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PRAISE FOR THE SEAN McPHERSON SERIES:
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BOOK FOUR


“Never less than heart-pounding, Buchanan knows how to keep the pages turning.”

—ONLINE BOOKCLUB

“A first-rate storyteller who creates believable characters as familiar as your neighbors.”

—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

“It’s one of those rare, stay-up-all-night-reading novels. Loved it!”

—J.A. WRIGHT, author of How to Grow an Addict and Eat and Get Gas

“A perfect continuation to a riveting series!”

—LINDA ULLESEIT, author of The River Remembers

PRAISE FOR IMPERVIOUS





BOOK THREE


“A propulsive plot with engaging characters . . . ”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

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

—DEBBIE HERBERT, USA Today bestselling author

“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

“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

“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
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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
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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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Previous Works by the Author




Indelible: A Sean McPherson Novel, Book 1. An ex-cop haunted by survivor’s guilt. A killer who won’t let him forget.

Iconoclast: A Sean McPherson Novel, Book 2. A whale-watching cruise goes terribly wrong. Two lovers on deck, one sniper on shore, and no way out.

Impervious: A Sean McPherson Novel, Book 3. The bride, the groom, the toast, the explosion . . . What should be a joyous occasion turns lethal.

Iniquity: A Sean McPherson Novel, Book 4. When a human trafficking ring kidnaps PI Sean McPherson’s pregnant wife, McPherson learns the lines he’ll cross. Because a person who has it all has everything to lose.
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Author’s Note


While historic Fairhaven Village and Bellingham are actual locations in Washington State, I’ve added fictitious touches to further the story.




“The greater the illusion the more captivating it becomes.

But . . . it’s still an illusion.”

—DAN O’CONNOR
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Prologue



“Being a writer all boils down to this: It’s you, in a chair, staring at a page. And you’re either going to stay in that chair until words are written, or you’re going to give up and walk away.”

—ALESSANDRA TORRE




The sunshine on the lake’s surface glistens just like the tears that had pooled in the eyes of Gambino’s most recent conquest before he extinguished her life. My favorite part is when I see the realization that it’s not a sex game dawn on their faces.

He’s aware of the statistics: women subjected to non-fatal strangulation are eight times more likely to be murdered. He scoffs at the idea. If they’re with me, it’s one hundred percent guaranteed.

Georgio “The Bull” Gambino is a man who thrives on research, precision, and covering his tracks. He knows many women of his most recent victim’s generation—those ages forty and under—have grown accustomed to the idea that plain, vanilla sex is for prudes. Women have been trained to believe it’s empowering to ask a man to choke them. Some women’s magazines even normalize it as “breath play.” To suggest there might be anything wrong with this potentially lethal practice is dismissed as kink-shaming.

Gambino glides the tips of his manicured fingers over his white mustache as he stares out the massive plate glass window in his opulent home. It overlooks Lake Whatcom—from the Lumi word for “loud water”—and is the drinking water source for the county’s residents.

He picks up his cell phone from the antique table next to his leather wingback chair and initiates a video call.

Carmine, his right-hand man, comes into view.

“Are you in position?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

Carmine reverses the camera on his cell phone, then scans the student-filled room from his seat in the upper left quadrant of a university lecture hall. Unlike a traditional classroom that accommodates between one and fifty pupils, the enormous room’s pitched floor and tiered seating allow for a capacity in the hundreds. After zooming in on a single student to Gambino’s satisfaction, the men consider the difference in their time zones and synchronize their watches.

“Make the call on time, Carmine. Not a moment sooner or later.” Gambino disconnects and returns his gaze out the window.

Not nearly as massive as his high-rise in Seattle, this well-hidden luxury residence is nestled in the woods. He bought it through a shell corporation a few years back when he realized Bellingham Bay is part of a much larger waterway system, thus ideal for his purposes—trafficking guns, drugs, and humans. Optimal for rapid movement and concealment, Bellingham Bay is a bay of the Salish Sea—the encompassing term for the near-shore Pacific Ocean, Strait of Georgia, Johnstone Strait in Canada, Strait of Juan de Fuca, and Puget Sound.

My hate for Sean McPherson is no longer just about the missing $10 million of heroin I had stolen from the SFPD lockup. That’s a pittance. Because of him, a half dozen of my foot soldiers are dead, and he rescued twelve women I’d contracted to sell, making me look foolish.

He bristles at the embarrassment he felt when facing a kingpin in the Russian mafia to tell him their deal was off. They were on one of his container ships in the Bering Strait. He’d had to make it up to him, which included everything on the bill of lading. It cost me dearly, and McPherson’s going to pay.

Gambino picks up his cell phone and makes another call. His heart races with anticipation. When the recipient answers, he says, “If you hang up, I’ll kill your child. Do you understand?”

“Is this some kind of sick joke?”

“I assure you this is no joke. When I disconnect, you’ll receive a video call from my associate. He’s visiting your child’s class—Market Power in the New Economy. If you don’t do what I say, it will cost the life of the person you love most.”

“Who is this? What do you want from me?”

“I’m the person who’s going to kill your child if you don’t do what I say. In two days, you’re heading to Pines & Quill writing retreat. While there, you will frame Sean McPherson for murder.”

“Frame someone for murder? What do you mean?”

“No, not just someone. You’re going to frame Sean McPherson. You’re going to kill one of the other writers in residence. I don’t care which one, nor do I care how you do it. You’re a crime writer. Figure it out. You arrive at Pines & Quill on October first and leave on the twenty-first. You have three weeks to accomplish the task.”

“But—”

“Do not interrupt me again. The murder will be real. You’re the one who’s going to do it. But you’ll act as an illusionist, making it appear as if Sean McPherson did it—framing him for the death. It’s your job to ensure that he has a motive, opportunity, and means. And that there’s enough of his DNA at the scene to arrest and convict him. Everyone, especially the police, must believe that he’s guilty. If you fail, your child dies.”

“Wait! I have money. I can pay you.”

“It’s not a matter of money. It’s a matter of service. You do this service for me, and I’ll do you the service of not killing your child.” Gambino glances at his watch. “When I hang up, you’ll receive a video call proving that my associate is within arm’s reach of your child ready to do my bidding.”

“But how do I contact you?”

“You don’t. And understand this. You’re under surveillance, and all of your technology is being monitored. If you so much as even consider contacting the police, your child will die.”

Gambino disconnects the call and sets the phone down. With McPherson convicted of murder, it’s a trifecta win: he goes to prison, he won’t see his child grow up, and it’ll destroy the reputation of Pines & Quill.

Picking up a pair of binoculars, he continues to track a bald eagle he’d been admiring through the massive window while on the phone. Gambino uses the center focus knob to bring clarity to the bird of prey.

The raptor swoops down, catches its mark, then soars skyward.

Gambino’s face breaks into a reptilian smile.
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CHAPTER 1



“There is, in fact, only one rule in writing fiction: Whatever works, works.”

—TOM ROBBINS




Brent Gooding, a former NASCAR driver, lived through a paralyzing accident that sent him from the driver’s seat 
of a race car to a motorized wheelchair. Coming out of the dreaded “Tunnel Turn” at Pocono, Gooding’s car lost a tire, sending him up the track where he kissed the wall. Several drivers barely managed to maneuver by him. Then, unfortunately, through the cloud of smoke, another driver hit Gooding flush on the driver’s side door, shredding the vehicle. Now, from his new set of wheels, Brent writes white-knuckle thrillers that take place on the racing circuit.

If he could stand, Brent would be five-feet-ten inches tall. I’m in good shape. He runs his hand over the top of his head. His salt-and-pepper hair is beginning to thin. Even with my constraints, I work out every day with everything I can. So, I’m especially looking forward to the tai chi sessions I read about on the Pines & Quill website.

He moves his wheelchair into the bathroom to finish packing his Dopp kit. The accident left him the use of his natural right hand and arm, but his left hand and arm are “bionic.” And though Brent has no feeling from the waist down, his back is usually in excruciating pain. Hence, his prescription medications: Prozac for depression and Tramadol, an opioid for the pain. In his thoughts, he hears his doctor say, “They are never to be ingested simultaneously because the combination can be lethal.”

An ideal way to kill someone.

Brent moves his wheelchair back and forth between his closet, chest of drawers, and the open suitcase on the bed. I can’t believe my publisher changed the release date of my next book—Checkered Flag. Even with three weeks of protected time for writing at Pines & Quill, I don’t see how I can hit the new target.

Ellen, his wife, steps into the room. “Need any help?”

“I’ve got it, thanks. I’ll be ready to leave when we agreed. I’m supposed to be at the Daytona Beach International Airport two hours before my flight takes off. And even though I’m prechecked with TSA, there’s always a hassle with my wheelchair.”

“Okay then,” Ellen says. “You’ve got plenty of time. I’m going to make a quick trip to the grocery store. With Bradley back at home, we’re suffering from ‘Old Mother Hubbard Syndrome’—the cupboards are bare. He’s eaten everything that’s not nailed down.”

Brent watches his wife retreat. After twenty years of employing Ellen, her company decided to “right-size”—their term for cutting staff to the bone—and, in doing so, let go dozens of longtime employees, including her, because they had the largest paychecks.

That, along with all of the other pressures, financial and otherwise, is more likely what’ll kill me rather than the permanent aftereffects of my wreck.

While packing, Brent refers to an article on his laptop screen advising him of the seasonal temperatures in Fairhaven, Washington, where he’ll be a writer in residence at Pines & Quill from October first through the twenty-first. “Snow isn’t unheard of in Bellingham, but it’s also not the norm. Just south of the Canadian border, the city is built around Bellingham Bay. The Olympic Mountains to the southwest, and the Cascades to the east offer protection from severe storms. Most months produce more moderate temperatures and less rainfall than Seattle.”

Brent checks the weather app. Right now, it’s eighty-three degrees in Daytona Beach and only fifty-nine in Bellingham. He shivers. That’s a friggin’ twenty-four-degree difference!



Jennifer Pruett finishes packing a small carry-on with autumn-weight clothing. And though she’s heading to a three-week writing retreat at Pines & Quill, one of the two husband and wife owners, Libby MacCullough, asked if she’d perform a magic show one evening.

“I’d be happy to,” she said.

A resident of Las Vegas, Nevada, Jennifer is the only woman listed among the top seven illusionists: David Copperfield, Penn and Teller, David Blaine, Criss Angel, and David Gatti. It used to be a man’s world, but no longer.

Jennifer places a stack of business cards in her tote. The fronts are embossed with her favorite quote: “MAGIC IS THE ONLY HONEST PROFESSION. A MAGICIAN PROMISES TO DECEIVE YOU AND HE DOES.” —KARL GERMAIN

That Libby used the term “magic”—implying that I’m a “magician”—would have bothered me in the past, but not anymore. Magicians and illusionists often work in the same profession, but their approaches to the art of deception are quite different. I realize that people outside the industry don’t know any better and use the terms interchangeably. So that’s not the reason I’m angry and sick to my stomach.

Jennifer rummages through the bathroom medicine cabinet until she finds antacid tablets and pops a few. What’s eating at my gut is that I’m in the middle of a divorce from Steven. The man I’ve been married to for over twenty-five years—a successful business partner in a lavish hotel on “The Strip” who can’t keep his hands off young showgirls.

She closes the medicine cabinet, leans in, and examines herself in the mirror. I never thought I’d have to compete against other women for my husband’s attention. At five-foot-eight inches tall and one hundred and thirty-five pounds, I’m tall and slender. She touches one of her high cheekbones. And with my olive complexion and dark curly hair, Dad always said I was a “Grecian beauty.”

She opens the cabinet and pops two more antacid tablets. The other thing that’s making me sick to my stomach is that Elaine, our only daughter, called from the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, where she’s studying actuarial mathematics, informing me that she’s pregnant. And though she only has one more year to go until she gets her degree, she’s thinking about dropping out.

“Who’s the father?” Jennifer asked.

“One of my professors,” Elaine said.

Another lecher who can’t keep his dick in his pants. I’d like to disappear Steven and him!

Jennifer gives herself permission to “let it go,” as her therapist suggested, and instead focus on the tasks at hand.

She packs her laptop that contains the manuscript she’s working on—Now You See It. Her popular mystery novels include magic, illusion, and sleight of hand.

On second thought, she removes it, opens the lid, and clears her search history. If push comes to shove, this could be incriminating.

The last bag Jennifer packs contains a scaled-down version of the props she needs to do magic tricks. And though all illusionists are magicians, not all magicians are illusionists.

Magicians perform close-up sleight-of-hand tricks in smaller venues: card, ball, doves, and cup stunts. They tend to perform without an assistant or enormous props.

An illusionist manipulates physical reality to make a person think they see, or don’t see, what the illusionist wants. Some of the most popular illusions include barstool levitation, sawing a body in half, and the dove-in-a-cage to a woman-in-a-cage illusion.

Jennifer thinks of David Copperfield. Damn, he’s good! He was awarded for the largest illusion ever staged when he vanished the Statue of Liberty on a CBS television special.

Like me, illusionists usually work in large venues and often have multiple assistants, a stage crew, lighting, and sound. Both magicians and illusionists use misdirection tactics, making us excellent at hiding things and creating an atmosphere of mystery in front of an audience.

Jennifer picks up a length of silk rope. An audience favorite is where a magician cuts it in half and then restores it. She wraps each end around her fists and pulls it taut several times, testing its strength. Then she remembers what she read on the internet. She unwinds the rope and ties a strangle knot in the center.

There, that ought to do the trick. Jennifer smiles at her play on words as she adds it to her kit.



Adam Richmond tells his wife, Helen, that he wants to leave for George Bush Intercontinental Airport Houston in plenty of time to swing by their latest acquisition—an apartment building with eight units, four up and four down.

“I’ll want to make sure that none of our crew is being hassled.” I really want to get my drafting compass; I left it on the blueprints. Made of metal, it consists of two “legs” connected by an adjustable hinge that allows changing the radius of a circle. One leg has a sharp spike at its end for anchoring; the other holds a drawing tool. It’s perfect for killing someone.

Adam met Helen decades ago at Rice University in Houston when they got their bachelor of arts degrees in architecture. Since then, there’s been a lot of water under that bridge. After graduation, it didn’t take long to realize they were miserable working for others in large firms. So that’s when they set out on their own and became real estate investors and professional house flippers—buying a property at as low a price as possible, then renovating it to sell or “flip” to a new buyer at a profit.

Adam and Helen aren’t the kind of house flippers who cut corners and use minimal effort on a home or building as many do. They’re knowledgeable about construction, permits, and quality materials. They understand the local market and ordinances. They’ve made a lot of contacts in the industry: other real estate agents, attorneys, contractors, building inspectors, and insurance brokers. They take personal pride in creating value and the ability to achieve financial returns.

They hire skilled undocumented migrants and pay them the same wage they pay everyone else. The problem is that “everyone else” doesn’t show up. And on the rare occasion when they do, the work isn’t skilled.

Adam and Helen haven’t found that to be true with illegal immigrants. They learned a long time ago that this population segment is eager to work hard and do a good job. Nor do they play the entitlement card. And though this husband and wife duo end up paying a lot of fines for this practice, it’s something they believe in and feel good about it. The part that feels bad is the number of people who’d like to put them out of business for hiring those type of workers. They’ve dealt with threats of violence, even with arson on one of their properties under construction.

That prompted them to get a License to Carry a Handgun, formerly called concealed handgun license or CHL, in Houston. It requires the completion of a four-hour classroom course. The Texas Safety Academy at Texas Gun Club offers comprehensive CHL training in Houston that satisfies the education requirement and helps people become more proficient with a firearm.

They’re teaching their children (Sandi, a high school senior, and Brittany, who’s getting her bachelor of arts degree with a major in architecture at Rice University) about doing the best job you can and hiring the best people for the job—those who show up and apply themselves.

His daughters are much more excited about their dad being a crime fiction novelist. His books involve real estate scams, and there’s either a murder in a vacant rental or a body found in the structure during renovation. Adam’s current work in progress is titled Good Bones. That’s what he’s working on during his writing residency at Pines & Quill.

Adam walks through the gutted apartment complex smiling, nodding, and shaking hands with his crew. He sees his reflection in a window. At six feet and one-hundred-and-eighty pounds, with reddish-brown hair, beard, and mustache, he’s been told by his wife, “You look like a giant gnome.”

When he reaches the makeshift table of sawhorses and plywood with bricks holding down each corner of his unrolled blueprints, he lets his gaze take in the surroundings.

When no one’s looking, Adam slips his drafting compass into his briefcase.



Lucy Fleming and her husband, Rick, co-own Spoke Easy, a high-end road and triathlon bicycle shop in Chicago that caters to professional cyclists. They live in a large apartment over the store; the two are connected by an enclosed stairwell. Lucy smiles. The best part is that our commute’s damn short.

Although she’s a former professional triathlete—swim, cycle, run—and a World Triathlon champion, a five-time Olympian, and a two-time medalist (gold in London, silver in Rio), Lucy is an active Ironman competitor and champion. That’s why she’s packing her wetsuit and Dahon Speed Pro TT folding bicycle to take along to Pines & Quill. In addition to writing, she plans to train. New terrain, new pain.

An Ironman Triathlon consists of a 2.4-mile swim, a 112-mile bicycle ride, and a marathon 26.2-mile run, raced in that order. It’s globally considered one of the most grueling one-day sporting events.

Lucy gazes at her reflection in the full-length mirror. She has short, dishwater-blond hair. And at five-feet-eleven inches tall and one hundred and fifty pounds, she’s solid muscle.

Her thriller novels take the reader into the secret world of Olympic training, professional coaching, international travel, sponsor funding, antidoping, athlete nutrition, sports medicine—and murder. Her current work in progress is titled, All That Glitters.

Lucy flexes the inner tube between her fists, twists it, then pulls it taut. This ought to do it. She adds it to her bicycle repair kit.

“Rick!” she calls down the stairs, frustrated. “Where did you put my suitcase?

“What suitcase?”

Lucy blows out a sigh. “The suitcase for my folding bike. It’s not in the closet where I left it.”

“Oh, that suitcase. Sorry, it’s down here in the shop. I showed it to a customer because you took the last one, and a customer wanted to test it with their folding bike.”

What? Now the missing suitcase is my fault? Way to deflect blame, Rick.

Their sons (Doug, a high school senior, and Greg, who still lives at home while earning his MBA at the University of Chicago) work there part time.

“Hang on, Mom. I’ll bring it to you,” Greg calls up the stairs as his footsteps pound in the enclosed space.

“Thanks, son,” she says as he lays the case on her bed and opens it.

“No problem. I’m starving,” Greg says over his shoulder, heading toward the kitchen. “I was coming up to eat anyway.”

Lucy’s bike can fold down in less than fifteen seconds, and with a little hex-wrench work on the handlebars, it’s completely collapsed to thirty-by-fifteen-by-twenty inches in less than a minute. She separates the wheels from the frame, packs the bike inside the Dahon’s Airporter mini suitcase, and smiles. No extra baggage fees.

After consideration, Lucy reaches back into her bicycle repair kit, removes an inner tube, and imagines herself using it to strangle someone.
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CHAPTER 2



“The idea is to write it so that people hear it and it slides through the brain and goes straight to the heart.”

—MAYA ANGELOU




Sean “Mick” McPherson drives the Pines & Quill van to Bellingham International Airport. The last time I went to the airport was to drop off the September writers in residence who barely lived to tell about their stay.

His thoughts home in on Gambino, head of a trifecta-based crime family—Seattle, San Francisco, and New Orleans. Mick tightens his grip on the steering wheel. He told himself, You learned the hard way that Gambino’s reach is long and elusive. That his minions infiltrate even the most inaccessible places to do his bidding, so stay on your A game.

Last month, over the Labor Day weekend, Emma (Mick’s pregnant wife) and Carly and Brianna (the daughters of one of his best friends, Joe Bingham) were abducted and held hostage in a secluded cabin on Mount Baker by Gambino’s thugs. Joe, a Bellingham homicide detective, took a bullet in his right shoulder, saving his daughters.

After the incident, local police chief Bruce Simms referred to him, Joe, and Rafferty, Mick’s other best friend, as “The Three Musketeers” at a press conference. He went on to say, “Though nontraditional—an ex-cop turned PI, a homicide detective, and an FBI special agent—they accomplish what no others do; they solve crimes and put bad guys behind bars. Consistently.”

Mick smiles at what Simms didn’t say to the press—They let me assist in criminal investigations because, unlike Rafferty and Joe, I have fewer restrictions, protocols, and no red tape as a PI.

Mick takes backroads to the airport because he hates driving under freeway overpasses. They open old wounds and cut fresh ones, triggering a grim reminder of what happened. It doesn’t matter that five years have passed. When Mick closes his eyes, the memory is as fresh as if it had happened today.

A bullet explodes between his partner’s eyes. The amount of blood that hits Mick is small compared to what covers the back of the cruiser.

Sam slumps forward; the shoulder belt prevents his weight from hitting the steering wheel, but not from gunning the accelerator. The cruiser surges onto the right shoulder, and Mick braces himself for the inevitable impact of metal against the concrete abutment.

The snap of shattering glass mixed with the high-pitched scrape of steel fills his ears. He chokes on the scream lodged in his throat as the cruiser collides with the bridge’s unforgiving underpinning.

It hurts to open his eyes. Mick’s aware that the underpass is lit by flickering red and blue lights shimmering on cement. He hears people shouting. “This one’s alive, the other one’s dead. We’re going to have to cut him out. Get the Jaws of Life,” one of them yells. “Hurry—I smell fuel!”

Suspended by the seatbelt system, Mick hovers over Sam. He sees his eyes wide open and vacant, his mouth parted. And though Mick witnessed death many times in his career, nausea clenches his stomach. Sam isn’t only his partner; he’s Mick’s best friend.

Mick shakes the all-too-clear vision from his mind.

Months after the accident, Mick’s sister, Libby, and brother-in-law, Niall, picked him up at the hospital and took him to Pines & Quill, their writing retreat in Fairhaven, Washington, to finish recovering in one of their four writers-in-residence cottages—Austen, the wheelchair-friendly one.

Swallowed by the unending tasks of groundskeeper and all-around handyman, Mick soon discovered that the zen-like energy of the wooded acres breathed life back into his weary soul.

He taps his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the tune playing softly on the radio. Before Emma came into my life, my daily mantra was, “Just make it through today.” But now, my toes are on the edge of fatherhood. I’ll do well if I’m only half as good as Dad was. I’m excited at the prospect but scared out of my wits!

Mick pulls into a parking space at the airport—a single building with a stone and wood exterior. Man, is this different from the airport in San Francisco, where I grew up. Emma calls it a “gentle” airport. It reminds me of the airport in Missoula, Montana, where Dad and I used to fly to go fishing.

He turns off the ignition, removes his hands from the steering wheel, and balls them into fists. His fingernails bite into the flesh of his palms. I miss him so much. Anything good about me came from my parents, but Gambino had one of his thugs kill Dad.

Removing the nameboards from the passenger seat, Mick steps out of the van, takes a deep breath of crisp October air, and fobs it locked before heading into the structure. His limp is more pronounced after this morning’s run—he ran five miles instead of three.

Inside the terminal, he removes his sunglasses and slips one of the temples through a buttonhole on his shirt. The arrivals and departures board indicates that the plane for the first guest, Brent Gooding, will arrive soon from Daytona Beach. The flights for the other three guests are staggered for arrival over the next hour.

Mick enjoys getting to know the guests who carve out three weeks from their schedules to write in near seclusion. Each has a unique process for transferring ideas from their head to the page. January through October, four different writers arrive on the first day of each month and depart on the twenty-first. Three weeks offers them significant time to work on their manuscripts.

The fourth week of each month is guest-free, giving Niall, Libby, Mick, and Emma time to relax and prepare for the next group of writers.

November and December at Pines & Quill are reserved for family and friends to enjoy the holidays. They arrive from near and far and stay in the cabins and four large guest rooms—a new addition this year—over the workshop.

Mick taps the nameboards against his thigh. Each month when Libby hands them to him for meeting their guests at the airport, she shares a brief commentary of what she imagines their personalities are like. She bases it on the phone conversation or email correspondence she has with them.

Since the most recent incident with Gambino’s foot soldiers breaching their property, they started running criminal background checks with their potential guests’ permission. October’s the first month we’ve implemented that strategy. They’re all clean. Let’s hope it reduces the chance that one of them is on Gambino’s payroll.

Mick enjoys indulging his sister because her predictions are darned close, if not dead-on.

“Let’s see now,” she’d said, tapping an index finger on her chin. “Brent Gooding is a former NASCAR driver. He was paralyzed in a high-speed accident on the track, so he’s our wheelchair guest this month. He’s married and has two children. He mentioned that one of them recently graduated from Emory University in Atlanta. And the other one’s in their third year there. Brent authors the popular Burnt Rubber suspense series that takes place on the racing circuit.”

“How about the next guest?” Mick asks.

“Jennifer Pruett is a professional magician,” Libby says. “You’ve probably seen her on television. She’s up there with the likes of David Copperfield and Penn and Teller.”

Mick raises his eyebrows. “You’re right. I have seen her perform on television. She’s darned good.”

“I asked her if she’d do a little magic for us one evening after dinner, and she said she’d be happy to.”

“Wow. How much is that going to cost?”

“Jennifer said it would be complimentary, but I’m reducing her retreat fee. She doesn’t know it yet. She’ll just see that it disappeared from her bill.” Libby laughs at her joke.

Mick rolls his eyes. “Oh, brother.”

“Jennifer’s married, but in the midst of a divorce. Together they have a child who’s currently studying at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.”

“Okay, that’s two of our guests. What about the third one?” Mick says.

“Adam Richmond is an architect turned real estate investor and professional house flipper. He strikes me as a shrewd businessman with a good sense of humor. His wife is his business partner, and together they have two children. If I remember correctly, one’s a senior in high school, and the other attends Rice University in Houston, Texas. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree with the college-age child because they’re majoring in architecture.”

“And the fourth guest?” Mick says.

“Lucy Fleming is a two-time Olympic medalist.”

“I’m impressed,” Mick says. “What’s her sport?”

“She was a triathlete—swim, cycle, run. And though she no longer participates in the Olympics, she’s an Ironman champion and still competes. Lucy said she’s bringing a wetsuit with her so she can swim in the bay and a bicycle so she can ride on new-to-her terrain.”

Mick raises his eyebrows. “Bellingham Bay? It’s October; the water’s practically snow melt!”

“At any rate,” Libby continues, “she and her husband own a high-end road and triathlon bicycle shop and have two children—one’s in high school, and the other attends the University of Chicago.”

Amid a hubbub of travelers coming and going, Mick’s thoughts return to his surroundings. Once a cop, always a cop—his gaze sweeps the space, taking everything in like a dry sponge soaking up water. At the onset of his police training, he learned, “It’s all in the details.” He notes people’s hair color, facial expressions, body language, tattoos, jewelry, clothing, footwear, and baggage details.

A man with a bandana worn as a headband walks through the doorway—a popular style for music artists like Justin Bieber and Harry Styles. But with gang activity steadily increasing in Whatcom County, the royal blue color piques Mick’s interest.

The Sureños gang identifies with nearly all shades of blue, but they’re best known for royal blue bandanas worn around the neck, tied around the wrist, or as a headband. As brutal as the Sureños are, they’re child’s play compared to Gambino. God help us if they ever start working together.

Passengers from Daytona Beach begin to enter the building. One of the first is another man wearing a royal blue bandana as a headband.

Mick’s adrenalin kicks up a beat.

The man Mick first noticed flashes a hand signal at the new arrival, juts his chin toward Mick, then leaves the way he came.

The other man bypasses the baggage carousel and follows suit.

Tell Chief Simms we have a new arrival. Mick secures a baggage trolley and raises the nameboard for B. GOODING. He scans the crowd and spots Brent—the only person in a motorized wheelchair. His hair is salt and pepper, his jaw is sharply cut, and his brown eyes are alert and penetrating. He’s wearing a blue button-down shirt, khaki pants, and brown slip-ons.

Brent rolls to a stop in front of Mick and extends his right hand. Then, after introducing themselves, they head toward the black circling conveyor belt.

Brent asks, “When will the others arrive?”

“We’re waiting for three more within the hour,” Mick says.

Brent points to a suitcase newly ejected from a rubber-fringed metal throat, tumbling onto the conveyor belt. “There’s my baggage now.”

Mick loads it on the trolley and then checks his watch. “The next guest is about to land.”

As passengers from Las Vegas pour in, Mick holds up a nameboard with J. PRUETT on it.

A tall, slender woman wearing a dark blue pantsuit and black heels makes eye contact with Mick. Black curly hair frames her face, but not so much that he can’t see dark eyes crinkle at the edges when she smiles.

As she walks toward Mick and Brent, Brent whispers to Mick, “Isn’t she a famous magician?”

Before Mick can answer, the woman steps up to Mick and extends a hand. “I’m Jennifer Pruett.”

Mick shakes her outstretched hand. “I’m Sean McPherson—Mick.” Then, he introduces Brent Gooding. “He arrived just ahead of you from Daytona Beach.”

Jennifer purses her lips and cocks her head to the side, studying the man. “Brent Gooding. Daytona Beach.” She taps her chin with an index finger and furrows her eyebrows. Then she smiles. “You’re the race-car driver.”

Brent pats one of the arms of his wheelchair. “Former NASCAR,” he says, smiling.

“Please remind me what NASCAR stands for,” Jennifer says.

“It stands for National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jennifer says, shaking his hand. “Now, if you two gentlemen will excuse me a moment, I’m going to go collect my luggage.”

“We’ll help,” Mick says as he and Brent follow in the wake of her heels clicking on the polished tile floor.

Mick loads three large pieces of hard-sided luggage on the trolley. Each piece is secured with a TSA-approved lock that security officers can open with a universal master key, if necessary, so it doesn’t have to be cut.

Fifteen minutes late, the Houston flight carrying Adam Richmond lands just ahead of Lucy Fleming’s flight from Chicago. At Bellingham International, this almost constitutes an air-traffic jam.

Mick lifts the nameboard that says A. RICHMOND and holds it high.

A man with a reddish-brown beard and mustache approaches them. He’s wearing jeans, a long-sleeved green polo shirt, and brown chukka boots. Mick guesses he’s about six feet tall and wonders if his quick stride signals anything about his personality. His easy smile reveals straight white teeth—very white.

Shaking Mick’s hand, he says, “I’m Adam. You must be Mick. Your sister said you’d be meeting the writers in residence.” His gaze takes in the other two people.

After Mick introduces him to the others, Adam says, “I’ll be right back, I’m going to grab my luggage.”

“I’ll come with you,” Mick says. Then turning to Brent and Jennifer, “Would you please keep an eye on the trolley?”

Brent nods. “You bet.”

Jennifer’s practically studying Brent’s wheelchair. What’s up with that?

When they return with Adam’s luggage, Mick loads it on the trolley and checks the arrival board. The flight from Chicago just landed.

Shortly after, passengers flow in like human lava.

Mick raises the nameboard that reads, L. FLEMING.

Within minutes, a tall, athletic-looking woman joins the group. Her short hair is blond, and her form-fitting black cropped pants and short-sleeve black shirt reveal a toned frame. The calf muscles above her black running shoes are well-defined.

Mick knows that, in theory, muscle weight is a burden and a disadvantage for triathletes because of the drag it generates. However, the longer the triathlon distance, the more muscular the triathletes.

Extending his hand, Mick says, “Welcome, I’m Sean McPherson—Mick.”

Lucy shakes Mick’s hand firmly. It’s easy to gauge her strength in the grip of her handshake.

After introducing her to the other writers in residence, he accompanies Lucy to the baggage carousel and puts her luggage on the trolley.

All of a sudden, Lucy shouts, “Hey, you!” Then she bolts after a man wearing a black pulled-up hoodie heading for the glass doors. But before reaching them, a cloud of white smoke bursts in front of him, stopping him dead in his tracks.

Lucy launches herself onto the man’s back. Gripping her bicycle suitcase in his hands, he twists to throw an elbow back. “Get off me!”

Before Mick can even move, Lucy flips the guy on his back and straddles his belly. “You son of a bitch.” She cocks her right arm, ready to strike.

He pushes the case toward her.

“Here, take it,” he says, shoving the case at her.

She grabs it from him and steps off the guy. “Go on. Get out of here before I call the police.”

The guy tears out.

Within moments, two uniformed airport security personnel rush up to them. “What happened?”

Lucy explains the event.

“Why did you let him go?” one of them asks.

“When I was sitting on him, I got a good look at his face. He has ‘meth mouth.’”

One of the security officers nods. “His teeth were blackened and rotting?”

“Yes,” Lucy says. “And he smelled like death.”

Both security officers cock their heads. Then, one asks, “How do you know what death smells like?”

“I’m a crime writer. It’s my job to know. A dying person gives off a distinct acetone odor related to the changes in the metabolism emanating from the breath, skin, and bodily fluids. The smell is part of a deteriorating body’s chemical breakdown as a person nears the end.”

One of the officers points to the case in her hands. “What’s that?”

“It’s my bicycle. It’s what the thief was trying to steal.”

The security officer raises an eyebrow. “You’ve got a bicycle in that?”

“Yes, it’s a folding bike,” Lucy says. “I’m going to do some Ironman training while I’m here. It’s worth a lot. I think that’s why the guy wanted it. He probably would have pawned it for drug money.”

“So why let him get away?” security asks.

“Because I felt sorry for him,” Lucy says. “And karma’s a bitch. It’s going to come back and bite his ass big time.”

When security finishes taking their notes, they get Lucy’s contact information and head away.

“I’m sorry that happened,” Mick says.

“No
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