thick eyebrows. He was watching me approach while quieting the radio emitting gibberish from his belt.

“Hi,” I said. I held out a hand. “I’m the owner. I called—” 

“Sebastian Snow,” he answered for me.

I slowly lowered my hand. “Er—yeah.” 

“You’ve got a reputation.”

“I’ve been told that before.”

“I’m sure you have.”

I got the distinct impression this officer did not find me to be a charming sonofabitch.

“Now, I know you like to play amateur sleuth, Mr. Snow,” he continued, hands on his utility belt. His accent was so Brooklyn, it was practically a stereotype.

“I’ve recently retired.”

“I don’t think you’re funny.”

“Okay.”

“And I don’t think you’re cute.”

“Good.”

“Being a cop is a serious job,” he said in a chastising tone. “And when civilians stick their noses into our business—”

“I’m pretty certain I called you folks for help,” I interrupted.

The female officer leaned over the counter and whispered something to my new biggest fan.

“I know who he’s dating,” Dickhead retorted. He pointed a finger at me. “And this ain’t got nothing to do with you being gay.”

“Thank God,” I said humorlessly. Because I hadn’t heard that before. 

“I wouldn’t care if you were engaged to my sergeant. You shouldn’t be allowed within a hundred feet of a crime scene.”

I tugged my sweater closed and crossed my arms over my chest. “So did you want to question me, or should I skedaddle and leave you to all this, Mr. Holmes?”

Dickhead’s nostrils flared like an enraged bull. He closed the space between us and stared me down—which didn’t work because I’ve been around the block a few times with cops—then something in his facial expression changed. Faltered, maybe.

“What’re your eyes doing?”

“Moving,” I answered, my tone more dry than white bread left on too high a setting in the toaster. My Dancing Eyes condition was hardly noticeable as an adult, but still they wobbled involuntarily at times. “I have achromatopsia. Sometimes my eyes move strangely when I get stressed.”

“You’re stressed?”

“Yes, Officer,” I said with a hint of mockery. “I’ve only had one cup of coffee and found a head in a box.”

“Your stressed is pretty calm, Mr. Snow.”

I shrugged. “Hysterics won’t change the situation. Although, I did vomit, if that’ll make you happy.”

“For Christ’s sake, Rossi,” the female cop said, loud enough for me to hear. She leaned over the counter a second time and asked, “Do you know the deceased, Mr. Snow?”

I stared at her, at Rossi, then back to her again. “Do I—know—the head? We’re not acquainted, no.”

Rossi started to speak, but the bell over the shop’s front door chimed for the umpteenth time and gave him pause. He looked around me, raised his lip, and all but rolled his eyes. “Calvary’s here,” he muttered.

I turned around.

Rescue came in the form of Calvin Winter.

My most favorite detective of the NYPD.

Not that I was biased or anything.

He marched across the showroom floor, making a direct beeline for me where I stood at the base of the elevated counter with Rossi.

“Calvin—” I started, hoping I sounded cool and relaxed and not utterly relieved that despite our soon-to-be legally recognized relationship, he’d still been the one shouldered with another case involving yours truly.

But Calvin cut me off by grabbing my shoulders and pulling me into a bone-crushing embrace. His heavy coat was damp from melting snow. The wool was itchy and cold against my skin, but the discomfort was eased by the familiar warmth and hard body under the layers. Sure, I’d been in bed with this handsome man only a few hours ago, but I didn’t think I’d never not find comfort in the scent of Calvin’s earthy cologne or the ever-present cinnamon on his breath from obsessive mint-popping.

He’d shown up like a knight in shining armor.

“I called 911,” I stated, pulling back and adjusting my glasses. 

“I know you did.”

“I obeyed the chain of command and everything,” I said lightly in an attempt to bolster the mood.

Calvin gently took my hand and gave it a firm grip. “You’re okay?” he confirmed, voice a low whisper.

I nodded. “I’m glad you’re here, though,” I admitted, just as quietly. 

He only let go, with a hint of reluctance, when Quinn Lancaster reached the counter. Calvin’s gray eyes shone like the cut and polished edges of a gemstone. They reflected everything he carried inside him—frustration, concern, that touch of chronic weariness, but also his newly found happiness. And relief. Relief that his dumbass, trouble-prone fiancé hadn’t been shot or run over or suffered so much as a papercut before he’d gotten to the scene. The dim lighting of the shop created shadows on Calvin’s face, produced from the hard lines and angles of his cheekbones and jawline. Clusters of freckles across his cheeks, nose—even lips—stood out in stark relief from his pale complexion.

Beautiful, in an unconventional sort of way.

Calvin cleared his throat, squared his shoulders, and said to Officer Rossi, “We’ll take it from here. If you can direct CSU and the ME when they arrive? Thank you.”

Despite the dismissal, Rossi lingered a beat. But when the staring contest with Calvin proved to be going nowhere fast, he let out a breath and unhurriedly left us.

I looked between Quinn and Calvin. “He’s a charming individual.” 

“He’s a brownnosing SOB aching for a promotion to detective before he’s learned a thing or two about detecting,” Quinn grumbled. 

“Ah.”

Calvin motioned to the counter and the remaining officer standing guard over the box. “Dispatch gave us a rundown of the report so far.” He looked at me. “But please explain in your own words why I’m seeing you after breakfast instead of at dinnertime.”

“Speaking of breakfast—it’s back there,” I said. “So watch your step.” 

Quinn made a sound of disgust.

“A courier service dropped off a package this morning,” I started. “Just before nine.”

“Which service?” Calvin asked, retrieving the small notepad he kept in his inner coat pocket.

I shrugged. “I didn’t really take note.” 

Calvin frowned a little. “Why not?” 

“I wasn’t expecting a human head.”

“Seb’s off his game!” Max shouted from across the room. 

Calvin ignored my assistant. “What about the courier’s name?” 

“No.”

Calvin tapped his pen against the blank page. “Seb—”

“I’m not trying to be difficult. You know on any given day I might have up to a dozen packages coming and going from here. Sometimes a mystery delivery slips in.”

“What can you tell us, then?” Quinn interjected.

“The package came with a letter.” I motioned at the counter. “It’s still there.”

Quinn shot Calvin a quick look before moving around us both. She took the stairs, stepped over the vomit, and went to the register to examine the note. “I, hereby known afterward as Party A, am looking to hire Sebastian Andrew Snow, hereby known as Party B, to recover a most unusual article lost to time and neglect.”

“Yeah. See, that’s not weird,” I stated. “I get asked to hunt down strange and rare artifacts all the time.”

Calvin made a sound of agreement. After all, he’d been dating a small-business owner who once couldn’t shut up for an entire day about the quality of a taxidermy violet-capped wood-nymph hummingbird and its hand-carved perch, circa 1860, that he’d gotten at an estate sale in Queens. Whether Calvin liked it or not, he knew the ins and outs of my antique store.

“Upon said article’s salvage, Party A is prepared to reward Party B with a most substantial sum,” Quinn finished.

I pointed at her. “That’s the weird part. The note never says what they want me to find. Or why. Or what the compensation is.”

Calvin shut the notepad. He tucked it into his coat and leaned over the countertop to study the note for himself.

From Calvin’s telltale tics to hearing what was not said between cops, I’d become pretty adept at understanding murder scenes without verbal explanations. Unfortunately—for me or them, I wasn’t certain—the silence, the look between detectives, was one of recognition. Something about this event, be it the letter or the head, was familiar to both Calvin and Quinn.

Merry Christmas.

“Am I a victim or a suspect?” I asked.

They both turned to me with mild surprise.

I was about to break a very strict rule Calvin had been enforcing in our house since May.

No work talk.

His, not mine.

It was part of the wean-Sebastian-off-sleuthing thing, which I didn’t find terribly necessary after being shot. Even I had my limits. But I abided by the no crime-solving discussion decree because I didn’t enjoy being the source of Calvin’s stress. He dealt with enough bullshit at work. There was no reason for him to talk about murderers roaming the streets after he’d loosened his tie and removed his service weapon for the day.

And I’d been doing pretty well for half a year. I had the occasional slip of Twenty Questions when I’d seen something interesting in the media, but I’d become especially mindful of being a harassing busybody since Calvin proposed to me.

No takebacks and all that.

But in the middle of December, I worked seven days a week due to the holiday rush. I was also planning a wedding—something I knew literally nothing about. Murder and mayhem were the furthest things from my mind. The fact that this particular crime scene matched another of Calvin’s cases, in some fashion, was extremely disconcerting. And I felt justified in my need to inquire.

I was shaken by a sensation I hadn’t experienced in a long while—the one that would tie my guts up in knots when I realized I’d overlooked an important clue. It was an anxiety of sorts. Unique to me. Had Calvin behaved different at home over the last few days? No. I didn’t believe so. He’d worked late, but this wasn’t unusual when he had new cases. Had there been anything in the newspaper that hinted toward the details of said new cases? Again, no.

“Seb.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Stop,” Calvin said firmly.

“But I—”

He took a step closer. “I can see the cogs turning, baby.”

I put my hands up, like I’m innocent, copper! Innocent, I tell ya! The front door opened again. Calvin turned, and I peered around his hulking form. Neil Millett, my ex-boyfriend and detective for the city’s Crime Scene Unit, was being directed to the counter by Officer Rossi.

Hmm.

This, in and of itself, was not strange. After all, with less than fifty CSU detectives to serve the five boroughs, there was going to be crossover. Neil had ended up a key team member on several of Calvin’s cases over the past year. So seeing him walk toward us, bundled in a coat I’m sure was the style this season, with his shapeless Crime Scene Unit jacket thrown over it as an afterthought, didn’t concern me very much.

In fact, it didn’t concern me at all. Neil and I had parted ways on… er… less than amicable terms, but had curiously enough circled back to something positive. We’d finally settled into the relationship we were always meant to have—a bickering friendship. And Calvin was cool with it. He was not a man easily prone to jealousy or insecurity.

Really, the only disconcerting detail was the look of expectancy on Neil’s face as he drew near.

Had he been anticipating a crime scene today?

Predicting it’d involve me? Or the Emporium?

No. If Neil thought that, so would Calvin, and I wouldn’t be here this morning. I’d have been somewhere else—somewhere safe—and the entire situation would have been explained to me. I would not be standing a mere four feet from a decapitated head and my own now-thickening vomit.

It brought me back to the look Calvin and Quinn shared.

Recognition.

Neil seemed to only just notice me as he stopped at the stairs.

“Nancy,” he said by way of greeting.

“Bess,” I countered.

“What are you doing here?”

I crossed my arms and took a look around the Emporium as if I had no idea where I was. “Is this… my shop?”

Neil said, “I mean, it’s Monday. Shouldn’t you be closed?” 

“I’m getting my money’s worth on the rent.” 

“Holiday rush,” Calvin answered for me.

Neil stared at me while jutting a thumb at Calvin. “See how difficult it was to give a straight answer?”

“I’m anything but straight,” I replied.

Neil let out a breath, made a motion with his hand, like I already can’t with you, and started up the steps beside the register. He set his kit down, bent down beside it, and removed a pair of latex gloves. Neil put them on as he stood.

Quinn pointed at the box. She said something about the head, but too quietly for me to hear. I squinted and watched her lips.

Bit—more. Bit more. Bit more toe.

Bit more than a toe.

Calvin shifted to the right and loomed over me. “Nice try.” 

“What?” I asked quickly—innocently. 

“I know you read lips, Sebastian.”

“Oh.”

Calvin frowned.

I shoved my hands into my pockets and briefly looked over my shoulder toward the book corner. Max had gotten to his feet. He’d wisely put Dillon on a leash so the dog didn’t run through our surprise crime scene in order to greet his human. “You shutting me down, Detective?” I asked, turning back to Calvin.

“I know it’s your busiest time of year.”

“What’s money matter? Now I have time to pick up our Christmas tree. It may end up being a Charlie Brown, though.”

“It wasn’t that long ago I threatened to arrest you for being a smartass,” Calvin warned.

“And instead you put a ring on it,” I said, raising my left hand and tapping the matte tungsten band with the tip of my thumb.

Calvin grunted. “Come with me.” He walked across the floor, up the farther set of stairs, and into my office.

Crap.

I reluctantly followed, then pulled the door shut behind me as I entered the cramped, closet-sized space. “I’m sorry for—”

Calvin put a hand on the doorframe and leaned in close. “I need you to think carefully.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Okay….”

“In the past week, have you had any unusual customers?” 

“You’ve seen my clientele, Calvin.”

Wrong answer.

“Baby. I’m serious,” Calvin said in a borderline exasperated tone. “Has anyone stood out as overtly strange? Any requests that made you do a double take? Business transactions that went south?”

“Why?” I countered. “Am I actually in some kind of trouble?” 

“Sebastian, answer the question.”

“No. I can’t think of anything. Ask Max if you don’t believe me.”

“I believe you,” Calvin replied.

“I hear a but,” I countered.

Calvin shook his head. “I wish I didn’t.”

“Believe me? No offense, but that’s a surefire way to guarantee a cold shoulder for at least two—three days.”

“I don’t mean it like that.” Calvin lowered his hand. He absently unbuttoned his winter coat. “If you were withholding information, I’d actually have something to work with on this case.”

I cocked my head. “So this is connected to another murder?” 

Calvin answered by saying nothing.

“How so?” I prodded. “The note or the body part?” 

“Please don’t start poking around.”

“I’m not,” I replied. “The deerstalker is hung up for good.” 

Calvin shrugged off his coat and draped it over the back of my desk chair.

“I’m only asking for clarification,” I began, “because I would like to know if I’m in some sort of immediate danger.”

“You didn’t recognize the deceased?”

I shook my head. “No. Not that it’d be easy to—he was missing an eye and I think a few front teeth. I didn’t study it much more beyond that.” I stared at Calvin. “Did you recognize him?”

“No,” Calvin murmured. He stared at me again.

Neither of us wanted to say it. Speaking it out loud gave substance to the situation. We’d already survived too many murder mysteries together in one year. Bizarre mysteries. Where the outcome had hinged on my insight of peculiar characters from a century long since passed.

True, I had landed myself a soul mate due to those unfortunate events, but now that the red thread was firmly tied between us, I really had no reason to accept a fourth dance with the devil. Between us, we had two more bullet wounds than this time last year, and I’ll be the first to say they aren’t as sexy or romantic as fiction portrays them to be. No more for me, thank you.

“Son of a bitch,” Calvin swore, very quietly. He raked a hand through his thick, fiery hair.

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” I said coyly. “People will talk.” 

“Hate to break it to you, sweetheart,” Calvin eventually said, “but they’ve been talking.”

“No shit. Apparently even beat cops know of me.” I leaned back against the door. “I have no interest in worming my way into this case… but I’m still curious. You know that, right?” I asked, voice low.

Calvin let out a breath and nodded. “Yeah.”

“I can’t help it.”

“I know.”

Mysteries were always going to enthrall me—even taking my near-death experience into account. I think I was hardwired to solve puzzles. My ego thrived on proving I knew a thing or two about everything—and if I didn’t, you’d bet your ass I’d make myself the most informed person on the scene. So for as gruesome and unnerving as this morning’s event had been, it was also temptation of the worst kind.

Interrogatives, burning with regard, buzzed in my mind.

Who sent the head?

Unknown.

What did it mean?

A threat. Or perhaps a clue.

Where had the murder taken place?

Unknown.

And when?

While I hadn’t given the head much consideration before blowing chunks, the presence of blood in the bag suggested decapitation happened hours after death, versus days. Had it been more than, say, ten hours, the liquid would have coagulated and solidified inside the body and produced next to no bleeding, despite severing major arteries.

And perhaps the most important of the Five Ws: Why?

No damn idea. But since it appeared to involve me… this Collector was undoubtedly looking for something antiquated, weird, and clearly felt it was worth killing for.

“What can you tell me about that drawing on the note?” Calvin asked. 

“I’m torn between the Eye of Providence and some wackadoo conspiracy theory, or the 1800s Pinkerton National Detective Agency logo.”

“It’s not a reference to anything? Or anyone?”

“If it is, it’s not obvious to me,” I said. “But the handwriting is Spencerian script.”

Calvin cocked his head a little.

“Cursive from the nineteenth century. It’s accurate too. Someone did their homework.”

Calvin looked away and studied my desk and the shelving overhead, as if the answer to his latest quandary resided somewhere among the clutter of reference books, binders of inventory, accounting files, and office supplies. “I can’t say if you’re in immediate danger, but based on past events, I’m not taking any chances.” He turned to me.

“Stalker, vigilante, or art thief,” I said, ticking off past players on my fingers.

Calvin enclosed his hand over mine. “I know you don’t like it, but is your father home today?”

“Maybe.”

“Give him a ring? I’ll have a black-and-white drive you over.”

 

 

Pop ended up being home and with no plans of his own until later that afternoon. I kept our conversation brief. No reason to explain over the phone what I could lie by omission about to his face. Not that lying to my father was something I found particularly enjoyable. In fact, it rarely worked to my benefit. Pop could smell my shit from a mile away. But he was in his sixties, and I had no desire to be the reason he had a stroke.

It’s the thought that counts, at least.

Donned in coats and scarves, Calvin saw me and Max out the door. The sky was still spitting big fat snowflakes. The air froze my lungs on every intake and settled around me in a jagged, razor-sharp cloud with every outtake. Our steps crunched loudly along the salt-coated sidewalk as we walked away from the shop front and a parked NYPD Crime Scene Unit van that advertised a crime, probably gruesome, had occurred on the property.

“He needs to get to Brooklyn,” Calvin told an officer as he pointed at Max.

Max handed Dillon’s leash to me. “Thanks, Calvin.”

He nodded. “Let Sebastian know when you get home safely.” 

“10-4,” Max said with a salute. He spared me a look. “Don’t get into trouble, boss.”

“Me? I’m hurt.”

Max snorted. The cop opened the back door of the cruiser for him, and Max walked to it, got inside, and gave us both a wave before the car pulled onto the road.

Calvin motioned to the second cruiser. “It’s a good thing we’ve got this routine down pat.”

“Sebastian sits on his ass and Calvin catches the bad guy.” 

“You got it.”

“Make sure you lock up the shop when you’re done,” I finished. I gave Calvin a hug and took a step away with Dillon before my name was called. I turned and, despite sunglasses, needed to shield my eyes to look at the Emporium door.

Neil stepped outside, sans jacket, with his camera around his neck. He yanked his latex gloves off as he walked toward us. “Be honest with me,” he began.

“This slim-cut suit you’ve been sporting for the last month is sure to bring all the boys to your yard,” I answered.

Neil gave me an incredulous expression, glanced at Calvin, then drew out, “Thank you?”

“Sure. Lose the PPE, though.”

He
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