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Dedication
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To Cindy McDermott Shoemaker, who has been a friend since childhood, and one of my most supportive readers. You've read my work, believed in it when I was still figuring out what the hecky darn I was doing, and never once made me feel like I had to apologize for being exactly as weird and intense as I actually am. That's rarer than you'd think. Thank you for being the real deal in a world that's mostly performance. This book exists partly because you believed in it and me.

To Sandra, aka CrayCray, my sister, my reality check, and the woman who actually works in law enforcement while I sit around making up crimes and the people who solve them. You've been patient with my moods and my general tendency to turn your professional life into fictional chaos. More importantly, you've been the kind of person who tells the truth even when it's inconvenient, who doesn't flinch when things get hard, and who somehow manages to be both completely unimpressed by me and completely in my corner. Cindy Lou Butts exists because you exist. I hope she makes you proud or at least entertains you enough to forgive the liberties I've taken.

To the El Dorado High School class of 1978, the people I grew up with in Placerville, California, who shaped who I became before I had any idea who that was going to be. You were there when the world was still big and full of possibility, when we thought we knew everything and understood nothing. Some of you I've stayed close to. Some of you I've lost track of. All of you are woven into the fabric of this story because you're woven into the fabric of where it's set. This book is a love letter to that place and that time, even when it's dark. Thank you for being part of the ground I came from.

And to everyone reading this: if you're here because you loved Deadly Healer, welcome back. If you're here because you're new, welcome, period. Cindy's got a lot to say, and I'm grateful you're sticking around to listen.
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Chapter 1 - Containment
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I knew I was the problem.

That wasn't new. What was new was that everyone else seemed to know it too. They were just being civilized enough not to say so out loud.

The safehouse was in New Jersey, though if I hadn't caught enough of the landscape on the drive in, I might not have known what state I was in. It was one of those rental houses that could've been dropped into any upper-middle-class neighborhood in America, and no one would've noticed. Beige siding. White trim. Shrubs that had been clipped within an inch of their dignity. Nothing personal in the yard, nothing on the porch, nothing in the windows to suggest that human beings actually lived there. If a place could have all the soul of a government file, this one did.

Inside was worse.

Someone had furnished it with the kind of bland efficiency that said they were either staging it to sell or using it to warehouse inconvenient people. Soft taupe sofa. Glass-topped tables with rounded corners. Lamps with cream shades. A tasteful rug in muted gray and blue. Framed prints of sailboats and reeds, and some kind of abstract swirl that probably cost far too much for how little it had to say. Everything was clean. Too clean. It looked like the sort of place where you were expected to recover quietly and without making anyone uncomfortable.

That would've been hilarious if my shoulder hadn't hurt so much.

I shifted on the sofa, and pain ripped through the right side of my chest and up into my neck so fast it took my breath away. Not enough to make me cry out, I have a very high threshold for pain and an even higher threshold for letting anyone think I'm in it. Still, I hissed between my teeth and froze where I was, waiting for the throbbing stab to settle back into the more manageable misery I'd been enjoying for the past several days.

A bullet wound, in case you're wondering, is not glamorous. There's no cinematic sweep to it. No noble grit. No sexy bandage scene. There's only heat, pressure, a nasty dragging ache, and the constant awareness that your own body has become deeply offended by your continued attempts to move around in it.

"Fantastic," I muttered to the empty room.

My voice sounded too loud. That happened a lot in the safehouse. The place ate silence until the tiniest sound felt rude.

I leaned my head back against the sofa and closed my eyes. The pain in my shoulder was only part of the problem. The other part, the part they weren't talking about, was the hum. It had started after the assignment went bad, and it hadn't let up since. It wasn't a sound exactly. More like a pressure inside the room and inside my head at the same time, as if the air around me had become electrically opinionated.

I breathed in slowly and tried to settle myself.

In for four. Hold. Out for six. Again.

I was still working through the second breath when I heard the tiny sound of a crack.

My eyes opened.

The glass votive holder on the table beside the couch had split straight down one side.

I stared at it for several seconds, because really, what else was there to do? I hadn't touched it. I wasn't even facing it when it happened. The split was clean, neat, almost delicate, the kind of damage that would look accidental if I didn't know better.

"Okay," I said. "No."

The lamp in the corner flickered.

I looked at it.

"Also no."

The lamp flickered again, as if to let me know it had heard me and didn't care for my tone.

I let my head fall back once more and closed my eyes. Not because I was tired, though I was, but because if I started engaging with inanimate objects as if they were being difficult on purpose, I was going to have to rethink some things about my life. Granted, a rethinking was probably overdue, but I wasn't in the mood to add haunted house dynamics to the list.

The list was already crowded. The list was the size of an old-school metropolitan telephone book, if I was being honest.

I was in a safehouse after a classified assignment had gone sideways so spectacularly it should have come with its own fireworks. I'd been shot. I'd been lied to. I'd nearly been killed, which I don't recommend as a team-building exercise. My so-called gifts, which I'd spent most of my life trying to manage in some civilized and useful way, were acting like a nest of snakes somebody had whacked with a stick. And the people responsible for putting me in that safehouse were pretending it was for my protection.

It wasn't.

Not entirely.

I was a problem to manage, a risk to contain, a variable no one quite trusted. They'd been careful with the language, naturally. Rest. Recovery. Security. Temporary precautions. Everyone being very soothing, very controlled, very professional.

But I knew the truth.

They were just as worried about me exploding as they were about anyone getting to me. More so.

And if I was being honest, I wasn't sure they were wrong.

I pushed myself upright, slowly this time, and planted my feet on the floor. The hardwood was cool beneath them, which helped. Cool, solid things always helped. I'd always preferred stone, wood, and earth to modern surfaces. Nature behaved according to itself. People and technology were another matter altogether.

I made my way into the kitchen, one cautious step after another. The house wasn't big, but everything felt farther away with a hole through your shoulder and a mind full of static. I reached the counter and stood there a moment, waiting for the wave of dizziness to pass.

The kitchen was just as generic as the rest of the place. White cabinets. Pale granite counters. Stainless steel appliances. A bowl of fruit that had clearly been placed there for effect rather than appetite, because no one in possession of a ripe banana and a soul leaves it untouched for that long. I poured myself a glass of water and leaned against the counter, cradling it in my left hand.

I used to be very good at bringing myself back to center.

That was one of the ironies of my life. People think that if you have unusual abilities, intuition, psychic bleed-through, whatever name makes them feel less twitchy about it, you must therefore be floating around in some perpetual state of spiritual composure. Absolute nonsense. It takes discipline to function when your brain can pick up things it has no business picking up. It takes practice. Ritual. Boundaries. Breath. Touch. Plants. Prayer, if that's your thing. Water. Salt. Silence. Motion. Intention.

I knew how to ground.

At least, I had.

Now my mind moved like a roomful of radios all set to different stations.

I took a sip of water and closed my eyes, trying to find the quieter current beneath the noise.

Instead, I got a hallway. Not this house. Another one.

Concrete underfoot. Fluorescent light humming overhead. The sharp chemical tang of gun oil and blood and fear. My own breath coming too fast. The violent shove of someone grabbing my arm. Kenneth's voice was somewhere to the left. A woman's laugh, low and wrong, cutting through all that chaos. Then the gunshot. Then another. Then impact.

My right shoulder flared so hard I nearly dropped the glass.

I opened my eyes and sucked in a breath.

"No," I said aloud.

The kitchen light buzzed.

I glared up at it.

"Not helping."

It went still. For a few seconds, anyway.

I set the water down and pressed the heel of my left hand against my breastbone, focusing on my breathing again. My grandmother would have told me I was leaking. My mother would have told me to hush, sit still, and listen properly because panic muddied the signal. Sandra would have said I was being dramatic and then watched me like a hawk until I stabilized.

Thinking of Sandra made something twist inside me that had nothing to do with the wound.

I hadn't spoken to her in days. Not because I didn't want to. Because I couldn't explain where I was, why I was there, or why I sounded like I was hanging on by my fingernails. Sandra and I were many things, but we weren't liars to each other when it mattered. We could omit, redirect, dodge, deflect, and weaponize sarcasm at Olympic levels, but when it actually mattered, we didn't pretend.

I reached for the water again. The phone rang. Not the regular house phone. The other one.

I froze so fast the movement sent another sharp spear of pain through my shoulder.

The phone kept ringing.

There were two phones in the safehouse. One was for logistics and instructions, and all the official nonsense. The other was for people who shouldn't have been able to reach me unless there was a darn good reason. That second phone didn't ring casually. It rang because somebody had found the right channel and somebody somewhere had allowed it.

It rang again. I stared at it like it might explain itself.

"Fine," I said. "Be obnoxious."

I crossed the living room and picked it up on the fourth ring.

"Hello?"

There was a pause.

Then Sandra's voice, dry as old paper and about as comforting as a slap with a frozen fish.

"Well. This is inconvenient."

My entire body went still.

"Sandra?"

"Yes," she said. "Hi."

I sank slowly into the nearest chair without deciding to. My heart started beating too hard. Not fast. Hard.

"What's wrong?"

Another pause. In the background, I could hear noise. Not much. A murmur. Movement. The kind of sounds that cling to institutional buildings, phones, doors, voices traveling through cinderblock, and old anger.

"You're going to want to sit down," she said.

"I am sitting down."

That part, at least, was now true. "Sandra, what happened?"

She let out a breath that crackled faintly over the line.

"I'm calling from the El Dorado County Jail."

The glass shade in the lamp behind me exploded.

It didn't shatter dramatically. It burst with a tight, violent pop, raining tiny, glittering pieces onto the rug.

I didn't move.

"Cindy?"

"I'm here."

My voice sounded strange to me. Too flat. Too careful.

Sandra, being Sandra, ignored the obvious and continued in that same maddening level tone. "Apparently, I've killed my roommate."

I closed my eyes.

The room tipped for one sickening moment, not physically but psychically, as if every object in the house had leaned toward me to hear what I'd do with that sentence.

"No," I said.

"I agree," Sandra replied. "It does feel a bit excessive."

"Sandra."

"I didn't do it."

"I know."

That came out before thought, before logic, before the part of me that knew the world ran on evidence and procedure and got things spectacularly wrong.

I knew.

Sandra could say a lot of things in jest, in irritation, in one of her droll little murder-fantasy monologues when somebody got on her last nerve. But actually, kill someone in cold blood? No. My sister collected grievances the way other people collected recipes. She narrated them with flourish. That wasn't the same thing.

"What happened?" I asked again, more quietly.

Her sigh this time carried fatigue under the sarcasm. "Lisa is dead."

I let that settle, though it didn't really settle anywhere. Lisa. The roommate. Nurse. Disaster on legs. She smoked too much pot, stole medication, made poor life choices like it was her profession, and had apparently become the centerpiece of a homicide investigation.

"How?" I asked.

"They haven't told me much that makes sense. Which is comforting. You know how I enjoy being included."

The old familiar rhythm of Sandra's voice almost undid me more than if she'd cried. Sandra, in trouble, still sounding like Sandra, was somehow worse. It meant she was holding herself so tightly together that I could hear the strain in the neatness of it.

"Where are you exactly?" I said.

"In a cell, Cindy. It's not glamorous. The décor is tragic. The company leaves a lot to be desired. Actually, not in a cell now, but I will be going back to it. Just because of my decades of service to the El Dorado County Sheriff's Department, I'm being given the chance to make an extra call."

I pressed my fingers to my forehead. "Do not get cute with me."

"I'm trying not to scream," she said, and just like that, the dry humor thinned enough for me to hear the truth underneath it.

My chest tightened.

"What are they saying?"

"That I had motive. Opportunity. Temper. And apparently an audience, because half the department seems to have overheard me at one point or another saying I was going to do Lisa in if she kept pushing me."

I could practically see her rolling her eyes.

"And did you say that?"

"Oh, repeatedly. To Stephanie. To myself. Possibly within hearing distance of every idiot who's ever lifted a weight in the sheriff's gym. I got creative with methods, too, which in hindsight seems unhelpful."

Despite everything, I almost smiled. That was my sister. Distressed, cornered, furious, and still capable of sounding as if she were reviewing the inconvenience of a delayed manicure.

But the hum in the room had changed. It wasn't just a hum anymore; it was pressure. The kind that comes before a storm when the sky itself feels swollen with intent.

The picture frame on the wall opposite me tilted.

"Cindy?" Sandra said again. "You still there?"

"Yes."

"You sound off."

"I've had a trying week or four, whatever."

"That so?"

Under different circumstances, I would have made a joke. I would have lied prettily. I would have given her enough to satisfy her without endangering either of us. But my shoulder was burning, and the room was watching me, and my sister was in jail, accused of murder, and all I wanted in that moment was to stop being on the wrong side of the country.

"I'm coming," I said.

That got silence.

Then, softly, "You don't even know what this is yet."

"I know you."

"You know me enough to know I attract nonsense."

"That too."

The corner of the coffee table gave a tiny tick, as if the glass had just contracted in the cold. Except the house wasn't cold.

"Cindy," Sandra said, and now there was something else in her voice. Not fear. Concern. For me. Because of course there was. "Where are you?"

Now it was my turn to pause.

"In New Jersey."

Another silence. Longer this time.

"That seems unnecessarily far away."

"It wasn't my first choice."

"Are you hurt?"

There it was. No wasted motion. No emotional clutter. Straight to the center.

I looked down at my right shoulder, at the line of bandaging visible above the collar of the oversized shirt they'd found for me, at the faint rusty bloom where the dressing had seeped through again.

"Yes," I said.

"How badly?"

"I'm not dead."

"That wasn't the question."

I closed my eyes and rested my head back against the chair. "I've been better."

"You've also been worse."

"I hate when you're reasonable."

"I save it for special occasions."

In the distance, somewhere else in the building where she was being held, a metal door slammed. I could hear voices, footsteps, then nothing clear.

"I need you here," she said.

Not dramatically. Not pleading. Just stating a fact.

Something in me lurched hard enough that the kitchen light burst with a bright white pop. The bulb went out. A second later, the one over the sink followed.

Sandra heard it. "What was that?"

"Nothing."

"Liar."

"Yes, well, I come by it honestly."

She didn't answer right away, and the mention of honesty and inheritance hung between us with more weight than I could stand.

I stood too quickly, immediately regretted it, and braced myself against the wall until the room stopped trying to leave without me.

"I'm coming," I said again.

"How?"

That was an excellent question.

The people who'd put me in this safe house weren't going to be thrilled by the idea of me hopping a plane cross-country while half-healed, emotionally unstable, and apparently prone to blowing up light fixtures.

"I'll work it out."

"You always say that right before things go catastrophic."

"That's a deeply unfair characterization of my process."

"It's also accurate."

I took a breath, then another, forcing calm into my bones through sheer will. It did not go willingly.

"Do they have a lawyer with you?" I asked.

"Yes. He's earnest, underqualified, and smells like copier toner. I'm trying not to be mean to him."

"Try harder."

"I'm in jail, sister. My patience has limits."

A tiny laugh escaped before I could stop it, and the relief hurt almost as much as the bullet wound.

"Don't talk to anyone without counsel present. Don't speculate. Don't explain. Don't try to be helpful."

"I know."

"I mean it."

"I know, Cindy."

I swallowed. "I'm coming to get you out."

"All right."

She hesitated.

Then, very quietly: "Just come."

The line went dead.

I stood there holding the phone for several seconds after she was gone, listening to the silence rush back in and fill the house.

Then I set the phone down with exaggerated care, suddenly afraid of what might happen if I didn't.

My shoulder throbbed. My head was full of static. Sandra was in jail. Lisa was dead. And somewhere just beyond my reach, the whole miserable chain of cause and consequence that had landed me in this safehouse was still dragging behind me like barbed wire.

I turned slowly and surveyed the damage.

Broken lamp. Cracked glass. The picture frame still hanging crooked on the wall. Tiny glittering shards on the rug.

"Wonderful," I said to no one.

The air in the room changed.

That was the only way to describe it. A subtle shift, like a door opening somewhere you couldn't see. I felt it before I heard the footsteps in the hall outside, before the knock came, measured and composed.

Not one of the field people, then. They knocked like they were serving warrants or trying to break your door frame.

I knew who it was before I opened it.

Mrs. White stood on the other side, immaculate as ever in a pale suit that probably cost more than my first car, her blue black hair arranged so perfectly it should have required permits. She looked like control personified. Like old money, old secrets, and a kill order wrapped in silk.

Her too-blue eyes swept past me into the room, taking in the damage in one glance before settling on my face.

"Well," she said mildly, "I see you've had a call."

I stepped back and let her in.

"Funny how you people always know everything before I do."

"That's one of the things you've always disliked about us."

"One of many. By the way, do you ever keep the same hair color or eye color for more than a few months?"

She moved into the room like she owned it, while ignoring my rudeness. In a sense, I suppose she did own the safehouse. Everything about the safehouse belonged to someone else. The couch, the walls, the food in the refrigerator, the phone in my hand, the very idea that I was here at all. Even my own time no longer felt mine entirely.

Mrs. White stopped beside the shattered lamp and looked down at it. No flinch. No surprise. Just assessment.

"You're escalating," she said.

"I'm having a difficult afternoon."

"Yes."

Her gaze returned to me, cool and impossibly calm.

"Your sister needs you."

It wasn't a question.

Something hot and ugly flashed through me. "Don't use that tone with me."

"What tone?"

"That one. The one that pretends you care while you're calculating outcomes."

Her expression didn't change, but something in her eyes did. A flicker. Pain, maybe. Or memory. It vanished too quickly for me to trust it.

"I do care," she said.

That annoyed me even more, because some small, treacherous part of me believed her.

I folded my arms, then winced and dropped them. Apparently, I'd forgotten I'd been shot. "Sandra's in jail."

"Yes."

"She's accused of murder."

"Yes."

"I'm going to California."

Mrs. White studied me for a long moment, then nodded once, as if we were discussing the weather and not whether they'd let a wounded psychic former asset with frayed control get on a plane.

"I assumed you would say that."

Of course she had.

My mouth tightened. "Then you know I'm not asking."

"No," she said. "You rarely do."

There it was again. That strange undertow of familiarity. Not in the words so much as the way she said them, like she knew me from some older, less formal place. It pricked at something inside me, some half-buried recognition I was far too tired to trust.

I shoved it aside.

"What's the catch?"

"There is always a catch, isn't there?"

"With you? Yes."

She glanced around the room once more, at the failed light bulbs, the cracked holder, the tilted picture. "You are not fit for unsupervised travel in your current condition."

"I wasn't asking for a medical opinion."

"You are physically compromised, psychically unstable, emotionally reactive, and still recovering from significant blood loss. I'm sure your pride finds all that offensive, but facts rarely consult pride before arriving."

I stared at her. "Did you come here to be helpful or unbearable?"

"Yes."

I almost smiled at that and hated myself for it.

She stepped closer, lowering her voice, though there was no one else in the room to overhear. "Cindy, you may go help your sister. In return, there will be conditions."

Of course there would be.

Still. California. Sandra. Movement. Action. A chance to stop sitting in this house like a live wire in tasteful surroundings.

"What conditions?"

"We'll discuss them once transportation is arranged."

I laughed once, sharply. "No. That's not how this works. You don't get me halfway across the country and then slide terms across the table."

Her eyes held mine.

For one brief, disorienting second, something on her face shifted. Not visibly, exactly. More like the feeling of seeing someone you know beneath another person's features. Impossible and immediate.

Then it was gone.

"I've always trusted you to come home when it mattered," she said quietly.

The words landed in me like a strike.

My breath caught.

I knew that phrase.

Not from her.

From somewhere much older. Softer. A kitchen full of evening light. My mother's voice. The smell of rosemary and clean laundry. A hand smoothing hair off my forehead when I was little and too full of terrible certainty about the world.

I blinked hard.

Mrs. White's expression had already returned to polished neutrality.

"Pack what you need," she said. "We leave within the hour."

She turned and walked toward the door as if that settled it.

I stood in the middle of the ruined room, my shoulder pounding, my mind ringing, the ghost of my mother's voice moving through me like a current I couldn't catch.

Then the picture frame flew off the wall and shattered against the floor.

Mrs. White paused with her hand on the knob, but didn't turn around.

"Try," she said, "not to bring the house down before we depart."

The door closed behind her.

I looked at the glass glittering all around me, at the dead lights, at the phone, at my shaking left hand.

Then I whispered into the silence, "Sandra, what the heck have you gotten us into now?"

And because the universe has an unfortunate sense of humor, the last intact bulb in the living room blew out.

Darkness dropped around me all at once.

I stood there in it, breathing hard, and knew with perfect clarity that whatever waited for me back in Placerville was not going to be the worst thing following me home.
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Chapter 2 - Mrs. White
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The car was quiet in the way expensive things tend to be, as if someone had taken the concept of sound and removed everything unnecessary, leaving only what couldn't be engineered out without compromising function. The door closed behind me with a soft, decisive seal. For a moment, I just sat there, aware of my shoulder, my breathing, the steady hum that had taken up residence somewhere behind my thoughts, and then something far more immediate.

Food.

It sat across from me in a low, matte container that gave nothing away except the fact that someone had expected me to notice it. Not as a courtesy. As a necessity.

Mrs. White didn't look at me. "You'll want to eat."

"I always want to eat," I said, reaching for it. "That's not a diagnostic indicator."

"You're expending energy at an accelerated rate."

"That's a very polished way of saying I'm about to eat everything within reach."

"That is accurate."

I opened the container and paused, not out of restraint but out of recognition. Whoever had put this together understood food in a way that suggested they'd either worked in a proper kitchen or had the good sense to hire someone who had. The chicken was still warm, not reheated but held, the skin lightly crisped and brushed with something that smelled faintly of rosemary and garlic. Small roasted potatoes were tucked beneath it, edges browned just enough to give way to something soft and almost sweet inside, and a handful of greens that hadn't been treated like an obligation.

I took a bite.

Salt first. Then heat. Then something layered beneath it that made the whole thing feel deliberate rather than assembled.

I didn't bother pretending restraint after that.

"You people continue to surprise me," I said, already reaching for more.

"We prefer to keep you functional."

"I am extremely functional when fed."

"That has been observed."

I finished the container faster than most people would consider polite. I set it aside with the faintest trace of regret. My body acknowledged the intake and immediately demanded additional resources, which felt both excessive and entirely reasonable under the circumstances.

"I'm going to need more than that," I said.

"There is additional food on the aircraft."

"Good," I replied. "Because that wasn't a meal. That was a warning."

Her mouth moved just slightly. "You are not expected to pace yourself."

"Excellent. I never do."

The car turned, smooth enough that I felt it, more than saw it, and the shift sent a quiet ripple through my awareness. I closed my eyes briefly and checked.

The hum was still there. Contained. Watching.

I opened my eyes again. "How long?"

"Minutes."

"Good."

Because the longer I sat still, the more likely something inside me would decide movement was optional and escalation was not.

The car slowed, then turned again, and even before we stopped, I could feel the change in the air. Cleaner. Less saturated with other people's noise. Private.

Of course it was.

I stepped out and drew in a breath that actually felt like it belonged somewhere, sharp with cold and clean in a way the safehouse had not been. For a moment, just a moment, things aligned.

Then Mrs. White spoke behind me. "Try not to wander."

"I don't wander. I meander with purpose."

"You do both. Neither is helpful."

I didn't argue. There are moments when arguing with Mrs. White is productive. This wasn't one of them.

The aircraft waited ahead, understated in a way that suggested it didn't require acknowledgment to justify its existence. No excessive markings, no attempt to impress. Just presence.

I climbed the stairs, ignoring the pull in my shoulder, and stepped inside.

The difference was immediate.

Not just space, though there was plenty of it. Not just quiet, though that was there too. This was curated. Controlled in a way that extended beyond furniture and into practiced intention.

There were people.

A man near the front glanced up as we entered, his gaze moving over me once, efficient and contained, cataloging what he needed without lingering. He looked away just as quickly.

Professional.

A woman seated farther back acknowledged me with the smallest possible nod, her posture straight, her attention sharp without being intrusive.

Also, professional.

And then there was a third.

He stood near the galley, broader than the others, less contained in his posture, his attention more openly curious. Not careless, not untrained, but not particularly inclined to defer without reason.

I noticed him noticing me.

That was interesting.

I moved past him and into the galley without waiting for an invitation.

The difference between what had been in the car and what was in front of me now wasn't scale so much as range. Someone had anticipated variables. There were containers of food that suggested multiple cuisines, multiple preferences, multiple contingencies. Charcuterie arranged with quiet precision, thin slices of prosciutto, a darker cured meat I suspected was bresaola, small rounds of something sharper that might have been well-aged salami. A wedge of brie sat at the center, softened just enough to yield without collapsing, accompanied by slices of pear that had been treated with enough care to keep them from browning. I didn’t care that my poking and prying might offend anyone on the plane. They were not relevant to me and my food needs.

There were also less refined options, which I appreciated. A wrapped stack of something that smelled distinctly like tacos, not the real ones I would normally demand, but the kind that reminded me of my teenage years, and, somewhat inexplicably, a small box that I recognized immediately as coming from a place that had no business being on a private aircraft and yet absolutely did.

"Is that Taco Bell?" I asked.

The man behind me hesitated. "Yes."

I nodded, satisfied. "Good. I respect the range."

I built a plate without hesitation, charcuterie first, because priorities, followed by a generous portion of brie, which I spread across a
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