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    Max Kane weaved his way through the Reno casino, the lights and bells of hundreds of slot machines testing his patience. Occasionally he would catch a glimpse of himself in the mirrors behind bars, and he’d question his reason for being here. He had let his hair grow a little longer than how he had worn it for twenty years in the military. But he had maintained his muscle tone and guessed he could still pass any PT tests. 
 
    Usually he took on cases with his sister Robin, but this was a simple missing person with a high probability of quick success. A 50-year-old Iranian man from Portland with a shady past had hired him to find and return his 20-year-old daughter to him. Now, Max was all about personal responsibility and liberty. He told this Iranian that when he found the girl, and she told him she didn’t want to come back, he would respect her wishes. After all, she was an adult. 
 
    That was three days ago. Max had tracked Firuzeh first to Medford, Oregon, before getting a lead to the Bay Area of California and then to Reno, Nevada, his home state. Reno and Vegas were places where young men and women could start over and reinvent themselves. Jobs in the casinos were almost always available, since turnover could be quite high. It was a place to get lost. 
 
    He had gotten word from a friend that Firuzeh Gilani had changed her name to Destiny and was using the social security number of a five-year-old child from Carson City. Max guessed the little girl wouldn’t need the number for a few years. In the meantime, Firuzeh would add to the little girl’s benefit that might never be available by the time she retired. 
 
    He caught up with Destiny in a high-end slot section a short distance from the craps tables. First, he sat at a machine and had the young lady bring him a free beer. He gave her a couple of bucks for her effort. Firuzeh was wearing a skimpy black outfit that accented her fine body from top to bottom. He figured she could have used the name Destiny like all the other girls in Nevada, and she could have stripped for a living. But cocktail waitresses could easily make six figures in the better casinos. All they had to do was endure leering eyes and the occasional lewd comments. Management didn’t put up with physical contact, so the young ladies were relatively safe while on the premises. 
 
    When the young woman came around again, Max engaged her in conversation. 
 
    “You would think they would let you wear practical shoes on the job instead of those high heels.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I’m just glad for the job.” 
 
    He handed her a five dollar bill this time, and she thanked him profusely. 
 
    Before she went away, Max said, “Your father sent me to find you.” 
 
    Her eyes got wide and she started to bolt away. But Max caught her arm and said, “I’m not here to hurt you or bring you back to him.” 
 
    “My father is a pig,” she said. “Please let go. Security will come.” 
 
    “Then answer one question.” 
 
    She looked down at his hand holding her wrist. “Alright.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back to Portland?” 
 
    “Hell, no!” she said with conviction. 
 
    “He will send someone else if you don’t resolve this with your father.” 
 
    Before she could say anything else, a man wearing a red polo shirt that said Security in black rushed over toward them. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Max said. “I can help you.” He let the young woman go just as the security guy got within a few feet. 
 
    “Don’t touch the women,” security said. 
 
    That was security’s smart move. The wrong move was when security tried to grab Max’s arm. Max caught the young man’s wrist, twisted it to the point where the man’s arm might pop out of the socket at the shoulder, taking the man to his knees in pain, and begging for release. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Firuzeh pled. 
 
    “If I let you go, will you be a good boy and go back to your office?” Max asked. 
 
    The young security officer nodded his head. Max let him go. 
 
    “We were just having a conversation,” Max said. “I wasn’t hitting on a girl half my age.” 
 
    Security tried to shake the pain from his right arm and shoulder. “Is that right?” he asked Firuzeh. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “He was looking for someone who looked like me. But I’m not her.” 
 
    Two more security officers approached. Max squared up to all three, knowing the worst they could do to him was use pepper spray or a Taser. He had been exposed to both during his special forces training, and he had learned to overcome the pain to endure. Max also knew that casinos would only deploy these measures if they were certain their words to leave the premises would not be followed. It wasn’t good for business to zap or pepper spray unruly customers. It kind of put a damper on the festive nature of losing all that money. 
 
    Max decided it was best not to embarrass more security guards. So, he left the casino, went to his Ford truck, and called his current client. 
 
    Saeed Gilani was a Portland businessman of diverse endeavors, from car dealerships to high-tech communications equipment sales. And those were his on-the-books businesses. Max had traveled from his home in Northern Nevada to Portland days ago, meeting with Gilani in his mansion in the hills overlooking the downtown of the Rose City. The opulence of the place had gotten Max to dig further into Saeed Gilani. He had found out the father had moved to the U.S. with his parents at a young age in 1979, during the fall of the Shah and the country drifting back to the Dark Ages. That told Max nearly everything he needed to know about the man. His father had to have been one of the rich and famous in that country, since only those with influence had gotten out with anything more than their lives and a suitcase.  
 
    “You found her,” the Iranian father said. 
 
    “I will soon,” Max said. “But, as I told you, if she doesn’t want to come back to Portland, I’m not dragging her kicking and screaming. I could be charged with unlawful detention and kidnapping across state lines. Both federal felonies.” 
 
    Heavy sigh. “I understand. But you need to make sure she knows that we will cut off her inheritance if she doesn’t return.” 
 
    Max guessed that Firuzeh didn’t give a crap about her father’s money. “When I find her, I’ll make sure she knows.” 
 
    “Where are you?” he asked. 
 
    Hesitating for a second, Max said, “The Bay Area.” 
 
    “You could make sure she gets on a plane to Portland.” 
 
    This guy wasn’t getting it, and Max was about to tell the Iranian that he was done. “Give me a couple of days. I’ll talk with Firuzeh and see what she says.” 
 
    “Thank you. You will get a bonus for your quick work.” 
 
    Max didn’t need incentives. He needed the truth. He hung up and checked his watch. He had already found out when Firuzeh got off work, and that she didn’t own a car yet. So, she was either getting a ride to work with a friend, taking the bus, or one of those online ride shares. 
 
    He waited in his truck for an hour until her shift ended, and he almost missed her coming out of the casino, since she was wearing normal street clothes. She went directly to a bus stop across from the casino. 
 
    Max approached her cautiously, knowing she would probably freak out when she saw him. Which she nearly did, pulling pepper spray from her purse. 
 
    “I will use this,” Firuzeh said. 
 
    He raised both hands and said, “And it wouldn’t be the first time. Trust me, I’m not the enemy. If your father sends some unscrupulous assholes to get you, they’ll throw you in their trunk and haul you back to Portland. I just want to talk. There’s a coffee shop right across the street. A lot of people for witnesses.” 
 
    She put her hand back in her purse, but she kept the pepper spray in her grasp. “A cup of coffee. You can expense it to my father.” 
 
    “Deal,” Max said. 
 
    They crossed the street, went into the café, and sat at a booth in front of a large window. Neither of them said a word until their coffee mugs were filled. 
 
    “My father is a piece of crap,” Firuzeh said. “He’s all about controlling women. My younger brother is lucky. At least he has the right equipment for our family.” 
 
    “What about your mother?” he asked, knowing the answer. 
 
    “She killed herself in Portland two years ago. Stepped in front of the light rail train in Beaverton. Killed instantly.” 
 
    Max had read the newspaper report before taking the case. “I’m so sorry. I lost both of my parents in accidents.” 
 
    “Hers was no accident,” Firuzeh assured Max. “She was escaping my father.” 
 
    “I only met him for a moment,” Max said. “So, I can’t make a proper assessment.” This wasn’t entirely true. Max’s first impression was that of nearly-complete disdain. Perhaps he should have said no to finding this young woman. But he was a sucker for lost causes. 
 
    “Do you know why he wants me to come back?” 
 
    Max shook his head. 
 
    “He plans to force me to have my genitals mutilated. Then I am to marry a man who is forty-five.” 
 
    “I turn forty soon,” Max said. 
 
    “Really? But at least you’re hot and in great shape. This man is a bald, fat pig. You wouldn’t have to cut off my clitoris to make sure I won’t enjoy sex with that man. I would never enjoy it.” 
 
    He liked this beautiful young woman. “I have a job to do,” Max said. “But I told your father I will not force you to come back.” 
 
    “Are you a man of your word?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m retired military. All I have now is my word. If you lose your integrity, you can never get it back.” 
 
    She touched his hand and said, “Thank you, sir. For your service and for your honor.” 
 
    “I will not tell your father you are here in Reno. I told him you’re in the Bay Area. But there’s a good possibility he’ll send someone else after you. And I can’t guarantee the next guy will act with integrity. Like I said, you might end up in the trunk of a car. Pepper spray is a good first step. But you might consider buying a gun. After all, this is America.” 
 
    “And Nevada.” She smiled at him. 
 
    “You can make a lot of money at the casinos, but it might not be the final answer for you.” 
 
    “I know. I’m going to UNR next fall.” 
 
    “Good for you.” He got up, put money on the table for the coffee, and started to leave. “I could give you a lift to your place, but it might be better if I didn’t know where you lived.” This was the only lie he had told her, since he already had the address to her apartment. 
 
    “I’m fine with the bus,” she said. “I’m buying a car next week. A used, beat-up Toyota from a co-worker.” 
 
    “Oh. One more thing. Your father said that if you don’t come back, he’ll cut you out of his estate.” 
 
    “I want nothing from him,” she said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I’ll let him know you’ll be staying in the Bay Area.” He smiled and left her alone in the café. 
 
    He got back to his truck and decided not to call the Iranian for a couple of days. Better to keep that man in the dark for a while. 
 
    Max got into his truck and started driving. Once he got onto Interstate 80, it would be 330 miles to his place in Wells, Nevada. The way he drove he could be there in about four hours, or sometime just after midnight. 
 
    Two hours later, he pulled in for gas in Winnemucca. He guessed he finally got cell service, since a number of messages came through. They were all from his sister, Robin. She didn’t normally call or text this often, so something must have been up with her. But she didn’t leave a message. Only texts saying to call when he could. 
 
    Before he got back on I-80, he called Robin. 
 
    “What’s up, sis?” he asked. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Winnemucca. On my way home. Why?” 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh. “Are you working on something?” 
 
    “I was. It’s done now. Do we have a case?” 
 
    “You could say that. Is there any way you can come to Salt Lake?” 
 
    During his twenty years in the Air Force, he had not really been there for his sister. Since then, he tried to help her in any way he could. They were twins. Had a connection. And, after the death of both of their parents, they had no other family. They only had each other. 
 
    He checked his watch. “I’m guessing I’m about five hours from Salt Lake. But I should stop by my house to get some clothes.” 
 
    “It’s not that urgent,” she said. “Get some rest tonight and try to get here by noon. I’ll take you out to lunch at my favorite Thai restaurant.” 
 
    She knew that he worked for curry. Nice ploy, sis. 
 
    He agreed and started heading east again. She was awfully cryptic, he thought. That was strange for her. Robin was usually very straightforward with him. 
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    Robin Kane couldn’t sleep all night. Finally, at about five a.m., she got out of bed and drank some coffee. When she finally got sick of that, she switched to diet coke to keep her mind moving. What was eating at her? The results she had gotten from her DNA test. 
 
    Growing up in the small northeast town of Wells, Nevada, her parents had told her that they were the last of the Kane clan. Her grandparents were long gone, and neither of her parents had siblings. There were no great holiday dinners with raucous crowds of adults drinking too much and screaming children. It had always been just Robin, her twin brother Max, and her parents. When her father died in a mining accident, Robin was only sixteen. Two years later, her mother died in a car accident on Interstate 80. For the past twenty-two years, it had only been Robin and her brother. 
 
    Now, she glanced at the computer screen at her DNA results. She only took the test because she knew so little about her heritage. Robin had been told that they were mutts—mostly German and Irish. But, as far as she knew, DNA did not lie. Yesterday, before she called her brother, she had even called the DNA testing facility to verify that she had gotten the right results. They assured her the results were all hers. 
 
    She was Irish. About twenty percent. German? Yes, but only twenty percent. The majority showed up as southern Italian. There was also about five percent Jewish. But that wasn’t the biggest revelation for her. 
 
    Her brother showed up a little before eleven a.m. Considering all the driving he had done the night before and that morning, he looked more refreshed than her. 
 
    She gave him a big hug and let him into her condo. Robin was living on the tenth floor of a downtown Salt Lake condo complex, with a nice view of the Wasatch Mountains. She liked living in her condo. There was a gym and swimming pool on the sixth floor, and the building had twenty-four-hour security. Plus, she wasn’t much of a green thumb, and she had never been into yard work. 
 
    “Wait. How did you get into the building?” she asked Max. 
 
    “The woman at the front desk buzzed me in,” he said. “I guess I have an honest face.” 
 
    “No. Mildred has an eye for younger men.” 
 
    He took off his boots and plopped down on her leather sofa. “I was promised Thai food. But first you need to tell me about the new job. Who died?” 
 
    For the past couple of years, ever since her brother got out of the Air Force, the two of them had teamed up to help solve cases that had slipped through the cracks. Max had spent the first ten years of his Air Force career in special operations as a combat air controller, imbedded with Marines, Navy SEALs and Army special forces. The last ten years of his career, after going through Officer Training School, were spent as a special agent with the Air Force Office of Special Investigations. He was charged with investigating everything from financial crimes, to murders, and even counter espionage. But for some reason, still unknown to her, he had retired as a captain and was hanging out in limbo with her and their online investigation service. 
 
    She sat next to Max on the sofa and opened her laptop, bringing up her DNA test. “On a whim, I had my DNA tested,” she said. 
 
    He quickly viewed the ancestral break-down. “Is this accurate?” 
 
    “Yep. I even called them yesterday to verify.” 
 
    “Italian? How would our parents not know this?” He sat back against the cushion, an expression of doubt on his face. 
 
    “You’re right. But according to the DNA folks, we got fifty percent of our Italian heritage on our paternal side.” 
 
    “I was no math major,” Max said. “But that means dad was one hundred percent Italian.” 
 
    “Making his entire paternal and maternal line Italian,” she concluded. 
 
    “But mom also gave us some Italian,” Max said. 
 
    “Right. Italian, German and Jewish came from her.” 
 
    Max simply shook his head. 
 
    “That’s not all,” she said. “This is why I wanted you to drive over.” She pulled up another part of the report, which showed known relatives and their relationship to Robin. 
 
    Leaning forward for a look at the screen, Max twisted his gaze toward his sister. “Those are first cousins and an uncle.” 
 
    “If you scroll down more, you’ll see second cousins in Italy. One’s in Rome, another in Naples. But the majority are from Calabria.” 
 
    “That’s down in the toe, right?” 
 
    “You know your geography,” she said. 
 
    “It helps that I deployed out of Aviano in the north of Italy and the Navy base in Sicily a number of times.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a while. Max looked stunned by the news. Kind of the way she felt yesterday, she thought. 
 
    “Let’s get that Thai food,” he said. “Then we’ll come back and figure out what to do.” 
 
    The Thai restaurant was only two blocks from Robin’s building, so they walked downtown in the mid-day sun. For late April, the flowering plums would have normally been through with their pink display, but spring was coming late to the Rockies. The rivers were still flowing strong with the recent snow melt. 
 
    They sat and ordered and tried to wait without discussing the current situation. 
 
    Finally, Max said, “I must say that I’m completely confused. If I had known we were Italian, I might have started eating better pasta earlier in my life.” 
 
    “Wells is not a hotbed of Italian restaurants.” 
 
    There were exactly zero Italian restaurants there, in fact. The closest one was in Salt Lake, some one hundred and sixty miles away. 
 
    “Why do you suppose dad didn’t have us eating pasta growing up?” she asked. “I mean, I know some Italian families in Salt Lake. They all have their favorite family recipes.” 
 
    “Good question, sis.” 
 
    Their food came and they each ate a bowl of curry chicken—Max had the red and Robin the yellow. When they were done, they paid and wandered back to her condo complex. 
 
    As they entered the front reception area, Robin ran into a lawyer friend of hers, who lived on the sixteenth floor. 
 
    “Is this your new boyfriend?” her friend asked. 
 
    Max laughed. “Only if this is West Virginia.” 
 
    “This is my twin brother, Max,” Robin explained. “I told you about him.” 
 
    The woman waved her hand. “That’s right, you did. But you downplayed the level of hotness. Shame on you.” The cougar undressed Robin’s brother with her eyes, looking for an entry to pounce. 
 
    Robin and Max went up the elevator with this woman, who could not stop talking. Robin was happy when they finally got off on her floor. 
 
    They got back into Robin’s condo and Max said, “She’s pretty hot. But she needs to put something in that mouth.” 
 
    “Trust me. She does. We call her the barracuda in the office. She has a voracious appetite, especially for younger men.” 
 
    “That leaves me out,” he said. 
 
    “She’s in her mid-forties. Never been married. No kids.” 
 
    “That’s you in five years.” 
 
    “I was married and tried to have kids,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry, sis.” 
 
    Robin sat on the sofa again and opened her laptop. “It was embarrassing the way she looked at you. Like a piece of meat.” She pulled up her DNA test again and said, “Okay, back to work. What do we do about this?” 
 
    Max seemed to be in deep thought. Finally, he said, “We’ll check on the uncle first. He would have some knowledge of our father.” 
 
    “Pasquale Borelli? Does that mean our name should be Borelli?” 
 
    “That’s the only name we have so far. So, you’re probably right. It also means we know nothing about our parents. Our whole life was a lie. Let me do some quick research on this guy.” 
 
    Robin crossed her arms over her chest. “I didn’t want to do that until you got here. That’s more your area of expertise.” 
 
    While Max did his thing on her laptop, she paced back and forth in her two-bedroom condo, her anxiety heightened by all of the soda and her lack of sleep. But her brother was a calming presence to her. If anyone could understand what was going on, it was Max Kane. Or maybe Max Borelli, she guessed. 
 
    After only an hour, where her brother had texted someone during the process, and gotten a number of answers, Max finally sat back in the sofa. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    “If this Pasquale Borelli is our uncle, maybe we don’t want to find him,” Max said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “When he was eighteen, he was in some trouble with the law.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Assault.” 
 
    She let out a deep sigh and said, “Since then?” 
 
    “Seems to have cleaned up his act. He did some time in the Army. Now, he lives out east, is married, and has two children.” 
 
    “The first cousins that showed up on my DNA test.” 
 
    “Two of them. The other one is from a family named Aldo. Their mother was a Borelli.” 
 
    “Our aunt on our father’s side,” Robin said. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Max said. “I sent all of the information to a friend.” 
 
    Robin smiled. “You mean NCIS Special Agent Martina Lopez. You can say it. I know she came to visit you a couple of months ago.” 
 
    “A month ago,” he corrected. 
 
    “You never mentioned how that went.” 
 
    “It was fine,” he said coyly. 
 
    “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “How much time can you take off?” 
 
    “As you know, my work is flexible. Why?” 
 
    He raised his fists in the air and said, “Road trip. We’re heading to Vermont.” 
 
    She was hoping he would be as excited as her to take on this investigation. It had bothered the both of them their whole life that they were the last of the Kane clan. Now, with a quick search by her brother, they had direction in their life. How would it be to know someone with their blood? Her excitement was overwhelming. 
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    Christina Borelli owned the best coffee shop in Bennington, Vermont. Which was quite an accomplishment for a thirty-two-year-old single girl with an English degree from nearby Bennington College. She was an attractive woman with raven hair and the well-proportioned body of someone who didn’t overindulge with food or drink. Some might consider her a mousy bookworm, but Christina took that as a compliment. She was comfortable in her skin, and she didn’t feel compelled to let others know what she was like under her bulky jeans and heavy sweater.  
 
    Roma Coffee Shop sat in an old brick building that had been a bank up until thirty years ago. Christina had exposed the high ceilings, painting it black, along with the red brick, which still had bullet holes from a bank robbery in the 1930s. The robbery story added charm to the place, she thought. 
 
    It was nearly ten in the morning on a Friday, and Christina sat in a far corner sipping a tall Illy cappuccino—the best Italian coffee she could get her hands on without paying an arm and a leg. 
 
    Christina cycled through her emails and saw one from the company where she had taken her DNA test. She had been extremely busy recently, and she had avoided all but personal emails from her close friends and relatives. But this one had an interesting title, mentioning that she had relative matches. It was probably one of her relatives in Italy, she guessed. She had already been linked to her father, which was a no-brainer, since she had forced him to spit in the tube. Her other link was for her first cousin in Lebanon, New Hampshire—Frank Aldo. She had also talked Frank into taking the test. Deep down she wasn’t sure if the DNA tests were legitimate, so convincing her father and cousin to take the test was a test of her own. Her brother Bobby had also taken the test, and his results showed up on her page as well. 
 
    Clicking on the Relative Section, she saw there was a first cousin link for some woman named Robin Kane. She thought back through her family tree and tried to come up with a Robin, but she came up blank on that name. 
 
    She picked up her phone and texted her cousin Frank: ‘Do you know a first cousin of ours named Robin Kane?’ 
 
    A couple of seconds later she got a response from Frank. ‘No such person, cousin. Why?’ 
 
    Instead of typing in again, she hit the call button and waited. 
 
    “Holy crap,” her cousin said. “I didn’t know you knew how to speak.” 
 
    “Funny boy,” she said. “Are you still living free or dying?” 
 
    This was a constant conflict of theirs. He was a gun fanatic and she was opposed to anything that could kill. There was enough violence in the world, she guessed. But, if anyone should own guns in this country, she guessed that her cousin Frank and her father should be those people. 
 
    “That’s right, girl. Are you shaving your legs yet?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s uncalled for. I shave. I just don’t like being told to do so by a patriarchal society.” 
 
    “Hence the reason you’re still single.” 
 
    “We’re both thirty-two,” she said. “Did I miss the invitation to your wedding?” 
 
    “Can we get back to the issue at hand? I actually work for a living.” 
 
    He was right this time. Frank owned his own electrical company, a skill he had learned during his six years in the Navy. And her ‘work’ was more of a passion for coffee that paid her with modest profit. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Back to this Robin Kane. You have no idea who she is?” 
 
    “Not a clue. And I’ve done extensive background on our family tree.” Frank hesitated. Then he said, “What if she’s the bastard child of one of our dead uncles? I’ve heard stories about them being some horn-dogs.” 
 
    Christina knew about two of her uncles from Boston dying in their early twenties, so that was a possibility. 
 
    Frank continued, “Where is she from?” 
 
    “The program doesn’t tell us that. But there is an email for her.” 
 
    “Do we really want to know?” he asked. 
 
    “My mom just came through the door,” Christina said. “I can ask her.” 
 
    “Let me know. I have to get back to work.” 
 
    “Don’t zap yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t burn your lip with your coffee.” 
 
    She shook her head, but she waited too long to provide another jab. She lifted her chin at her mother, who stood in line waiting to order her normal coffee. 
 
    Jackie Borelli wouldn’t have looked sixty-years-old if she didn’t let the gray come in to her normally blonde locks in a couple of long streaks. Christina knew her mother still had a nice figure under her practical professorial clothes. Her mother was a full professor of Environmental Studies at Bennington College. Because of her relationship to that institution, Christina had gotten most of her degree paid for her. Which was a good thing, since the tuition there was ridiculously high. Why did socialist institutions of learning always charge so much for tuition? That was beyond her level of knowledge. 
 
    Her mother got her coffee and wandered over, sitting across from Christina. 
 
    If Christina leaned to the left, her mother was a full-on, card-carrying socialist. It was hard owning a coffee shop and not believing in competitive capitalism. She provided the best coffee in town, and her socialist friends were willing to pay for this product. The more she paid in taxes, the more she started seeing her cousin Frank’s perspective—not to mention her right-wing father, who seemed to hate the government more than some of the anarchists she knew in town. 
 
    “They charged me full price,” her mother said. “I thought I was still getting these free. You look well.” 
 
    Translation? Christina wore too much make-up. “You look comfortable, as usual. Nice sweater.” 
 
    Her mother rubbed the gray sweater covering her healthy breasts. “Locally sourced fine wool from free-range Merino sheep from a Sunderland farm. Handcrafted on an eighteenth-century loom by a little grandmother named Esther.” 
 
    “That had to cost you a fortune,” Christina said. “Enough to feed a small Peruvian village for a week.” 
 
    “Are you making fun of me?” her mother asked. 
 
    “Just a little. I imagine most sheep run free in a pasture.” 
 
    “One would certainly hope so.” 
 
    Christina wondered now if there really was an Esther. “You’re not teaching this morning?” 
 
    She sipped her coffee and then said, “My students are in the field this morning with graduate assistants. They’re studying the impact of global warming on the local bee population.” 
 
    “Bobby might be interested in those results,” Christina concluded. Her little brother was a beekeeper and maker of honey up north near Manchester. 
 
    “I see you still sell his honey here,” her mother said. 
 
    “I have a hard time keeping it on the shelves.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a minute. Christina saw that business was heavier than normal for a Friday. 
 
    “You look like you have something to tell me,” her mother said. “Are you finally coming out as a lesbian?” 
 
    “I told you. I like men. It’s just hard to find a real man in this town. Most sit down to pee.” 
 
    “Trust me. That’s not a bad thing. Easier to clean the toilet. So then, what is it?” 
 
    She always had a hard time keeping anything from her mother. And it wasn’t like she needed to do so. Jackie Borelli encouraged her to experience sex with both genders, and she was a huge advocate of drinking and smoking pot. 
 
    “Do you know anyone named Robin?” Christina asked. 
 
    Her mother shook her head. “No, why?” 
 
    “You know I took the DNA test recently. I got a hit on a close relative.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “First cousin. A woman named Robin Kane.” 
 
    Her mother took a sip and a dribble of coffee dropped onto her locally-sourced wool sweater. Christina handed her mother a napkin, which she used to dab the moisture. 
 
    “I see you’re still using paper napkins,” her mother said. 
 
    “It’s cheaper than cloth,” Christina said. “And is much less negative to the environment than washing all of that cotton.” 
 
    “Hmm. Have you talked with your father about this Robin person?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “The only possible explanation is either a glitch in their system, or one of your uncles fathered a bastard child before dying.” 
 
    She had never gotten the full story of how her uncles had died. That was a subject off-limits in their family. 
 
    Her mother finished off her coffee and stood up. “I do have papers to grade this afternoon. We should do dinner this weekend. I know of this great little restaurant that’s part of a B&B a few miles out of town.” 
 
    Christina hesitated. 
 
    “My treat,” her mother said. 
 
    “A dedicated socialist opening her purse? I can die now.” 
 
    Jackie smiled and said, “Spreading the wealth. Marx would be so proud.” 
 
    Then her mother wandered out of the coffee shop. 
 
    Christina went back to her laptop and pulled up the sparse profile of her newfound cousin. There was no image or address, other than an email. So, she typed a quick message to her supposed cousin and clicked send. What harm could it possibly do? 
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    Max and Robin had traveled for days across America on I-80, and they were now in Pennsylvania heading north on I-81 near Scranton. Rain pounded the windshield of Max’s Ford pickup. 
 
    Robin sat in the passenger seat quietly checking her email on her phone. 
 
    “What’s the news,” Max said. “Stock market up or down?” 
 
    “Since when do you care about the markets?” 
 
    “I could probably do just as well putting my money on black or white at the casino roulette table,” he said. This wasn’t entirely true. What money he had in the market was held in ETFs that tracked the S&P 500. 
 
    “That lawyer you met the other day in my condo building.” 
 
    “The cougar?” 
 
    “The barracuda. Anyway, she wants me to help her on a drunk driving charge.” 
 
    “She got picked up?” 
 
    “No. A young man. Probably one of her boy toys. I told her no. She knows I don’t deal with those.” 
 
    He had heard this before from her. “They have ride share apps to prevent these things.” 
 
    “Right. But that’s not the interesting one. I’m a little dumfounded by this email I just got,” she said. 
 
    He waited for her to talk as he tried his best to see through the mist of highway water thrown up by 18-wheelers. 
 
    She continued, “It’s from a woman named Christina Borelli. Theoretically, our first cousin.” 
 
    “She must be the daughter of the uncle we’re heading to see.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Where’s she from?” 
 
    “Not sure. But her area code is 802. That’s Vermont.” 
 
    They had already tracked down their uncle, Pasquale Borelli, along with his address and land line in the 802-area code just outside of Bennington, Vermont. 
 
    “How long until we get there?” 
 
    Robin clicked through her phone and said, “A little over three and a half hours, depending on this weather.” 
 
    “You’re not ready to tell her we’re heading there right now,” he said. 
 
    “No. But I sent her my number in case she wants to contact me.” 
 
    “It might be better to come in stealth and talk with the one who might be our uncle.” 
 
    “You still don’t believe in DNA?” she asked. 
 
    DNA wasn’t the problem, he thought. As a federal agent, he had used the technology a lot to put criminals away. As far as he knew, the process was nearly infallible. “I’m just not sure about their database. If humans are involved, errors can be made.” 
 
    “If our father did have a brother, why didn’t he tell us about him?” 
 
    That was his concern as well. “He must have had a good reason. I don’t think his assault charge would have caused our father to shun him for life.” 
 
    They both heard her phone buzz. 
 
    “It’s a text from her.” 
 
    “What she saying?” 
 
    “She’s confused like us.” Robin smiled and clicked on her phone. 
 
    This went on for the next two hours. Based on what Robin told him, they were both being extremely cautious and coy, not wanting to give away too much information. The rain had given way to partial clouds as they headed north toward Albany, New York. 
 
    “You could just call her,” Max said. 
 
    “I’m getting what I need. Her mother and father are divorced, but both live in the area. She has a younger brother who’s thirty. He lives up north and is a beekeeper and honey producer.” 
 
    “What does she do?” 
 
    “Owns a coffee shop in downtown Bennington. I’ve been to the website. It looks really cute.” 
 
    “I could use some coffee about now,” he said. 
 
    “Should we go there?” 
 
    “I’m guessing we’re about an hour out. Did you tell her about me?” 
 
    “I said I had an older brother.” 
 
    “By less than a half hour. What else did you tell her?” 
 
    “Not much. She did most of the disclosure. But she said her mother is a college professor locally. Her dad is retired and lives alone. I think we should go see this Christina first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She said her dad is a bit crazy. A right-wing recluse.” 
 
    Sounded like his kind of people. “Yeah, we might not want to surprise him.” 
 
    “My thoughts also.” 
 
    “Call her,” he insisted. 
 
    Instead, she pulled up a photo of Christina and turned her phone toward her brother. “She’s cute, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. She could lose the nose ring, though.” 
 
    “It’s a nose stud. I like it. She’s also got a number of tats.” 
 
    “I’m guessing she has a Mao and Che T-shirt in her dresser also.” 
 
    Robin shook her head. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because we’re going to the People’s Republic of Vermont,” he said with derision. “A bunch of Marxists and hippies live there. Never mind. Don’t call her. We should go in for coffee and see if she’s there.” 
 
    His sister reluctantly agreed with him. But for the next hour she did continue to text Christina Borelli, making sure she was still at work in her coffee shop. 
 
    They rolled into Bennington around five p.m. Max parked a block from the center of town, with a view of the Roma Coffee Shop ahead of them. 
 
    “Do we go in together?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Might as well,” he said. “Get a read on her. Where’s our hotel from here?” 
 
    “North of town. Toward Bennington College.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go.” 
 
    “This is exciting,” she said. 
 
    They got out and walked the short distance to the coffee shop. Not many patrons were drinking coffee on this Friday evening—only two women near the front window, and a young man who had a stack of college text books next to his laptop. None of them even looked up when they entered. Only the dark-haired woman behind the counter with the nose stud. He hated to admit it, but she was tall like Robin, and had similar cheek bones. And Robin was right, she had tats on her shoulders—a dragon on her left shoulder and a tiger on her right shoulder. Very tasteful, he thought. 
 
    Robin ordered a large cappuccino and Max ordered an Americano with two shots. 
 
    When the young woman was done with their drinks, she set them on the counter. Robin paid and then said, “I don’t want to freak you out. But I’m Robin Kane. And this is my brother Max.” 
 
    Christina looked a little freaked out. Like she was a cat cornered by two dogs and was looking for a way to escape. She went to a back room and brought out another employee to cover the counter. Then she came around the counter and went immediately to Robin, giving her a long hug. 
 
    Max put out his hand to shake, but Christina ignored it and gave him a hard, long hug also. 
 
    “I’m blown away right now,” Christina said. “Please, sit at the corner table.” 
 
    The three of them took seats, with Max up against the wall like he liked it. He let the two girls jabber while he took in everything they said. 
 
    “I took the DNA test on a whim,” Christina said. “We had always heard we had cousins in Italy, which we found, but we had no idea we had American cousins. Other than those here in Vermont, New Hampshire and the Boston area.” 
 
    “So, we have a lot of cousins here?” Robin asked. 
 
    “I told you about my brother up north,” Christina said. “You also have an aunt in New Hampshire. Well, she lives with her husband most of the time in Boston. They have a lake home up by Lebanon. My cousin Frank is an only child. He lives on the edge of Hanover and Lebanon.” 
 
    Max stretched his arms from the long drive. 
 
    Christina’s eyes got wide. “You have a gun. Are you a cop?” 
 
    “Retired military,” Max said. “A former federal agent.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service,” Christina said. “My cousin Frank spent six years in the Navy. He’s always packing. Says it’s his God-given Constitutional right.” 
 
    “I’ll have to meet him,” Max said. 
 
    “Maybe we can get him to drive down for the weekend. He owns an electrical company.” 
 
    Robin said, “That’s impressive that the two of you own your own companies at such young ages.” 
 
    “You didn’t say how old you two are.” 
 
    Max glanced at Robin. 
 
    “We’ll be forty in about a week,” Robin said. 
 
    “You’re twins? That’s so cool. Our two uncles who died before I was born were twins.” 
 
    “How did they die?” Robin asked. 
 
    “They were shot and killed at a Boston restaurant.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Robin said. “What were their names?” 
 
    “Giuseppe and Giovanni Borelli. We were thinking maybe you were related to one of them. Either that, or my aunt has some explaining to do.” 
 
    “Maybe we should talk with your father,” Max said. 
 
    Christina had a confused look on her face. “How did you get here so fast? I didn’t even think about that.” She picked up her phone and checked something. “Where is area code seven, seven five?” 
 
    Robin took this. “Nevada. We were already heading this way to see your father when you emailed me. We grew up our entire life thinking we were the last of the Kane clan, since both of our parents are dead. I took the DNA test to try to understand my heritage, and I was blown away when I saw that I had cousins and an uncle.” 
 
    Christina wiped away a tear from her right eye. “Alright. Let’s go see papa.” 
 
    As their cousin went to the counter to tell her employee she would be leaving, Max leaned into his sister and said, “I like her.” 
 
    “So do I,” Robin said. 
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    Max and Robin followed their cousin out of town. Christina was driving a silver Prius with its right tail light out, so she wasn’t hard to follow. By now, darkness shrouded the Green Mountains in a palpable pall of gloom, the rain from earlier shimmering off the fresh, new leaves of spring. 
 
    As the Prius pulled into a private drive that warned of repercussions for trespassing, blinding lights suddenly flashed on. 
 
    Max turned his truck and backed into a spot of low wet grass, leaving him the possible escape if needed. His training kicked in, even though this was supposed to be a friendly uncle. 
 
    “Are we okay?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Yeah. The guy is cautious. I don’t blame him.” He waited for his cousin to get out of her squirrel-powered car and then he did the same, stepping down from his truck. 
 
    Robin met him around the back of the truck. “This is a little like Deliverance.” 
 
    She was being over-dramatic, he thought. But he calmed her with a hand against her back. 
 
    Christina waved her hand at the front porch and the door suddenly opened. 
 
    Standing before them was a man in sweat pants and a New England Patriots T-shirt, his hands grasping a fully-loaded tactically-configured AR-15—similar to the way Max had his own gun rigged up. Max’s had more recent sights, but the guts were the same. 
 
    Max and Robin accompanied their cousin up the stairs to the wooden porch. Max wasn’t sure what to expect, but what he found was a place of pride. Out front was a tall flag pole with two lights shining up at the stars and stripes. The house itself had to be more than a hundred years old, but it was freshly painted white with dark green trim and shutters. 
 
    Christina said, “Papa, sorry to come without calling. I did text, though.” 
 
    “I just looked at that,” the father said. “Who are these folks?” 
 
    “Sir, I’m Max Kane, and this is my sister, Robin.” He reached his hand out to shake. 
 
    Their supposed uncle hesitated. Then he held the AR-15 with his left hand and reached out his right to shake with a firm grip. Then he shook Robin’s hand as well. 
 
    “Can we come inside?” Christina said. “You’ll want to sit down for this.” 
 
    With a shift of his head, the father let them pass into his house. The inside was as immaculate as the outside. The place resembled a fine Colonial bed and breakfast, with antiques placed precisely about the main living room. 
 
    Christina took off her shoes, so Max and Robin followed her lead. 
 
    “What are you packing?” the father asked Max. 
 
    Max raised his shirt and said, “Glock nine-mil.” 
 
    “Austrian,” the man said, shaking his head. “I would expect a military man to go American.” 
 
    Glancing about the room, Max finally saw a number of old Army memorabilia—from the man’s discharge to photos of him as a younger man in uniform, and finally to a purple heart displayed. 
 
    “Thank you for your service, Mister Borelli,” Max said. 
 
    “Call me Pasquale,” he said, setting his rifle in a corner by the door. “You folks want something to drink?” 
 
    “I could use a beer,” Max said. 
 
    “Diet coke if you’ve got it,” Robin said. 
 
    “Young lady, you don’t need diet coke,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “That’s why,” Robin said. “I think I’m addicted to the stuff. If I drank regular coke, I’d be two hundred pounds.” 
 
    Pasquale said, “I’ve got cold regular.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    He started for the kitchen, a hitch in his stride, and stopped. “Tell me you don’t drink European beer also.” 
 
    “Anything but light beer.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking. What’s the point of that?” 
 
    The father and their uncle wandered off and Max noticed a slight favoring of his right leg. 
 
    Once he was gone, the three of them took seats in the living room. Max and Robin took the sofa and Christina took one of the lounge chairs. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” Robin asked Christina. 
 
    “Papa likes straight-forward talk,” Christina said. “Let me tell him.” 
 
    Pasquale came back with three Budweiser bottles and a regular coke in a can. He handed the drinks around and then took a seat in his chair, which was a bit more worn out than the rest of the furniture in the room. 
 
    Christina didn’t even take a drink before she said, “Max and Robin are twins. Remember that DNA test we took recently?” 
 
    “Jesus, girl. I’m sixty with full faculties.” 
 
    “I know. Anyway, these two came up on my relative list as first cousins.” 
 
    Her father sipped his beer and glanced at Max sideways. “Unless your Auntie Anna popped out twins without our knowledge, that seems unlikely.” 
 
    “DNA doesn’t lie, Papa.” 
 
    Now Pasquale turned to Max and Robin, looking them over from top to bottom. “Jesus Christ. The boy looks just like one of my brothers. Almost black hair. Same muscle structure and shoulders. And the girl. What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Robin.” 
 
    “You look just like a girl from Boston I once knew,” Pasquale said. 
 
    Max took his sister’s hand. 
 
    “Which brother, Papa?” Christina asked. “Giuseppe or Giovanni?” 
 
    Pasquale shook his head. “This can’t be true. Do you have a picture of your parents?” 
 
    Robin reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. After a little flipping, she pulled up some images. First, she brought up a picture of her father from their youth. He was standing overlooking a mine next to a massive yellow earthmover. She handed the phone to Pasquale, who seemed stunned. 
 
    “If you flip to the left, you can see our mother,” Robin said. 
 
    Pasquale did so, and his eyes widened again. Then he handed the phone back to Robin. 
 
    “You know our parents?” Robin asked. 
 
    Their uncle nodded his head slowly. “Those photos are old. Are they still alive?” 
 
    Max took this question. “My father died in a mining accident twenty-four years ago, when we were sixteen. My mother died in a car accident two years later. Until a few days ago, we thought we were the last of the Kane family.” 
 
    A tear formed in the right eye of Pasquale, which he promptly wiped away with the back of his hand. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Didn’t know what?” Robin asked. 
 
    “About the two of you,” Pasquale explained. “What name did your father use?” 
 
    “My father’s name was Brad Kane,” Max said. 
 
    “And your mother?” 
 
    Robin said, “Judy Kane.” 
 
    Pasquale shook his head and took a long drink of his beer. “Your father’s name was Bruno Borelli. Your mom’s name was Hedy Ryan before she married your dad.” 
 
    Max had run this exact scenario through his mind for the past couple of days. To have it come true was almost like a movie unfolding in his brain. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Max asked. 
 
    Laughing, Pasquale said, “I know my own brother.” 
 
    “But Papa,” Christina pled. “You never mentioned an Uncle Bruno.” 
 
    “We couldn’t,” Pasquale said. “We had to assume they were dead.” 
 
    “What?” Now Max was confused. 
 
    “Your dad was a Marine,” Pasquale said. “A tough son of a bitch. You look just like him, Max. How did you serve?” 
 
    Max explained his jobs in the Air Force, from combat controller to OSI special agent, retiring as a captain. 
 
    “That makes perfect sense,” Pasquale said. “Combat controllers are badass mother fuckers. Pardon my French. Your papa was Force Recon in the Marines. I was Airborne in the Army. Got shot in some unknown battle that never hits the papers in a country nobody can find on a map. Based on the look on your face, you saw some shit.” 
 
    Max said nothing. 
 
    Robin said, “Silver Star, two Bronze Stars with Valor, and three Purple Hearts.” 
 
    Pasquale reached his hand out to Max with newfound respect. They shook longer this time, and then his uncle said, “Your father would have been really proud of you, Max. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “I was just doing my job,” Max said. He never liked to think of his actions in combat as anything more than that. 
 
    “What about our mother?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Hedy? She was a fine woman. Took bookkeeping out of high school. Most of her family are cops in Boston.” 
 
    “We have relatives on that side?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah. I haven’t kept track of all of them. Hedy’s younger brother Curtis owns a bar near Logan. His kids are both cops.” 
 
    Robin was speechless. 
 
    Max said, “Can you tell us why they ended up in Nevada?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Pasquale said. “I assume they were in witness protection. Seriously, we all thought they were dead.” 
 
    A thought came to Max. “How did your other brothers die?” 
 
    “They were minding their own business in Boston and got gunned down eating Sunday pasta at their favorite restaurant,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “Was my father there?” Max asked. 
 
    “Your father was in the Marines. He came home on leave for their funerals.” 
 
    “And my mother?” 
 
    “I think she was in school at the time. Business school.” 
 
    Robin leaned forward. “Why do you think they were in witness protection?” 
 
    “The Italians and the Irish ran Boston back then,” Pasquale said. “You were either a cop or a robber.” 
 
    Max let out a heavy breath of air, unsure if he was hearing things right. “So, what you’re telling me is our family is a bad cliché.” 
 
    “Not so bad,” Pasquale said. “Your mother had both Italian and Irish blood. We heard she was placed into the families as an FBI informant. One of her brothers was up on charges too long to explain, and he ended up back on the streets after your mom and pop disappeared. He could have gotten out, but he was killed in a shoot-out a couple years later. It’s pretty well known that your mom turned on the families.” 
 
    “The Italians or the Irish?” Max asked. 
 
    “Maybe both. Your dad got out of the Marines and married your mom. But Bruno refused to join the family business.” 
 
    “What about you?” Christina asked. “And why am I first hearing about this now?” 
 
    “I was the youngest boy,” Pasquale said. “Bruno put my ass in the Army and told me to stay away from the family. When I got out, I moved up here and met your mom. She was a smarty-pants college girl. I stayed in the Army National Guard for my twenty while I worked at the physical plant at Bennington. Now I’m collecting a pension from both. End of story.” 
 
    “What about Auntie Anna?” Christina asked. 
 
    “Don’t get me started with the asshole she married.” 
 
    “Uncle Francesco?” 
 
    “Francesco Aldo is a piece of human excrement,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “He’s always been nice to me,” Christina said. 
 
    “He’s a capo in Boston. Expected to take over as soon as his pop bites the dust.” 
 
    “Does cousin Frank know this?” 
 
    “Frankie has nothing to do with his dad or that business,” Pasquale said. “He’s a good boy. For a sailor.” He smiled broadly after that last jab. 
 
    “Do you have any old photos of our parents?” Robin asked. 
 
    “We didn’t take a lot of photos back then. Not like today, where everyone takes photos of their damn meal before eating. Funny they don’t take a picture of their crap on the other end. Before and after. You two want another drink?” 
 
    “I’ve been driving all day,” Max said. “We have to get to our hotel.” 
 
    “You could stay here,” Pasquale said. 
 
    Max said, “That’s very kind. But we shouldn’t impose on you.” 
 
    Christina said, “He has a guest room and my brother Bobby’s room. I could even stay here in my old room. I’ve learned more about our family in the past thirty minutes than I’ve learned in my thirty-two years.” 
 
    Max glanced at Robin, who shrugged. 
 
    “Cool,” Christina said. “I’m really looking forward to learning more about you two.” 
 
    Max was thinking the same thing, but then his former federal agent mind kicked in and he felt a bit anxious. What he had learned about his parents was disturbing to say the least. 
 
    In the end, though, their evening was no more or less uncomfortable than staying at a B&B with strangers. 
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    In the morning, Max woke up at his normal six a.m. and quietly made his way downstairs in his strange surroundings. 
 
    Pasquale was reading something on his iPad, his cheater glasses down his nose and his dark eyes viewing Max over the top. “Figured a former military guy would be the first up. Coffee is self-serve. Cups are above the pot.” 
 
    “I’ve tried to sleep in, but my body just won’t allow it.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    Max got his coffee and sat at the kitchen table with his new uncle. “Thanks again for the bed and the beer. I’ll have to replenish your supply.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that, Max. I don’t get many visitors.” 
 
    “Christina kind of alluded to that.” 
 
    “Look around you, son. I’m surrounded up here by a bunch of Commies. I feel like bitch-slapping them right out of their damn safe spaces. There isn’t a damn safe space in America without the U.S. military.” 
 
    “You got that shit right,” Max said. 
 
    Pasquale turned his iPad toward Max. “The word is out on you and your sister. Thank your cousin Christina for that. I’m not much into these social networking sites. I get too pissed off at all the whining babies. Then I spout off and tell the truth and get called a fricking Nazi. These little pansy-asses around here don’t seem to understand that Hitler and his ilk were socialists. You know the difference between a socialist and a communist? Marketing.” He laughed at his own joke. 
 
    “History is a funny thing,” Max said. “Unfortunately, those teaching it in college are Marxists.” 
 
    “Jesus H. Christ. Where the hell have you been for forty years? You think just like your old man.” 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    “Sure as shit, Max. Hey, I need to show you something. Top off your coffee and follow me to what I call the library.” 
 
    Max filled his cup and raised the pot to Pasquale. 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    He followed his uncle through the living room into a back room that was filled with books on two walls. The wall behind a desk was taken up by a real fireplace—the second in the large house, along with the one in the living room. 
 
    Max stood in the middle of the room and waited as his uncle got onto his knees and glanced through his book collection. 
 
    “Here we go,” Pasquale said, pulling out an old paperback. He stood up and handed the book to Max. 
 
    It was an old western novel by Max Brand. “What about it?” 
 
    “Look inside.” Pasquale smiled. 
 
    Max opened the cover of the book and saw the name Bruno Borelli in pen. 
 
    “That was your dad’s book when he was a kid. He loved Max Brand and he was a big fan of the western U.S. It makes perfect sense that he moved to Nevada and named you Max.” 
 
    He had heard about the author, but his father didn’t read much while Max was growing up. He guessed his father was too busy working long hours at the gold mine. 
 
    “This is pretty cool,” Max acknowledged. 
 
    “I was thinking about your sister’s name last night also,” Pasquale said. “Obviously they weren’t allowed to use old family names, but your mom was best friends with a girl named Robin who died very young. Hedy could have named your sister after this friend.” 
 
    Did he dare to ask how this Robin died? “How?” 
 
    “Not what you might think. She died in a car accident when she was around fifteen or sixteen. Tell me about your dad’s death.” 
 
    “We were sixteen and our mom showed up at school,” Max said. “There had been a mine accident. Heavy equipment rolled onto him, killing him instantly. They said he saved a couple of other guys in the process. But we never really got a good answer from the company.” 
 
    “Where is he buried?” 
 
    “In Wells, Nevada. My mom is right beside him. I live in the old family home.” 
 
    “Your sister said she was a lawyer living in Salt Lake,” Pasquale said. “Do you get to see each other much?” 
 
    “For twenty years in the Air Force I only saw her on leave. But we’ve been working together investigating crimes that the police have written off for the past two years. We have a crowd-sourced website and Robin has applied for non-profit status.” 
 
    “Non-profit? Jesus, she isn’t one of those lefties, is she?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Max said. “She’s more of a constitutional libertarian conservative.” 
 
    “That about covers my own feelings. I want government to stay the hell out of my business. Although I despise abortion, I don’t want to take that right away from the ladies. And as far as I’m concerned, we should have nuked the middle east years ago and made it into a parking lot. Let them eat sand. We got enough oil in our country from Alaska to Texas to cover our needs.” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir, uncle. You mind if I call you uncle?” 
 
    “That’s what I am. You can call me uncle or Pasquale. Your choice.” 
 
    “Christina seems kind of on the edge,” Max said. “She doesn’t exactly strike me as a socialist.” 
 
    “You’re reading her right. She’s had to drink the Kool-Aid a little around here, but I think she’s coming around. She has to kick dirty hippies and homeless out of her coffee shop daily. And she sees what the government takes in taxes. Makes it hard to stay afloat. She’s got a good head for business, though. And a heart of gold.” 
 
    “She never married.” 
 
    “Not yet. She said it’s like fishing a pool of piranhas with carrots on the hook. All the boys around here piss sitting down.” 
 
    Christina had already mentioned that, now Max knew where she probably got the idea. 
 
    “You haven’t been married?” Pasquale asked him. 
 
    “No. For twenty years I never stayed in one place long enough to meet a good woman.” 
 
    “I hear that. There’s also a lot of bad ones out there. What about your sister?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he should be the one to talk about Robin, but he guessed that wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    “She was married to a Mormon for a few years,” Max said. “When she found out she couldn’t have children of her own, that was a deal-breaker for her ex.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” Pasquale hesitated, in deep thought. “I’m surprised my ex allowed herself to get pregnant,” he said. 
 
    “Christina said she teaches college.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s one of those damn Marxists you talked about, spewing all kinds of lies to her students.” His iPad suddenly dinged and he pulled up a camera. “Speaking of the devil. She’s here.” 
 
    Max followed his uncle to the front door, finishing the last of his coffee in his mug. 
 
    His aunt stood on the front porch and tried on an uncomfortable smile to see how it felt. It was painful. She was wearing nice jeans and a Patagonia jacket over a sweater. She had let some of her hair go gray, as if she had placed it in all the right places to bring distinction. 
 
    “Where’s your broom?” Pasquale asked. 
 
    “Shut up and let me in to see my nephew and niece,” she said, shoving past her ex-husband. She examined Max like a piece of meat at the market. Very little marbling, she must have thought. 
 
    She introduced herself as Aunt Jackie and gave Max an uncomfortably long hug. “Where is your sister?” 
 
    “It’s Saturday,” Max said. “I guess she’s sleeping in. Still on Mountain Time.” 
 
    Jackie glanced at her ex-husband with contempt and said, “I guess he didn’t make you a cappuccino with the machine we bought him for his last birthday.” 
 
    “This was very good,” Max said. 
 
    “It’s the Italian blend from Christina’s coffee shop,” the aunt said. “She spent a semester abroad in Italy and came back with her suitcase full of coffee. And the rest is history.” She raised a paper bag and added, “Come on. I’ll make you a proper cup of coffee.” 
 
    She headed toward the kitchen and Max stood in silence. 
 
    Pasquale leaned in and said, “Careful. I believe her to be a witch.” 
 
    Jackie rummaged around in her former kitchen, pulling a cappuccino machine from a lower counter and setting it up. In a few minutes, before she could start making the coffee, cousin Christina showed up in sweats and a Bennington College T-shirt. 
 
    “Let me make that,” Christina said. “Mom makes them too strong.” 
 
    Jackie sat at the table and Max took a seat across from her. He watched his cousin brew his cappuccino like the professional barista she was, and she even put a cool leaf design in the foam before placing the cup in front of him. 
 
    His cousin waited for him to take his first sip, which he did. “This is fantastic,” he said. “You’re gonna ruin me for all other coffee.” 
 
    “You can buy this blend online,” Christina said. “Do you have a machine?” 
 
    “I make cowboy coffee in Nevada,” he said, just as his sister entered the kitchen. 
 
    “His coffee is as thick as molasses,” Robin said. 
 
    Jackie stoop up and introduced herself. Then she gave Robin a massive hug. “My gosh, you are stunning,” the aunt said. “And look at her figure. I wish I had nice boobs like that.” 
 
    “Mom,” Christina said. 
 
    “Sorry about my ex-wife’s indiscretion,” Pasquale said. “She thinks because she’s a Communist she can say whatever she wants.” 
 
    “First of all,” Jackie said, “I’m a democratic socialist.” 
 
    “Same thing,” Pasquale reasoned. “You can cover a dog turd in frosting, but it doesn’t make it a donut.” 
 
    Max held back a smile. 
 
    Jackie shook her head. “This is why we got a divorce.” 
 
    “We got a divorce because you were screwing your students,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “Allegedly,” Jackie said, a finger in the air. 
 
    “Literally,” Pasquale mouthed. 
 
    Christina was done with the second cappuccino, which she handed to Robin. “Here you go cousin. I hope you aren’t put off by our bickering.” 
 
    Robin held the cup of coffee in both hands. “It’s kind of refreshing. Since our parents have been gone, life has been rather quiet.” 
 
    Her cousin rubbed Robin’s shoulder, like a mother to a daughter. Then Robin took a seat next to Max at the kitchen table. 
 
    Christina went back to making her cappuccinos. 
 
    “Anyone game for bacon and flapjacks with real Vermont maple syrup?” Pasquale asked. 
 
    Everyone agreed to that. 
 
    When Max and Robin were alone with their aunt at the table, she leaned across the table and said quietly, “I knew your parents before they went away. We need to talk.” 
 
    “Pasquale told us last night,” Max said. 
 
    “Even he doesn’t know everything,” Jackie whispered. 
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    They ate a great Vermont breakfast, talking mostly about family and the old times. Max was somewhat intrigued by what his aunt had said, but she had not followed up on her claim to know more than her ex-husband. At least not until they were all done with breakfast and Jackie said she had something in her car for Max. 
 
    He followed her out onto the gravel drive where her own Prius sat. It was nearly identical to her daughter’s car, silver and all, but this one was much newer. 
 
    Jackie leaned into her car and came out with a thumb drive, which she handed to Max. “You’ll find some important information about both of your parents on that.” 
 
    “My uncle told me about the possible witness protection situation,” Max said. 
 
    “Good. But that’s just part of it. I knew your mother before she married your father. Just look over the information and let me know what you think.” 
 
    Max nodded his head. Now he was even more intrigued. 
 
    “Has Christina talked about getting together with the family this weekend?” 
 
    “She mentioned something about that.” 
 
    “Will you please consider it? My son works a little north of here, and he has a place available for a get-together. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Before she let Max say yes or no, the professor got into her car and drove away. 
 
    Max turned to find Christina approaching from the house. She had put on her jacket and some rubber boots to her knees. 
 
    “I hope you’ll excuse my mother,” Christina said. “She definitely has her opinions.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Max said. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    “I was hoping we could take a walk down by the river,” she said. “It’s beautiful on a dewy morning.” 
 
    He agreed and together they walked down a path that had been mowed wide enough for a vehicle, with fresh grass and clover coming up. Dew dripped from the blades of grass and shimmered with the rising sun. 
 
    “How much land does your father own,” he asked. 
 
    “Eighty acres,” she said, and then picked a piece of grass and put it in her mouth. “A tributary of the Walloomsac River flows along the back side of the property. That river eventually crosses into New York a short distance from here. From there it flows into the Hoosic River, which connects to the Hudson. My Papa likes to take a whiz in the river and says he’s sending his piss to New York City.” 
 
    “Your dad reminds me of my father.” 
 
    “He’s a trip. A very good man with what some around here would call extreme views.” 
 
    “He’d fit right in to northeast Nevada,” Max said. Then he reached down to the leaves of a tree and felt the dew. “We don’t get much dew where we live.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s high desert and too dry. We do get it at higher elevation. Like my cabin in the mountains.” 
 
    “You own a cabin?” 
 
    “It’s not much,” he said. Then he pulled out his phone and brought up some pictures of the last time he was there. 
 
    Christina flipped through the photos slowly, admiring each image. Finally, she stopped on one and said, “Is this your girlfriend? She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    He looked at the phone and saw an image of himself with Martina Lopez, an NCIS special agent who had come to visit him recently. They had connected during a case he worked in Corpus Christi, Texas. 
 
    “She’s a friend,” he said, taking back his phone. 
 
    “Hispanic, right?” 
 
    “Puerto Rican mostly. She’s a federal agent.” 
 
    “So, you worked together?” 
 
    “For one case,” he said, leaving it like that. 
 
    Soon, they came to a small stream, where little fish were rising for flies. He wished he had his ultra-light fishing rod right now. It was in the truck, but he would also need an out-of-state license. Plus, he wasn’t even sure if it was fishing season here. 
 
    “I had a long talk with my mom last night,” Christina said. 
 
    “Yeah?” He guessed she had something to get off her chest. 
 
    “I wanted to know why they never told us about your father,” she said, a hint of disappointment in her voice. 
 
    He simply listened. 
 
    “She didn’t have a good answer for me,” Christina said. “I knew about my two uncles dying a long time ago, but they always made it sound like a random shooting. Now, I’m not so sure.” She glanced at him with sad eyes, as if he would have the answers she sought. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Christina. I didn’t even know about any of you until days ago. Maybe my father would have eventually told me once I was older. But he died when I was only sixteen.” 
 
    “Are you sure his death was an accident?” 
 
    Since last night, evil thoughts had entered his mind, and he had thought that they were simply coming from his former profession as a federal agent. “Why? What else could it have been?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I just find it strange that both of your parents died in accidents.” 
 
    “Two years apart,” Max said. 
 
    She took his hand in hers and a tear formed at the corner of her right eye. “What if they killed your father and let your mother live with that pain. Then they killed her to give you and your sister pain. Mom said that’s how they work.” 
 
    Wow. He wasn’t sure what to say to that. “I don’t see it,” he finally said. “And it’s too late to look into it. My dad died twenty-four years ago. My mom twenty-two.” 
 
    “Haven’t forensics changed since then?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course. But look at my mom. She was driving back from work after a night shift at a casino. They say she fell asleep at the wheel. Her car was destroyed, and by now it has been recycled. If someone ran her off the road, there would be no way to discover that after all these years. And my father died when a work vehicle rolled over him. Even if I could talk with people from the mine, I’m not sure I could learn anything new. Sometimes it’s best to let things go, Christina.” 
 
    “But what if there was a chance?” she asked, squeezing down on his hand. 
 
    “I would want someone to pay,” he said. 
 
    “Did my mother give you the thumb drive?” 
 
    “Yes. What’s on it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “She wouldn’t tell me. It wasn’t until I mentioned that you were a former federal agent that she decided to give it to you.” 
 
    “I’ll look it over,” he agreed. 
 
    “Thanks. Now, what about tonight? My brother Bobby works for this really cool estate about twenty-five miles north of here. He really wants to meet you and Robin.” 
 
    “I’m game,” he said. “We came here specifically to meet any and all relatives. Truthfully, we weren’t even sure that this was all real.” 
 
    “We’re real,” she said, and then gave him a big hug. She pulled away and said, “I wish we had known each other when we grew up. I feel like we’ve missed so much.” 
 
    He was feeling the same way. Part of him was pissed off at his parents for keeping the family away from him. He needed to get Robin alone to see how she felt. As if his sister knew what he was thinking, he got a text from her, asking where he was and what the plan was for the day. 
 
    “Your sister?” Christina asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You seem to have a deep connection.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that’s common with twins.” 
 
    She smiled and almost said something. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Why don’t I meet men like you around here?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re looking in the wrong places.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You might be right. It’s hard to like a man in Birkenstocks with a man bun.” 
 
    “You could come out west for a visit,” he said. “I’ll introduce you to some guys in cowboy boots.” 
 
    “That might be too much for me to handle.” 
 
    He laughed. “There’s a country western song that talks about saving a horse and riding a cowboy.” 
 
    She slapped his arm, almost identical to how his sister smacked him. “You’re as bad as my Papa.” 
 
    “I guess we’re related.” 
 
    “You sure are.” 
 
    They walked quietly back to her father’s house. It wasn’t until the return trip that he realized the old farmstead sat on a hill. 
 
    Robin was waiting for them on the front porch. “Did you have a nice walk?” 
 
    “She was showing me Pasquale’s property,” Max said. “Her old stomping grounds.” 
 
    Christina went inside. 
 
    Robin said, “I need something in the truck.” 
 
    He pulled out his keys and started to hand them to her, but she grasped his arm and led him to the truck. 
 
    “It’s in the back,” she said. 
 
    He found the key to the topper over his bed, and he opened the back end. Then he lowered the gate. “I thought you had everything in your bag,” he said. 
 
    She moved close and whispered, “I do. Listen, I don’t know what’s going on here. But something isn’t right.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” he asked. 
 
    “I saw Aunt Jackie give you something. Then the walk with our cousin.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he assured her. 
 
    “I overheard Uncle Pasquale talking to someone on the phone last night. It didn’t sound like nothing. He was arguing with someone. About us.” 
 
    “Did he use the land line or his cell phone?” 
 
    “I think the land line.” 
 
    “I’ll check into it,” he said. “Did anyone talk to you about tonight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They want us to go north to an estate where cousin Bobby works. They say it’s a really nice place where the family can get together. I said we’d consider it.” 
 
    “It might be a good idea to meet everyone,” she concluded. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” he said. 
 
    Robin went back toward the house and Max glanced at the safe he had bolted to the bed. Inside that gun safe were his long rifles and a couple more handguns. He also carried his passport and some cash in there. Just in case. 
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    Max and Robin got the address for the place they were going near Manchester, Vermont. Before leaving town, they loaded up a cooler with beer in the bed of his truck. 
 
    Now, cruising up the highway and following the GPS lady’s voice, Max glanced at the lush Green Mountains to the east. By western standards, these mountains were more like foothills. Yet there was a great deal of beauty in them, and he guessed they would be spectacular with the changing colors of the leaves in the Fall. 
 
    “It looks like a squall might be coming in from the Adirondack Mountains to the west,” he said, gazing out the side window. 
 
    Dark clouds swirled high above the hills, but rain had not started to fall yet, giving them plenty of visibility to enjoy the Green Mountains. 
 
    Robin was on her phone again. She said, “The weather app says just light rain tonight, but the winds are expected to be heavy.” 
 
    He was used to wind out west, where only the terrain of the mountain ranges protected them somewhat. But Max guessed those mountains acted more like the wings on a plane, curling the winds over the sharp edges and speeding it up. Although they didn’t normally have tornadoes in Nevada, their winds could easily reach gusts of a hundred miles an hour. 
 
    “Will you talk to me, Max?” she asked. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “This new-found family of ours. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Do you want a breakdown of each person we’ve met so far?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I only concern myself with blood relatives, like Uncle Pasquale and cousin Christina. Jackie is not blood.” 
 
    True. Max knew that many families didn’t make this distinction, but in their case, it might be appropriate, since they didn’t grow up knowing all of them. There was no emotional attachment to the non-relatives. With blood relations, though, Max was seeing his own father in Pasquale. In the case of Christina, he couldn’t help but see her similarities to Robin. 
 
    “I like Pasquale,” Max said. 
 
    “Of course, you do. He’s you in about twenty years.” 
 
    “What about Christina?” 
 
    “I like her. She’s very open and a warm soul.” 
 
    He had to agree. “She reminds me of you.” 
 
    “We look nothing alike.” 
 
    “You don’t see it?” he asked. “You both have almost black hair. She’s at least five eight.” 
 
    “I’m five nine.” 
 
    “On a good day.” He smiled at her. 
 
    “For a woman, that’s pretty tall,” she surmised. 
 
    “Understand. But I was thinking more of voice inflection, facial expressions, and non-verbal cues,” he said. “You don’t see the similarities?” 
 
    “Maybe. Now that you’ve mentioned it, I’ll keep an eye out for these cues you talk about.” 
 
    “As an investigator, my job was to read people. Many can hide what they say, but they can’t hide how they react non-verbally.” 
 
    “Good point. I guess I should defer to you on these matters.” 
 
    Max’s phone buzzed and he saw that a text had come in. His phone was in a holder on his dash, plugged into a socket to recharge. He tapped the screen and read the text. Crap. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked. 
 
    “The girl I was hired to find by the father in Portland,” he said. “I gave her my number and she thinks someone is following her.” 
 
    “You found her in Reno, right?” 
 
    “Yep. Working as a cocktail waitress at a downtown casino.” 
 
    “What does she expect you to do? You drive. I’ll answer her.” 
 
    Robin pulled his phone from the holder and said, “What should I say?” 
 
    “Tell her I’m out east and can’t help her,” he said. “She should consider talking with the Reno police.” 
 
    Another text came in almost immediately after Robin sent the text. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    Before she could answer, the GPS lady told Max that he needed to turn left in a half a mile. 
 
    “I got it,” she said. “I thought you said you paid the father back.” 
 
    “I did. I kept only expenses. I gave him a bogus place of employment in the Bay Area, saying she didn’t want to return to Portland.” 
 
    He turned left onto a smaller road, which looked like it would bring them into a river valley. 
 
    “She said her father was really pissed. He must have checked on that address you gave him.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you what the father had planned for her. He’s Iranian and had arranged her marriage to a forty-five-year-old man. But before the marriage, he was forcing his daughter to undergo female genital mutilation.” 
 
    “What? That’s barbaric. I thought that practice was given up years ago.” 
 
    “Hard to say. I understand it’s mostly prevalent in African countries. But this Iranian has been living in America for decades. I guess Muslims don’t want their women to enjoy sex.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you for not turning her over to her father,” Robin said. 
 
    “The guy seemed shady,” Max said. “He wanted me to drag her back to Portland, but I told him that would be considered kidnapping in America. Especially going across state lines. The daughter is twenty. She can make up her own mind.” 
 
    Robin put his phone back just as the GPS lady said to turn right ahead. 
 
    They cruised north again along a gentle river to their right. 
 
    “Who will be here by now?” Max asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. We might be the first. Christina said she needed to go by her coffee shop to check on some things.” 
 
    “Is that it ahead?” he asked. 
 
    “It looks like the picture.” 
 
    Sitting high on a hill above the river valley was a brick and stone structure that could have been a small European castle. A stone wall angled along the perimeter with a steep drop-off to the river below. GPS said to take a sharp right turn ahead. 
 
    When Max got to the turn, he saw that it was nearly a switch-back. The road narrowed to one lane as they rose up the hill, with large trees to their left and the stone wall to their right. Another stone wall ran along the hillside to the left as they got closer to the estate. Soon, the structure came into focus to their left as the road angled in a circle around to the back. Only a couple of vehicles sat in a large parking area under tall maples. 
 
    He parked his truck facing out and got out to stretch. He grabbed his phone, which was fully charged now. “Maybe I should call that young lady and give her some guidance.” 
 
    “Wait until we get to our room,” Robin said. “Should we get separate rooms?” 
 
    “Maybe they have a room with two queen beds. From the looks of it, not many people are staying here tonight.” 
 
    “Other than our new family.” 
 
    He closed his door and went to the back, pulling out their small bags. 
 
    “I’ll leave the beer in the truck for now,” he said. 
 
    “And my diet coke.” 
 
    “You want one?” 
 
    “Let’s see what they have inside.” 
 
    They wandered toward the back of the building, which was the main entrance. Max guessed the original owner probably used this walkway for their carriages to drop them off under the canopy. No need to get the landlords wet, he thought. Before going inside, Max turned and glanced at a number of large outbuildings. The largest one looked like a working barn. Another might have been quarters for the help. Perhaps his cousin Bobby lived there. The one thing he didn’t see was working garages. That must have been a bitch in the winter. 
 
    They went through two sets of doors together and climbed a number of stone steps. The place seemed to be a little out of prime condition, but was still very fine quality, with dark wood everywhere. The foyer was a tan plaster accented by dark wood trim and ceiling beams, that appeared structural. In one corner sat a floor to ceiling wooden grandfather clock, which struck three times now. This place was old, Max thought. 
 
    A younger lady dressed in what appeared to be an 18th Century dress, stood up from her desk in the foyer and said, “Welcome to the Winthrop Inn. You must be Bobby’s cousins.” 
 
    “It’s that obvious?” Max asked. 
 
    “You look a little like him,” she said. “My name is Martha Grant. I’m the manager. Bobby had to run a few errands. He should be back in a couple of hours. I have two rooms ready for you.” 
 
    “We could stay in one if you have two beds,” Robin said. 
 
    “This is the off season,” Martha said. “In the fall you can’t book a room here. Winter is also busy. Bobby said you would need two rooms. We have a very good rate for you.” 
 
    “How many guests do you have?” Max asked. 
 
    “Other than your family, just one other older couple had reservations,” the manager said. “But they called an hour ago to cancel. So, it’s just your family now.” 
 
    “It’s a cool place,” Robin said. 
 
    “Breakfast will be in the Four Seasons room behind you,” she said. 
 
    Max turned to view the other rooms. The room immediately attached to theirs looked like a library. Beyond that was an enclosed room that must have been added later. From there was a splendid view of the Green Mountains and a small river that wound through the valley below. He turned to his right and saw what had to be the main living room. 
 
    “This is a really nice place,” Max said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Martha said. “My great grandfather built this for his young bride in Eighteen Eighty-Two.” 
 
    “How big is the property?” Max asked. 
 
    “Only about eighty acres now,” she said. “It used to be a square mile back in the day. But the family eventually sold off pieces over the years. You might have noticed a few other buildings. Groups can rent those out as well. But Bobby wanted your family to have the full Winthrop experience. So, you have the main estate.” 
 
    “Is this place haunted?” Robin asked. 
 
    Martha cleared her throat. “That depends on if you believe in ghosts. Some have said they see strange things here. A few times a year we have a dinner murder mystery. Something you might be interested in. We also host a number of weddings here each year.” 
 
    “My sister was kidding,” Max said. “We did not arrive in the Scooby Doo Mystery Machine van.” 
 
    “Shucks,” Martha said. “That would be so cool. If you’d like to have a seat in the parlor while I check you in, I just made fresh coffee and put out cookies.” 
 
    Max handed the young woman his driver’s license and a credit card. Then the two of them wandered into the parlor, a room as wide as the estate, with vintage furniture set in little groups, so guests could remain intimate if they chose. The room was dominated by three things—a massive stone fireplace, a baby grand piano on the far side of the room, and large windows that gave them splendid views of the surrounding countryside on three sides. 
 
    “This is a really cool place,” Robin said, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “You want one?” 
 
    “Sure. I could always use some caffeine.” 
 
    She handed her brother the first cup she had poured and then drew another one for herself. Then they separated and wandered about the room. 
 
    Max didn’t know much about art, but the paintings on the walls were very classy and appeared to be signed originals. He did recognize one artist, and that painting alone would be worth at least ten thousand dollars. 
 
    Robin nudged up to Max and whispered, “This artwork is expensive. That’s a Jackson Pollack.” 
 
    Max shrugged. “It looks like a pissed off monkey splashed paint all over the place. But I like it.” 
 
    The young woman came into the parlor and said, “I have your rooms ready for you.” She handed back Max’s ID and visa, along with two keys. “You can decide who gets which room. They both have a gorgeous view of the valley and the Green Mountains.” 
 
    Robin grasped the keys from Martha and headed back to pick up her bag. 
 
    “Second floor,” Martha said. 
 
    They carried their bags up the center staircase and got to the second floor. There were a number of rooms on each side of the hallway. Each room had its door wide open, held in place by various ceramic animals. Instead of going right to their two rooms, Robin decided to go for a little tour of all rooms. Max shook his head and followed his sister. 
 
    The four largest rooms on the second floor were on the corners. All rooms had four-poster spindle-wood bed frames, with frilly bedspreads and pillow covers. The theme seemed to be floral in nature. The floors were hardwood and squeaky. 
 
    After viewing each room briefly, Max found their two rooms. Martha had put them in identical rooms with a south-facing view of the mountains and valley. They both had their own bathroom and the only difference was in the furniture. 
 
    “You choose,” Robin said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said. 
 
    She glanced around and said, “You can have the elephant room, and I’ll take the fox room.” 
 
    Max checked the keys and handed the key with the fox on it to his sister. 
 
    They agreed to meet in a couple of hours, and Robin took off to her own room. 
 
    He closed and locked his door. Then he took off his hiking boots and lay back onto the bed, jabbing his gun into his side. He unclipped his Glock and set it on the table next to his bed. 
 
    He intended to rest his eyes, but instead fell right to sleep. 
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    Christina took care of some things at work and then went to her house, which she shared with a young couple—two graduate students from Bennington College working on their MFAs in writing. Hopefully the two of them would take their degrees and move away. Bennington had enough out-of-work writers collecting unemployment or working in fast food. 
 
    She stopped at the liquor store for a bottle of single malt Scotch, and then started driving north toward Manchester. Since her brother Bobby started living and working at the Winthrop Inn estate, the family had stayed there a number of times—mostly in the off-season when they had the place to themselves. It was a great time to renew their spirits. The place transformed her to the past, when life was simpler and getting dressed took much longer. Where technology had not completely consumed everyone into screen zombies. 
 
    Finding a number on her hands-free phone, she tapped her mother’s number and waited. Jackie Borelli could be stubborn at times, and she was balking at coming to the reunion. After the divorce with her father, Jackie felt left out most of the time. She didn’t fit in, her mother would declare. But did anyone fit into this world? Christina wasn’t sure about that. 
 
    Her mother answered, “Hello, darling. I can tell you’re driving.” She was sounding more and more like that Hungarian woman on Green Acres every day. 
 
    “On the way to the Winthrop,” Christina said. “When do you plan on coming?” 
 
    “I’m still on the fence.” 
 
    “Bobby is holding rooms for all of us. I’ll be there in a half hour and make sure your room is far away from Papa’s.” 
 
    “I’m not really part of the family anymore,” she said, her voice like a whining thirteen-year-old girl. 
 
    “Nonsense. Your only children will be there. Your nephew Frank is coming over. And you get along with Auntie Anna and her husband.” 
 
    “Francesco is coming?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s flying his private plane up from Boston.” 
 
    “He doesn’t fly.” 
 
    “His pilot is flying him,” Christina corrected. “And I’m sure he will have some of his men with him.” That should sweeten the pot, she thought. Uncle Francesco always came with at least three men, and her mother liked to flirt with these younger men. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” her mother said. “What kind of shenanigans does Bobby have planned?” 
 
    Bobby was notorious for his pranks and elaborate planning. 
 
    “As far as I can tell, he’s arranged for a nice meal tonight. I just picked up some Scotch.” 
 
    “Good girl. I’ll put some things together and get on the road.” 
 
    Christina looked out the window at the clouds. “It looks like the weather might be turning bad. You should get up there soon.” 
 
    “I will. See you soon, honey.” 
 
    She barely tapped off that call when a call came in. It was her cousin Frank. “Hey, cousin. Are you on your way?” 
 
    “Just heading out,” he said. “I had a job at Dartmouth to finish.” 
 
    “On Saturday?” 
 
    “The hospital, not the college. They were concerned about their backup power. This storm could be bad.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s about an hour and a half drive,” she said. 
 
    “How are they?” 
 
    “Our cousins Max and Robin? They seem really nice. Max is like you, former military. Right winger.” 
 
    “Awesome. We need more on the right in our family. What about his twin sister?” 
 
    “Beautiful. Taller than me. She looks like a professional beach volleyball player.” 
 
    “Too bad she’s my cousin.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you played for that team.” 
 
    “Ha, ha. I was thinking of you. You need to find a girl soon.” 
 
    “You should talk. I don’t have a biological clock.” 
 
    “Hey. Leave my uterus out of this.” 
 
    “Your problem is you’re looking in all the wrong places,” Frank said. 
 
    “That’s what Max said. You do think alike.” 
 
    “Is cousin Robin a right winger like Max?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s a lawyer from Salt Lake.” 
 
    “Mormons are all on my side.” 
 
    “She was married to a Mormon, but she’s divorced now.” 
 
    “Have you heard from my mom?” Frank asked. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, but she’s driving over with a friend from the hospital. A doctor.” 
 
    “Man or a woman?” 
 
    “A woman. Do you think my father would allow a man to drive her?” 
 
    Anna Aldo was a woman of leisure. She sat on boards and did charity work, but she had never had a real career. She spent half of her time at their large home in the Boston suburb of Weston. The other half of her time was spent in the Hanover and Lebanon area at their lake home. 
 
    “I’m sure there are plenty of rooms this time of year,” Christina said. “Is she on her way?” 
 
    She heard noise in the background and thought it sounded like a truck engine starting. 
 
    “What about your papa?” she asked. 
 
    Heavy sigh. “He was reluctant to come, since Max and Robin aren’t his blood relatives. But in the end, he seemed somewhat intrigued. He should be in the air right now.” 
 
    She had no idea the flight time from Boston to Manchester in a small plane. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Drive carefully.” 
 
    “Are you bringing anything to drink?” 
 
    “Scotch.” 
 
    “Sweet. I better pick up some beer. Your dad never brings enough.” 
 
    She tapped off of her call and turned left onto a side road, which would wind down to the Batten Kill River valley. Soon, she would be at one of her favorite places in all of Vermont. Christina wished she could live like her brother at the Winthrop Inn. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Frank decided early in his trip from New Hampshire that he would take a slower route across the Green Mountains. He did this for two reasons. First, he had to stop for personal business in Killington. And second, he wasn’t a hundred percent behind this reunion. He wanted to meet Max and Robin, but he also knew that things always got strange when the Borelli and Aldo families got together. 
 
    He was a half hour out of the winter sports mountain town of Killington when his phone buzzed and he looked at the screen to see his mother was calling. 
 
    Frank tapped the green button on the screen of his phone. “Hey, mother. Where are you?” 
 
    “Heading south on Ninety-One,” his mother said. “The rain is really starting to pick up. But the wind is worse. I’m guessing you’re just ahead of us.” 
 
    He didn’t want to tell his mother that he was stopping in Killington or taking a slower route. “You might get there before me. I got a late start. Dartmouth-Hitchcock had a problem I needed to handle before I left.” 
 
    “Which department?” came a voice from the background. 
 
    “That was Doctor Kamala Sen,” his mother said. “You’re on speaker.” 
 
    “It was the emergency power system,” Frank said. The truth, but not the whole truth. He had finished that job hours ago. 
 
    “Good, good,” the doctor said. “This storm is looking bad.” 
 
    Not where he was, he thought. Perhaps the storm was tracking somewhat to the south. Or, more likely, he was simply driving through a lull on the northern route. 
 
    “Your father’s flight has been delayed in Keene,” his mother said. 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. But with this weather coming in, it’ll be a miracle if he gets here at all.” 
 
    If Frank had to guess, his father was probably sitting at home in Boston watching hockey on his big screen. He wasn’t into family reunions on his mother’s side of the tree. 
 
    “The weather’s getting bad,” Frank said. “And you should be watching the road.” 
 
    “Kamala is driving her BMW,” his mother said. “She’s a very good driver.” 
 
    “This storm is expected to knock down a lot of trees,” Frank said. “Her BMW can’t go over those.” 
 
    “Neither can your truck,” she said. 
 
    “I have a chainsaw in the back and a winch on the front,” Frank said. 
 
    “Always the Boy Scout,” his mother said. 
 
    “Goodbye mother,” he said, and then hung up. 
 
    She wouldn’t think of him so highly if she knew why he was taking the northern route and stopping in Killington. 
 
    He wasn’t sure about his mother’s intentions. Knowing her, this doctor from Dartmouth-Hitchcock was coming along as a set up for him. He was always being pulled in two directions—his father continued to pull him toward the family business, and his mother wanted grandchildren. Before that, he would need to find a girl and marry her. There would be no bastard children in the Aldo family. 
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    Robin left her room on the second floor of the Winthrop Inn, stopping for a second outside her brother’s room next door. Despite the wind and rain pounding the building, she could still hear her brother’s heavy breathing. He wasn’t snoring, but he was definitely sleeping. What did he call it? A combat nap? She used to call it a power nap, but her twin brother had perfected it. He could normally fall asleep within seconds and somehow wake himself within a half hour. 
 
    She smiled and walked gently down the wooden hallway toward the staircase. As she started down the stairs, the front door opened below and she heard the wind whip in for a second. 
 
    When she got downstairs, she saw that her cousin Christina had just gotten there. She was shaking rain from her coat and standing before the small front desk talking with the manager. 
 
    Christina saw Robin come down the stairs and said, “Hey, there’s my cousin. You found the place.” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard,” Robin said, padding closer. “Just look for the castle on the hill.” 
 
    “It is a beautiful property,” Christina said. “My brother is lucky living here.” 
 
    The manager, Martha Grant, handed Christina her key and told her she was staying in the giraffe room. 
 
    “That’s just down the hallway from me,” Robin said. 
 
    Christina said, “Let me drop my bag upstairs and come back down. I’ll make you a cappuccino and we can talk. Martha said I could use her machine in the kitchen prep room. Where’s your brother?” 
 
    “Taking a quick combat nap in his room.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Christina said. “I have a feeling it will be a long night. I’ll be right back.” Her cousin went upstairs. 
 
    Now Robin and the manager were alone in the foyer. “Have you heard from my cousin Bobby?” 
 
    Martha shook her head. “Not for a while. He’ll be here soon though. I started a fire in the living room fireplace in case you want to cozy up to that on this dreary day.” 
 
    “That sounds fantastic,” Robin said, and she wandered into the large parlor living room, the small fire already warming the place. 
 
    She took a seat near the fireplace and found a book on a side table, the classic House of the Seven Gables by Nathanial Hawthorne. She had read the book in her college undergraduate studies, and she was drawing comparisons to this place. But she had heard that the actual home in Salem, Massachusetts was tiny compared to this massive estate. Still, she opened the book and started to read. 
 
    In what seemed like a few minutes, her cousin wandered into the parlor carrying two cups of coffee. “Good spot,” Christina said. “The rain is really coming down out there. We have people driving across from New Hampshire. I hope they’re alright.” 
 
    “God willing,” Robin said, accepting one of the cappuccino cups from her cousin. 
 
    Her cousin sat on the leather sofa next to her, slipping out of her clogs and tucking her stockinged feet under her buttocks. “Are you a big believer in God, Robin?” 
 
    “Through the years my faith has been tried,” Robin said. 
 
    “Divorce?” 
 
    Robin nodded. “And not being able to have children. I really wanted a family.” 
 
    “What about adoption?” 
 
    “I was willing,” Robin said. “But my ex-husband wanted to pass down his genes. It was important to him and his family.” 
 
    Christina touched Robin’s arm and said, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “What about you?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Family? Children? I don’t know. The world is such a strange place. It’s hard for me to consider bringing them into this world.” 
 
    “Darkness leads to light,” Robin said. “It will get better.” 
 
    Nodding, Christina said, “My parents are still strict Catholics. It was very difficult for them to get a divorce. Finally, they departed from the church teachings and just did it.” 
 
    “What happened?” Robin asked. 
 
    “They were never really compatible,” Christina said. “My mother is a socialist. My Papa calls her a Marxist-Leninist. And he’s not technically wrong, even though my mother doesn’t agree with him. Papa is a good man, but he can be rigidly right. He believes in our Constitution without question.” 
 
    “It’s stood the test of time,” Robin said. “As a lawyer, I’m obviously a huge advocate. I don’t like to have politics define me, though. So, I don’t talk about it much.” 
 
    “And Max?” 
 
    “Being military for twenty years, he’s in the same camp as your father.” 
 
    “And your parents?” 
 
    Robin considered that for a moment. “My father was a fan of Reagan, but he didn’t talk much about politics. It wasn’t a big part of our upbringing. He worked hard in the gold mine, and then went home. He was more into sports.” 
 
    “I should probably warn you about a few people,” Christina said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My mother can be overwhelming. She thinks there’s only one side to every issue—her side. My Aunt Anna and Uncle Francesco are right there with her—east coast liberals all.” 
 
    “You said your cousin Frank was like my brother Max,” Robin said. “What about your brother Bobby?” 
 
    “Good question. I’ve never heard him talk politics. When the debate starts, he usually tunes out. He has his bees and his honey business, and not much time for anything else.” 
 
    “You haven’t said how you feel,” Robin reminded her cousin. 
 
    “I try to keep an open mind. Owning a small business, I’m obviously a capitalist. But I do believe in the rare abortion, or at least the right to choose. I’m not crazy about guns, like my Papa, but I also want people to choose to own a gun or not also. I believe guns in the wrong hands can be evil.” 
 
    “I agree. I don’t own a gun, but my brother owns many. And I want people like Max carrying a gun. I don’t believe in abortion, but I have advocated for women to terminate their pregnancies in rare medical cases.” 
 
    Christina set her cappuccino on a side table and hugged Robin. Then she said, “You are such a beautiful person. I’m so glad you came here and found us.” 
 
    Robin squeezed back, trying not to spill her own coffee. “I’m glad too.” 
 
    Suddenly they both heard a commotion out by the front door. 
 
    Christina said, “That’s my mother. Grand entrances are her thing.” 
 
    Robin turned to see her aunt coming in from the foyer. 
 
    “There you are,” Jackie Borelli said to them. 
 
    “I could make you a cappuccino, mother,” Christina said. 
 
    “Only if you put some Scotch in it,” Jackie said. She turned to Robin and said, “What do think of this place?” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” Robin said. “I could stay here for a long time.” 
 
    “It takes you back in time,” Jackie said. “Where’s Max?” 
 
    “Regenerating,” Robin said. 
 
    “He’s like a cyborg,” Jackie concluded. “He definitely looks the part.” She hesitated and glanced back toward the foyer. “I should go to my room to freshen up before dinner. I’m told I have the donkey room. I’m not sure if Martha is making a statement or not.” She shook her head and wandered back out toward the staircase. 
 
    Christina smiled. 
 
    “What?” Robin asked. 
 
    “I told Martha to give my mother that room.” 
 
    The two of them laughed. Robin was beginning to really like her cousin’s sense of humor. 
 
    Christina asked, “Do you like Scotch?” 
 
    “I’m not much of a drinker,” Robin said. “It’s not a moral protest. It just doesn’t sit well in my stomach.” 
 
    “I saw last night that Max can put away some beer.” 
 
    “If you let him, he’ll drink your Scotch also.” 
 
    “Cousins should share everything,” Christina said. 
 
    Robin wasn’t sure if her cousin really meant ‘everything.’ She had a feeling that Christina had some moral ambiguity brewing inside her. Nothing Max couldn’t handle, though. 
 
    “I understand your mother gave Max a thumb drive this morning,” Robin said. “Do you have any idea what was on that?” 
 
    Christina bit her lower lip and shook her head. “I have no idea. I was hoping you would tell me.” 
 
    “Max hasn’t had a chance to open it yet,” Robin said. She studied her cousin carefully now, and finally started to see what Max saw in her. It was little things mostly. Like the bite of the lip, the flick of the hair and the slight tightening around her eyes as she smiled. These little non-verbal cues were very similar to her own. Although they had different facial structures, their bodies were quite similar. 
 
    Smiling, Christina said, “Max offered to have me come out to Nevada to meet some real cowboys.” 
 
    Robin laughed. “He’s tried to do the same for me. But, unfortunately, I grew up with most of those men.” She hesitated long enough to tamp down the negativity in her inflection. “Don’t get me wrong, cowboys are the salt of the Earth. They will give you the shirt off their back and love you ‘till the day you die.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty good to me,” Christina said. 
 
    “It’s just a rough life out on the high desert,” Robin explained. “It’s desolate. Most have to drive fifty miles just to buy groceries. Of course, a lot of the ranches are pretty self-sufficient, with chickens, cattle, hogs, sheep and horses. Everyone has a huge garden.” 
 
    Christina put her hand on Robin’s knee. “A lot of people talk about sustainability out here, but it sounds like those ranchers are living the life.” 
 
    “They do. And all they ask is for a fair price for their cattle and for the government to leave them alone.” 
 
    “That actually sounds nice, Robin.” 
 
    “It can be. The isolation is mitigated somewhat now with satellites for television and an increase in cell towers, especially along the interstate highways. Still, I’ve done my time there.” 
 
    “And you live in a condo in Salt Lake?” her cousin asked. 
 
    “I do. The tenth floor. It’s secure for a single woman in the big city. But I can go out the door and walk to restaurants, the movies, and for groceries. My work is just two blocks away. I rarely have to drive anywhere.” 
 
    “That also sounds nice,” Christina said. “I would love to come out to visit. I’ve never been west of the Mississippi.” 
 
    “But you’ve been to Italy,” Robin said. “That had to be cool.” 
 
    “Now that we both know about relatives there, we should plan a trip and visit them.” 
 
    “I would like that. But you also need to promise to fly out to Salt Lake for a visit.” 
 
    Christina squeezed down on Robin’s knee and said, “I will. Maybe Max can bring me to his mountain cabin as well.” 
 
    “He’ll have to blindfold you and swear you to secrecy.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Robin nodded. “Almost.” 
 
    Christina leaned in and gave Robin another hug. Without any reluctance, Robin reciprocated. 
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    The power of a combat nap was unmistakable for Max. But sometimes he woke in a strange place and it could be disconcerting. 
 
    Now, he rolled over on the large bed, the spiral posts at the end of the bed rising up like spears stuck in the ground. The darkness of the early evening, combined with the storm outside, obscured his view to shadows. He could have sworn someone glided through the edge of his room and disappeared through the wall near the end of his room at the side of the bathroom door. Then he was sure he heard footsteps on the floor above his bed. 
 
    He sat up and shook his head, trying to remember the last time he had felt this way. He recalled a time in the mountains of Afghanistan, where he was dreaming one night, thought he was awake, and tried to lift his body from the hard ground inside his sleeping bag. But he was paralyzed in place, as if a demon was holding him to Earth while the Devil himself tried to force his soul from his body. He was helpless, the feeling the most frightening he had ever experienced, because he couldn’t even fight back. Couldn’t use his strength and his weapons to force the Devil away from him. It wasn’t until much later, after he was working as a special agent with the OSI, that he discovered this dream or nightmare was a common occurrence among those under traumatic stress. 
 
    He heard voices now from somewhere outside of his room. Max found his 9mm Glock on the nightstand, which he clipped instinctively to his right hip and covered it with his oversized T-shirt. He felt a pain in his groin and realized he had been laying on an object in his pants—the thumb drive given to him by his Aunt Jackie that morning. He had not had a chance to view what she had given to him. 
 
    He found his bag and pulled out his laptop, opening the screen and logging in his password. Then he put the thumb drive in, scanned it for viruses out of habit, and found a single folder, which he transferred to his desktop. Clicking on that, he found a large group of PDFs and JPEGs. He made the icons larger so he could glance at them without opening each file. Most of the photos were old, and Max saw immediately that they were of his father and mother in their youth. There was even a couple of images of his father in his Marine Corps uniforms—both his camos and his dress uniforms. Wow, he made a mental note to contact some of his old friends to get his father’s military records, from his DD-214 to his decoration citations. Then he opened one of the PDFs, which was named based on the date. These were old newspaper clippings dealing with what had happened back in the day. It would take some time to review all of these files. Now he noticed something interesting. The dates all of these files had been produced. Aunt Jackie had obviously spent a lot of time scanning these files the night before, since they were all created the night before. Jackie must have kept all of these photos in a scrap book somewhere. But why? He’d have to ask her. But he would also have to thank her, since he really had no images of his parents from their youth. When Max had asked them why that was, his parents had obviously made up a story about the movers losing their box of photos. 
 
    More voices came from downstairs. 
 
    His gut was rumbling now, so he closed his computer, put on his hiking shoes and left his room. 
 
    Outside his room, the voices became louder as he rounded the corner and descended the stairs. When he got to the first floor, he saw the young woman at the small desk in the foyer. The voices were coming from the living room. 
 
    Max said, “How many rooms do you have on the third floor?” 
 
    “Just four,” the manager said. “The others are under renovation. But we don’t have anyone staying up there at this time.” 
 
    Max must have given her his confused look, because she stood up quickly and looked concerned. 
 
    “Did you hear someone up there?” she asked. 
 
    He waved his hand. “I think I was still sleeping.” 
 
    She got up from behind her desk and came to him. “Did you see something?” 
 
    Was this woman serious? “Like I said, I think I was still asleep.” 
 
    “Over the years, a few guests have reported seeing strange things,” she said. “It just means that you might be one of the fortunate to see those who have not moved on yet. It’s a gift.” 
 
    He didn’t want to buy into her delusions, but he had to admit to himself that over the years he had seen some strange things. Gift or not, these visions made him question his own sanity. But he simply tried to ignore them. 
 
    “I ain’t afraid of no ghost,” Max said, mocking a movie from his youth. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Good to know. Your sister and some of the Borelli family are in the parlor.” 
 
    Max thanked the young lady and started to head in that direction. Then he stopped and asked, “I understand dinner will be served here tonight.” 
 
    “Yes. Your cousin Bobby arranged it. The chef is working on it now.” 
 
    He left her in the foyer and went to the living room, where his sister sat on a sofa with his cousin Christina, and his aunt was in a matching chair near the fire. 
 
    “He lives,” Jackie said, raising her highball glass to him. 
 
    “Looks like your fire needs some help,” he said. He found a log in a bin to the left of the fireplace and he set it on the coals. Then he took a metal poker and stirred the fire to life by allowing some air to feed the flames. 
 
    “We have an expert,” Jackie said. 
 
    “He has a cabin in the mountains,” Robin explained. “The wood stove is his only heating source.” 
 
    “He lives like the Unabomber?” Jackie asked. 
 
    Max turned to defend himself. “Officially I live in my parents’ old house in town. I built the cabin as a retreat.” 
 
    Christina tapped the seat next to her. “Take a seat. Would you like some single malt Scotch? I have an extra glass, since your sister won’t join me.” 
 
    “Sure,” Max said. “What is your mother drinking?” 
 
    “Sandinista rum,” Jackie said. 
 
    “Radical dictators really know how to make good alcohol,” Max said. 
 
    “Freedom fighters,” his aunt said. 
 
    If Daniel Ortega believed in freedom, Max guessed the guy wouldn’t have pulled his country into such a repulsive dictatorship. Infinite power always led to destruction, he thought. 
 
    Max went with the 18-year-old Scotch, which he sipped slowly. “Very smooth,” he said to his cousin. 
 
    “I thought you were more of a beer guy,” Christina said. 
 
    “I have a cooler of beer in the back of my truck,” Max said. “I need to replenish your father’s supply after last night. Where is he?” 
 
    “Good question.” Christina pulled out her phone and texted her father. Then she said, “He’ll get back to me in a couple of days.” 
 
    Max swirled the aged Scotch around in the highball glass. Then, instead of sipping the last of it, he sucked down the remaining amber liquid. “Alright. I’m off.” He stood up and saw that his gun had caught on his shirt, so he flipped the cloth back over his Glock. 
 
    “You still carry a gun everywhere,” Jackie said. “What are you afraid of?” 
 
    Max smiled. “Not a damn thing.” He walked toward the foyer and Christina caught up with him, grasping his arm to stop him. 
 
    “I should go with you,” his cousin said. 
 
    “I’m just going to the truck to get my beer,” he said. 
 
    “I know. But I’ve been trying to get in touch with my brother, Bobby. I’m a little concerned. Would you walk with me down to his place?” 
 
    “Sure. The rain is still coming down hard, though.” 
 
    Christina picked up a long, black umbrella from a stand by the door. She smiled and Max held the door for her. 
 
    Once they got outside, Max felt only light rain tapping his exposed skin. The real problem was the wind, which would gust at times and threaten to knock them over. 
 
    She grasped his left arm for support as they wandered down the slight grade toward one of the smaller brick buildings beyond a large dormant swimming pool. With the wind, she didn’t even try to deploy the umbrella. 
 
    They got to the second brick building and Christina knocked on the door. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She knocked again and said, “Bobby. It’s Christina.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Is his car here?” Max asked. 
 
    She turned and saw that a truck sat down the parking lot a short distance away. “That’s his truck.” 
 
    Max tried the door and found it unlocked. He shared a look with Christina. “You should go in.” 
 
    She nodded and went inside, clicking on the overhead light. 
 
    The place was trashed. 
 
    Max drew his Glock and swept the room instinctively, moving through the small living room and into a back bedroom. The bedroom was equally destroyed. Finally, Max checked on the small bathroom. No cousin. 
 
    Putting his gun away as he wandered back into the living room, he turned to Christina. “Someone really did a number on this place.” 
 
    Christina giggled. “No, no, no. This is normal for Bobby. He’s never been organized. You should have seen his room when we were growing up. I swear, I didn’t see his floor for five years.” She laughed again. 
 
    “Then why’d you let me sweep his place with my gun?” he asked. 
 
    “Seriously? It was hot.” 
 
    “You do remember that we’re cousins,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, in the old days, cousins used to get married.” 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    She moved closer to him and dropped the umbrella. “I’d jump you right here in the clutter. I haven’t had a real man in forever. Maybe never.” She touched his exposed biceps, feeling the strength in them. 
 
    “You’re an attractive woman,” Max said. “But again, we’re cousins.” 
 
    “Until a couple of days ago, if we had met in a local bar and gone home, nobody would have been the wiser. You could have just taken me hard without repercussions.” 
 
    She was right, of course. “But now we know.” 
 
    “It’s not like I want your children,” she said. “I just want sex.” 
 
    There was a sudden buzzing and Max thought it might be his phone. “Not me,” he said, after checking his phone. 
 
    She pulled her phone from her pocket and read the text. “It’s my Papa. He just got here. He wants me as a buffer from my mom.” 
 
    Christina turned to go, but Max grasped her arm and said, “Listen, I’m sorry. You’re a beautiful woman.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I should have never put you in this position. I’m a bad person.” A tear formed in her eye. “I haven’t even had enough Scotch to blame that.” 
 
    He wiped away her tear and said, “You’re not a bad person. Maybe I’m the bad person. Perhaps I put off some signals I shouldn’t have; some level of arousal that you picked up on.” 
 
    “Can we start over?” She reached out her right hand and said, “I’m Christina Borelli, and I understand we’re first cousins.” 
 
    Max shook her hand and turned that into a hug. Then he pulled away and picked up her umbrella, handing it to her. “You were going to help me with my cooler of beer.” 
 
    She nodded and headed out the door. He clicked off the light and closed the door. 
 
    They wandered back to his truck in silence. He unlocked the back topper, lifted the glass and lowered the bed tailgate. He pulled the large cooler out and set it on the wet gravel. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the large metal box on the right side of the bed. 
 
    “My gun safe,” he said. 
 
    “Can’t someone just steal it and break it open later?” 
 
    “No. It’s bolted to the frame with no access to ratchet it. They’d have to take a blow-torch to it, and they still wouldn’t be able to remove it.” 
 
    “That’s some high security.” 
 
    “My military training. I keep at least one handgun locked and loaded with me at all times. But if I need more firepower, I always have it with me.” 
 
    “You should talk with my dad,” she said. “He keeps his guns loaded all around the house.” 
 
    “When I’m at home, I do the same. But these truck locks are not that secure. I don’t want my guns getting into the wrong hands.” 
 
    He locked the back end and glanced at Christina. She took one handle of the cooler and he took the other. Together, they walked back to the main estate building. As they got closer, the wind and rain picked up. 
 
    “It’s only supposed to get worse,” Christina said, as they worked their way through the double set of doors. 
 
    Once they got into the foyer, the manager came over to them with a towel, wiping off the rain from the cooler. “I just did this for Papa Borelli,” Martha said. “He’s in the parlor. You can put this next to the other one.” 
 
    “Thanks, Martha,” he said. 
 
    They carried the large cooler into the living room and found a spot on a throw rug next to a smaller cooler.  
 
    His uncle was standing near the fireplace, beer in hand, and apparently keeping his distance from his ex-wife. Robin got up and came to Max, while Christina crossed the room and gave her father a large hug. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Robin asked softly. “You were gone a long time.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “We went to try to find cousin Bobby at his place down the hill.” No need to taint her image of her newfound cousin. “He wasn’t home, but his truck was there. Not sure what that means.” 
 
    “I think I need a beer,” Robin said. 
 
    He found a can for both of them and wiped off the water from the cooler ice. Max guessed they both might need quite a few of these this evening. Neither of them were used to family dynamics. 
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    After one beer, there was a commotion out in the foyer and Max glanced back toward that doorway. Christina got up from her place on the sofa next to Robin and ran to the other room. 
 
    Pasquale nudged up to Max and said, “My sister. She’s kind of like my ex. Likes to make an appearance.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Jackie said. She was well on her way with drink three. 
 
    Pasquale shook his head and limped out to greet his sister. 
 
    Max checked out the fire and saw that it could use another log. He set down his empty can of Bud and found a nice log, placing it precisely on the fire. The coals were hot and immediately started this new log on fire. 
 
    “You’re quite the firekeeper,” Jackie said. 
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t chastising me for contributing to global warming,” Max said with derision. 
 
    “We call it climate change now,” Jackie said and then sipped on her drink through a smirk. 
 
    “Go outside,” he said. “It’s changing as we speak.” 
 
    Even over the boisterous talking from the foyer, they could all hear the wind picking up and the rain pounding against the windows. 
 
    “You know that I teach this at the college level,” Jackie said. 
 
    Max turned directly to his aunt. “I know. I don’t mean to mock you. I keep thinking about the Vikings in nine eighty, when they reached Greenland from Iceland. The land was so arable that they settled there and grew crops. They were there for five hundred years until they abandoned it and went back to their homeland. I don’t recall a lot of internal combustion engines around at that time.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the medieval warm period,” Jackie said. 
 
    “Exactly. Climate change might be real, but I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to change that.” 
 
    “You’re a climate denier,” she said. “You and Pasquale should get along just fine.” 
 
    “I don’t deny anything, Aunt Jackie,” he said. “All I’m saying is that we should not be alarmists. We can’t go back to traveling in horse and buggy. And it will take time to get battery-operated cars everywhere. Until then, we have no choice but to drive our vehicles. I want our environment to be clean, our food to be without chemicals, etcetera. I just don’t like to be demonized for having an alternative opinion.” 
 
    “I would give you a D for my class,” Jackie said. 
 
    “You have no class,” Max said, and left his aunt with her drink. 
 
    Robin followed him and caught him before they got to the foyer. “Thank God you spoke up. I had to listen to her lecture us on our shortcomings while you and Christina went to get the beer.” 
 
    “You know me, sis. I back down from nobody.” 
 
    She rubbed his shoulder as they went into the foyer. 
 
    Max’s first impression of his true aunt was favorable. Anna Borelli Aldo was officially 58-years-old, but she could have easily passed for a decade younger. Her hair was perfect, if not died and streaked with an expensive weave. She was shorter than her niece, Christina, but her breasts were much larger. That could have been the result of artificial enhancement, though. Despite the weather, his aunt wore high heels and black slacks, filled out by a Draconian personal trainer no doubt. 
 
    His aunt greeted him with a kiss on both cheeks and then a warm hug. She did the same with Robin. 
 
    Then Aunt Anna introduced her friend. 
 
    “This is Doctor Kamala Sen, a brilliant orthopedic surgeon from Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center,” Anna said. 
 
    Max and Robin shook the woman’s hand, which was cold but strong. He had to remember not to squeeze too hard, considering this woman used her hands for her livelihood. The surgeon wore more simple attire—jeans, a sweater and a Columbia jacket. Instead of pumps, she wore running shoes. 
 
    “What type surgery?” Max asked her. 
 
    “Mostly sports injuries,” the doctor said. “Knees and shoulders.” 
 
    “She’s being modest,” Anna said. “She repaired the knee of a famous Patriots football player last year. We can’t say the name, of course, since that would be a privacy violation.” 
 
    The doctor seemed to demure with these accolades. 
 
    “How do you two know each other?” Robin asked. 
 
    Dr. Sen said, “Anna sits on our Board of Directors. I’m a physician on the board.” 
 
    Martha, the manager, came over to the two women and handed them each a key. “You have adjoining end rooms. Anna is the frog and the doctor is the penguin.” 
 
    “We should drop off our bags in our rooms,” Anna said. “Then we’ll come down for drinks. Do I smell dinner? What time is that?” 
 
    Martha said, “Dinner within the hour.” 
 
    Max moved closer and said, “Let me help you with your bags.” 
 
    Neither of them complained, so Max picked up both bags and headed upstairs—his aunt and the doctor following him closely. At the top of the stairs, the hall lights came on automatically providing light for them. Glancing to his right, he could see the frog and the penguin holding the two end doors open. They were just a door away from his own room. 
 
    He set his aunt’s bag down in her large corner room and then went to the doctor’s corner room. Both rooms were right above the living room. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Max,” the doctor said, taking off her coat. “Do I tip you?” 
 
    Max waved his hand. “I’ll probably ask you about old war wounds later tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service. Anna says you retired recently.” 
 
    “Almost two years ago now.” 
 
    “And you and your sister are twins about to celebrate forty years. I’m thirty-eight.” 
 
    He noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but that could have something to do with her profession. “Based on your name, I’m guessing you are from India.” 
 
    “Yes. More precisely, I’m Bengali.” 
 
    “Northeast India,” he said. 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Not so much. I flew through India a number of times on my way to.” He hesitated a beat. “Missions.” 
 
    “Still. Most people can’t point out India on a map.” 
 
    Max started to leave and then stopped and said, “We have beer, Scotch and rum.” 
 
    She reached into her bag and pulled out a bottle of red wine. “We came prepared for this weather.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” He left and went back downstairs. She was an impressive woman. An orthopedic surgeon. Brains and beauty, he thought. 
 
    Robin was away from the fire, which had somehow gotten a new life and was threatening to pour out into the parlor. 
 
    Max grabbed a beer and slipped next to his sister, whispering in her ear. “Someone trying to burn the place down?” 
 
    “Professor Global Warming thought we needed more heat.” 
 
    “The polar ice caps are weeping,” he said. 
 
    “Did you put a mint on their pillows?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Just being a gentleman.” 
 
    “That doctor really gave you a look.” 
 
    He didn’t see that. “She was probably checking out my flawed joints. I’ve been told I have the knees of a geriatric woman.” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Robin said. 
 
    Max shrugged. “They took a beating in the Air Force climbing all those mountains.” 
 
    “Don’t blame the Air Force entirely. You did build a cabin in the Ruby Mountains.” 
 
    Damn it! His sister had a point. 
 
    “I’m starving,” she said. “I hope we don’t have to wait for the others to eat.” 
 
    “Who’s left?” 
 
    “Cousins Frank and Bobby, and Anna’s husband.” 
 
    “Isn’t he flying in from Boston? They’ll be grounded with this weather. Also, there’s a plate of cookies out in the foyer in case you want to carb up.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “I’m going for it. Want me to bring you one?” 
 
    He shook his head and watched her leave the room. Max could hold back no longer. He went to the fireplace to fix the professor’s work. 
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    Frank Aldo had delayed his arrival to the Winthrop Inn for as long as he could without sending up negative signals to his mother. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to meet his new cousins. He did. But, since his days in the Navy, where personal space was nearly impossible to find in the tight quarters aboard a ship, he had become more and more intimidated by large gatherings of people—even if these people were his relatives. He knew himself, and he complied with his internal monitor of events. 
 
    His stop in Killington had been part of his delay tactics. Frank’s supplier of his favorite herb lived just outside of that ski resort town, where he provided distraction to those hitting the slopes in the winter and the mountain biking trails in the summer months. 
 
    It had taken everything within Frank’s power to hold off lighting one up before he got to Manchester, where he linked up with his cousin Bobby in the city center. Bobby had been supplying his honey to a couple of local shops that carried his amber gold. 
 
    Now, the two of them sat in Frank’s truck cab sharing a thick joint, the cloud of smoke contained all around them, while the rain came down in a sheet outside. He had parked down the hill away from the main estate, and they watched what must have been Frank’s mother driving up the hill in the doctor’s BMW almost a half hour ago. 
 
    Frank glanced at his cousin Bobby and said, “What’s your excuse?” 
 
    “Excuse for what?” Bobby took the joint and inhaled deeply, holding the smoke in his lungs for maximum impact, and then letting it out in a near cough. “This is some strong shit.” 
 
    “Killer Killington,” Frank said. 
 
    “No wonder.” 
 
    His cousin was a slight man who had recently turned thirty, a couple of years younger than Frank. Bobby’s father had not wanted his only son to go into the military, and Bobby had complied with that demand willingly. Some people had a hard time complying with societal standards. Which is probably why Bobby worked alone with his bees. In the winter, he worked for a large maple syrup conglomerate that was partially owned by Frank’s father and a group of investors from around New England. There was big money in honey and maple syrup. But Frank would have a hard time working with either, since he was tactile averse to sticky things. He even wore rubber gloves daily on the job working with electrical systems. 
 
    “Answer my question, Bobby,” Frank said. 
 
    Bobby shook his head and his long hair covered his eyes until he pulled it back behind his ears. “My sister can fall quickly for a shiny new object. Our new cousins are like glitter to Christina.” 
 
    “She talked with me extensively about them,” Frank said. “They sound pretty cool. Although Max might be a bit rigid and not like the idea of us smoking before dinner.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He’s retired Air Force,” Frank said. “But the last ten years of his service were spent as a federal agent. A guy who would bust airmen for doing this.” He lifted what was left of the joint and then took a short hit on it before handing the remainder to his cousin. 
 
    Bobby finished off the joint and said, “I’m getting hungry.” 
 
    “Wonder why. What’s for dinner?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We don’t normally serve dinner at the Winthrop unless it’s a special occasion like weddings, murder mystery weekends, and family reunions. So, I had to find a chef on short notice. I just gave the guy a stack of cash and he went out to buy what he needed.” 
 
    “No recommendations?” 
 
    “The manager, Martha, knew about the guy.” 
 
    “Is she related to us in some way?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Not you, but me. By marriage. Somewhere down my dad’s family tree.” 
 
    “I don’t know how that works.” 
 
    “I mean, I could fuck her legally. But she says she has a boyfriend. I’ve never met the dude, though.” 
 
    “Alright,” Frank said. “Are you tuned up enough to meet your new cousins?” 
 
    “I’m spitting cotton,” Bobby said. “I know you have beer in this truck somewhere.” 
 
    Frank smiled. “You got that shit right, cousin.” He reached behind the front passenger seat, popped open the lid of a cooler, and came out with two bottles of cold beer, handing one to his cousin. 
 
    “Zero Gravity? Nice! That’s about how I feel right now. Floatin’ like a butterfly.” 
 
    Frank opened both bottles with a church key on the same ring as his truck keys. “I can’t drink that crap your dad drinks.” 
 
    “He’s old school,” Bobby said. “Christina bought him a cappuccino machine and he still drinks that thick stuff he brews in a pot. The machine sits in a cupboard. A microbrew would boggle his mind.” 
 
    Frank turned over his truck and put it in gear. “Time to face the new cousins.” 
 
    He drove back up the hill to the estate parking lot. Then he got out and slung a small backpack of clothes over his shoulders before heading to the main building. 
 
    “I should probably go down to my place to piss,” Bobby said. 
 
    The rain had slowed somewhat, so it wasn’t like they were getting that wet. 
 
    “Bullshit. Piss out here or wait until we get inside.” 
 
    “You forgot the beer,” Bobby said. 
 
    “The truck is open. Could you get that?” 
 
    Frank wandered up to the main house, finding relief from the rain under the carriage cover over the entrance. He waited there for Bobby to come with the cooler, taking in the fresh odor of a new rain. At least the moisture had knocked down the pollen, he thought. 
 
    Bobby came with the beer, struggling to carry the medium-sized cooler. “A little help, dude.” 
 
    Frank took one side and the two of them went inside. Their sort-of relative, Martha, met them at the little desk in the foyer. Sounds of people talking came from the parlor area, and Frank felt a tightness in his chest from the prospect of having to deal with so many people at once. 
 
    Martha handed Frank a key with a zebra on it. 
 
    “The Zebra Room?” Frank asked. “I’ve stayed there before.” 
 
    Martha smiled at him. “I know. You said you liked it. I saved it for you.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure, but she seemed somewhat flirtatious toward him tonight. “Something smells awesome.” 
 
    She leaned closer to him and said, “All I can smell is something on your clothes. I sure hope someone can share with me later.” 
 
    Frank agreed to share and then they wandered into the living room toward the loud conversation. 
 
    Bobby saddled up next to Frank and said, “Martha wants your nuts.” 
 
    He ignored Bobby when he saw his cousins. Max looked like he could break necks with his bare hands. He was buff and sinewy altogether. But his eyes really concentrated on Robin, who looked like a damn supermodel. She was tall and fit and her breasts were more than ample. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Frank said to Bobby under his breath. 
 
    “My sister said she was hot,” Bobby said. “But I don’t always trust her judgement. She got it right this time. Too bad we’re related.” 
 
    Christina got up and ran to her brother and cousin, giving both men a strong hug. “So glad you finally got here.” Then she whispered, “You boys have been toking.” 
 
    “A little bit, cousin,” Frank said. 
 
    Then Max came over and nearly crushed their hands with a strong shake. Once he was done with them, his sister laid an equally strong hurt on them. They grew them strong out west, Frank thought. 
 
    “I’m so glad to meet you two,” Frank said. “Nice to have another military guy in the family.” 
 
    “Did your father serve?” Max asked. 
 
    Christina giggled. 
 
    Frank said, “No. He was too busy with the family business.” 
 
    Before they could converse further, Martha came into the living room and said that dinner was ready. 
 
    They all wandered toward the dining area, and Frank couldn’t help comparing his cousin Robin’s butt to that of the flirtatious Martha. His thoughts might have been entirely lecherous, but his intentions to one could be fulfilled this evening. And it had been far too long to remember his last encounter with the other sex. 
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    Max and Robin wound their way toward the main dining room. From the looks of it, there was a larger area in a four-season room that had not been part of the original estate structure. It must have been where they hosted much larger events, like weddings. 
 
    He whispered to his sister, “What do you think of our new cousins?” 
 
    “Smelled like pot,” she said. 
 
    “Besides that.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    That was strange for her, he thought. She usually had strong opinions on people she met. Robin was tactfully opinionated. 
 
    They sat at a large table that would have been big enough for five more people. The manager, Martha, seemed to have a plan for the seating. She placed everyone around the oval table in a precise pattern, which was mostly boy girl. Max was on one end with Christina to his right and the doctor to his left. Robin was almost across the table from Max, to the right of the man at the head of the table—their Uncle Pasquale. Obviously, the Italians were still a patriarchal clan. 
 
    Martha and another young man carried out their food, starting with a salad. When they got to their main course, the chef helped with the plates. 
 
    The chef said, “Roast Bison with a red wine demi-glace. Red potatoes and grilled asparagus. Bon Appetite.” He nodded his head and left the room. 
 
    “Bison?” Aunt Jackie said. “Are we Cowboys and Indians?” She glanced at Max and the doctor and added, “Not your kind of Indian.” 
 
    Dr. Kamala Sen said, “Our people don’t normally eat beef. So, I guess bison is a compromise. Truth be told, since coming to America, I have been known to enjoy a good burger.” 
 
    Max said, “Where I live in Nevada, I have to drive to Reno or Salt Lake to get good Indian food.” 
 
    “In the Hanover and Lebanon area, we have a couple of good Indian restaurants,” Kamala said. “One was started by a colleague of mine at Dartmouth-Hitchcock. I order my spices online. Bengali food is more Bangladeshi than Indian.” 
 
    “I’ve never had Bengali,” Max said. “But I’m open to try anything.” After he said it, he realized he could have been talking about women as much as food, which embarrassed him slightly. 
 
    His sister smiled at him wryly from across the table. Then she covered her smirk with a piece of bison. 
 
    Based on the smile on Kamala’s lips as she sipped her red wine, she was feeling the same as Robin. 
 
    Moving on, Max said, “We are so happy to meet our cousins. Robin and I thought we were alone in this world. The last of the Kane clan.” 
 
    Uncle Pasquale pointed his knife at Max and said, “You might consider changing your name to Borelli.” 
 
    Max exchanged a glance with his sister, but he didn’t need to have a special bond with his twin to know what she was thinking. He said, “That is a cool name. But I’ve been a Kane for almost forty years. I’m not sure I want to change my name at this stage of my life.” 
 
    “I agree with my brother,” Robin said. “I changed my name when I married my husband, and then changed it back when we divorced. It’s not a fun task.” 
 
    “Besides,” Max said, “Robin has established a relationship with her law practice in Salt Lake.” 
 
    “Not to mention our investigative business,” Robin said. 
 
    Pasquale said, “I’m yanking your chain.” 
 
    For desert, they had strawberry shortcake and vanilla ice cream with honey. Max guessed that was Bobby’s idea. 
 
    When they were finished, they all got up and dispersed to all points. Most said they needed to go to their rooms to freshen up. Max tried not to read into that. He ended up in the living room again, messing with the fire to get it to the optimal Goldilocks level—not too hot and not too cold. 
 
    The first to return to the living room was Max’s Uncle Pasquale, who had gotten a beer from his cooler. 
 
    “You want one of these, Max?” Pasquale asked. His uncle sat in front of the fire. “If so, they’re over there in the cooler.” The old Army guy smiled at him. 
 
    “You’re a dick just like my dad was,” Max said. 
 
    “I’ve seen these qualities in you as well.” 
 
    “Must be genetic then.” 
 
    “In all honesty,” Pasquale said, “I’m really glad you and Robin looked us up.” 
 
    “Same here,” Max said. 
 
    “I hear my ex-wife gave you a computer gadget with some information on it,” Pasquale said. “You get a chance to look over that?” 
 
    Max felt his pocket and said, “Not yet. What’s on it?” A little lie. 
 
    “Old photos mostly,” his uncle said. “Jackie knew your mom in high school. But she’s also done research on various family trees, so she has records that go back for many years, from when our family entered the country. It’s not her family, but she did this for her children.” 
 
    Some of the PDFs must have contained family trees, he thought. Max’s phone buzzed and the first thought he had was to ignore it. He guessed it could have been his sister looking for advice or making some smartass comment. Reluctantly, he checked the message. It was a partial message from the young girl he had found recently hiding in Reno. It read, ‘I’m sorry. My father. . .’ 
 
    Seconds later, another text came in. This was also from the girl, saying, ‘You lied to me.’ 
 
    Thinking quickly, Max knew this was not from the young girl. It was from her father. He had her. Damn it! If he was closer to Portland, he might be able to do something to help the young girl. But now there was no way to do so. 
 
    Suddenly, the lights flickered for a second and then went out. Now, they sat only in the light of the fire. Max shoved his cell phone into his pocket. 
 
    “This shit happens all the time around here,” Pasquale said. “New England has the worst power grid in a supposed first-world country. They should have a back-up generator here. It’ll kick in within thirty seconds.” 
 
    But it didn’t. Max checked his watch. A minute or two had already passed. Just as the lights went out, Max thought for sure he had heard a scream from somewhere in the estate. But his ears might have been deceiving him as much as his eyes earlier in the evening. 
 
    “Have you ever experienced strange things happening here?” Max asked. 
 
    Pasquale took a long drink of his beer. Then he said, “You mean like seeing ghosts? Damn near everyone has seen them in this place. Some say it’s the ghost of a former owner who was murdered on the third floor back in the twenties.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Max asked. 
 
    “If you believe in that sort of thing, the ghost could be from anywhere. It could be a former guest who stayed here and doesn’t want to leave. The former owner wasn’t the only person to die here over the years.” 
 
    There was a commotion at the entrance to the foyer, and Max saw his sister rush into the room with her cell phone light leading the way. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Max asked. 
 
    “Someone is hurt,” Robin said as calmly as she could. 
 
    Max rushed after his sister, down the hallway on the first floor toward the kitchen, and to the manager’s residence on the left. Standing at the doorway was Christina.  Max slipped past his sister and saw Martha laying on the floor on a Persian rug, with Dr. Kamala Sen checking her out. 
 
    “What is it?” Max asked. 
 
    “Redness and swelling around the mouth,” Kamala said. “Constricted airway. Loss of consciousness.” 
 
    “Anaphylaxis,” Max said. “A seizure or allergic reaction.” 
 
    “Very good,” the doctor said. 
 
    “I’ll check for an EpiPen,” Max said, and then went through her small room looking for an epinephrine autoinjector. He found her purse and dug through her things until he found what he was looking for, which he quickly handed to the doctor. 
 
    Kamala pulled the EpiPen from the plastic carry sleeve and quickly jabbed the injector into Martha’s left thigh. Then she sat back for a moment to check for reaction, holding onto Martha’s wrist to monitor her pulse. 
 
    Within seconds, Martha started to show improvement. Her breathing became more normal and her eyes opened. 
 
    “What are you allergic to?” Kamala asked Martha. 
 
    Martha’s eyes wandered around the room, and Max tried to see who or what she was trying to see. By now, more people had gathered outside the room. 
 
    “Nuts,” Martha finally said. “I told the chef.” 
 
    “Let’s get her up to her bed,” Kamala said. “The EpiPen is only a stopgap. She needs to get to the hospital. How far is Southwestern? It’s part of our Dartmouth-Hitchcock system.” 
 
    Christina, still at the door, said, “In Bennington. About a half-hour drive. Maybe longer in this weather.” 
 
    Robin came farther into the room and helped Max lift Martha to her bed. 
 
    Pulling his phone from his pocket, Max was a bit confused. His cell phone said he had no service. “Anybody else have service?” 
 
    Everyone checked their phones, but all Max got was disturbed stares and shaking heads. 
 
    Frank leaned into the room and said, “There’s only one cell tower down this way. If the power is out, that tower could be down.” 
 
    Max said, “Most cell towers have backup power now. The front desk has a landline. Could someone try using that to call 911?” 
 
    Christina rushed out of the room to make the call. 
 
    By now, Martha was looking a little better. The doctor was checking her over. 
 
    Max came to the side of her bed and asked, “Is it mostly peanuts?” 
 
    “All nuts,” Martha said with a strained voice. 
 
    “I don’t recall any nuts in anything we ate tonight,” Max said. 
 
    “Some people are sensitive to the dust on peanuts,” Kamala said. “You carry a back-up EpiPen. You must be really sensitive.” 
 
    “I am,” Martha said. 
 
    “I’ll go talk with the chef,” Max said. “If you told him about your allergy, I need to know how this happened.” 
 
    Max started for the door, when Christina rushed in and said, “The landline is dead also.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Frank said. 
 
    “Doesn’t this place have a backup generator?” Max asked. 
 
    Bobby said, “Yes, it does. I’ll go check on it.” 
 
    “I’m the electrician,” Frank said. 
 
    “Go together,” Max demanded. 
 
    The two men hurried off. 
 
    “Are there candles somewhere on the estate?” Max asked. 
 
    Martha tried to talk, but the words wouldn’t come. 
 
    “I’ll go look,” Christina said. 
 
    Max shifted his eyes toward Robin, who went with her cousin on the hunt. 
 
    Still trying to understand his cell phone, Max paced the small room. He had used a cell jammer in the military when they closed in on a target and didn’t want the enemy to set off IEDs with their cell phones. Or call for help. This seemed like a similar situation, but he sure as hell wasn’t about to bring this up to the group. 
 
    Alone now with the doctor, Kamala said to Max, “Where did you learn about anaphylaxis?” 
 
    “In special ops we have to go in prepared for nearly everything,” Max said. “We get some emergency first aid training. And we were required to carry an EpiPen and Atropine injectors for nerve agent exposure.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Kamala said. 
 
    “It’s no big thing.” 
 
    The sudden scream from nearby startled both Martha and Kamala. Max rushed out the door toward the shriek. Standing by the kitchen door was his sister Robin. 
 
    “What’s up?” Max asked. 
 
    Christina came from inside the kitchen and went directly into Robin’s waiting arms. 
 
    “The chef,” Robin said, shifting her head toward the kitchen. 
 
    “I stepped in it,” Christina said. “It’s on my shoes.” 
 
    Max went into the kitchen and used his phone to direct his vision. Laying under a large stainless-steel table with dirty dishes stacked on top, was the chef. What had been pure white clothes from top to bottom, was now covered in blood from a number of sources. He checked the man’s pulse out of habit, knowing there was no way the man was still alive. Not with that much blood loss. Blood pooled from the man’s torso and had run to a drain in the floor. Based on his observation, the man couldn’t have been stabbed too long ago. But the pooling of blood was starting to coagulate already, so he must have been killed right after dinner sometime. 
 
    “Where’s the young man who was working with the chef?” Max asked. But he turned and saw that his sister had pulled Christina away from the scene. 
 
    Alone now, Max moved about the kitchen, trying to preserve the scene, but also wanting to make sure the place was safe and no killer lurked in the shadows. 
 
    Finally, he found a rechargeable flashlight hanging on the wall near the walk-in freezer. He clicked on the light and swept the kitchen properly. 
 
    But he found nothing. Not in the pantry. Not in the walk-in freezer. Nowhere. Whoever killed the chef was gone. Who did it, and why? 
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    Max wandered back to Martha’s room with his new flashlight, finding Robin and Kamala watching over Martha, who seemed to be sleeping. 
 
    “Did you brief Kamala?” he asked Robin. 
 
    “Not yet,” Robin said. 
 
    Max nodded his head and the doctor went with him to the hallway. Once there, he turned off the flashlight to save the battery. 
 
    “The chef is dead,” Max said softly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I know dead when I see dead,” Max said. “But I also checked his pulse. He had multiple stab wounds and lost about half the blood in his body.” 
 
    “Who killed him, and why?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Max said honestly. 
 
    Christina came from the foyer and said, “I found a bunch of candles in a closet.” 
 
    “Where’s your father and mother?” Max asked. “And the others.” 
 
    “Papa is in the living room calming down my mom and his sister.” 
 
    “Do they know about the cook?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Christina said. “My Aunt Anna is the one who found him.” 
 
    “I thought you did.” 
 
    “I saw her run out of the kitchen frightened,” Christina said. “She ran through the dining area, the library and into the back entrance to the parlor. Then I went in with your sister to find the man had been stabbed.” 
 
    Could his aunt have killed the chef? It was possible. But the timing seemed off. “What was Aunt Anna doing in the kitchen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll have to ask her.” 
 
    Before he got a chance, Frank and Bobby came back through the front door. They were wet and Frank was dirty. 
 
    Max asked, “Obviously, not good news or we’d have light.” 
 
    “The main power was cut,” Frank said. “And not just the breaker. Someone must have cut the power lines.” 
 
    Bobby broke in. “And the generator has been trashed.” 
 
    “I got in there to see what it would take to fix it,” Frank said, “but it will take me hours to rewire it. Same with the main power line, assuming we can find the actual break.” 
 
    “What about the phone landline?” Max asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t see where that was cut,” Frank said. “If whoever did this was smart, they would have cut the line down the road where it comes into the estate.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bobby said. “Because the other buildings each have a landline that run through the main junction box.” 
 
    “But the junction box is intact,” Frank said. 
 
    “The power line and the telephone lines run down to the main highway,” Max said. 
 
    “I don’t get why the cell phones aren’t working,” Frank said. 
 
    “Someone is jamming the signal,” Max surmised. 
 
    Kamala moved into the conversation. “Why would someone do this?” 
 
    That wasn’t Max’s concern right now. Instead, he asked, “Has anyone seen the young man working with the chef?” 
 
    Bobby said, “That’s John. I hired him to help the chef, but he could only stay for the prep and the serving. He had to get back to town for his job at a local brewpub.” 
 
    “Could he have killed the chef?” Max asked. 
 
    “Wait,” Bobby said. “The chef is dead?” 
 
    “Yes,” Max said. “Someone stabbed him. Did you know him well?” 
 
    Bobby shook his head. “He was a backup for the guy I wanted. My guy was out of town this weekend. I got this guy’s name from Martha.” 
 
    “How does she know the chef?” Max asked. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask her,” Bobby said. 
 
    Max turned to Kamala and asked, “How important is it that Martha gets to the hospital?” 
 
    The doctor shrugged. “She could recover fine on her own. We have a second EpiPen, but it can be dangerous to use that again without some time passing.” 
 
    “What about the dead guy?” Frank asked. 
 
    “He’s right,” Max said. “We should get the local sheriff out here to investigate.” 
 
    Christina said, “The county sheriff is in Bennington also. We should bring Martha to the hospital there and then get the sheriff to come out.” 
 
    “I’ll take her,” Frank said. “I’ll bring my truck to the front.” Frank hurried out the front door into the onslaught of the pounding rain. 
 
    “You should probably go with him,” Max said to the doctor. 
 
    “Okay,” Kamala said. “I’ll bring the extra EpiPen.” 
 
    “I’ll start putting out some candles,” Christina said. 
 
    Max leaned into the manager’s room and saw his sister sitting next to the bed holding Martha’s hand. 
 
    “What is it?” Robin asked. 
 
    “We’re going to take Martha to the hospital and bring the sheriff back. Could you help Christina with the candles?” 
 
    “Of course,” Robin said. 
 
    Martha seemed a bit more coherent now. She said, “That’s not necessary. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Kamala had entered the room after Max. The doctor said, “You should be checked out anyway.” 
 
    “Did you tell her about the chef?” Max asked Robin. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    Max turned to Martha and asked, “How well did you know the chef?” 
 
    “Not well,” Martha said. “He had catered a number of events here over the years. Mostly weddings. But he also did our last murder mystery weekend. He was a nice man.” 
 
    There was a disturbance again in the foyer, which migrated eventually to Martha’s room. 
 
    Frank came in shaking his head. “Some asshole slashed the tires.” 
 
    “We can take my truck,” Max said. 
 
    “No, you don’t get it,” Frank said. “They slashed every tire on every vehicle in the lot.” 
 
    Dr. Kamala Sen paced the room and finally said, “My BMW has run-flat tires. Could we still use that?” 
 
    “That would work,” Max said. “We could even run a vehicle on its rims to the closest house and use their phone.” 
 
    “The closest place is a mile away,” Bobby said. 
 
    “Candles,” Max said to Robin, who rounded up Christina and the two of them went to disperse the candles. 
 
    Kamala pulled her keys from her pocket and stretched her hand out to the men in the room. “Could someone go get the car for me? I should stay with Martha.” 
 
    Frank grabbed the keys and said, “I’ve always wanted to drive one of those. But not with flat tires.” 
 
    Frank left and Bobby went with him, leaving Max and Kamala alone with Martha. 
 
    “I have a thought,” Max said, shifting his eyes toward the door to the doctor. 
 
    She followed Max to the hallway, far enough away so Martha could not hear them. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kamala asked. 
 
    “Something strange is going on here,” he said. 
 
    “You mean like possible attempted murder, actual murder, and our total isolation?” Kamala said with a hint of irony in her voice. 
 
    “How well do you know these people?” he asked. 
 
    “I just met them tonight. With the exception of Anna Aldo, whom I have served with on the hospital board for more than a year. Why?” 
 
    “Anna was seen running out of the kitchen before Christina went in to discover the body.” 
 
    “There’s no way that Anna could have done that to the chef. She’s your aunt.” 
 
    “I know,” Max said. “It seems unlikely. Besides, there’s no way she had time to slash all the tires on the vehicles. Unless.” 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “Unless she had an accomplice. Like her son. Frank has the knowledge to cut the main power and the generator. Plus, he could have just slashed the tires when he went out to get his truck.” 
 
    “Frank? I don’t think so.” 
 
    Max had to agree with the doctor. What motive would he have to kill the chef? “Truthfully, I have no suspects for the murder. Everyone in this estate seemed to be occupied elsewhere.” 
 
    “What about your Uncle Pasquale?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “No. He was with me from the time we ate until the lights went out. We went directly to the living room. I worked on the fire while he drank a beer.” 
 
    “That leaves your cousin Bobby,” Kamala said. 
 
    “He would have known about Martha’s nut allergy,” Max said. “And he was missing for a while earlier in the evening. He could have slashed the tires before we sat down to dinner.” 
 
    “He also hired the chef and his helper,” Kamala reasoned. 
 
    She had a point, he knew. But, having dealt with cold-blooded killers in the past, Max knew that Bobby just didn’t fit the image of someone that calculating. He was more of a happy-go-lucky guy who smoked pot and made honey and maple syrup. 
 
    “Not likely,” Max concluded. “Same with my cousin Christina and her mother.” 
 
    “That’s everyone,” Kamala said, “except for you and your sister.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “True. But I was with my uncle and Robin was upstairs.” 
 
    Kamala smiled. “She was with me in my room.” 
 
    “Doing what?” he asked. 
 
    “I was picking her brain about her twin,” the doctor said. “You intrigue me.” 
 
    Now Max had to smile. “Knowing my sister, she was picking your brain on my behalf.” 
 
    “She seems like a good sister.” 
 
    “She’s a great sister.” 
 
    Frank and Bobby rushed in through the front door, both of them slightly out of breath. 
 
    Frank said, “Your BMW won’t start. Someone messed with the engine.” 
 
    “My car was locked,” Kamala said. “How would they open the hood?” 
 
    “It can be done,” Frank said. “They’d just need to pull a few wires to keep it from turning over. Now what?” 
 
    What indeed, Max thought. He turned to his cousin Bobby and asked, “Do you know any of the neighbors down the road?” 
 
    “A couple,” Bobby said. “You want me to walk down and see if I can use their phone?” 
 
    “That would be great. Call the sheriff, tell him about the dead man, and have them send an ambulance for Martha.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Bobby said. “But it might take a while in this weather. And they might have only a cell phone.” 
 
    “Give it a try,” Max said. “Maybe Frank should go with you.” 
 
    Frank shook his head. “It might be better if I stay here and work on the power. I have a headlamp and a cover to keep the rain off me.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    His two cousins went back out into the harsh rainy night. 
 
    “I need to go talk with my uncle and aunts,” Max said. “Let them know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Kamala said. “I’ll stay with Martha.” 
 
    When Max got to the living room, his sister was sitting with Aunt Anna, holding her hand. Christina and her mother seemed to be in deep conversation. And the atmosphere had changed with the new candles lending light to the large space. 
 
    He wandered in slowly toward the fireplace, where his uncle was fiddling with the coals with a metal poker. 
 
    “What’s up,” Max asked. 
 
    “You tell me,” Pasquale said. “My sister, your aunt, said she nearly tripped over a dead chef in the kitchen.” 
 
    Max told his uncle what had happened so far, right up until the time that his son Bobby volunteered to run for help. 
 
    “And Frank?” Pasquale asked. 
 
    “He’s out trying to fix the power.” 
 
    “I could help him.” 
 
    “Better if you stay here,” Max said. “Are you armed?” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Pasquale said. “Always.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Is that a nine mil?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You have anything else in your truck?” 
 
    “Not at this time. Why?” 
 
    “I have a feeling we could use it before the night ends,” Max said. He wasn’t sure why he had said that, but something deep inside him had allowed this assessment. 
 
    The first indication that everything had gone to hell in just a few seconds was a familiar tink from breaking glass. Then Max heard the disconcerting sound of a bullet buzzing past his head. He screamed for everyone to hit the deck, bringing his uncle down with him. 
 
    The three ladies screamed in various levels of volume, but they also ducked first to the sofa seats before sliding to the floor. 
 
    Max needed to move fast. 
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    Without thinking, Max got up and pulled his gun. He rushed around the large room blowing out the new candles, bullets following him around the room and peppering the wallpaper. The shots were coming from the back of the estate, somewhere near the parking lot. 
 
    He rolled to the ground at the far wall and glanced up at the holes in the windows. What kind of rounds? Looked like from a handgun, he thought. Good. Not as accurate from a distance. 
 
    Max got up and ran to the last two candles, extinguishing the flames with his fingers. Then he dove behind a large set of furniture and crawled toward his family. 
 
    “Pasquale,” Max said, keeping his voice down. 
 
    “Yeah. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I’m going after the shooter outside,” Max said. “When I start shooting, grab the ladies and get them upstairs.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Pasquale also had his 9mm handgun out and ready. 
 
    “I’ll have the doctor and Martha lock themselves in the manager’s room,” Max said. “Give me thirty seconds.” 
 
    Getting up quickly, feeling better about doing so in the darkness, Max rushed around the back door of the living room, through the library, and came out the other side near the dining room. Then he kept his gun leveled ahead of him as he found Martha’s room. The door was closed. 
 
    “It’s Max,” he said against the door. “Are you locked in there?” 
 
    “Yes,” came a muffled voice. 
 
    “Good. Stay put until I give you the all clear.” 
 
    Now Max had just one concern. His cousin Frank, who was somewhere outside trying to fix the power. But he had no idea where he was, so he had to simply draw the shooter out. He moved around to the entrance leading to the parking lot, and he used the thick doors for protection. 
 
    His breathing increased, knowing he had to move or his uncle and the women would be vulnerable. With one quick motion, his gun leading the way, Max rushed out through the second door, vectoring away from the last known spot of the shooter. The darkness and the heavy rain made it impossible for him to see any movement, so he had to rely on the flash from the shooter’s muzzle, which came after he had gotten some twenty feet from the door. As he ran, he fired five shots at the shooter’s position. Then he ran at top speed toward his truck. Most average shooters couldn’t hit a man in a full run moving across his field of view. 
 
    Max had parked like always, pointing outward from the parking spot. He reached his truck and the shooter used this moment to fire at him. His truck took the lead as Max rounded to the back end and unlocked the topper over his bed, giving the shooter no target unless he moved. 
 
    He took this moment to crawl inside and tap in the code to his gun safe. He pulled out his AR-15, loaded with a full 30-round magazine of military-grade 5.56 mm bullets. Then he found two extra magazines, which he clipped to his web belt, and his night vision goggles, which he put on his head, turned on, and lowered to his eyes. 
 
    Crawling back out, he quietly lifted the tailgate and clicked it into place. Now he lowered the window but didn’t lock it—in case he needed more firepower. 
 
    Max turned on his Eotech holographic sight and flipped his magnifier to extend his range for longer shots. He holstered his 9mm handgun and raised his rifle to his eyes, bringing in his surroundings to a pale florescent green. Now he owned the night. 
 
    Moving along the right side of his truck, his eyes scanning for targets, Max waited for movement. But he needed to be careful, since his cousin Frank was still outside somewhere. The shooter had been hiding behind a large pine tree. He focused his aim at that tree until he saw movement. 
 
    The shooter moved out from the right side of the tree and started to shoot toward Max’s truck. Max had his safety off and two rounds fired within seconds, dropping the shooter to the wet surface. 
 
    He needed to see who had been shooting at them, so he rushed across the wide expanse of the gravel parking lot and the grass on the other side, until he got to the fallen man. 
 
    Max kicked away the man’s gun and rolled the guy to his back. His two bullets had hit the man center mass, probably killing him instantly. He wasn’t sure who this man could be, so he pulled out his phone and took a couple of quick pictures of the man’s face. Then he felt around and found the shooter’s cell phone, which also had no service. Max shoved into his back pocket. Also on the man was a large folding knife, which he could have used to kill the chef and puncture all the tires. Before moving on, Max stopped in his tracks when he heard a voice coming from behind the large tree the man had used for cover and concealment. At the base of the tree was a small hand-held radio. More talking came from the radio as Max picked it up and turned down the volume. The radio had a clip on the back, so Max attached it to the back of his web belt. This man wasn’t alone. So, where was his friend or friends? 
 
    But something was missing. Even through the NVGs, Max could tell that the man had no blood on him. You don’t stab a man like the chef was stabbed and not get sprayed with blood. Where was the second man? 
 
    He turned and scanned the area looking for any movement. Nothing. Then he moved tactically across the open space toward the estate. But instead of going inside, he moved around the outside of the large building to try to find his cousin Frank. 
 
    Max went to his left, knowing the right side was where the living room sat. If he were to keep moving around that side, he would come across the four-season room and the back patio where weddings were held. That meant only the left side of the building could hold the power supply and the generator. Normally, in places with heavy generator use, that noisy equipment would be held in a separate outbuilding to keep from driving residents crazy. But that wasn’t the case here. 
 
    Passing the delivery entrance that led to the kitchen, Max wondered if that was how the killer had gotten in and stabbed the chef. 
 
    The rain pounded on him, making it hard for Max to see through the NVGs. But he finally got to an extension of the estate that looked a little newer. He gazed up and saw that the power lines entered the building here. Then he thought he saw movement for just a split second. 
 
    Now he realized what he was seeing. Frank had set up what looked like a small pup tent over the top of the large generator. 
 
    Max moved slowly toward the tent, his heart racing. It would kill him to find Frank dead inside. With one quick motion, Max threw the door flap open. 
 
    Sitting at the far end was Frank, an electrician’s knife in his hand. 
 
    “Frank, it’s Max,” he said. 
 
    His cousin moved to turn on his head lamp, but Max told him not to do so. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Frank said. “I heard the shots.” 
 
    “Did Bobby get out before the shooting started?” Max asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He took a short cut through the trees down the hill toward the road,” Frank said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Is anyone hurt?” 
 
    “As far as I know, just the shooter,” Max said. “We need to forget about getting the power on and get you inside to safety. Then we’ll lock down the estate.” 
 
    “That’s going to be hard,” Frank said, scooting toward Max and the exit to the small tent. “There are multiple entrances, and not very good locks.” 
 
    “Alright,” Max said. “At least the building will give you some cover. You wouldn’t happen to have a gun on you.” 
 
    “In my truck,” Frank said. “Glock nine mil with two full mags.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go get it.” 
 
    Frank’s truck was parked right by Max’s vehicle. His cousin quickly grabbed his gun from the center console and then found his extra magazine, shoving that into his back pocket. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Max said. “There’s more than one shooter.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Before Max could answer, they both heard a shot coming from the estate. Then a few more shots. 
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    Just after Max ran out of the estate and the shooting started, Robin and her Uncle Pasquale helped Christina, her mother and her aunt up and out of the living room. Together, they moved along the south side of the structure, through the library and the dining room, coming out on the hallway on the other side of the foyer and entrance. 
 
    Robin made sure they all made it up the stairs. 
 
    “Go to Aunt Anna’s room,” Robin said. “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Pasquale, gun out at the ready, said, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m getting the doctor and Martha,” Robin said. 
 
    “Do you need help?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Wait for us and we’ll barricade ourselves in that room.” 
 
    Just then the gunfire got heavier, coming from two different locations. 
 
    “Your brother might need my help,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “Max will be fine,” she said hopefully. “The shooter might need more help.” 
 
    Pasquale gave her a thumbs-up and limped up the stairs after his sister and his ex-wife. 
 
    Robin backtracked to the manager’s residence. The door was closed, so she checked the glass nob to see if it was locked. It was. 
 
    “It’s Robin,” she said softly. “Please open up.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the bolt opened and Dr. Kamala Sen peered out at Robin. “I heard more shooting outside.” 
 
    “My brother has gone after the shooter. We should go upstairs together to Anna’s room. Uncle Pasquale has a gun for protection. Can Martha move?” 
 
    “Of course,” Martha said from behind Kamala. 
 
    “She needs help,” the doctor said. 
 
    Shooting outside startled all of them, but it also made them rush toward the stairs. Together, Robin and Kamala helped the younger woman up the stairs. At the top of the second level, Robin closed the door. 
 
    “Is there any way to lock this down?” Robin asked Martha. 
 
    “Not really,” Martha said. “We almost never lock the estate. Even if we did, the locks are almost useless.” 
 
    Robin pointed for the other women to go down the hallway to her Aunt Anna’s room. Just then, Uncle Pasquale appeared at the end of the hallway and waved for them with his cell phone light. 
 
    They got down to the end room and Kamala went to the right into her room for a second to retrieve her small bag. Then they all crowded into Anna’s room. It must have been the largest room in the entire estate, though, situated on the southwest corner right above the living room. At least they were one room away from the shooting, Robin thought. That might give them some protection. 
 
    “Help me with this,” Pasquale said to Robin and the others, as he stood on the end of a large dresser. 
 
    With her uncle on one end and Robin and Christina on the other, they were able to move the heavy oak dresser in front of the door. 
 
    “That might not be enough,” Robin said. 
 
    Pasquale glanced around and saw a large chaise lounge chair near the outer edge of the room, sitting between two large windows. Together, Pasquale and Robin moved this large lounge chair and set it on top of the dresser. 
 
    “We should close these curtains,” Jackie said. 
 
    Robin turned just in time to see Jackie fall to the ground. Then she heard the shot. 
 
    Pasquale moved with remarkable speed across the room, his gun out again. Stepping over his ex-wife, Pasquale aimed his gun out the window and shot three times in a random spray. Then he shut the curtains and went to help his ex-wife. 
 
    But the doctor was already there helping Aunt Jackie, holding pressure on a stomach wound. Christina also came over and held her mother’s hand. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Looks like a through and through,” Kamala said. “Could you grab my bag?” 
 
    Robin found the doctor’s bag and set it on the Persian rug that was now soaking up the professor’s blood. 
 
    “There’s a first aid kit inside the main area of the bag,” Kamala said with remarkable calm. 
 
    Robin found the kit and unzipped it. Inside, she found a number of large gauze pads, which she opened and handed to Kamala. 
 
    “I’ve got no pain meds,” Kamala said to Jackie. 
 
    “Anna always has wine,” Jackie said with difficulty. 
 
    “Unfortunately, wine doesn’t make a good anesthetic,” the doctor said. 
 
    “Just let me drink it,” Jackie said. “I’m half pickled already.” 
 
    While they were helping Jackie with her wound, Pasquale crawled around the room and closed the curtains on the two remaining windows, bringing the room to near complete darkness. 
 
    Then he got on his butt and scooted toward his ex-wife, shining the light from his cell phone, along with the others. 
 
    The doctor said to Pasquale, “When this is over, you need to set up an appointment with me to fix that knee.” 
 
    “It was shot up years ago in the Army,” Pasquale said. “Do you think you can fix it?” 
 
    “I’ll give you an MRI and we’ll see,” Kamala said. Then the doctor turned back to Robin and asked, “Could you find a box that says Dermabond?” 
 
    Robin dug through the first aid kit, finally pulling it all onto the floor. 
 
    “No,” Kamala said. “It’s in a separate box inside the bag. Too big for the first aid kit.” 
 
    Robin went back to the bag and found the box, which she opened and found a number of tubes that resembled thick pens. She handed one to the doctor. 
 
    Within seconds, the doctor had pinched the front wound on Jackie’s stomach and sealed it with the skin adhesive. Kamala held the skin together until it no longer seeped blood. 
 
    “It’s holding,” Kamala declared. “Now for the exit wound.” 
 
    Robin helped the doctor roll Jackie to the side without the wound. The exit wound was still seeping blood. The doctor first held pressure on the wound to slow the bleeding. Then, with the glue pen in hand, she sealed the exit wound. 
 
    After both sides were sealed, the doctor used a fresh gauze pad, taping it over the glued wound. 
 
    When the doctor had done all she could, they all lifted Jackie onto the bed and put her under the covers. 
 
    Anna turned to Martha and said, “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll pay for the sheets and the Persian rug.” 
 
    Robin paced the floor for a moment, trying to figure out what was going on outside. Was her brother alright? What was going on here? She tried not to show concern, but she felt she was failing miserably. 
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    Max was concerned about the shots he had heard, but the first one came from the back side of the estate—outside. The other shots seemed to be return fire. Those must have come from his Uncle Pasquale. 
 
    More voices came across on the radio Max had found just as Max and Frank got into the first-floor foyer of the estate. 
 
    “What the hell are they saying?” Frank asked in a loud whisper. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Max said, but he was sure about the language he knew very little about. He had heard this before during his tours in the middle east. And it was never a welcoming voice. 
 
    Max led his cousin back to Martha’s room, but she had gone. So had the doctor. 
 
    “Where’d they go?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Upstairs.” 
 
    “Should we join them up there?” 
 
    “No. We need to take up defensive positions down here until Bobby can get the police out here.” 
 
    More voices came across the radio. At least two distinct people. 
 
    Max pulled the radio from his belt and tried to remember what he knew of this language. He knew only a few phrases, and they were not pleasant terms. Pressing the button, Max said into the radio something he had learned in Afghanistan. This wasn’t Pashto. He spoke Dari, Afghan Persian, and hoped these people would understand it. 
 
    “What was that?” Frank asked. 
 
    More voices came across the radio, which made Max laugh out loud. “They understood.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I was speaking Dari. Something I learned in Afghanistan. I told them I was going to kill all of you goat fuckers.” 
 
    “These are ragheads?” Frank asked. 
 
    “More precisely, they’re Persians or Iranians,” Max said. “They’re speaking Farsi, but I guess Dari is close enough for them to understand.” 
 
    “Why the hell are Iranians attacking us?” 
 
    He didn’t have time to explain to his cousin the dynamics of a Persian family. “I’ll explain later, cousin. We need to get into position. Do you know the entrances?” 
 
    “Front door, which is actually like the back door,” Frank said. “Service entrance through the kitchen. And then a door on either side of the four-season room, which funnels into the main dining room.” 
 
    Max checked his rifle to make sure he had everything ready for close-quarters fighting. Instinctively, he had already flipped out his sight magnifier. Now he would use only his holographic sight. 
 
    More jabbering came across the radio, which made Max respond with more phrases he had learned. Hopefully they would be freaking out, wondering if Max could actually understand Farsi. He couldn’t. Other than a few words. 
 
    Now, Max led his cousin through the foyer and into the living room. He knew that if they stayed on the closest wall they would not be seen, since the terrain outside made the living room more like the second floor and not the first. Which is why the first shooter had been required to take his potshots from the knoll across the parking lot. It was the only place raised high enough with a view inside the house. 
 
    First, Max brought his cousin to a position alongside the wall by the baby grand piano. From there, Frank would be able to see anyone coming through the four-season room and from the dining room. Farther down, his cousin also would have a shot at anyone popping out of the end of the foyer. Then Max went back toward the front desk, setting up a position with a great view of the front entrance and the hallway leading to the kitchen. From those two positions, they had covered all of the entry points. 
 
    Now they waited. While they did so, Max pulled out the radio and switched to emergency channels, hoping he would be in range of the sheriff’s dispatch. No such luck. These were cheap short-range radios. Probably bought recently at a local discount store. 
 
    He got nothing from any other channel on the radio. So, he switched back to the first frequency and started to taunt the Persians in English. He guessed they knew English as well as their own language. 
 
    Seconds later, Max knew he was right. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have crossed our boss,” one of the men said. 
 
    Max knew where this was going. “Listen, goat fucker,” Max started. “Just because your dick is so small no woman would be pleasured by you, doesn’t mean a woman should be forced into a brutal mutilation.” 
 
    “That’s not for you to decide,” the man said. 
 
    Then it came to Max. “You’re the potential husband.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Yeah, Max got that right. 
 
    “You are going to die tonight,” the Iranian said. 
 
    “Maybe we should make this personal,” Max said. “Just me and you.” 
 
    No comment. 
 
    Max shrugged. “Okay. Me against the rest of you ass bangers.” 
 
    His cousin Frank laughed and said, “You tell him, Max.” 
 
    “We think we’ll kill all of you,” the man said. 
 
    “I know this sounds cliché,” Max said. “But the police are on their way.” 
 
    The man laughed. “You think so?” Then there were some muffled voices again in Farsi. 
 
    Finally, another voice came on the radio. “Max, I’m sorry. They picked me up down the road.” Cousin Bobby sounded somewhat distressed. Scared. 
 
    The Iranian came back on and said, “Your cousin doesn’t seem to know a lot about you. But my employer told me to be careful around you.” 
 
    From across the room, Frank yelled, “Do they have Bobby?” 
 
    Max said, “Let the kid go and I might consider telling you where to find your boss’s daughter.” 
 
    “We already have Firuzeh,” the man boasted. 
 
    Considering the short text exchange he had with his former case, it was easy to believe that they had found Firuzeh, Max thought. But then why had they come after Max? And how had they found him? Neither were too difficult to understand, he thought. A man so devout that he would butcher his own daughter and then marry her off to a man more than twice her age would not think twice about killing a man who had promised to find that daughter and then refused to turn her over to the father. That same man would also find a way to track Max. Plus, it wasn’t like Max had been hiding. The Iranian had access to credit card information, and Max had used his card all the way across American along Interstate 80. He had even used it when he checked into the Winthrop Inn. Yet, Max was having a hard time reconciling the death of the chef and the poisoning of Martha. How did that fit in?  
 
    He pushed all of this from his brain as he tried to figure out how to get out of this situation. His first concern had to be Bobby. The others were relatively safe, he guessed. 
 
    Max saw a flash of light from the back window, where cars drove up the hill from the main road. He went behind his cousin Frank and peered over the window from his knees. Yep. It was a car moving up the outer road. 
 
    “That could be my dad,” Frank said. “If so, these guys are in trouble.” 
 
    “Why?” Max asked. 
 
    “Because my dad always comes heavily armed with extra security.” 
 
    Before Max could get his cousin to explain, he heard the gunshots coming from the perimeter road, flashes of light going off like fireworks in a rainstorm. 
 
    “Now I know where they are,” Max said. “Take my old position, protecting the staircase. I’m heading out there.” 
 
    “Don’t shoot my dad,” Frank said, as he got up and went across the living room. 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Max moved with purpose through the library and into the four-season room, his NVGs making his quick progress possible. 
 
    Then he slipped out the side door and into the heavy rain, working his way toward the shooting down the hill. 
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    Max pushed across the open grass normally used for weddings until he came to a stone wall about three feet high. He took up a position behind the wall and then rose up to view the scene below through his magnified scope and his holographic sight. 
 
    On the road below was a van and a sedan blocking further entrance to the estate. The block was at a natural choke-point in the road, where the pavement curved to the left and up the hill toward the complex of buildings. There was no going around it, either. On one side was the steep hill; on the other side was a drop-off down to the valley below, where the small river wound through the grass and low trees. 
 
    On his right, shooting up at the van and car, was a late model sedan that could have been a police car, or at least the same make and model used by law enforcement. Shooting came from two people hiding behind doors. 
 
    Max estimated the distance to target as a little less than a hundred yards. Easy enough for his AR-15, he thought. If he shot now, those firing from the car would know he was on their side. Somehow, they didn’t seem to be his Uncle Francesco and his men, though. They looked more like a man and a woman, and they were firing like trained law enforcement. 
 
    Shifting his rifle back toward the van, Max knew he needed to be careful with his shooting. His cousin Bobby was probably in that van. 
 
    Finding his first easy target, Max settled on center mass and pressed off one shot—dropping the man in a clump on the pavement. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. Now he found a second target, but this one was hidden behind the back of the sedan. He only had a head shot. He pressed the trigger and saw pink mist at the top of the man’s head. Max had hit the man in the high forehead area. That man slipped down behind the car also. 
 
    Now, the gunfire stopped for a moment. 
 
    The radio on Max’s belt squawked, and he picked it up to listen to the Iranians. 
 
    “Say again,” Max said. 
 
    “I said, if you fire one more time I will kill your little cousin Bobby,” the man said. 
 
    Great. Bobby had let the man know about his ties, making it much easier for manipulation and leverage. 
 
    “You’re a cornered rat,” Max said. “If you give up now, I will let you live.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Then Max heard a voice directing him to an alternate channel. It was a law enforcement coded message. Max quickly shifted to that channel and tapped the talk button a couple of times. 
 
    “We are Boston police officers,” said a woman’s voice. “Are you our cousin Max?” 
 
    He was confused now, but then he remembered his aunt and uncle talk about his mother’s side of the family. If this was true, how in the hell had they gotten to this estate? 
 
    “This is Max,” he said. 
 
    “What are we up against?” 
 
    “I can see at least three, maybe four men near the van and car,” Max said. “I just dropped two. Took out another one earlier up by the estate.” 
 
    “Copy that,” she said. 
 
    “They got you pinned down,” Max said. “But I’ve got superior position on them. Tell me your radio can reach out to the world.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Then you have two choices,” Max said. “Stay there and run out of ammo, or come up here with me.” 
 
    Hesitation. Then, she said, “We’re on our way.” 
 
    “I’ll cover you,” Max said. 
 
    Then he switched back to the old channel and heard the Iranian man yelling for Max to answer him. 
 
    Max said, “Say again. This cheap radio is failing in the rain.” 
 
    Heavy sigh on the other end. “I said, you need to surrender or we’ll put a bullet in your cousin’s head.” 
 
    “I heard that earlier,” Max said, his scope aimed at the two Boston cops as they pushed away from their car. He was delaying to distract. “I thought you had something new for me.” 
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
    Gunfire broke out from below as the Iranians realized the two cops were making a break for it. 
 
    Max shoved his rifle to the left and slowly squeezed off a number of rounds. This time he wasn’t aiming at men, he was taking out the tires on each vehicle. Now they definitely weren’t going anywhere. He had them right where he wanted them. 
 
    When there was no more shooting from below, Max turned his NVGs to his right and saw the man and woman making their way up the hill toward him, using the natural rise in the terrain for cover. He gave a little whistle and they headed toward him. 
 
    The man and woman jumped over the wall and settle in beside Max. The man looked a little older than the woman. He was fit, if not a little thick in places, with a strong jaw and short red hair. The woman could have been one of Max’s sisters. She was tall like his twin sister, and her black hair was pulled back into a ponytail the way Robin kept hers quite often. She was also strong, and he imagined she had no problem working the streets of Boston. 
 
    He flipped up his NVGs and said, “Max Kane.” He reached out his hand and shook each of their hands. 
 
    The woman said, “I’m Britt Ryan. This is my brother Mike. According to your Aunt Jackie, we’re first cousins on your mom’s side of the family. She called us and told us about the DNA test that brought you here.” 
 
    Mike broke in. “Jackie also mentioned you were a former federal agent.” 
 
    “Air Force OSI,” Max said. “Ten years.” 
 
    “She said you were also some kind of special forces guy,” Britt said. “I didn’t know Air Force had those.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am we do. Combat controllers mostly.” 
 
    “Who are these people?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Persians,” Max said. “Well, technically Iranians. I worked a private case out west. Too long to explain now. Let’s just say I pissed off a father. He hired these guys to take me out. The big problem, and the reason I needed the two of you up here, is the fact that those assholes have Jackie’s kid, Bobby, held hostage. I think they might be holding him in that van.” 
 
    “Crap,” Britt said. “I hit that van a number of times.” 
 
    “So did I,” Mike said. 
 
    Max turned and flipped his NVGs. Then he put his gun to his eyes and looked through the small magnifier at the Iranians below. The men were still hiding mostly behind the car. But others had to be in the van, he knew. 
 
    “You come well prepared,” Mike said. 
 
    Flipping up his NVGs again and turning to his cousins, Max said, “Well, you never know what you might run into.” 
 
    “How much ammo do you have left?” Mike asked. 
 
    Max pulled out his magazine and saw that he still had about ten rounds left in that one. “Ten here and another thirty-round mag here. Plus, my Glock with a couple extra mags.” 
 
    Britt took out the magazine on her gun. “I’m down to just a few more rounds in here. And this is my last one.” 
 
    “I told you to save your ammo,” her brother said. 
 
    “How much do you have, smarty pants?” she asked. 
 
    Mike checked and said, “A couple more in here and one more full mag.” 
 
    Max turned to his cousin and said, “Is that a Glock Nineteen?” 
 
    She said, “Yeah.” 
 
    He pulled a spare magazine from his belt holder and handed it to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    “Can you get on the radio and see where the locals are?” Max asked. “Also, tell them we’ll need an ambulance.” 
 
    Britt pulled her radio from her jacket pocket and called in their situation, mentioning the hostage and approximate number of shooters. She confirmed their ETA and emphasized they would need an ambulance. 
 
    “And eventually a medical examiner,” Max said. “We also have a dead chef and a woman in anaphylaxis with a peanut allergy.” 
 
    Britt stared at Max for a minute before she relayed that information. Then she turned to Max and said, “You really have a dark cloud following you.” 
 
    He glanced up to the sky, where the rain had slowed considerably. “You think?” 
 
    Mike said, “Listen, I should run down the driveway and meet the local cops so they don’t just drive right up the hill into the shit-storm. I doubt they have a local SWAT team.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Britt said. She pulled out the radio and handed it to her brother. 
 
    “I’m switching back and forth to channel fifteen talking with those assholes,” Max said. “So, if I don’t answer immediately monitor that channel.” 
 
    “Copy that.” Mike got up and ran along the wall for quite a while before jumping over it and heading into the woods. 
 
    “Where is your sister?” 
 
    Max gave her the situation in the estate, from the dead guy in the kitchen, to Frank in the living room with a gun, and then to his family and others holed up in the second-floor room on the west side, including his Uncle Pasquale, who was also armed. 
 
    “What happened to the cell phones?” Britt asked. 
 
    “They have a jammer.” 
 
    “No landlines?” 
 
    “Cut those and the power down the hill,” Max said. “My cousin Frank tried to fix the generator, but they really trashed it.” 
 
    “How does the peanut allergy fit into all of this?” 
 
    “Coincidence,” Max said. “Or the chef or his young assistant was working with the Iranians.” 
 
    “I know your Uncle Pasquale,” she said. 
 
    “Really? How?” 
 
    “All of our families overlapped in Boston,” Britt said. Then a thought seemed to resonate with her. “Tell me your Uncle Francesco isn’t here.” 
 
    “He was supposed to be, but his plane was grounded with this weather somewhere in New Hampshire.” 
 
    “Thank God,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You don’t know.” 
 
    “I just met all of these cousins and aunts and uncles in the past couple of days. Why?” 
 
    “Francesco Aldo is a Capo in the Giordano family in Boston,” Britt said. 
 
    Max shrugged. “I’m from a small town in northeast Nevada. But my Aunt Anna and their son Frank are both in that estate.” 
 
    “Crap,” Britt said. “Let’s hope Francesco doesn’t get wind of this standoff.” 
 
    He guessed she was right. “I’m also concerned about the response from the small-town sheriff’s deputies. I’d like to keep them only as backup.” 
 
    “Which means we need to handle this ourselves,” Britt concluded. “And fast.” 
 
    “Roger that,” he said. 
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    Robin and the rest of those holed up in the second-floor bedroom were getting antsy. First, there were long periods where nothing seemed to be happening. Then, there was intense shooting out their windows, and all of them got to the floor and to the far side of the room. 
 
    And as quickly as the shooting had started, it now seemed to be over—at least for now, Robin thought. 
 
    Sitting on her butt against the wall by one of the windows, Robin snuck a peek out the edge of the curtain. 
 
    “See anything?” Uncle Pasquale asked. He had taken a position to Robin’s right, his gun still out on his lap. 
 
    “Not since the firing stopped,” she said. 
 
    “Your brother Max is one brave man,” he said. 
 
    “Or one crazy man,” Robin mumbled. 
 
    “He’s trained and experienced,” Pasquale said. “He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    She glanced about the room. Aunt Jackie was resting on one side of the bed, with Aunt Anna kneeling on the side. Also on the bed was Martha, who didn’t seem to be doing too well. The doctor kneeled on that side of the bed. 
 
    “How’s everyone doing?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Just peachy,” Jackie said, a glass of red wine in her right hand. 
 
    For having been shot, Robin thought her aunt was handling it pretty well. “How’s your stomach?” Robin asked. 
 
    Jackie said, “I just hope we don’t run out of wine before we get rescued. That would be a tragedy.” 
 
    “I’m sure the police will get here soon,” Robin said. “Bobby should have made it down to a neighbor by now. In fact, that could have been the police shooting at the other men now.” 
 
    “Or your cousins from Boston,” Jackie said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was meant to be a surprise,” Jackie said. “I called your Ryan clan and told them about you. Two of them, Britt and Mike Ryan, are Boston cops.” 
 
    “Yeah, Pasquale told me about them,” Robin said. “But I didn’t know they were coming here.” 
 
    Pasquale said, “I just found out from Jackie when we were drinking downstairs by the fireplace.” 
 
    “The problem is that Max doesn’t know they’re coming,” Robin said. “Let’s hope they don’t get stuck in the crossfire. What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    Pasquale glanced up at his ex-wife and said, “You need to keep your pie-hole shut, Jackie. Christ, you’ve been shot.” He turned to Robin and said, “Mike is a couple of years younger than you and Max.” 
 
    “He’s thirty-eight,” Jackie said. 
 
    “He’s got a couple of kids,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “Three kids,” Jackie corrected. “A son who’s fourteen, a daughter aged eleven, and another daughter who’s eight.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Pasquale said. “Her family is close with the Ryan clan in Boston. Anyway, Britt is three years younger than Mike, and she has two young daughters.” 
 
    “Five and three,” Jackie said. “Her husband is also a cop.” 
 
    “And Mike’s wife?” 
 
    “Has her hands full with three children,” Jackie said. 
 
    “I can imagine,” Robin said. She hoped they were all okay, if that was them shooting down there. 
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    Frank had been scrunched against the living room wall since his cousin Max left him alone. By now his eyes had adjusted to the darkness. The fire that had been bright and heating the room earlier in the evening was now just smoldering embers. 
 
    He couldn’t help but feel somewhat guilty for letting his cousin Max take on the shooters by himself. It had sounded like a damn warzone until just a moment ago. 
 
    His anxiety was getting the best of him now. He wasn’t sure if his father and his men were also down there shooting it out with the bad guys. He just hoped that Max could let them know that Cousin Bobby was being held hostage. 
 
    Reaching inside his jacket, Frank pulled out a perfectly rolled joint and put it into his mouth. What the hell, he thought. Light ‘em if you got ‘em. He lit the joint and drew in a heavy dose of smoke until he thought his lungs would explode. Then he let the smoke out in a steady exhale. Man, he thought, this was some good shit. He continued smoking until he had completely finished the joint. Now his heart seemed to be at a slow and steady pace, his anxiety gone entirely. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Mike Ryan ran as quickly as he could, considering the fact that the rain was coming down in sheets again, and the darkness made him trip a couple of times as he made his way through the woods. 
 
    When he finally got to the perimeter road, he let himself slow down somewhat. Then he had a thought. He pulled out his sister’s radio and switched to the emergency channel. After a short period trying to hook up with the local law enforcement officers responding to their request for backup, Mike spoke with the deputy sheriff closest to his location. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like you’re approaching,” Mike said. 
 
    “We’re in a holding pattern until we get our own backup,” the deputy said. 
 
    “There are already multiple casualties,” Mike said. “We gave your dispatcher our badge numbers and credentials. You need to get up here now.” 
 
    “I have my orders,” the deputy said. 
 
    “What’s your twenty?” 
 
    “The entrance to the Winthrop Inn.” 
 
    “Alright,” Mike said. “I’m walking down the hill right now. Be there in five. Don’t shoot me.” 
 
    In less than five minutes, Mike could see the sheriff’s deputy car blocking the exit to the main road leading to nearby Manchester, Vermont. There was only one road in and out of the estate, so it was the right position to take. 
 
    Mike pulled his phone out and turned it on so the deputy could see him coming. Because of the rain, Mike was quick to enter the front passenger side of the patrol car. The deputy had to be only a couple years out of high school. 
 
    They shook hands and then Mike said, “My sister is also Boston police. She’s up the hill with my cousin in a standoff with some bad hombres. Iranians.” 
 
    “Is this a terrorist situation?” the deputy asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Mike said. “More of a family issue.” He went on to explain what he knew about his cousins and the others, based on what Max had told him. 
 
    “And this Francesco Aldo is involved in some way?” the deputy asked. 
 
    “Not yet. You better hope he doesn’t get involved. But they’ve got my cousin’s cousin hostage. And that’s Francesco’s nephew.” 
 
    “What a shit storm,” the young deputy said, his teeth gnashing. 
 
    Under the circumstances, it was probably a smart move for the deputy to stop where he did. This kid was as green as they came. If the young man went in half-cocked, he’d either get himself killed, or someone else up by the estate. 
 
    “What’s the ETA for backup?” Mike asked. 
 
    “About five minutes.” 
 
    Finally, Mike got onto the radio and called his cousin Max, letting him know he was with a local LEO, and they were waiting for the cavalry. Five minutes out, Mike relayed. 
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    Max guessed that their delay tactics were working, since the Iranians had not called them with demands for the past five minutes. In the meantime, he and his cousin, Britt, were sitting in the open and completely drenched. With the wind whipping across the valley, his cousin was starting to shiver. 
 
    “You can have my jacket,” Max said. “But it probably won’t be much help, since it’s soaked all the way through.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Britt said, her protests sounding just like his sister Robin’s. 
 
    “We could head up to the estate,” Max said, “but we have a tactical advantage here. They can’t move without us shooting them.” 
 
    “My handgun won’t be much help from this range,” she said, her teeth chattering. 
 
    “Come here,” Max said, taking his cousin into his arms for mutual warmth. 
 
    While he held her, he kept on his NVGs and his eyes on the van and sedan down the hill. Deep inside him, he wished he had known all of these cousins while growing up. Would it have made a huge difference in his life? He wasn’t sure. They might have still been a continent away, but at least they would have had some contact. They could have visited a few times and bonded. Then, once social media became more prevalent, they could have kept up on each other. Damn it, he thought. Now he might actually have to get on social media. Something he had avoided to this point. Maybe he could convince them all that a simple text with a photo from time to time would be enough. Perhaps email. 
 
    In a couple of minutes, the van started to move, its two left-side flat tires flapping around the inside of the wheel-well. 
 
    “Shit,” Max said, pulling away from Britt. “They’re on the move. If they get into the main estate building, they’ll have a lot more hostages. Let’s go.” 
 
    Max led them up the hill in what had become even darker conditions. Since the road was lined with trees, large and small, he couldn’t see the van as it drove higher up the hill toward the parking lot. But he could hear the tires flopping. 
 
    Instead of rounding the building, Max rushed right into the four-season room. Then he yelled for his cousin Frank so he wouldn’t get shot, before Max led Britt into the living room. 
 
    Frank stood up and said, “Man, am I glad to see you. Who’s the lady?” 
 
    Max explained quickly who Britt was. Then he said, “Why don’t you two stay here and cover this building. We can’t let them get inside.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Out through the front door,” Max said. Then to Britt he said, “You need to contact Mike and update him on the situation.” 
 
    Britt nodded and changed channels. 
 
    Max heard her talking with her brother as he took off quickly toward the front entrance. When he got there, he hesitated briefly and then rushed out into the parking lot area. He needed to engage the bastards before they could reach the estate. 
 
    He vectored around the outside of the main building, keeping his back to the brick and his eyes on the road ahead. Finally, he got to a spot alongside the east side of the building, near the delivery entrance to the kitchen, with a cluster of large maple trees in front of him. 
 
    Then he listened and could hear the van slowly making its way up the hill, the tires flopping around like baseball cards on bike spokes. 
 
    He had only a few choices—none of them good. Since he could see and they could not, he could simply rush the van and take out everyone who was not his cousin. But one of them could get a shot off and kill Bobby. His other choice was to simply wait and see what they did. Maybe he could pick off one or two of them. 
 
    Now he wished he still had the radio to talk with the Iranians. Hopefully, his cousin Britt would handle that for him. But it left him in comm darkness. 
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    Britt got off the channel with her brother and quickly switched back to the one they had used to talk with the Iranians. 
 
    Frank said, “My cousin’s a badass.” 
 
    “You could say that,” she said. “He just dropped two men out there. Have you been smoking pot?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Frank said. 
 
    “Your dad is Francesco Aldo, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not in that game. I joined the Navy to get away from that. I’m just an electrician.” 
 
    “You seem to know your way around a gun,” Britt said. 
 
    “It’s my second amendment right,” he said. “Live Free or Die, Baby.” Then Frank thought for a beat and said, “I don’t normally carry when I drink or smoke. I had my gun in my truck until the shooting started.” 
 
    “Good to know,” she said. 
 
    The radio came to life. “Speak to me,” the man said. “Your cousin is getting nervous in here.” 
 
    Britt pulled out her phone and hit record. Then she said, “Let Bobby go and we’ll let you pass.” 
 
    “Who the hell is this?” 
 
    “Police,” she said, without clarification. 
 
    “Where’s that asshole I was talking with before?” 
 
    Britt thought for a second and then said, “He had to go take a dump. You’re dealing with me now.” 
 
    “You can’t take a poop in the middle of a hostage negotiation,” the Iranian said incredulously. 
 
    “You weren’t dealing with a sane person,” Britt said, and then shrugged to Frank. 
 
    “No kidding. He’s killed three of my men.” 
 
    “Why did you kill the chef?” Britt asked, holding her phone in front of the radio speaker. 
 
    The Iranian laughed. “He was supposed to poison all of the people at dinner tonight. He refused. So, my man had to take him out, along with his young friend.” 
 
    “That’s when he called you in?” Britt asked. 
 
    “Something like that. We would have taken the estate, but we heard that Max Kane was probably heavily armed.” 
 
    “I guess you found that out for yourself,” Britt said. “What about your employer?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Did he authorize you to go this far?” 
 
    A long delay on the other end. “You are delaying. I hold the cards here.” 
 
    She turned to Frank and said, “Stay here. Our cousin could use my help.” Britt pocketed the radio and hurried out the front door. 
 
    Once she got into the rain again, she heard the truck approaching from the perimeter road, the flopping of its tires distinctly disturbing. Now she needed to be careful. But at least her cousin was trained in situations like this, and he had night vision goggles. 
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    Max heard the van before he saw it approach, appearing through the trees lining the perimeter road. Then he could finally see the van, but only the driver was visible to him. Where were the others? 
 
    He sensed movement to his left and he turned his head slightly. Max couldn’t give away his position with any noise, so he grasped the woman in a sleeper hold. 
 
    “Quiet,” he whispered in Britt’s ear, and then he let her go and the two of them crouched behind some low shrubs. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she asked. 
 
    “Radio.” He put out his hand. 
 
    She handed him the radio and he checked the channel to make sure it was ready to talk with the Iranians. 
 
    Pushing to talk, Max said, “You’re all going to die.” 
 
    Britt gave him a concerned look. 
 
    The van was still too far away for a clean shot with a handgun, but the distance was perfect for an AR-15. With the angle, Max had just one shot, and that was to take out the driver. Making sure they had not forced his cousin Bobby to drive, which they hadn’t, Max pressed off one round and the van stopped in an extremely vulnerable position with no cover. If they got out now, Max could pick them off one by one. 
 
    On the radio again, Max said, “You’re next, asshole.” 
 
    When the Iranian spewed every possible cuss word and phrase in Farsi, Max had to turn down the volume so as not to give away his position. He simply smiled, knowing his taunts might make the man continue to make mistakes. 
 
    How many men could be left? Two? They had to be getting desperate now, Max thought. 
 
    But the Iranian wasn’t making his move. He wasn’t as stupid as Max thought. 
 
    “What now?” Britt asked. 
 
    “Is your brother and friends moving in?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Max switched back to the emergency channel and handed the radio to his cousin. 
 
    Britt quietly asked for an update and an ETA. A frustrated Mike Ryan came back, saying they were in a holding pattern. The sheriff was there, but he didn’t want to head into a shoot-out. 
 
    No joy, Max thought. He took his AR-15 from the sling around his body and handed the gun to his cousin. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    He drew his 9mm auto and verified he had enough rounds in the magazine before quietly setting it back into the handle. 
 
    “I’m going in,” Max said. “I can see. They can’t. Keep that asshole busy on the radio.” 
 
    Then, Max quietly headed out. 
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    Max moved quietly through low juniper bushes, his eyes on the van out in the opening, but shifting down frequently to keep his footing. At the outer edge of the bushes he nearly tripped over a man’s foot sticking out from the underbrush. He aimed his gun and then saw that it was the young man who had helped out with the meal that evening. Like the chef in the kitchen, he was stabbed multiple times, his face contorted in a grimacing death mask. 
 
    He kept moving, stopping briefly at the edge of the trees and crouching down. What he was about to do was dangerous for him and for his cousin Bobby. But he had no other choice. The longer they waited, the more likely the man would turn the gun on Bobby anyway. 
 
    There were no windows on the side of the panel van. Max had moved around to the side knowing this fact. It was his only approach without discovery. 
 
    He stepped up to the van quietly but with determination. Max could hear a voice talking. Was it coming from inside the van? Now he wished he had a flash bang. But he didn’t. 
 
    Moving around to the back of the van, he noticed that the door was slightly ajar. With his NVGs leading his way, Max quickly pulled the door open and shoved his gun toward the inside of the van. 
 
    Nothing. Only the dead man behind the wheel. 
 
    Then he heard talking again and shifted his head toward the trees directly behind the van. Somehow, as he approached, they had slipped out of the van and angled back toward the forest. 
 
    Max turned and made his way with purpose toward the voice. He guessed that his cousin was keeping the man busy, but he was doing the same thing. 
 
    Once Max got into the trees alongside the perimeter road, he could finally see movement ahead. Then more. Three figures. Two Iranians and Bobby. 
 
    Max picked up the pace, moving parallel along his side of the road, while his targets stayed in the woods on the other side. He was now within fifty yards of the men, but he needed to get much closer. He wished he had kept his AR-15 now, since he had a couple of chances for longer shots at the man holding his cousin by the shoulder. That man was carrying his own AR-15, which now made Max outgunned. He could mitigate that by moving closer. After all, he still owned the night. 
 
    As they got lower along the road, his targets suddenly disappeared. They must have gone down the hill toward the river, Max thought. These men had made a vital error, he thought. Max didn’t just own the darkness, he was best in the forest in these rural environments. 
 
    Swiftly crossing the road, Max then pushed forward into the trees on the opposite side until he came to a stone wall. That wall had to be over a hundred years old, and it was nearly identical to the one on the south side of the property, which he had used for cover earlier. 
 
    Max stopped in his tracks when he heard the two men speaking Farsi. Then he heard Bobby begging to be let go. 
 
    The Iranian switched to English and said, “If we go to the east, where does that go?” 
 
    Bobby said, “Just ahead you have to cross the river, and it’s running high now.” 
 
    “After the river,” the Iranian said. 
 
    “There’s a north and south road a half mile from the river,” Bobby said. 
 
    Max crossed the stone wall and continued to move forward until he could finally see the men below on the hill. The only reason he could hear anything now is because the rain had slowed down considerably. 
 
    “Where does the road lead?” the man asked. 
 
    “You can head north to Canada eventually,” Bobby said. “Go south and you end up in Massachusetts or New York.” 
 
    “Good,” the man said. “I guess we no longer need you.” 
 
    The man with the AR-15 started to raise his rifle, but he got it only part way. Max shot the man twice in the chest and a third round put a third eye in his forehead. 
 
    The man in charge turned his gun toward Max and shot three times. But Max had shifted his position to his right. Then Max emptied his gun on the man, not stopping until the slide on his Glock snapped back to empty. Without thinking, he swapped in a fresh magazine and moved forward until he got to the men he had shot, making sure they were both immobilized. 
 
    Bobby had his hands over his head and was sobbing. 
 
    “It’s Max,” he said. “Cousin Max.” Then he lifted the NVGs on his head, away from his eyes. 
 
    Bobby gave him a big hug and held on for a long minute. Finally, knowing his cousin Britt would have heard the shots, Max found the radio on the leader and keyed it. 
 
    “Targets down,” Max said. “Hostage safe.” 
 
    “What’s your twenty?” Britt asked. 
 
    He gave his location and then put the radio in his jacket pocket. 
 
    “What just happened?” Bobby asked. “Who are these guys?” 
 
    “Long story,” he said. 
 
    “I’m just a frickin’ bee keeper,” Bobby said. 
 
    In a moment, Max heard heavy breathing and realized his cousin Britt was running down the hill toward them. He holstered his Glock. 
 
    “Over here,” Max yelled. 
 
    Britt climbed over the wall up the hill and then came down to the shooting scene. “Jesus,” she said softly and then handed Max his rifle. 
 
    Max cleared and made safe his AR-15, and then put the sling over his torso and flipped the rifle to his back. 
 
    “Is this everyone?” Britt asked. 
 
    Bobby nodded. “I think so. Who are you?” 
 
    “This is my cousin Britt Ryan,” Max said. “Boston police from my mom’s side.” Then he introduced Bobby to her. 
 
    “Cousin of my cousin is my friend,” Bobby said, his voice becoming a little more confident. 
 
    Britt got on her radio and called her brother. 
 
    “We heard the shots down here,” Mike said. 
 
    “They’re all down,” Britt said. 
 
    “And the hostage?” 
 
    “Safe,” she said. 
 
    Max pointed back up the hill toward the estate. “I found the young cook’s helper up at the edge of the main building. Stabbed like the chef.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s going to take all night to unravel what happened here.” 
 
    “Could you take Bobby up to the estate?” Max asked. “I need to take a leak. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    Britt smiled. “Being so wet, you could just piss your pants.” 
 
    “That’s not the way I roll, cousin,” he said. 
 
    “Good to know.” She led Bobby up the hill. 
 
    Max pretended to take a leak until they were out of view. Then he went and found the leader’s phone. He pulled out his own phone and put the two side by side. Max verified what he already knew and then deleted contacts and conversations from a few key people. Satisfied, he removed the battery from the Iranian’s phone and threw that as far as he could toward the river below. Then he put the back on the phone and did the same with it, hearing a splash in the distance. 
 
    Now Max hurried up the hill, over the stone wall, and onto the road, catching up with his cousins. 
 
    Soon, they got under the canopy at the main entrance and Max said to Bobby, “You’ll need to give them your full story. You can probably leave out the pot smoking with Frank.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Britt said. 
 
    The three of them started into the estate, when Max stopped them before entering the foyer. 
 
    “Frank,” Max yelled. “Friendly faces coming in.” 
 
    Max peered around the corner and saw Frank with his gun aimed at him from the living room. Once he saw that it was Max, he stood up and put his gun away. 
 
    Then Bobby and Frank found each other and embraced. 
 
    Pulling his cousin Britt aside, Max said, “We need to go upstairs and let the others know what’s going on. My uncle has a gun, so I better do it.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said. “I’ll wait for the local LEOs to arrive.” 
 
    “Make sure Frank and Bobby stay put in here,” Max said. “We don’t want the locals shooting them inadvertently.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Max headed upstairs. 
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    Max made it up to the second floor and hesitated to listen to the conversation coming from the room at the end of the hallway. 
 
    “Uncle Pasquale,” Max said loudly. “It’s Max. All is clear.” 
 
    He moved closer to the door but still wanted to make sure those on the other end acknowledged him. 
 
    “Robin. You in there.” 
 
    “Yeah, bro. We’re coming. Tell me an ambulance is on its way.” 
 
    “Should be,” Max said. 
 
    After some shuffling around, the door finally opened and Robin was the first to come out. She was about to give him a hug, but she stopped. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “No love for the wet guy?” He stepped into the room and glanced at the scene. Laying on the large bed was his aunt Jackie, who looked to have a bullet wound. Next to her was Martha, who had seen better times. 
 
    The doctor moved forward and said, “We were forced to give her the second Epi-Pen. But she needs to be at a hospital.” 
 
    “My cousins called for an ambulance, but there was a hostage situation for a while,” Max said. 
 
    “Hostage?” Uncle Pasquale asked. 
 
    “They caught Bobby heading down the hill for help.” 
 
    “Is he alright?” This came from Jackie, who was trying to lift herself up onto her elbows. 
 
    “Yes,” Max said. “He’s a bit shook up. But he’s fine. Thanks for calling our Boston cousins.” 
 
    Jackie smiled. “I thought you might like to meet the other side of the family.” 
 
    Robin glanced at Max. “So, the Ryan cousins are really here.” 
 
    “Britt is thirty-five and she’s downstairs,” Max said. “Her brother Mike is down the road or on his way back up to the estate with the local police and an ambulance.” 
 
    Aunt Anna now came forward. “Is Frank alright?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Max said. “He’s been just below you this whole time, making sure nobody came in who wasn’t supposed to be here.” 
 
    Pasquale placed his hand on Max’s shoulder and said, “You kicked some ass, Max. Saved our bacon.” 
 
    He didn’t want to mention the fact at this time that these men were here because of him. Instead, he simply took the compliment. 
 
    Max finally saw some lights coming up the long driveway. He went to the window to look outside and could see that an ambulance was one of the vehicles. 
 
    Dr. Kamala Sen came up to Max and put her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, Max.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    She moved around him to make sure he had no wounds. “I don’t know how you came through this without a single injury.” 
 
    “Well,” Max said. “My ears are ringing.” 
 
    Pasquale limped over and said, “Mine haven’t stopped ringing since the Army. It was either that or the Ted Nugent concerts.” 
 
    The doctor shifted her attention toward Pasquale. “You need to set up an appointment with me. I can fix that knee. I even have privileges at your hospital in Bennington.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I can have someone like you fix me,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “Because I’m Indian?” she asked. 
 
    “Jesus, no,” Pasquale said. 
 
    “Oh. Because I’m a woman,” the doctor asked, smiling. 
 
    “No. Because you’re too damn beautiful.” 
 
    Now the doctor demurred before giving Pasquale a hug. “You’re too kind.” 
 
    Robin came over and said, “What now, brother?” 
 
    “I could use a shower and a good sleep,” Max said. 
 
    “There’s no power or cell service or internet,” Robin said. 
 
    “Now you’re making my point,” he said. “Sounds like heaven to me. You don’t need lights to sleep.” 
 
    “He has a point,” Kamala said. “I just wonder how you turn off your mind long enough to fall asleep.” 
 
    “I sleep like a drugged baby after nights like this,” Max said. 
 
    “He doesn’t have kids, does he,” Kamala said. 
 
    “Not yet,” Robin said. 
 
    Max noticed his cousin Christina standing back against a wall with her arms crossed over her chest. He went to her and gave her a wanted hug. “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 
    Christina hugged him back. “I am now, Max. Thank you for keeping us all safe.” 
 
    “This is all my fault,” Max said, shaking his head slightly. 
 
    “Nonsense,” his cousin said. “We were attacked. You responded. The world needs more people like you.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t too keen on guns,” Max said. 
 
    “Normally,” Christina said. “But in your hands, I’m perfectly happy.” 
 
    “Guns are a tool,” Max said. “They’re always bad in the wrong hands. That’s why we need people like us with guns. Like your father and your cousin Frank.” 
 
    Christina glanced around Max, her eyes on their Aunt Anna. “I’m concerned about her husband, Francesco, and his men. We all thought the gunmen had something to do with Anna’s people. Are you sure that’s not the case?” 
 
    “Positive,” Max said. “This followed me all the way from the west coast. A prior case of mine.” 
 
    Soon the ambulance EMTs showed up and put Martha on one stretcher, hauling her off. Luckily, cousin Mike had made sure they sent a second ambulance for Aunt Jackie. Once the injured were hauled away, they all made it downstairs to the living room. Bobby had put a couple of logs on the fire already, and he was sitting by himself on a sofa. Pasquale and Christina went to him and embraced him for comfort. Anna and Kamala found a glass of wine and sat in a couple of chairs near the fire. Robin stood in front of the fireplace, trying to rub some heat into her hands. 
 
    Cousin Frank came over to Max and said, “I’m pretty sure I can get the generator running in short order.” 
 
    “Not a good idea,” Max said. “The body of the young cook’s helper is over that way. They’ll have this whole place locked down for a while.” 
 
    “By the way, the cops must have found the cell phone scrambler,” Frank said. “Because my phone is working now.” 
 
    “Could you check on your dad and see where he might be?” Max asked. 
 
    “That’s how I knew my phone was back on. My dad texted. He’s still in New Hampshire.” 
 
    “Did you tell him what happened here?” 
 
    Frank shook his head. “Are you serious? He’d have his associates come over here pronto.” 
 
    Max saw that his cousins from Boston wanted to talk, so he left Frank and went over toward the foyer. “What’s up?” 
 
    “The sheriff wants a statement,” Mike said. “If you don’t mind, we’ll sit in on it with you.” 
 
    “No problem,” Max said. 
 
    The sheriff sat at the front desk in the foyer, a large flashlight for illumination. He was an old, gray-haired fellow with a few extra pounds on his thick structure. 
 
    Reaching out his thick paw for Max, the sheriff shook his hand and said, “Sorry about sitting down. I threw my back out yesterday wrestling with one of my steers.” 
 
    “Did your deputies secure all of the bodies?” Max asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Your Boston cousins relayed where they were, but let’s hear it from you.” 
 
    Max told him about the chef in the kitchen and his helper out around the east side of the building under the junipers. “I’m sure you found the two men down by the sedan and the other two off the road on the hill leading to the river.” 
 
    “Got those,” the sheriff said, looking at his notebook. 
 
    “And, of course, the man behind the wheel in the van,” Max said. 
 
    “Got him. We also found the cell jammer and shut that down. Let’s see, I wasn’t good at math, but that’s four, five bad guys and two good guys.” 
 
    “You need to investigate the chefs,” Max said. “They could have intentionally given Martha peanuts, since she said she told the chef about her allergy to them.” 
 
    “We’ll look into their background,” the sheriff agreed. “Is that it?” 
 
    Max thought and almost said yes. Then he remembered one more. “Did you find the guy out west of the parking lot? He’s back behind the tall trees. He was taking potshots at the living room until I found this.” Max patted his AR-15. 
 
    “No, we missed him.” The sheriff lifted his chin to the young pre-pubescent deputy hanging around, who took that as a sign to go look for the body. 
 
    “You can’t miss him,” Max said to the departing deputy. Then, to nobody in general, he mumbled, “He’s the dead guy.” 
 
    The exasperated sheriff shook his head and said, “Let me get this straight. You drove all the way out here from Nevada and brought your AR-15, handgun, and your night vision goggles?” 
 
    “Is that a rhetorical question?” Max asked, his arms out for the sheriff to see all of this equipment. “I’m a former federal agent with Air Force OSI. Obviously, I made the right choice.” 
 
    Cousin Britt held back a giggle. 
 
    “You took all of these men by yourself?” the sheriff asked. He looked at his notes. “Six men?” 
 
    “It’s not a record for me,” Max said. “Prior to my stint with OSI, I spent ten years as a combat controller embedded with the Navy SEALs, Marine Corps Force Recon, and Army Special Forces.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Britt said, putting her hand on Max’s shoulder. “I didn’t know about that.” 
 
    Cousin Mike reached his hand out to Max and shook it with newfound respect. “Thank you for your service, cousin.” 
 
    Max turned back to the sheriff and said, “I’ll write up a complete, detailed report of everything that happened tonight after I get some rest.” 
 
    “I’d rather you do it now,” the sheriff said. 
 
    Slamming his fist into the desk in front of the sheriff, Max said, “Well, I would have rather had a little help out there from your deputies. But I guess we don’t always get what we want.” 
 
    The sheriff sat in his chair slack-jawed as Max wandered back to the living room. 
 
    He waved at his sister to come over. 
 
    Robin came over and smiled. “Are these our Ryan cousins?” 
 
    Max introduced his sister to Mike and Britt. They shook hands and then hugged all around. 
 
    “Thank you both for having my brother’s back,” Robin said. 
 
    Britt laughed. “He doesn’t need much backup.” 
 
    “He doesn’t think so,” Robin said. “But we all need someone. I’m so glad we found out about the two of you.” 
 
    Mike said, “We had heard stories about our aunt from our dad. He said she stood up to the Mafia families, testified against them, and he never heard from her again. That must have been tough on her.” 
 
    Robin wiped away a tear. “We just found out about all of this in the past couple of days. We had no idea we were part of the witness protect program growing up. In retrospect, I guess we should have known something.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Max said. “Sometimes I would find my mom crying alone, and I had no idea why. It was usually on certain dates.” 
 
    “We thought we had no living relatives,” Robin said. 
 
    Britt gave Robin another hug. Then she said, “Well you’ve got us now. If you have time, I’d like you to come to Boston and meet my husband and children.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Mike said. 
 
    Max didn’t commit, but Robin said she would do so. 
 
    Britt pulled out her phone and swiped through, bringing up photos of her family. Robin took the phone and asked about every one of them. 
 
    Max and Mike pulled away a little and his cousin asked a question only another cop might ask. 
 
    “Tell me about these guys who came after you,” Mike said. “Why’d they do that?” 
 
    Letting out a heavy sigh, Max told his cousin about the young woman from Portland, how he had found her for her father, but then decided not to let the father know where she was hiding in Reno. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. The guy she was supposed to marry is laying down on the hill with a bunch of bullets in him.” 
 
    “He was one of those you killed?” 
 
    “That’s what he said without saying,” Max said. “He was about the right age.” 
 
    “This is going to take a day or so to sort out,” Mike said. 
 
    “Not really. I usually don’t worry about motive in cases like this. Someone comes to kill me, and I simply react, taking them out first. We all have a God-given right to self-defense.” 
 
    “I hear you, cousin,” Mike agreed. “But you also know how law enforcement likes nice, neat paperwork.” 
 
    “I’ll write up a report that Hemingway would be proud of,” Max said. “Now, I need to take a little combat nap. You’ll still be here in a couple of hours, right?” 
 
    Mike laughed and checked his watch. “We’ll probably be here until checkout time.” 
 
    “I’ll be in my room,” Max said, and then wandered back through the foyer to the staircase. 
 
    He got to the second floor and went down to his room, closing the door behind him. Then, without thinking, he turned the deadbolt. He set his NVGs on a small dresser. Then he pulled off his AR-15, setting it on a chaise lounge near the window. Finally, he unclipped his Glock and his extra magazine pouches from his web belt and set them on the nightstand next to the bed. 
 
    He stripped off his wet clothes until he was naked and stepped into the shower. Luckily, the power outage had not impacted the hot water. He washed all of the gunpowder from his face and realized now that his ears were rigging more than normal. 
 
    After a quick shower, he climbed into bed naked and almost immediately fell asleep. 
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    Max woke to the sound of a light knock on his door. He was still tired, like he was coming off of anesthesia, his eyes tracing the room for understanding. Finally, he realized where he was and why he was there. 
 
    “Max. Are you alive?” It was his sister. 
 
    He was naked, so he went to his bag and pulled out some boxer briefs, slipping them on. Then he opened the door wide to his sister. But she wasn’t the only one there. 
 
    Standing next to Robin was Dr. Kamala Sen, who wasn’t disturbed at all by his near nakedness. Max guessed she was used to seeing a lot of people without their clothes. 
 
    “Kamala and your Aunt Anna are heading into town to get her tires fixed, and then they’re driving back to New Hampshire.” 
 
    “You got the engine running,” he asked and then yawned. 
 
    “Frank was able to pop the hood and splice some wires,” Robin said. “Don’t ask which wires.” 
 
    “You have a lot of scars,” the doctor said. 
 
    “That’s the road map that tells me I’m still alive,” he said, repeating something an old Navy SEAL had once told him. 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you again for everything you did last night,” Kamala said. “If you ever get up our way again, please look me up.” She handed him her card. 
 
    He flipped the card over and found her private cell phone number scribbled there. “Well, now that I know I have so much family here, I’m sure we’ll both be back to visit.” 
 
    Max reached his hand out to shake, but the doctor instead gave him a big hug. Then she wandered toward the staircase. 
 
    Robin smacked Max on his right biceps. “You moron. I think she wants you to ask her out.” 
 
    He shook his head. “She was just being nice.” 
 
    “She scanned your body like an MRI,” she said. “Anyway, get dressed. You should also say goodbye to your Aunt Anna and the others.” 
 
    “What about giving statements?” he asked. 
 
    “Those of us who hid in the room upstairs are done doing so,” Robin said. “Bobby and Frank also gave their statements. The only one left is you. And yours might take a while.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost nine.” 
 
    “Crap. No wonder I’m hungry. What did you eat?” Max rushed around the room getting dressed with fresh clothes. 
 
    “We scrounged in the kitchen,” Robin said. “Come down and I’ll make you some eggs.” 
 
    “Is the dead guy gone?” 
 
    “Long gone. They even hosed down the kitchen floor to get rid of most of the blood.” 
 
    “What about forensics?” He checked out his hiking boots, but they were still soaked from the night before. But he had a spare pair of running shoes in his duffle bag, so he put those on. 
 
    “The sheriff’s deputies had a guy from the state come in and collect evidence. With all that’s happened, the state might decide to take over the case.” 
 
    Max laughed. “That lame sheriff would love that. He’d like to wipe his hands of the entire matter.” 
 
    “He was overwhelmed last night,” she said. “But he’s stepped it up this morning. He’s not a bad guy.” 
 
    Max started to leave, but then stopped and looked around the room. His guns would need a good cleaning. But for now, he went to the nightstand and grabbed his Glock, clicking it to his web belt. 
 
    As he walked downstairs, he noticed that the power was back on. “Did the power company come out last night?” 
 
    Robin said, “No, Frank fixed the generator. But the power company is working on the line down the hill. As suspected, the men cut all the lines down by the entrance at the main road. Phone landline is already fixed.” 
 
    “Now the biggest problem is all of our flat tires,” Max said. “I’ve been meaning to get new ones anyway.” 
 
    They got downstairs and Max saw that there were still a lot of sheriff’s deputies hanging around. It was like they had moved into the estate. 
 
    He ignored them for now and went to his Aunt Anna, whom he didn’t really get to talk with much last evening. She was standing next to the doctor. 
 
    Anna gave Max a big hug and then said, “You need to come over to Hanover for a visit. We have a little place on a nearby lake.” 
 
    Kamala laughed. “It’s a massive place. Gorgeous.” 
 
    “I’d say we should have had our little reunion over there,” Max said. “But I’m afraid those men might have trashed the place.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Anna said. “You could also come to Boston and meet my husband.” 
 
    “Is he still stuck in New Hampshire?” 
 
    “Not exactly stuck. Once the weather cleared, they flew up to Hanover. He’s waiting for me at our lake house.” 
 
    “They were going to fly over and pick us up,” Kamala said, “but I didn’t want to leave my car here.” The doctor hesitated and then added, “You really should come to visit before heading back to Nevada.” 
 
    “We’ll think about it,” Max said, giving his sister a glance. 
 
    They hugged all around one more time before leaving. 
 
    “Here’s the guy who took on an entire Iranian gang,” the sheriff said, walking over to Max gingerly, his hand out to shake. 
 
    Max squeezed down on the man and then looked around. “Is this the new sheriff’s annex?” 
 
    “You’d think so,” the sheriff said. “We’re in a jurisdictional battle with the state police. They came out a few hours ago and hauled away the bodies in a big truck. There were just too many for our local ME to handle. After a quick background on some of the men, the state seems to think this might be an act of terror. A couple of the men had known ties to Hezbollah.” 
 
    “Probably former Iranian Quds Force,” Max surmised. 
 
    The sheriff snapped his fingers. “That’s what the state police said.” 
 
    Max felt a little better about what happened the night before, now that he knew former Iranian special forces had been involved. 
 
    “We’re kind of waiting for your full report,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “I need coffee and food,” Max said. 
 
    “I’m on it,” Robin said, heading off toward the kitchen. 
 
    “If you have a laptop I can use, this will go much faster.” 
 
    The sheriff waved to one of his men sitting behind the desk, who lifted an open laptop toward Max. 
 
    Max took the laptop and headed off toward the dining room, where he set up to type in his statement. There alone for a short while, his sister came in with the coffee and set it on the table next to him. 
 
    “It’s Christina’s coffee,” Robin said. “But I can’t operate their cappuccino machine.” 
 
    “Where is Christina?” he asked, his fingers still typing his report. 
 
    “In Bennington with her mother. Remember, Jackie was shot.” 
 
    “Right. Surgery?” 
 
    “She came through it great,” Robin said. “Kamala did a really nice job with what she had.” 
 
    “And Martha?” 
 
    “Same hospital. She should be released later today. When the forensics folks were here, we rummaged through the kitchen. We found pine nuts were used in the gravy. It looks like a total accident.” 
 
    “That actually makes sense,” he said. “Where’s Pasquale?” 
 
    “Hospital with Christina. He thinks his ex-wife will use this shooting on her crusade against guns.” 
 
    “She would never do that,” Max said, holding back a smile. “But it will make a nice story for her classroom.” He tried to remember a sequence of events from the night before, and then finally knew how it went, so he typed away. “Are you making eggs?” 
 
    “Right. What do you want?” 
 
    “Surprise me. I’m easy.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve heard,” she said, leaving for the kitchen again. 
 
    He typed and took sips of coffee as he kept his ears open for conversations out in the foyer. The younger deputies were talking about the night before, as if they had actually done something. Max made sure to put the number of times he had tried to get the sheriff’s deputies to move in. In reality, though, he guessed it was probably safer all around that those extra men were not involved. Somebody could have gotten shot or killed in the crossfire. 
 
    Not long after leaving, Robin came in with an omelet and English muffin. “Is this enough?” 
 
    “That’s fine, sis. Hey, where are the Boston cousins?” 
 
    “Down the hill with their car,” she said. “They called in their tire size and a local company brought in a temporary spare. Only the front two tires were shot out. They said they’d come up to say goodbye before driving back to Boston.” 
 
    Max took a few minutes to wolf down his breakfast, washing it down with some orange juice. 
 
    “I’ve got more coffee,” she said. 
 
    He handed her his empty cup. “Thanks, girl.” 
 
    Once she was gone, he went right back to typing. He was almost done with his report. It was likely he could write one of these in his sleep, he thought. 
 
    Robin came back with his coffee and set it in front of him. Then she took a seat across from him. “Have you thought about going to Boston?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if we have time. Don’t you need to get back to your law practice?” 
 
    “I’m on vacation,” she said. “You know my status there. I can take all the time I need. And you’re retired.” 
 
    He knew she was right. But he also knew something she didn’t know. “Why don’t you go to Boston,” he suggested. 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “You could ride back with Mike and Britt. Then fly back to Salt Lake.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted toward the door. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Typing my report,” he said. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “You want me to go over to visit the doctor,” he said. “What would that accomplish? Perhaps we get some mutual satisfaction for a minute. Then what?” 
 
    “I hope you last longer than a minute.” She smiled. 
 
    “You know what I mean. She’s here and I’m there. Besides, I kind of like the relationship I’m in with Martina.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you two were still seeing each other,” Robin said. 
 
    “When we can. She works a lot.” 
 
    “And she’s in Florida,” Robin reminded him. 
 
    “She’s been offered a position in San Diego. It’s a step up for her.” 
 
    “Will she take it?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “That’s a lot closer than Florida.” 
 
    “Seven hundred miles. About an eleven-hour drive almost straight south from Wells.” 
 
    “Ten hours the way you drive.” 
 
    He smiled and finished the last of his report. Then he read it over and made a few minor changes and saved the file. 
 
    “All done,” he said. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “Just the facts, ma’am.” 
 
    Max sensed movement to his left and he saw his cousins from Boston stroll in. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Britt said. 
 
    “Barely.” He stood up and gave them each a hug. He had hugged more on this trip than any other time in his past. He guessed family brought that out of him. 
 
    “We’re just about ready to head back to Boston,” Mike said. “We intended to stay another day, but once we told our bosses what happened, they ordered us to come home.” 
 
    “You mean your wife and her husband?” Max asked. 
 
    Britt rolled her eyes and said, “You got that right.” 
 
    “I would love to come for a quick visit,” Max said. “But an old friend from the Air Force living in Iowa said he really needed me to stop by. If it wasn’t an emergency, I’d definitely come. But Robin could go with you and then fly back to Salt Lake from there.” 
 
    “He’ll make up any excuse to not drive over two thousand miles with me again,” Robin said. “Is it okay with you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Britt said. 
 
    “You can stay with either of us,” Mike chimed in. “Your choice.” 
 
    “Are you leaving now?” Robin asked. 
 
    Britt nodded. 
 
    “Let me get my bag,” Robin said, and left for her room upstairs. 
 
    Once Robin was gone, Mike said, “Hey, we heard that a couple of the guys killed last night had terrorist ties.” 
 
    “That’s what the sheriff said.” 
 
    Britt said, “Although our spouses wanted us back in Boston, our leadership did order us back to brief them.” 
 
    “I’ll send your department a copy of my report,” Max said. “You two were instrumental in taking those men down. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Britt said. “You were like a one-man wrecking crew.” 
 
    “You two engaged the main group before they got to the estate,” Max said. “If they had simply attacked us, they could have probably taken out a lot of people. There would have been a different outcome. Besides, you occupied them long enough for me to pick a couple of them off down the hill.” 
 
    “You’re being very generous,” Britt said. 
 
    “Hey, I’m retired. I don’t need any more Yankee Doodles.” 
 
    Britt and Mike looked confused. 
 
    “Feathers in my cap,” he explained. 
 
    Robin came down and was waiting in the foyer when Max, Britt and Mike came out from the dining room. 
 
    “You might have a few things left in the truck,” Max said to Robin. 
 
    “Mostly dirty clothes,” Robin said. “You can get those to me later.” 
 
    They said their final goodbyes and Max watched them head out to the sedan waiting out front. 
 
    He handed the laptop to the young deputy. “All done,” Max said. “Print it and I’ll sign it.” 
 
    The sheriff pulled Max aside and said, “I owe you an apology. I made some tactical errors last night. I didn’t think we had enough information to move on the estate.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Max admitted. “But sometimes it’s better to move in and act instead of waiting for perfect information. That may never come.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    The deputy had printed up Max’s report and he set in on the front desk table for Max to sign. He scanned it quickly for any errors and then signed at the bottom. He also initialed the other pages. 
 
    “Thanks,” the sheriff said. “By the way, I got a call from your cousin Frank. He’s on his way back from town with a guy from the tire shop. The tire guy said he’d hook you up with a good deal on four tires.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He went to the living room and glanced about as he heard the sheriff and all of his deputies pull out of the parking lot. Someone had patched the windows where that first man had shot at them. Another use for duct tape. 
 
    In no time the tire guy came with his truck and Max watched as his cousin got out of the front passenger seat. 
 
    Max met Frank in the foyer. “How you doing, cousin?” Max asked. 
 
    “Tired,” Frank said. “I got about two hours of snooze time before I fixed the generator. Where is everyone?” 
 
    “You probably passed the cops on the way here.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did. I see my mom and the doctor are gone.” 
 
    “Have you considered asking out Kamala?” 
 
    Frank shook his head. “She dates professional types, not electricians.” 
 
    “You’re a small business owner,” Max reminded his cousin. 
 
    “Yeah, but still.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta get out there, Frank. Don’t be afraid to take a chance. If she says no, then you’ll have your answer. But if you never get in the game, you can never win.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a lottery slogan?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Max said. “I don’t gamble.” 
 
    “You’re from Nevada and you don’t gamble?” 
 
    Max shrugged. “I don’t like the odds.” 
 
    “I hear ya, cousin.” Frank glanced out the window and saw that the tire guy was heading back to his truck after looking over Max’s vehicle. “You’ll need to tell him what you want and his guys back in Manchester will build them and drive them out here for you. He’s going to put on my new ones in a minute so I can get on the road.” 
 
    Max reached out his hand to shake. They turned their shake into a man hug, bumping shoulders. 
 
    He went out and quickly picked out tires from a book of pamphlets, which the guy called in to his shop. Then Max watched as his cousin and the tire guy went down to change his tires. 
 
    Max was preoccupied with what he still needed to do. But his first task would be to clean his guns. 
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    Two days had passed since Robin left the estate in the Green Mountains of Vermont. She had stayed with Britt and her family in a small two-story house near Cambridge. She had also gone to dinner at her cousin Mike’s place the night before. But she had not met her mother’s brother yet. He had been out fishing off the coast of Newfoundland with friends for the past week. 
 
    Now, Robin and Britt sat in a corner booth of Ryan’s Pub, the bar and restaurant owned by Uncle Curtis Ryan. Mike was at the bar picking up three beers for them. 
 
    “You’ve been preoccupied with your phone,” Britt said. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Robin said. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with my brother, but he’s not answering my texts or my calls.” 
 
    “Is that unusual? I text Mike and he gets back with me in a week. By then I’ve forgotten why I contacted him in the first place.” 
 
    Mike seemed to sense they were talking about him. He turned and lifted his chin. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing,” Robin agreed. “I used to try to contact him in the military, and he would eventually get back with me. But it took a while.” 
 
    “Wasn’t he overseas a lot?” 
 
    “Of course. But this was the last couple of years of his military career. He was finishing his master’s degree online and running a detachment as an Air Force captain.” 
 
    “Why did he get out?” Britt asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. He was burned out. I think he still deals with some PTSD issues.” 
 
    “It’s horrible what they’ve put our military through over the years.” 
 
    “That’s the nature of the job,” Robin said. 
 
    Mike came over with the beers and set them on the table. “What’s the nature of the job?” he asked. 
 
    “Keeping you men in line,” Britt said. “Minding your own damn business.” 
 
    “Hey, sis, I’m just trying to drink a damn beer here. Do you bicker with your brother?” 
 
    “We’re twins,” Robin said. “So, yeah. More than I’d like to admit.” 
 
    “He’s one badass,” Mike said. “He should come out here and work for us.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Robin said. “He’s earned the Silver Star, two Bronze Stars with Valor, and three Purple Hearts.” 
 
    “Wow,” Britt said. “It must run in the family. Mike has earned a Boston Police Medal of Valor.” 
 
    “That was nothing,” Mike said. “I just happened to be the closest man to the call. It’s not like I had a choice.” 
 
    “Kind of what happened in Vermont,” Britt said. 
 
    “On that subject,” Mike said. “I got word that they want to recognize us for our actions there. I guess Max said some good things. So did the sheriff out there.” 
 
    “Max should get something for his actions,” Britt said. 
 
    “That’s Vermont. It’s out of our hands.” 
 
    Robin checked her phone again and then said, “He probably wouldn’t want any of that. Max is a very humble guy. He’s been offered positions in a number of organizations, including the FBI. But he has his reasons for staying private.” 
 
    “He has his military retirement, right?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course. But I’m concerned about him.” 
 
    Mike leaned across the table and said, “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Those men who attacked us in Vermont were not acting alone,” Robin said. 
 
    “We figured that much,” Britt said. 
 
    Mike said, “We reported that to our superiors. But there’s no way of knowing who the Iranians were working for. Nothing links them to anyone else.” 
 
    “That’s my problem,” Robin said. “My brother knows. And I’m afraid he’ll go and take matters into his own hands. Alone.” 
 
    “We figured he had to know,” Britt said. “But he didn’t put the man’s name in his report. Where is he now?” 
 
    Robin shook her head. “He made up some bogus story about visiting a friend in Iowa. But I used to know when he was lying. Since the military, I have no idea.” 
 
    “He sounded sincere,” Britt said. 
 
    “That’s the problem. He is sincere. But he also doesn’t always tell me the whole truth. He tries to shelter me.” 
 
    “That’s what big brothers do,” Mike said. 
 
    “We’re twins. He’s twenty minutes older than me.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Yeah, she did. And he had a point. Suddenly the bar erupted with the entry of a man in his mid-50s. He was a redhead and he came directly to their table. Britt and Mike got up to hug their father. 
 
    “Looks like you two are ahead of me,” Curtis Ryan said. Then he cast his gaze upon Robin. “Is this Hedy’s kid?” 
 
    Robin stood up and went to her uncle. “Where I come from they called my mother Judy.” 
 
    Her uncle gave her a hug and looked her over. “You’ve got your mother’s eyes, but your father’s hair and nose.” 
 
    “You knew my father?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Of course,” her uncle said. “My sister was five years older than me. I was in their wedding.” 
 
    Britt squeezed down on her father’s shoulder. “My dad was the baby.” 
 
    Curtis waved for his bartender to bring them more drinks, and then they took seats at the corner table. 
 
    “I was hoping to meet your twin brother,” Curtis said. 
 
    “He wanted to be here,” Robin said, not knowing if she was telling him the truth. 
 
    “My kids tell me he took down some real dirtbags in Vermont,” her uncle said. “Sounds like both my sister and your father. I was told that Bruno Borelli was a real American hero in the military. And now your brother. Your papa would have been proud.” 
 
    “You knew about them going into witness protection?” Robin asked. 
 
    Her uncle shook his head. “Not really. We assumed either that or the families disappeared them. We hoped and prayed for their safety, of course.” 
 
    She had already heard about the death of her uncle’s parents, her grandparents, but wondered about other family members. “Tell me about our family.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we have enough beer in this pub,” Curtis said. “But let’s start way back and work our way to the present. Our family comes from County Cork in the south of Ireland.” 
 
    Robin sat and listened to her uncle talk, taking in everything she could, but her mind continued to drift off toward the safety of her brother. What was he up to? 
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    A couple of days later, having driven nearly straight through from Vermont, Max sat now outside of the Iranian’s house in the hills overlooking downtown Portland, Oregon. Surprisingly, it wasn’t raining, but low clouds hung over the Rose City, bringing a dull, gloomy feeling to Max. 
 
    He had mixed feelings about what he was about to do. Deep down, he knew that Saeed Gilani deserved a bullet to his head. And Max was more than willing and able to make that happen. He had never crossed that line before, and he knew that it would be hard to come back from an action like that. Every man that he had ever killed had it coming. They were either terrorists attacking his position, or Max had strong intel indicating they had killed other innocent people, and they would more than likely continue to do so in the name of Jihad. Gilani was guilty as hell, but he was not actively attacking him. Self-defense was not on the table, Max knew. At least not at this time. The Iranian was too smart to attack on his own. He had people for that. 
 
    “Go time,” Max said aloud to himself. Then he pulled his keys from the ignition and got out. 
 
    Coming across the country, he had texted with Gilani’s daughter a number of times, so he knew Firuzeh was home now in her old high school room on the second floor of this massive mansion. She had wanted to simply run away when she heard that her arranged husband had been killed in Vermont, but Max had convinced her to stay until he got there. Hopefully, she had not tipped off her father that he was coming. 
 
    As Max walked up the sidewalk toward the house, he texted Firuzeh and said he would be there in seconds. She would have to invite him in, though. 
 
    Just as Max got to the front stoop, the large oak door opened and Firuzeh stood wearing a Portland Timbers soccer jersey, black yoga pants, and bare feet. Her most distinguishing feature, though, was a healing bruise around her left eye. Someone had corrected her behavior. 
 
    “Destiny has brought us together again,” Max said, bringing up the name she had used in Reno. 
 
    She smiled. “You have a good memory.” 
 
    “It’s one of my only redeeming qualities,” he said. “May I come in?” 
 
    She waved her hand for him to pass. 
 
    “You must say it,” Max said smiling. “I’m like a vampire. I have to be asked in.” 
 
    “Would you please come in Mister Max Kane?” she said formally. 
 
    “Yes, I’d like that.” 
 
    She closed the door but didn’t lock it behind them. 
 
    “My father is in his man cave watching the Trailblazers,” she said. “You’ve been there.” 
 
    He let her lead the way into the man cave, which sat behind large sliding pocket doors. Once she opened the doors, the noise from the game could be heard. 
 
    Max hesitated when he saw Gilani in sweats and a T-shirt lounging in a thick leather chair yelling at a massive LED screen that covered most of the far wall. 
 
    Only about twenty seconds were left in the game, and the Blazers were behind by twenty points. 
 
    When Firuzeh went to her father’s side, he looked up startled. “The game is not over,” her father said. 
 
    “It’s as good as over,” Firuzeh said. “You have a visitor.” 
 
    Gilani craned his head around to see Max, and he nearly jumped from his chair when he saw him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The Iranian stood up quickly. 
 
    Max put up both hands to calm the man. “I come in peace,” Max said. 
 
    The Iranian tightened his jaw with resolve. “You have ruined everything,” Gilani said. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Max said. He needed this man to say the words. 
 
    “You killed my daughter’s future husband,” Gilani said. “Now I must start over and open my search to other possible candidates.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Max said. “You see, you hired me to find your daughter, Firuzeh. I told you right in this room that I would not drag her back here kicking and screaming. That would constitute kidnapping. Do you recall that conversation?” 
 
    “Of course,” Gilani said. “And you found her in Reno, but you told me she was in the Bay Area. You lied to me.” 
 
    “Technically, I told you I tracked her to the Bay Area, which is true. From there, I continued to track her until I found her in Reno.” 
 
    “Why did you lie to me?” Gilani asked with disappointment. 
 
    Max ignored him. “Why did you send your men to kidnap your own daughter and bring her back to Portland?” 
 
    “Kidnapping is such a loaded term,” Gilani said. “She is my family. Some day she will provide my legacy.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want children?” Firuzeh asked. 
 
    Gilani waved his hand at his daughter. “You are young. You don’t know what you want.” 
 
    “I had a good life in Reno,” she said. “I plan to start school at UNR next fall.” 
 
    “Studying what?” Gilani asked. 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” she said. “Science of some type. Like mother.” 
 
    Max remembered the eventual fate of her mother, stepping in front of a light rail train a couple of years ago. Her mother had been an optics engineer working for a Beaverton company that made outstanding binoculars and rifle scopes. 
 
    He needed to move the conversation in the right direction. “I don’t want to get into internal family dynamics,” Max said. “I just need to know about the men you sent out to Vermont.” 
 
    Gilani paced back and forth, but he said nothing. 
 
    Max continued, “There was a short, fat, bald man who became very talkative when he was injured.” This, of course, was a total lie. 
 
    “That had to be the disgusting man my father was forcing me to marry,” Firuzeh said with contempt. 
 
    “Arranged marriages go back thousands of years in the Persian culture,” Gilani said. “It’s perfectly normal.” 
 
    “It’s not normal to mutilate my genitals,” Firuzeh said. 
 
    “This is also tradition in our culture,” Gilani explained, as if that made it all right. 
 
    Max needed them to keep talking, but he needed the man to admit what he’d done. “Back to those men you sent to kill me in Vermont.” 
 
    “That was a mistake and a misunderstanding,” Gilani said, his hands up in protest. 
 
    “The mistake was not sending more men,” Max said. “Or at least sending competent shooters. Were they part of a Boy Scout troop?” 
 
    “These were highly trained former Quds Force members,” Gilani boasted. 
 
    “Well,” Max said, “they should have been better trained. But I am confused about one thing.” He wasn’t, but it worked for his current narrative. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “How did that fat little man track me?” Max asked. 
 
    Gilani smiled. “I own a number of companies. One is a communications company with access to finances. You used your Visa card all the way across the country. Also, one of my men placed a GPS tracking device on your truck on your first visit here. That’s how we also knew you were lying about my daughter’s location. At first, we thought you might have simply waited in Reno to call me after finding my daughter in the Bay Area. But that was not the case.” 
 
    “How stupid of me to think those credit card transactions were private,” Max said. “If you had that capability, then why didn’t you find Firuzeh that way?” 
 
    “Because I taught my daughter to be smart,” Gilani said. “She knew I could find her that way. Firuzeh must have been using cash.” 
 
    “Then how did you find her after I left?” Max asked. He already knew about the GPS tracker, which he found when the men changed out his tires. He had placed it on an 18-wheeler heading to Florida. 
 
    Gilani smiled. “You stayed in that casino hotel in downtown Reno. I tracked you there, knew you were in Reno when you called me saying Firuzeh was in the Bay Area. So, I sent a couple of my best people to track her down there. It took them days flashing around her photo before they found her.” 
 
    That must have been around the time Max got the text from Firuzeh saying someone was following her. Okay, he thought. He had gotten the man to admit that he had kidnapped his own daughter from Reno and hauled her across state lines. He had also gotten the man to admit he had sent former Quds Force members to Vermont to take him out. What more did he need? He felt like simply pulling his gun and putting a bullet in the man’s head. But then he glanced at Firuzeh. She was clearly conflicted. There was no doubt that her father loved her, and he wanted the best for his daughter. But Gilani was under the impression that they were still living in the Stone Age. Maybe Bronze Age. 
 
    “Back to the men you sent to kill me,” Max said. “Why take such a drastic measure?” 
 
    Gilani paced again, like a pedophile in front of an elementary school. Finally, he said, “You lied to me. Made me look like a fool. Nobody does that to me without paying a price.” 
 
    “Like your wife?” Max asked. He was fishing now. 
 
    “That was an unfortunate accident,” Gilani said. 
 
    “It wasn’t an accident,” Firuzeh said. “She killed herself to get away from you.” 
 
    “She would not kill herself,” Gilani said. 
 
    That was how it was ruled, Max knew. He had read the news reports of her death. Part of him hoped the man would pull a gun on Max right now, forcing him to kill Gilani. He was a despicable piece of bovine excrement. He had a feeling the Iranian had given his wife a push. If not literally, then figuratively. Somehow there was no video of his wife’s death. Most light rail crossings in the Portland area were covered by CCTV cameras. But they were not working the night of the ex-wife’s death. 
 
    “So,” Max said. “I guess that’s all there is to it. You kidnapped your own daughter. Then you sent a bunch of former Iranian special forces to Vermont to have me killed. They succeeded in killing two innocent men, but they failed to draw blood from me. I want to know your intentions now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gilani asked. 
 
    “I’m right here in front of you. You could try to kill me right now.” Max lifted his windbreaker, exposing his Glock to the Iranian. 
 
    Gilani looked concerned. “You want me to try to shoot you, so you can take me out?” 
 
    “It’s either that or I have to keep killing people you send after me. That seems like a terrible waste of humans. Plus, ammo is costing much more these days.” 
 
    “What if I guaranteed you I would not send any more people to kill you?” Gilani asked. 
 
    “Seriously? That would be really cool.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” the Iranian said. 
 
    Max started to leave, but he stopped and turned back to Gilani. “One more thing. What about your daughter?” 
 
    “What about her?” Gilani asked. 
 
    “You need to let her choose her own life,” Max said. 
 
    “She is a child.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Max said, “I was in the military killing terrorists at her age. She knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    Gilani said nothing. He obviously didn’t want to piss off Max, who had killed so many experienced killers sent after him. 
 
    “That’s all,” Max said. “You should have enough.” 
 
    “Enough what?” Gilani asked, confused. 
 
    Max smiled at Firuzeh. Within seconds, the house was overtaken by FBI SWAT and special agents from the Portland office. They had been monitoring Max through a wire he wore. They cuffed Saeed Gilani without incident, and then started to rummage through the house like rats scrounging for food in an alley. The agent in charge handed a warrant to search the house to Firuzeh, who didn’t even read it. She knew it was coming. 
 
    Taking off his wire, Max thanked the special agent in charge and wandered out into the dark night above Portland. He got into his truck and sat for a moment, watching as local Portland Police Bureau patrol cars cordoned off the street in from of Gilani’s house. 
 
    Finally, he found his phone and tapped in a contact. 
 
    “Max! Where are you?” Robin asked. “I’ve been trying to reach you for days.” 
 
    “Are you back in Salt Lake?” 
 
    “Yes. I got in this afternoon. Where are you?” 
 
    He explained what had just happened in Portland. 
 
    “I was worried about you, Max,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I thought you might go there and kill the man.” 
 
    “I don’t just kill people indiscriminately,” he said. “I’m very discriminating who I kill. They have to not only deserve it, but they have to be trying to kill me. It’s in the hands of the FBI now.” 
 
    “I’m so glad it’s over,” Robin said. “We should talk about my visit with our mother’s family in Boston. It went really well.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should,” he agreed. “But we should also discuss the deaths of our parents. They were in witness protection. It’s not a stretch to think they might have been killed.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t the U.S. Marshalls have investigated that when it happened?” 
 
    “Probably. I’ve got some contacts I can ask once I get back home.” 
 
    “Are you going directly to Wells?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Then up to my cabin for a while. I need to reset.” 
 
    “I wish I could be there with you,” Robin said. “But my firm wants me to do some actual work for them.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, sis. I’ll check in once I get to Wells.” 
 
    He tapped off his call and thought about what was next in his life. Maybe he should have gone to visit the good doctor in New Hampshire. But first he had to remove the last impediment in his life. He could simply drive to PDX and fly to Boston, rent a car, and drive up for a visit. Something to consider. He cranked over his engine and drove off. 
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    Anna Aldo sat on the expansive deck overlooking the lake near Lebanon, New Hampshire. She had spent the last few days trying to understand the events of that evening in Vermont, where her sister-in-law had been shot in front of her, and that poor young girl had been accidentally poisoned with nuts. Not to mention all of those deaths, from the two cooks to those despicable terrorists who had attacked them. Thank God that her nephew Max had been there to save the day. She had found Max and his twin sister Robin to be lovely individuals. And she hoped the twins would feel comfortable enough to come back to visit soon. Anna still thought that Max and Dr. Kamala Sen would make a great match. The doctor was a wonderful, intelligent, and beautiful woman. She deserved to find happiness. 
 
    Thinking of twins brought her back to her own brothers, who were gunned down in their early twenties. It was only luck that she had not been in that restaurant that night, having an event at her high school. Being in her teens, she had been shielded from the horror of seeing her brothers riddled with bullets. Despite the accomplished efforts of the undertaker to have open caskets, her brothers still didn’t look right. 
 
    She sipped her glass of red wine and gazed out at the setting sun across the calm water. Soon the mosquitos would make this impossible, so she was making the most of this time of year. 
 
    Suddenly she heard footsteps coming from inside the house. She didn’t even turn to see who it was, since the only other person with her was her estranged husband, Francesco. Their relationship had been strained for years, but she would never consider divorce. Death was the only way to escape this marriage. 
 
    Francesco stopped to gaze out over the lake, swirling a glass of single malt Scotch before taking a sip. “I see why you like coming here,” he said. 
 
    This was the most he had said to her in days. Since he flew up from Boston, he had spent most of his time in his office conducting business or watching sports. 
 
    “Why don’t you take a seat,” she said. 
 
    He turned to her and said, “There’s already a chill in the air.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if he meant her disposition, but she would let that go. “I wish you could have met Max and Robin. They’re wonderful people.” 
 
    “I tried,” he said. “But I wasn’t about to die making the effort.” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with the attack at the Winthrop Inn.” 
 
    “That’s absurd,” he said. Then he drank more Scotch. 
 
    “While we’re on the subject, why don’t you tell me if you had anything to do with the death of my brother Bruno and his wife.” 
 
    He hesitated and shifted his eyes while shaking his head. “Is this how it’s gonna be? You accuse me of crimes I have nothing to do with, and I’m expected to simply take it.” 
 
    “So, the death of Bruno and Hedy in Nevada were crimes?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re taking me out of context,” Francesco said. “I have no idea what happened to them. What do you think I do?” 
 
    She was sipping her wine when her husband said this, and she almost spit it up. “You think I’m an idiot? I’m sure you have some legitimate businesses, but don’t try to put sprinkles on a bowl of crap and call it chocolate ice cream.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want certain assurances,” she said. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I want to know that you won’t hold Max and Robin responsible for something that happened before they were born,” Anna demanded. 
 
    Francesco swirled his Scotch and then sucked down the last of the amber liquid. “Do you really think I’m capable of that?” 
 
    She nodded her head but said nothing. 
 
    Her husband continued, “You think I would do that to my own niece and nephew?” 
 
    “Tell me you had nothing to do with the death of my brother.” This had been the question she wanted to ask him ever since the DNA test had revealed the existence of Max and Robin, and they had told her of the story of the death of their parents. 
 
    “The first I heard of your brother and sister-in-law even having children was the day that Christina called and told you,” he said. “Then you called me almost immediately with the news.” 
 
    “Tell me you weren’t still stroking a hard-on for Hedy and Bruno,” she said. “The family wanted them dead.” 
 
    “Hedy betrayed the entire family,” he reasoned. “A lot of people weren’t happy with that.” 
 
    “Her testimony put people in jail, including your brother.” 
 
    “You lost two brothers,” he said. “We were more than even.” 
 
    “So, you did have something to do with the death of my twin brothers.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that. I’m saying that circumstances made things even.” 
 
    He was such a lying sack of shit, she thought. But she also knew that she could go around and around like this all night and Francesco would never admit to what he and his associates had done. 
 
    “You better hope that Max doesn’t find out you had anything to do with the death of his parents,” she said. 
 
    Francesco laughed. “You think I’m afraid of some punk ex-military guy?” 
 
    “He killed six heavily armed former Iranian special forces soldiers, without a single scratch to himself. Then he went upstairs and took a nap.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone we could use,” Francesco said. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “I was kidding. You need to lighten up, Anna.” 
 
    “Screw you.” 
 
    “You don’t do that anymore, remember?” 
 
    She wanted to throw her glass of wine at him, but she remembered what happened the last time she had done that. She envisioned his head exploding and simply shook her head in disgust. 
 
    Francesco wandered back into the lake house. 
 
    She took a sip of wine and thought about the day when she would no longer have to put up with her husband. She believed in fate, and eventually those in positions like Francesco held would get what was coming to them. It was just a matter of time. Finally, a smile crossed her face. 
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