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      Hawk wasn't happy his friend transferred to Atlanta, Georgia from Manhattan; Nikki, on the other hand, was excited. “Oh come on,” she told Hawk, sitting in a traffic jam on I-75 heading into Atlanta, “stop being a grouch, Hawk. After we see your friend, we can drive to my hometown, see my parents, and I can show you around.”

      Hawk rolled his eyes. It wasn't that he didn't want Nikki showing her old stomping grounds to him. He was bothered. Jack Mills was brought to Atlanta under the lie that he needed a special cardiologist that worked at St. Joseph's Hospital. Hawk knew better. Sure, Jack had gone into heart failure while the surgeons back in New York were digging a bullet out of his chest, but that didn't mean the man had a heart problem. Jack's heart had stopped due to an allergic reaction from the anesthesia; or so Hawk was told. Even if Jack did need a cardiologist, New York had plenty of qualified doctors. No, something was wrong; Jack was shipped into the Deep South because his life was still in danger.

      Banging on the horn, Hawk raised his hand at a white BMW sitting in front of him. “Move it!” he yelled. Sweating from the heat and choking from vehicle fumes, Hawk glanced at Nikki. “Sorry about the AC,” he said.

      Even though Nikki was sweating, she felt comfortable. The soft, cotton, blue dress she was wearing was keeping her body cool. She also had her long hair tied up in a tight bun, keeping her neck open to any hopeful breeze. Hawk, on the other hand, was wearing a brown button-up shirt that was obviously hot and uncomfortable. Nikki held back a giggle. “You look like a baked potato.”

      Hawk glanced down at his shirt. “I want to look presentable when I see Jack, okay?” he said. Reaching down, he snatched up a warm bottle of water sitting in the cup holder. “We're already an hour late,” he complained, chugging the water.

      “Will you relax?” Nikki said, picking up her own bottle of water. “We called the hospital. Your friend knows we're going to be late. Morning work traffic is a disease around here.”

      “Is it always this hot? It's barely nine in the morning,” Hawk grumped, wiping sweat from his forehead.

      “Georgia is in a heat wave,” Nikki replied. To her relief, the traffic began to ease forward some. “Hawk...” Nikki said, looking up at the beautiful Atlanta skyline, “what's bothering you? Your friend Jack is alive. You were told he's going to make a full recovery. I would expect you to be thrilled with that kind of good news.”

      Hawk began to chew on his bottom lip. He still had to fight his way down I-75 just to get to the 285 bypass. Sticking his left elbow out the driver's window, he eased the jeep forward while absorbing the sights and sounds of Atlanta. The city itself, he thought, was truly amazing. There was something distinct and mysterious about being in the Deep South. Sure, the south had its own share of crime (hadn't crime from the south invaded his cozy hometown in Vermont?). But still, Atlanta felt...well...southern, and all the small southern towns sitting outside of Atlanta, like little children swimming in a cold pond on a hot day, felt...inviting. “Nikki,” Hawk said as a semi-truck eased up on his left, “I...”

      Nikki looked at Hawk. She waited. When Hawk didn't finish his sentence, she gently rubbed his arm. “Hawk?”

      Hawk waited until a green Honda eased past the jeep on the right before answering. The Honda was blaring some kind of street music that seemed to shake the ground. A kid who looked no older than sixteen was sitting behind the steering wheel of the Honda talking on a cell phone. Hawk shook his head. “How can he even hear himself think?”

      Nikki shrugged his shoulders. “Kids today will make hearing aid companies very rich in the future. Now, Hawk, what's bothering you?”

      Hawk put down the bottle of water in his hand. “We nearly died on a cruise ship, Nikki; we're lucky to be alive. We could be living at the bottom of the sea right now. The last thing you or I both need is to be thrown into another case.”

      Hawk's words confirmed Nikki's suspicion. “Hawk, you believe your friend Jack was transferred to Atlanta because his life is in danger, don't you?”

      “Yes,” Hawk confessed. “Nikki, Jack was shot by a man in a suit, not some street thug. He was investigating the human trafficking of illegal immigrants into Manhattan. Now, I'm all for sending illegal immigrants back to the country they came from and making them enter this country legally, the same way our ancestors did, but regardless if people are here legally or illegally, they’re still people with rights.”

      “Forcing illegal immigrants to become forced slave laborers is horrible,” Nikki agreed soberly.

      Hawk jerked his head sideways and looked at Nikki. “How did you know...why even ask? You heard me speaking to Jack's partner, didn't you?”

      Nikki innocently shrugged her shoulders. “Hawk, I didn't mean to hear your conversation, honestly.”

      “Sure you didn't,” Hawk said and grinned. “You little sneak.”

      “I was worried, okay?” Nikki confessed. “And it's obvious you're still worried. Do you believe the person who tried to kill your friend will try and finish the job?”

      “It's possible,” Hawk told Nikki. Looking over at the semi-truck sitting next to his jeep, Hawk shook his head. “What I wouldn't give to trade places with the driver of that rig. Sitting tall in your saddle, America opened up before you, going where the road leads; a man can breathe that way, you know?”

      “Maybe on the drive back to Vermont we can take a few detours?” Nikki suggested. Examining Hawk's face, she saw fatigue eating through the man's eyes. “Hawk, you look so tired. Honey, after we see your friend, I'll drive us to my parents’ home. We'll have a good dinner, rest, and tomorrow we'll spend the entire day walking around my hometown. We'll even have lunch at Mrs. Owens’ Café. She makes the best fried okra in the south.”

      Hawk liked that Nikki called him “Honey.” It felt right. Reaching over, he patted Nikki’s knee. “Sound's good, Nikki. I guess I am a little tired. I didn't sleep well in the hotel last night; the bed was all lumpy. I think the desk clerk gave you the good room and me the bad room on purpose.”

      Nikki smirked. “The desk clerk was an eighteen-year-old boy who wanted to marry me and saw you as the big lug standing in his way,” she told Hawk. “Poor kid seemed like he had never had a date in his life. I felt sorry for him.”

      “Feel sorry for my aching back,” Hawk fussed. Finally, to his relief, the traffic began moving at a steady pace. “About time,” Hawk growled, pushing his jeep past the second gear.

      “We could move to Atlanta,” Nikki began to tease. Old memories of her life in Atlanta began flooding her mind. Leaning back in her seat, she grew silent and looked out the passenger's window at the tall buildings. So many memories, Nikki thought...so many memories.

      Hawk glanced at Nikki. Noticing her eyes become sad, he began to say something but decided to remain silent. Sometimes a woman needed to be left alone.
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      After fighting through traffic and arriving at the hospital, Hawk and Nikki walked into a comfortably sized hospital room that appeared to be more of a luxury suite than a room meant to house sick people. “Hey, Jack,” Hawk said, admiring the room, “I see they're letting you really live it up.”

      Nikki stood near the door and watched Hawk shake the hand of a man his own age. She was surprised to see that Jack Mills was a very short, overweight man with thick, curly black hair and a thick, black mustache. She had expected to see a tough looking New York cop that went around saying “Forget about it, we cracked that case years ago.” Jack spotted Nikki. “Say, who is the hot pepper?”

      Hawk laughed. “Cool it, Jack,” he said, “or that woman will skin your hide. Nikki, come over here and say hello to Jack Mills.”

      Nikki politely walked over to the hospital bed Jack was lying in. She noticed that it didn’t seem as if Jack had any family there; she didn't spot any get well cards or balloons either. The flat screen TV, hanging on the wall in front of the hospital bed, was off. Jack wasn't even attached to an IV. The man was wearing personal gray pajamas and had a crossword book open in his lap. “Forgive me for saying this,” she said, shaking Jack's hand, “but you look well for a man who just had a bullet removed from his chest.”

      Hawk had made the same observation as Nikki, but felt it was better for Jack to take the lead before asking any questions. “Yeah, you look real good, Jack.”

      Jack Mills stared up at Hawk. “I was wearing my vest,” he told Hawk, his eyes becoming serious. “Hawk, I was set up.”

      Hawk stared down into his friend's face. He and Jack had made their way through the academy together, eventually becoming partners for two years before Hawk made detective. Jack wasn't a liar or the type of man to play games. The man was a top cop in Hawk's book. And as Hawk looked into his eyes, he saw a fear that only a true cop could present to another cop. “What's going on, Jack?”

      Jack nodded his head at Nikki. “Is she okay?”

      “She's my partner,” Hawk assured Jack. “We work as a team in Vermont.”

      Jack studied Nikki's beautiful face. Behind the beauty, he saw a brilliance that set him at ease. “Okay, she's good in my book, then.”

      Hawk sat down on the edge of the hospital bed. “Talk to me, Jack. What's going on?”

      “I don't know,” Jack confessed. “Hawk, you know I had Stan, my partner, call you. Stan's a good guy. Did he pass along the information?”

      Hawk nodded his head. “A little on the reluctant side, but yeah. He explained you two were investigating a company that was using illegal immigrants as slave labor. Human trafficking straight from the border.”

      “Yeah, Stan is scared stiff. But he owes me, Hawk. I saved his butt, not once, but twice,” Jack explained, holding up two fingers. “Before I left New York, I slipped him a note with instructions to call you.”

      “Was your partner with you when you got shot?” Nikki asked Jack.

      Jack shook his head. “No, I was solo.”

      Hawk bit his lower lip. “Jack, let's take it slow. To begin with, Stan refused to release the name of the company you two were investigating. Let's begin there, okay?”

      Jack stared at Hawk. “Hawk, I called you because I need your help; you're a good man. Honest and loyal to your Oath. Stan...he's a good cop, but his backbone is made of jelly. He has brains, but no guts, if you catch my drift.”

      “I understand,” Hawk said in a tired voice. “Let's walk down the tracks slowly, Jack. What company were you investigating?”

      Jack hesitated. “Hawk, if I tell you, I'll be putting your life in danger. But...if I don't...” Jack struggled to find steady ground to stand on. “Oh man, I'm in it deep, Hawk; I need a real partner, not a guy with a jellyfish backbone. We weren't partners for very long in the old days, but Hawk, you were the best partner a cop could ask for. Cops like you are a dying breed.”

      Hawk patted Jack's ankle. “I'm here, Jack. I'll stand by you, just like we stood by each other in the old days. You can trust me on that. If your life is in danger, don't expect me to stick to the shallow end of the pool, okay?”

      “Same thing applies to me,” Nikki assured Jack with a comforting smile.

      Jack let out a grateful smile. “Guys,” he said, “you have no idea what that means to me. Okay,” Jack steadied himself, “the company I was investigating is a construction firm called Dellington and Haim. These guys are located in the Sour Apple, Los Angeles, Denver, Seattle, Dallas, Boston, and right here in Atlanta. Hawk, we're talking billions of dollars, here...mostly blood money. Criminal politicians love to line their pockets and pass corrupt laws that support the bad guys, but hey, you know that.”

      “Yeah,” Hawk said in a disgusted voice. “So Jack, Dellington and Haim, they're—”

      “Buying people at discount prices,” Jack interrupted Hawk and glanced up at Nikki. “There's people who gather up groups of illegal immigrants like cattle...poor people just wanting to come to America and have a better life, but illegally. So these slugs gather these poor people up, smuggle them across the border and sell them. Dellington and Haim save billions on cheap, forced slave labor. Imagine paying a poor sap just enough money to buy a bag of rice rather than pay a professional worker top salary. We're talking entire families, too...dad, mom, kids, all put to work while living in conditions a rat wouldn't live in. And if they try to escape...well, thugs with guns make sure no escapes take place. Ever look closely at a construction site?”

      Nikki glanced at Hawk with sad eyes and then focused back on Jack. “You must have made a few people worried,” she said.

      Jack shrugged his shoulders. “I went undercover after I received an anonymous tip. Dellington and Haim were constructing a new Cloud Sniffer a few blocks from the Empire State Building. The foreman in charge, some jerk named Matting, hired me when I pretended to be a drunk who would work day labor for a bottle of booze.”

      Hawk chewed on the information Jack had presented to him so far. “Okay, so you wedged your way in, then what?”

      Jack leaned forward, threw his legs over the side of the bed, and stood up. “I played it cool for a few days, and then, casually started talking to a few workers, asking questions in a way that seemed natural, you know. Now, unknown to me, there was a man named José who was mighty upset that he and his family were working as slaves. One day, this José comes up to me at lunch and begins to blabber his mouth off...venting, you know? I really hit the jackpot.”

      “What did this man tell you?” Nikki asked.

      Jack stretched his arms. “He told me all about the slugs rounding up illegals and selling them to Dellington and Haim. José was told that he and his family would be sent to New York to work for a construction company who would pay them while assisting them in becoming legal citizens. He told me the slugs that rounded him and his family up were real smooth talkers...I mean these people could talk slime off a snail, from José's point of view. Anyway, José began naming certain people and—” Jack paused.

      “What?” Hawk asked, alarmed. Nikki tensed up.

      “Hawk, Dellington and Haim have no idea where I am. If they find out I'm alive, well, you can send flowers to my funeral. I was sent to this hospital by Agent Norris...Agent Norris turned up dead,” Jack explained, his voice wavering. “Agent Norris wanted me out of New York, so he set up this whole deal.”

      Hawk stood up from the hospital bed. “Jack,” he said, “Nikki and I walked right in here. There was no security anywhere to be seen. I would suspect that if an FBI agent was killed because of his involvement with you, the FBI would have security all over this hospital.”

      Nikki caught on to Hawk's statement. Jack slowly nodded at her. “Dellington and Haim want to know where I am. Luckily for me, Agent Norris kept my location secret from everyone. Agent Norris acted alone, you two.”

      Nikki read Jack's face. “This Agent Norris, he walked outside the line, didn't he?”

      Jack sighed. “Guys, Agent Norris was married to a woman from Mexico. This woman's brother was killed at a construction site belonging to Dellington and Haim. Needless to say, the man's death was no accident. Agent Norris becomes involved, begins to uncover the truth; shortly after I come walking along, find out information Agent Norris is hungering for, and then I get shot. But, as you can both see, I'm very much alive. So what does Agent Norris do? He jumps into the gray zone, drives me to this hospital because he has a doctor friend here, and tells me to stay put. No calls, no contact with anyone, no nothing. So yesterday I sneak into a patient's room...some guy who was unconscious...rummage through his clothes, find a cell phone, make a call to Norris's wife, and find out the bad news.”

      “Agent Norris was killed after your partner called me, too.” Hawk pointed out.

      Jack shrugged his hands in the air. “Hawk, I'm sitting here on ice. I don't know what to do. I figured Agent Norris was driving weary minded. The man has a personal vendetta that was blurring his vision. But what could I do? Agent Norris told me the FBI was protecting Dellington and Haim. If I wanted to stay alive, well, Agent Norris was my only exit door to take.”

      “Get dressed,” Hawk ordered Jack. “We're leaving.”

      “Wait,” Nikki said, organizing the information in her mind. “Jack, who is this doctor friend of Agent Norris?”

      “Dr. Fred Falton. Nice guy, a little stuffy. And let me tell you, Dr. Falton went to the mat for Agent Norris when he brought me here. But, as far as I could tell, the two of them went way back, so Dr. Falton admitted me under the pretense that I required numerous testing done on my ticker.”

      Nikki studied the fancy hospital room. “They sure housed you in a nice room.”

      “Agent Norris's idea,” Jack explained. “Dr. Falton wanted to stuff me in a crummy room, but Agent Norris insisted that I be admitted to this floor. Don't ask me why. I should have asked questions, but Agent Norris was already working on fumes, Hawk. After I was admitted, he told me to stay put, rushed back to the airport and took off for New York. I never saw the guy again.”

      “I'm assuming this Dr. Falton has no idea that Agent Norris is dead?” Hawk asked.

      “If he did, I wouldn't be here,” Jack pointed out. “I also figure, if anyone got any information out of Agent Norris, I wouldn't be standing here talking to you right now,” Jack added. “I feel safe here. But I can't stay. I also can't turn to anyone for help, except you, Hawk. The NYPD has so many holes in it now...you don't really know who you can and can't trust. The FBI...yeah, that's a joke.”

      Hawk rubbed the back of his neck. “Get dressed, Jack, and let's get out of Atlanta. You're coming back to Vermont with Nikki and me. We can make a game plan there.”

      “Hey,” Jack said, clapping his hands, “that sounds like a plan. Hawk, you have no idea how glad I am that you're on my side. I knew I could count on you.”

      Nikki walked over to Hawk. “Jack, before we leave, please tell us the names José mentioned to you,” she asked.

      “Not here,” Jack told Nikki. “Let's get on the road first. Once I get a couple burgers and a few shakes down, we'll talk.”

      Hawk gently took Nikki's hand and walked her to the hospital room door. “Jack, hurry and get dressed. We'll be out in the hallway.”

      “In a flash,” Jack promised.
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      Hawk walked Nikki out into the hallway. He politely smiled at a middle-aged nurse who was obviously putting on a few pounds. Taking in a deep scent of air that smelled like disinfectant, he looked deep into Nikki's eyes. “I'm driving you to the airport. I want you on the first—”

      “Don't you dare,” Nikki warned Hawk. Hugging Hawk, she pressed her head against his chest. “I'm not leaving you, you big lug. Jack needs both of our help.”

      “Yeah, he does,” Hawk admitted, wrapping his arms around Nikki. Sighing deeply, he closed his eyes. “Nikki, someday you and I are going to go to Antarctica, sit on an iceberg, and watch the penguins play; maybe then trouble won't find us.”

      “The iceberg would probably melt, a polar bear would try and eat us, and we would end up being chased by a deranged hunter that thinks we're trying to arrest him for illegal hunting,” Nikki joked.

      Hawk laughed. “Probably,” he said. Opening his eyes, he looked down the carpeted hallway toward the nurse's station. How easy would it be to leave? he wondered. How easy would it be to just take Nikki and leave an old friend behind to deal with his own problems? Sure, he could take Nikki, leave Atlanta, have a nice dinner at her parents’ house, and the following day let Nikki show him around her old stomping grounds while he sipped cold lemonade. But leaving was not an option. A real cop never deserted his friend, no matter what the danger was.
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      Twenty-two minutes to the second after Hawk and Nikki left the hospital with Jack, a man in his mid-fifties with thin, gray hair and wearing a black suit walked into Jack's room. Finding the room empty, he snatched a cell phone from his jacket pocket. “The cop is gone,” he barked into the cell phone. “I was informed that he would be here.”

      “Agent Norris assured us of the location,” a man answered in a submissive voice.

      “I am a professional killer,” the man lowered his tone, “I am not a hound dog. Find this cop or tell Dellington and Haim that I will walk with half of my payment. I do not think they will be pleased with losing half a million dollars.”

      “Yes, sir, we'll find Jack,” the man promised.

      Ending the call, William Grense tucked the cell phone back into his jacket pocket. “Jack, Jack,” he whispered through gritted teeth, “you play a dangerous game. Now it's time to pay the penalty.”

      “Can I help you?” the middle-aged nurse asked William as she walked into the hospital room.

      “Yes,” William answered in a calm and pleasing voice, “I was under the impression my friend was admitted to this room? Was I misinformed?”

      The nurse walked to the hospital bed and began pulling off the bed covers. “Your friend left about half an hour ago with a man and a woman. He was supposed to have the whole list of tests conducted on his heart. He left ADA.”

      “ADA?”

      “Against Doctor's Advice,” the nurse explained. “Anyway, he's gone. Sorry I can’t be more help.”

      “Uh,” William said, pulling out a phony FBI badge and presenting it to the nurse, “can you describe the man and woman my friend left with?”

      The nurse looked at the phony badge. Believing William was an actual FBI agent, she gave him the exact description of Nikki and Hawk. “I wish I could be more help.”

      “You've been extremely helpful,” William assured the nurse. Excusing himself, he left the hospital room. Out in the hallway, he whipped out his cell phone again. “Jack left with a man and woman. I want to know who they are, is that clear? Contact Jack's partner; I want that man squealing by sunset. And get Norris back on the hot seat, too. Between the two of them, I'm sure one of them will be able to tell us who Jack left with.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Hawk aimed his jeep toward South Carolina instead of aiming it back toward North I-75. “We'll go back home using the back roads,” he explained, fighting his way through traffic.

      “Turn on the air,” Jack begged. Sweating up a storm in the backseat, he glanced down at his gray suit. Pulling off the jacket, he saw sweat stains appearing on the white undershirt. “Hawk, turn on the air before I melt.”

      “It doesn't work,” Hawk apologized.

      Nikki turned in her seat. “Jack, I'm not exactly sure how we can help you right now. If the FBI is protecting Dellington and Haim as Agent Norris claimed they were, that really limits our ability to outreach.”

      Jack mopped sweat from his forehead. “Not every FBI agent is a bad chicken,” Jack told Nikki. “I have a friend out in Los Angeles. I was tempted to call him, but I wanted to wait for Hawk to show up. Hawk, you have to be my go-between man, okay?”

      “Sure,” Hawk said, speeding past a green semi-truck. “I have to take I-20 East, Nikki. Don't let me get turned around, okay?”

      “Okay,” Nikki whispered, feeling sadness enter her heart. She really did want to see her parents and her hometown. Instead, she was now in the midst of another case that involved deadly people who prized money and power over human life.

      “Are you okay?” Hawk asked Nikki, reading the tone in her voice.

      Nikki turned in her seat. Allowing the wind coming in from the open passenger's window to play in her hair, she closed her eyes. “The thought of seeing my parents, sitting on the front porch and sipping cold iced tea while watching the sunset... Hawk, I really wanted that. I love my new home in Vermont, I really do. But I miss Georgia. I miss my parents. I miss my hometown. I miss...what I know as my own. Lately, I feel as if I have been thrown into a chaotic whirlwind. My only stability has been you, Lidia, and Tori...three murders...the cruise ship...all of the confusion, danger, fear, threats…and now, here we are again.”

      “There's always penguin watching,” Hawk tried to joke.

      Nikki fought back a grin. “Not funny...well, maybe a little.” Opening her eyes, Nikki looked at Hawk. “Hawk, I really do want to see my parents, okay? I want to come back to Georgia after we help Jack...if we live through this. We'll fly down next time, rent a car that has an air conditioner, and have a relaxing time. We'll sip sweet tea on the back porch, walk around my home town while eating ice cream cones...that sounds nice, doesn't it?”

      Hawk patted Nikki's knee. “More than you know,” he promised. Looking in the rear view mirror, he saw Jack wiping sweat from his head. “Okay, Jack,” he said, “what names did José give you?”

      Jack tried to find a cool spot in the back seat of Hawk's jeep. “José gave me two names. The first name belongs to a dirty cop in New York. The second name belongs to a human smuggler who brings the illegals into New York. Once the illegals arrive, the dirty cop takes them to Dellington and Haim's slum quarters. Once the illegals arrive there, they are processed, marked, and assigned to duties.”
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      Hawk and Nikki listened to Jack talk. Jack mentioned the name of the dirty cop and the human smuggler. Nikki quickly made mental notes. Overhead, storm clouds began to form. By the time they stopped to eat in a small South Carolina town, heavy rain was pouring down. Parking in front of a small restaurant sitting off by itself from the main highway surrounded by tall pine trees, Hawk turned off the jeep. “I'm starving,” he confessed to Nikki.

      Nikki studied the wooden restaurant. A white and brown sign attached to the roof read: Edna's Home Cooking Kitchen. Feeling her own tummy grumble, she smiled at Hawk. “I'm hungry, too.” Before getting out of the jeep, Nikki took a second to admire how the heavy rain fell down through the tall pines in a perfect, harmonic melody. The gravel parking lot held only a red truck and a white car. Nikki pretended that she and Hawk were on a cozy date, stopping at Edna's on a rainy day for a warm, delicious meal. “Let me out,” Jack barked, popping Nikki's bubble.

      Nikki shrugged her shoulders at Hawk. Without any concern for getting wet, she opened the passenger's door, stepped out into the rain, and walked up to the front door of the restaurant. Hawk and Jack followed. “Ladies first,” Hawk said, pulling open a wooden door.

      “Thank you,” Nikki said. Stepping through the door, she entered a cool, refreshing dining room lined with wooden tables and red and white checkered walls holding everything from a deer's head to black and white photos of old celebrities. Nikki noticed the delicious aroma of food filling around the dining room like an open pizza box being wafted through the air, teasing the noses of hungry customers.

      “You have to spot me,” Jack informed Hawk in a low whisper, “I only have my bank card. I can't use it.”

      “Not a problem,” Hawk whispered back.

      “Hey y’all,” a smiling woman wearing a brown waitress uniform said in a cheerful voice. “Only three today?”

      “Just three,” Nikki smiled back. Finding the nametag attached to the waitress uniform, she noticed the woman's name was Kelly. Kelly, Nikki thought happily, was probably a typical southern homegrown woman in her mid to late forties, and a little wide around the rear, who spent every Thursday at the beauty parlor having her short red hair tended to while she caught up on all the latest gossip.

      “Right this way, Hun,” Kelly told Nikki. Walking to a table sitting next to a window overlooking the parking lot, Kelly smiled. “What can I get you folks to drink?”

      “Sweet tea,” Nikki said, sitting down with her back toward the window.

      “Soda,” Hawk said, sitting next to Nikki.

      “Soda for me, too,” Jack said, sitting down across from Hawk. “Whew, it sure feels good in here. I nearly melted in the backseat.”

      Nikki pulled a napkin from a metal dispenser and blotted some rain off her forehead. “It's lovely in here,” she told Kelly. “I'm surprised there aren't more customers.”

      “Usually, this place is crammed full at this time of day,” Kelly confessed, “but there's a tornado watch out right now. Folks are staying home.”

      Nikki looked over her shoulder. The sky outside did seem like it was growing darker. Something in her gut told her not to worry about a tornado, though. No, she thought, turning back around in her seat, at most there would be strong winds and heavy rain, but nothing more. She had experienced enough storms in the south to be able to read the weather. “I think we'll be okay.”

      “Me, too,” Kelly replied, and tipped everyone a wink. “I'll be right back with your drinks.”

      Jack picked up a green menu and opened it. “Let's see...fried okra...Lima beans...meatloaf...chicken and dumplings...fried green tomatoes...”

      Hawk sighed. He picked up his own menu. “Nikki, I'm exhausted. I think after we leave here, we'll grab a hotel room.”

      “I agree,” Nikki said, feeling exhaustion infiltrate her mind. “We woke up at five this morning. I don't think I could go another mile.”

      “I agree to that,” Jack said, studying the menu. His face became solemn.

      “What's wrong?” Hawk asked.

      “Here I sit with a menu offering all kinds of good food...and all around this country, people are hungry; forced to live in conditions that a rat would stick its nose up at... I've seen it, Hawk. José took me to his living quarters, if that's what you want to call a building that's so run down that wood maggots go to eat somewhere else. Ah...forget it.”

      Hawk patted Jack’s shoulder. “You care, Jack. A man with a conscience has no business being a cop. Remember who told us that?”

      “Sergeant Cape,” Jack sighed.

      “Who is Sergeant Cape?” Nikki asked.

      “The meanest man ever born,” Jack explained.

      “Sergeant Cape was one of the instructors at the academy Jack and I went to,” Hawk told Nikki. “The man was mean, but he cared. Sergeant Cape turned two smart mouthed kids into cops.”

      “Two smart mouthed know-it-all kids,” Jack added. “But Sergeant Cape molded Hawk and me into the cops you see today.”

      “Remind me to slap that man if I ever see him,” Nikki teased Hawk. Feeling a yawn attack her, she placed the back of her left hand to her mouth.

      “Here you go,” Kelly chirped, bringing the drinks over to the table on a brown serving tray. “Sweet tea...and two sodas.”

      Nikki took her sweet tea from Kelly. “Can you recommend a good hotel, Kelly?” she asked.

      “Oh,” Kelly said, handing Hawk and Jack their drinks, “there's the usual chain hotels out by the interstate. But down the road, about four miles, you'll find the Green Log Inn. It's not fancy, but Mr. Bosely keeps the rooms clean. A lot cleaner than any room you'd find at one of those chain hotels, if you ask me.”

      Nikki looked at Hawk. “What do you think?”

      “Works for me,” Hawk told Nikki.

      “Are you ready to order?” Kelly asked.

      Nikki nodded her head. “We'll all have a chicken and dumpling plate with okra, green beans, and cornbread. For dessert we'll have banana pudding.”

      “You got it.” Kelly smiled and hurried away.

      “How did you know I wanted chicken and dumplings?” Hawk asked Nikki.

      “I'll never tell,” Nikki winked at Hawk.

      Jack put down his menu. “You got my number, I'll say that. I'm impressed.”

      “Don't be impressed yet,” Nikki told Jack. “Forgive me for saying this, but I'm not sure how Hawk and I are supposed to help you, Jack. As far as I can see, the only logical path is to contact the FBI agent you know in Los Angeles.”

      “I agree,” Hawk supported Nikki. “Jack, we can hide you in Vermont, but for how long? An agent of the law has been killed. It's not likely these people are going to forget about you. We both know Dellington and Haim have people out searching for you, Jack.”

      “I know,” Jack told Hawk, picking up a red plastic glass and taking a long sip. “I hate being on the tail end,” he said in an angry voice. “I don't like running from criminals. Sure, I took a bullet, but I'm alive to fight back.”

      “What about the day you got shot?” Hawk asked Jack. “You said you were set up?”

      Jack put down his soda. “Matting set me up. He called me to the construction site early. When I arrived, Matting was nowhere to be seen. The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon. Didn't take me long to realize that I had been set up...and like a blind bat, I fell for it.” Jack bowed his head. “I was standing next to a concrete mixer when I saw a red dot appear on my chest...before I could blink, I was on my back, lying in the mud, staring up at the sky.”

      “And you're sure it was this Matting guy that set you up?” Hawk asked, feeling his body start to relax into his chair. The heavy rain falling outside, mixed in with the dark sky and the southern environment of the restaurant, seemed to reach inside of his tense mind and lather its troubled chambers with a soothing lotion.

      “It had to be that slime ball,” Jack assured Hawk through gritted teeth. “Matting must have found out that José talked to me. Matting isn't stupid, Hawk; I felt the guy was beginning to suspect that I was a cop.”

      Hawk took a sip of his soda. “Did you ever talk to the two people José told you about?”

      Jack shook his head. “Nah,” he said and looked at Nikki. “José talked with me on a Monday. Tuesday morning, I was lying in the mud with a bullet caught in my protective vest. Matting acted fast.”

      “After you were shot, I'm assuming the shooter thought you were dead, right?” Nikki asked.

      “I guess,” Jack answered Nikki, looking back at Hawk. “The next thing I remember was hearing sirens.”

      “Jack,” Hawk asked, “this is kind of a dumb question...but did you see anyone?”

      “No one,” Jack told Hawk. “I've been doing some thinking, though. The shooter shot me from a northwestern location, which means he was stationed up near the supply shed. Security is heavy around the construction site, which means no one could just waltz past the guard shack. My gut tells me that Matting was the shooter, Hawk. Matting knows the layout of the construction sites. The slime ball is clever, Hawk.”

      “Matting shoots you, security calls the shooting in, makes sense,” Hawk told Jack.

      “Matting must have really thought he did me in,” Jack told Hawk. “Agent Norris must have been listening to the police monitors because he was waiting at the hospital when I arrived. When he found out I was alive, well, you know the story.”

      Nikki stared at Jack, confused. “Did you know Agent Norris before the shooting?” she asked.

      Jack shook his head. “Never saw the guy before. I learned his story later on.”

      Hawk looked at Nikki. Nikki's eyes told Hawk that Jack's words had just created a crack in his story. “Well,” Nikki told Jack in a tired voice, “let's rest our minds for now, okay? After we eat dinner, all I want is a calming shower and a nice, soft bed.”

      “I second that,” Hawk added. He watched Jack look down at his glass of soda. Tomorrow, Hawk thought, he would press Jack harder, but at the present moment, it was better to loosen the leash.

      Nikki began talking to Hawk about her store, allowing Jack to become lost in his own thoughts until Kelly brought out dinner. “Looks delicious,” Nikki said as Kelly put down a yellow dinner plate holding chicken and dumplings in front of her.

      “Let's dig in,” Hawk smiled and grabbed a piece of cornbread from the breadbasket.

      “Sure, yeah,” Jack agreed, staring down at his dinner plate. “Uh...where's the bathroom?” he asked Kelly.

      “Straight back down that little brown hallway,” Kelly told Jack, pointing to the back of the restaurant.

      “I'll be back in a few minutes,” Jack told Hawk and excused himself.
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      “He's hiding something,” Nikki said, taking a bite of cornbread.

      “Yep,” Hawk replied in a disappointed voice. “I'm not sure why he had his partner contact me, but whatever reason he had, it's not what we think.”

      “I kinda got that feeling, too,” Nikki confessed. Picking up her glass of tea, she took a drink. “Hawk, could it be Agent Norris isn't dead? Could it be Agent Norris is helping Dellington and Haim?”

      Hawk bit down on his lower lip. “Nikki, anything is possible. I'm going to check this Agent Norris out and see if he is dead or alive. If he's alive, then we can begin making some concrete assumptions.”

      “And if he's dead?”

      Hawk finished off his cornbread. “We’re both tired. Tomorrow we'll look at Jack and everything he's told us with fresh, rested minds. Right now let's enjoy our meal.”

      Nikki grew silent. She picked up a fork and began nibbling on her chicken and dumplings as her mind began to investigate every single word Jack had let leave his mouth. Why would Agent Norris be at the hospital waiting for Jack to arrive in the ambulance? The timing was suspicious. What was also suspicious was Jack being transferred to Atlanta under a weak lie. Also, Nikki thought, why would Agent Norris leave Jack alone and rush back to New York? And, Nikki finished, Jack didn't seem too bothered that he didn't have any security protecting him; the man didn't even have a gun. No, she concluded, the pieces didn't fit. Jack was certainly hiding the truth.

      Hawk casually checked the watch on his wrist. “Jack's been in the bathroom for twenty minutes.”

      “Maybe you should go check on him?” Nikki suggested.

      “Yeah, I guess I should,” Hawk said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. Standing up, he made his way to the men's bathroom. “Jack?” he said, knocking on a wooden door, “are you okay in there?” Hawk was greeted by silence. “Jack...hey, Jack?” With a steady hand, Hawk reached out and tried the doorknob. It was unlocked. Easing the door open, Hawk peered into a tight, cramped, white bathroom. On the right wall was a window; the window was open. The strong winds from outside were blowing rain through the window, soaking the bathroom floor. Hawk shook his head. “Jack, why?” he moaned.

      Hawk closed the bathroom door and turned around. Nikki was staring at him. “Jack went AWOL on us, Hawk. He's had a twenty-minute head start. Come on; sit back down. Let's finish our dinner and go find a hotel.”

      “Yeah,” Hawk agreed, walking Nikki back to their table. Sitting down, he looked down at Jack's plate. “Why did he contact me?” he asked, confused.

      “We'll figure out why. Let's eat,” Nikki told Hawk and patted his hand. Outside, the rain continued to fall as night began to overcome the last of the daylight. As Nikki and Hawk ate their dinner, Jack caught a ride with a trucker and vanished into the night.
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      Nikki placed her pink suitcase on the soft king-sized bed, which was covered with a light brown blanket. Closing her eyes, she stood silently for a moment, listening to the heavy rain outside talk to the howling winds. The wind was washing the top of the tall pine trees outside with a strange yet familiar sound that made Nikki homesick. Nikki opened her eyes with a long sigh. With a sleepy mind, she examined her hotel room. “Not bad,” she murmured, admiring the light green-colored walls gifted with autumn-colored leaves. Looking down at her tired feet, she saw a soft brown carpet that had recently been shampooed. Drawing in a deep breath of cinnamon and apple-scented air, Nikki looked at a wooden nightstand beside the bed, spotting a bowl of potpourri. “Nice touch.”

      After taking a hot shower, Nikki pulled on a fuzzy pink nightgown, grabbed a mystery book from her suitcase, and plopped down onto the bed. “Let's read about the ‘Case of the Snowy Cave,’” she muttered to herself. But as hard as Nikki tried to read her book, she found her mind could not focus. Instead, her thoughts were pulled back to Jack's hospital room. Slowly and methodically, Nikki went over every word Jack had said, and then began to think about Dr. Falton. If Agent Norris was a lawman that had veered off the straight path into criminal activity, then perhaps, Nikki thought, staring over the pages of her book at the hotel room door, Dr. Falton might be a crook, too? If not a crook, perhaps the man might be able to shed light on some of the questions running through Nikki's mind.

      Hearing her cell phone ring, Nikki put down her book, took her purse off the nightstand, and dug out her cell phone. Checking the incoming call number, she smiled. “Hi, Lidia.”

      “Hey, Honey,” Lidia told Nikki in a pleasant, warm voice. “I'm over at your cabin, Tori and I are making chocolates. It's raining here. How are things in Georgia?”

      Nikki bit down on her lower lip. The last thing in the entire world she wanted was to admit to Lidia that she and Hawk were on another case. “Fine,” she said in a voice that came out even and steady. “It's raining here, too.”

      “That's why I'm calling. The south is under a severe storm warning. Storms will be moving through the south all night tonight and all day tomorrow. We wanted to make sure you and Hawk were okay.”

      “We're fine,” Nikki promised. Closing her eyes, she imagined Lidia and Tori standing in her kitchen making delicious chocolates. She smelled the warm scent of chocolate mingled with freshly brewed coffee. She saw every detail of her kitchen. And at that moment, she felt a sense of homesickness for Vermont that struck her heart with a painful yearning. “I wish I were with you tonight. Making decadent chocolates on a rainy night with your two very best friends is just what the heart needs.”

      “Honey, are you okay? Did you and Hawk have a fight?” Lidia asked, hearing the sadness in Nikki's voice.

      “I'm fine,” Nikki promised. “Well...no, I'm not fine. Oh, Lidia, being back in the south, so close to my old life...all of my old memories...my heart is breaking. I miss my home. I miss my old life. I miss my hometown. I miss cold glasses of sweet tea on soft summer nights, sitting on the back porch, watching the lightning bugs play. I miss taking early morning jogs, watching my hometown wake up. I miss...my home.”

      “I see,” Lidia said in a low voice. “Honey, are you thinking about leaving us?”

      “Oh no,” Nikki promised Lidia. “I also miss you guys. I miss Vermont. I miss our store. I miss the cabin. I...really wish I were back home with you and Tori tonight, sipping coffee, eating chocolates, cuddled up in my robe listening to the rain fall.”

      “We wish you were here, too,” Lidia promised Nikki. “You may not believe this, but the town feels empty without you. Even Chief Daily made a joke today about how dull the town feels without you in it, and that maybe when you get back some excitement might return.”

      “Chief Daily thinks I'm a black cat...I'm starting to believe it,” Nikki confessed. “You have to admit, Lidia, bad luck seems to be following me everywhere I go...I couldn't even make a marriage last.” Feeling tears begin to sting her eyes, Nikki took a deep breath; the last thing she wanted was to begin crying over her ex-husband.

      “Oh, Honey,” Lidia said, feeling her heart break for Nikki. “It takes two to make a marriage work.”

      Nikki felt a tear stream down her left cheek. “I know,” she whispered weakly.

      “Are you crying?” Lidia asked.

      “Yes,” Nikki admitted as more tears began to flow from her soft eyes. “Oh Lidia, my heart is breaking. I didn’t think coming back home would affect me like this.”

      “Oh dear,” Lidia said, worried, “and here I am hundreds of miles away, too.”

      “I'll be okay,” Nikki promised.  “It's raining outside. The rain will put me to sleep, I promise. I'm just being a teary-eyed idiot right now.”

      “No, you're not,” Lidia scolded Nikki. “Honey, you've been through a lot, yet you have remained strong and determined throughout every single step you have taken. It's only natural that you're hurting right now. You're back in a place that was once home to you...a place that is soothing and comforting, filled with memories that both bring joy and pain. You moved to Vermont to begin a new life, but that doesn't mean our emotions, attachments, memories, and love for our old life fades away.”

      Nikki wanted to reach through the distance separating her from Vermont and wrap her arms around Lidia as tightly as possible. “You're wonderful,” she told Lidia. “Oh, how I miss you.”

      “And I miss you,” Lidia told Nikki from her heart. “Listen to me. Take out one of those mystery books you love so much, read a little, and then fall asleep listening to the rain. I will call you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Tell Tori I love her,” Nikki replied gratefully. “I love you, Lidia. Sweet dreams.”

      “Sweet dreams,” Lidia said, her voice warm and soothing. “Stay strong, Nikki, and listen to your heart.”
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      Nikki put her cell phone away, thought about what Lidia had told her, and then pulled her cell phone out of her purse again. “Okay,” she said, wiping away her tears, “let's focus on your life. Whatever is going on with Jack now involves Hawk and me. When we return home, I don't want any shadows chasing us; I need to stay strong.”

      Nikki used her cell phone to search for any listing for a Dr. Falton who was attached to St. Joseph's Hospital. “Well, at least Jack was telling the truth about Dr. Falton,” Nikki said, finding Dr. Falton's information. “Well, Dr. Falton, Hawk and I may be paying you a visit.”

      Putting her cell phone away, Nikki leaned back on her pillow, closed her eyes, and brought Hawk's face into her mind. She thought about their first encounter in the small hospital back in her new town in Vermont. There she was, all alone, working on a case that threatened her new livelihood; or so she thought. And in walked Hawk Daily—strong, handsome, intelligent—to save the beautiful damsel in distress. “He's been my knight in shining armor ever since,” Nikki whispered as she listened to the howling winds crying outside of her hotel room. “Three homicide cases in Vermont...the last case nearly broke my spirit...a tormented man on a cruise ship...and now this. Hawk must believe I truly am a black cat…no, stop that,” Nikki scolded herself. “You and Hawk solved each case, helped to save innocent lives, and grew closer in the process. Seek the good that has come out of every case, not the bad.”

      Hearing a knock on the hotel room door, Nikki tensed. Cautiously, she eased off the bed, walked to the door, and looked through the peephole. There, standing in the night, stood Hawk, clad in plain blue pajamas, a pillow under one arm and a blanket under the other, wearing the expression of a silly teddy bear. Nikki smiled and opened the door. “Hello, Hawk,” she said as strong, wet winds blew at her face, blowing her hair off her shoulders. “Are you lost?”

      “Uh...Lidia called me,” Hawk confessed. “She told me you were crying. I figured...well, I could crash on the floor and keep you company.”

      Nikki's heart melted. “Come on in, you big lug.”

      Hawk walked into Nikki's hotel room as Nikki closed the door behind him. “I have to warn you, I snore.”

      Nikki walked to the bed and sat down. “Make your bed,” she told Hawk, yawning.

      Hawk made a pallet beside the bed and plopped down. Nikki lay down on the bed. Throwing her face over the edge, she looked down at Hawk. Hawk leaned up on one elbow. “Why were you crying?” he asked in a concerned voice.

      “Homesick,” Nikki confessed in a soft tone, staring down at Hawk's exhausted face. “I've been thinking about Jack,” she told Hawk, hoping to change the subject.

      “Me, too,” Hawk replied, allowing Nikki to veer off the path. Hawk felt that if Nikki didn't want to talk about her tears, then he didn't need to push her. In time, he knew, Nikki would open up with him on a deeper level. Just being allowed to sleep in her room meant she trusted him in a special way. And that, Hawk thought, was special.

      “I looked up Dr. Falton on my phone. I thought perhaps Jack made him up. Dr. Falton is real, Hawk. With that said...perhaps we need to drive back to Atlanta and speak with him?”

      Hawk made a “Yeah-I-Guess” face. “Nikki, I would like to say that, as far as I'm concerned, this whole matter with Jack is water under the bridge. The truth is, my gut tells me we better get to the bottom of this because somehow you and I are in this thing deep.”

      Nikki placed her chin down onto her hands. “Jack was a dishonest cop, wasn't he?”

      “It seems that way,” Hawk confessed. “Maybe not? At this point, Nikki, I can't really say. The obvious clearly tells us Jack walked off the sidewalk into the sludge...but, I don't know, maybe it's the cop in me.”

      “I'm still confused as to why Jack would involve you, release all the information he did, and then escape?” Nikki told Hawk. “Hawk, I could tell Jack really cared about the illegal immigrants being used as slave labor. But his actions don't make sense.”

      “No, Jack's actions don't make sense,” Hawk agreed. Staring up into Nikki's beautiful face, he smiled. “Before Lidia called me, I was lying on my bed thinking about being back in Vermont. Call me sentimental, but I was thinking about your cabin. I pictured us sitting in your kitchen, drinking coffee, while you made some of your famous Georgia peach truffles.”

      “Really?” Nikki asked, surprised.

      Hawk nodded his head. “The truth is,” Hawk continued, “I like sitting in your kitchen on a rainy day, drinking coffee...it's kinda, well...cozy. The Farmer’s Almanac is predicting a fierce winter, lots of snow. I see the town covered in a white blanket, smoke coming from chimneys, and you and me sitting in your kitchen, drinking coffee, watching the snow fall.”

      “Don't forget about autumn,” Nikki smiled down at Hawk. “We can take walks through falling leaves, sip on hot apple cider, sit in front of the fireplace at my cabin...snuggle a little.”

      Hawk blushed some at the thought of snuggling with Nikki in front of a warm fire. “And then,” he told Nikki, “I thought about us being here, in this hotel. My stomach sank. If we were here at this hotel because we were on vacation, well, that would be different.”

      “I know,” Nikki sighed. “I would walk away from this case, but I can't. Hawk, this isn't just about you and me, this is about innocent people being used to serve a corrupt company. These people need our help. Afterward, they can return to their country and enter America legally, through the channels that are set up to assist them.”

      “Help the person first,” Hawk agreed. “But we both know the deeper we involve ourselves, the more dangerous things will become. Which leads me to this: Nikki, I called a friend I know at the NYPD. I ran the name of Greg Packard, the cop Jack claims is involved in the smuggling of illegal immigrants.”

      Nikki leaned up. “And?” she asked anxiously.

      “Greg Packard is a cop with the NYPD. He's been a cop less than five years, Nikki. The guy is twenty-eight years old, no family, no wife, no kids. Last year, he was put on administrative leave while being investigated for bribery. The charges never came to pass. Ironically enough, the investigator in charge of the case has stock in Dellington and Haim.”

      “Corruption runs deep.”

      “Whenever the good guys push at the bad guys, money talks, and the bad guys walk away free,” Hawk agreed. “Right now, Greg Packard is assigned to foot patrol. In other words, the guy can roam around on a very long, comfortable leash and do whatever he wants.”

      “My mind is standing at the steps of City Hall, Hawk. I'm certain Manhattan is full to overflowing with corrupt officials, including the mayor. Remember two years ago when the elections for mayor were taking place? The current mayor of New York almost landed in prison for very serious tax evasion charges, yet he was voted in somehow.”

      “Money talks and destroys the truth of our American way,” Hawk told Nikki, disgust coloring his voice. “Greg Packard is on the payroll of a multi-billion-dollar company, a company that greases the hands of people put in a position of power by people with more money and more power.”

      Nikki sighed. “What has America come to, Hawk?”

      “You know, I can see Pop's face right now...if he found out that we were involved in another case...” Hawk laughed to himself. “Poor Pop, his greatest worry is making sure the tourists in town remain happy.”

      “I wish that was my greatest worry,” Nikki confessed. “Hawk, Jack was telling us the truth. So why did he run away? I'm confused.”

      “I have a feeling Agent Norris will help us understand,” Hawk told Nikki. “I doubt Agent Norris is dead, as Jack claimed. I'm afraid Jack and Agent Norris were working together. Maybe, Nikki, that's why Jack took off on us; he might have become suspicious that my thoughts were leaning in that direction.”

      Nikki leaned back on her bed. Staring up at the white popcorn ceiling, she mentally examined Hawk's suggestion. “There was no security at the hospital protecting Jack when we arrived...that's fact one. Fact two is Agent Norris was waiting for Jack at the hospital. Fact three...Jack was wearing a protective vest when he was shot. Hawk, we're reaching the end of summer. Manhattan isn't exactly a freezer right now. Jack wouldn't have shown up at the construction site wearing a jacket to cover the fact that he was wearing a protective vest.”

      Hawk looked up at Nikki's bed. He hadn't considered that fact. “That's true,” he said.

      “The shooter knew Jack was wearing a vest,” Nikki continued.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Hawk, if the shooter wanted Jack dead, he could have easily done it. Also,” Nikki continued, “Jack said Matting asked him to arrive at the construction site early, before anyone else. Now that seems logical if you want to kill someone...no witnesses, right?”

      “Right.”

      “But what if you're staging a fake shooting?” Nikki asked Hawk. “The last thing you would want is a lot of workers around.”

      “So you're implying that Matting, Jack, and Norris are on the same team?” Hawk asked.

      “I'm not sure,” Nikki told Hawk. “What I do know is that we need to speak with Dr. Falton and then drive to New York and see who this Matting character is while taking a look at Greg Packard. Also, Hawk, we need to speak with Jack's partner, Stan.”

      “Okay,” Hawk said, cringing at the idea of all the footwork involved, “we'll get moving first thing in the morning.”

      “Not tomorrow morning,” Nikki objected. “Hawk, if Jack ran on us, he's most likely going to assume we're going to begin questioning people. Let's give it a few days and slowly ease into the investigation. We need to let Jack think we've gone cold on his trail. Also, you need to call Chief Daily. If Jack decides to check on you, I want him to believe you and I are back in Vermont.”

      “Smart woman,” Hawk told Nikki. “So what do we do in the meantime?”

      “Stay right here,” Nikki told Hawk. “Jack knows we chose this town at random. I doubt he thinks we'll remain at a random stop in the road. Besides, we have Edna's Home Cooking to feed us every night.”

      Hawk smiled. “Remind me to marry you.”

      “Someday,” Nikki smiled back. “Well, I'm exhausted. Good night, Hawk. Sweet dreams…you big lug.”

      “Sweet dreams, princess,” Hawk replied and closed his eyes.

      Silence fell in the hotel room. Outside, the rain continued to fall and the wind continued to cry. Nikki lay with her eyes closed, listening to the wind. A few minutes later, she heard a low snore coming from Hawk. Smiling, she drifted off to sleep.
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      As Nikki and Hawk slept, William sat on the side of a gas station in a black sedan. “Hawk Daily,” he spoke into the cell phone. “The woman is most likely Nikki Bates, then?”

      “Yes, sir,” a nervous man replied. “We hacked into the security cameras in the hospital. The images of the man and woman we pulled from the cameras match the names. Stan eventually confessed that the man is in fact Hawk Daily. The newspaper archives we pulled from Daily's town show him with the woman. I've texted you the image. The woman is Nikki Bates.”

      “Why would Jack involve these two?” William demanded, looking out of a rain-soaked windshield. Reaching down with his right hand, William picked up a brown coffee cup and took a sip of black coffee.

      “From the information, we were able to acquire, sir, Nikki Bates was a well-known journalist in Atlanta. Daily is a highly decorated cop from New York who relocated to Vermont. The Chief of Police in the town Daily lives in is his father.”

      “Tight and snug,” William replied, listening to the heavy rain fall on his car. “Jack calls on an old cop friend who just happens to be associated with a journalist.”

      “We believe Jack has talked to Nikki Bates, sir. Mr. Dellington and Mr. Haim fear the woman might make Jack's story go viral across the media outlets. Precautionary measures are being taken right now, but we can't control every media outlet. Mr. Dellington and Mr. Haim request that you focus your attention on Nikki Bates and Hawk Daily as well. They will reward you generously.”

      “Did you get a read on the jeep?” William asked in a stern voice.

      “Security footage showed Jack leaving with Nikki Bates and Hawk Daily in a personal jeep, sir. We...were unable to get a read on the license plate.”

      William sipped on his coffee. “You can tell Mr. Dellington and Mr. Haim that unless I am provided with sound information, I will walk away into the night, are we clear? I will not waste my time chasing three people that could be halfway across the country by now.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man told William, becoming more nervous. “Sir, I will spend the night tracking them down. I will have solid leads for you come morning.”

      “You do that,” William said and ended the call. Staring into the dark night, William gritted his teeth. He didn't care about Nikki Bates or Hawk Daily. The only man he wanted dead was Jack. However, if Nikki Bates and Hawk Daily needed to be eliminated, then so be it.
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      The following morning, Nikki awoke to Hawk shaking her shoulder. “Get up, Nikki,” Hawk said in an alarmed voice. “Nikki, wake up.”

      “What...huh?” Nikki mumbled, slowly opening her eyes. To her surprise, Hawk was already dressed in a green shirt and pair of jeans. “We gotta get moving. Pop called me. Somebody from Dellington and Haim called him and inquired about us. These people know who we are. If they know who we are, they can track our bank cards. Get up and get moving.”

      Alarm shot through Nikki's chest. How could she have missed such an obvious fact? Sitting up, she threw her legs over the side of the bed. “I'll be ready in five minutes,” she said, wiping the sleep out of her eyes with both hands like a tired little girl does when she first awakes.

      Hawk had his gun out. He walked to the window in the hotel room and eased back the thick, brown curtain. Looking out into the rain, he examined the wet parking lot. He spotted his jeep, a white Ford truck, a blue Honda, and a gray SUV parked in the parking lot. Each of the vehicles was from out of state. Hawk had checked with the front desk clerk and inquired about the owners of each vehicle. The front desk clerk showed Hawk copies he made of the driver's license belonging to each owner of the vehicles. As far as Hawk could tell, no one seemed suspicious. He wasn't taking any chances, though.

      Nikki stood and hurried into the bathroom. Hawk kept his back to the room. After wetting her face and brushing her teeth, Nikki threw on a dark green dress, slammed her suitcase shut, grabbed her purse, and told Hawk she was ready. Hawk nodded. He picked up Nikki's suitcase and walked to the hotel room door. “We move fast,” he told Nikki, shoving his gun into a holster he attached to his belt.

      Nikki nodded. When Hawk opened the hotel room door, Nikki walked as quickly as she could to his jeep, ignoring the falling rain, and climbed in. Hawk handed Nikki her suitcase, slammed the passenger's side door shut, ran around to the driver's side, jumped in, and got the jeep moving. “We're staying on the back roads,” Hawk told Nikki, taking a hard left out of the hotel parking lot. “I want to stay away from the interstate. Use your cell phone to pull up GPS for me, okay?”

      Still half asleep, Nikki did as Hawk requested. “What is our destination?”

      “Dr. Falton. We need a back way into Atlanta. Eventually, we'll have to get back on the interstate, but for now, I want to use the back roads as much as possible.”

      “Hawk, we're going to have to use our bank cards sooner or later. Neither one of us has any heavy cash on us. All I have is my emergency twenty-dollar bill,” Nikki pointed out.

      “I took care of that. Pop is going to wire us some cash.”

      “Oh dear,” Nikki sighed, “Chief Daily must be very upset then.”

      “Nah,” Hawk replied, driving down a wet, two-lane back road, passing small country homes with neatly trimmed yards. “Well...he's worried,” Hawk amended.

      Nikki leaned back in her seat. Focusing on finding a new route back to Atlanta, she kept her eyes on the cell phone. “You can stay on this road for a few more miles,” she told Hawk. “We're driving north, but this road ends at a road that cuts straight west. From there we can start weaving northwest back to Atlanta.”

      “Good,” Hawk told Nikki. “Hey, I didn't mean to scare you out of your sleep. I'm sorry. My gut was telling me to get us moving.”

      “I trust you,” Nikki told Hawk. Hungering for a donut and hot cup of coffee, Nikki spotted a gas station. “Time to use my emergency twenty-dollar bill,” she said and asked Hawk to pull into the gas station. “Please? I'll be quick. I promise.”

      Hawk hesitated and then swung his jeep into the gas station. The gas station was privately owned from the looks of it, housed in a tan concrete building that appeared well kept. A red truck was parked on the side of the building. Nikki patted Hawk's shoulder. “I'll be right back.”

      Hawk watched Nikki jump out of the jeep, hurry into the gas station, and vanish. “You're going to give me gray hair,” he whispered. While he waited for Nikki, Hawk checked his gun. When Nikki came out of the gas station carrying two cups of coffee and a bag full of donuts, Hawk smiled. The truth was, he could use a cup of coffee and he was hungry. No sense in starting the day on an empty belly.

      “Breakfast of Champions,” Nikki announced, crawling back into the passenger's seat. Hawk winked at Nikki, pulled away from the gas station, and got back on the road.

      “Here you go,” Nikki said, handing Hawk his coffee while carefully putting her coffee down in the drink holder. She reached into a paper bag and pulled out a pack of glazed donuts. “I've got glazed, chocolate, and powdered donuts, kind sir. Which do you prefer?”

      “Glazed,” Hawk told Nikki, taking a sip of his coffee. “Not bad.”

      Nikki opened the pack of donuts in her hand, took Hawk's coffee, put the cup down in a cup holder next to her own, and handed Hawk his donuts. After taking out a pack of chocolate donuts for herself, Nikki leaned back in her seat. “I didn't think about our bank cards being tracked last night.”

      “We were both exhausted,” Hawk told Nikki, taking a bite of a donut. “The important thing is we're safe, and putting distance between us and the hotel.”

      A horrible thought raced through Nikki's mind. “Hawk, the desk clerk back at the hotel made copies of our driver's licenses.”

      Hawk nodded down at his pants pocket with his chin. “I took care of that. I have the copies in my pocket.”

      “Smart,” Nikki told Hawk. “Hawk,” she said, trying to control her worry, “if Dellington and Haim called Chief Daily, they know who we are and where we live.”

      “Yep,” Hawk said, eating a second donut. “Pop is sending a man to watch Lidia and Tori at your store.”

      “You don't seem too worried that these people know who we are and where we live.”

      “I'm worried, alright?” Hawk told Nikki, picking up his coffee, “but as long as we're not at home, the people we care about are safe.”

      Nikki caught onto Hawk's meaning. “So, we stay away from home,” she said, taking a bite of her donut. “We stay away from home until we bring down the bad guys.”

      “That's about the sum of it,” Hawk replied. “Nikki, if we want to go home, we gotta bring down the bad guys. I'm really going to need your brains in this case, okay? You're the smart one.”

      “You're smart, too,” Nikki pointed out. “Hawk, we make a good team. We're a single book with different pages that fit together perfectly.”

      “I know,” Hawk agreed. Sipping his coffee, he looked over at Nikki. “You're so beautiful. I just wanted to tell you that. You deserve to be sitting in a fine restaurant with a guy who can walk you home without putting your life in danger. Sometimes I wonder why you want to be seen with a slouch like myself.”

      “You're a good, honest, decent man, Hawk. In today's world, that makes you a rarity.”

      “Maybe someday,” Hawk told Nikki, returning his focus to the road, “I'll be able to walk you home without putting your life in danger.”

      “Hey,” Nikki said, putting her soft hand on Hawk's forearm, “we're going to solve this case and bring down the bad guys, I promise. And then, you big lug, you can walk me home every night and kiss me at the front door. And who knows, Hawk, maybe someday you might put a wedding ring on my finger. If that day ever arrives, I won't shy away. But for now, just being a couple is nice; being a couple is what I need. I feel safe with you, Hawk, and I feel...loved. Those two things are what any woman wants.”

      Hawk smiled. “All I want is to go home, sit in your kitchen, watch you make chocolate, and drink coffee.”

      “It's a date,” Nikki promised. “Now, let's focus on this case. We have to speak with Dr. Falton, Hawk. Chances are Dellington and Haim might suspect that.”

      “I don't think so,” Hawk disagreed. “Nikki, I think Jack, Matting, and Norris were working together under Dellington and Haim's radar. Somehow, though, they caught on. Don't ask me how. Anyway, that's my theory.”

      “So you believe it's safe to speak with Dr. Falton?” Nikki asked.

      “Yeah, I do,” Hawk replied. “Dr. Falton is a real doctor, working at a very prestigious hospital. My gut tells me this guy was pushed into a corner against his will, the same way we were.”

      Nikki thought about what Hawk said. It seemed possible. “The question is, how are we going to speak with Dr. Falton? Hawk, if I mention my name to him, he might know who I am. My reputation still lingers. Dr. Falton may recognize me.”

      “But not me,” Hawk pointed out. “I'll speak with Falton, Nikki. I know there are a lot of people in Atlanta who are not happy with you because of the two cases you cracked open back in Vermont; it's better if you remain under the radar.”

      “I was planning to,” Nikki told Hawk. “If you noticed, I didn't have you post a big banner on your jeep announcing my arrival when we arrived in Atlanta and…” Nikki stopped talking.

      “What?” Hawk asked.

      “I could call my detective friend, the man you met in Vermont. I would be risking his life if I called him. Hawk, anyone we involve, we place in danger. We're truly alone in this case.”

      “We have each other,” Hawk said, putting down his coffee. “Listen, we'll take this case one step at a time. First, we'll speak with Dr. Falton and then drive to New York.”

      “Okay,” Nikki agreed. Sipping on her coffee, she grew silent. Staring into the rain, she thought back to the cruise ship she and Hawk had taken passage on. The cruise ship had fought its way through a dangerous storm and came out still floating. Nikki felt like the cruise ship, fighting her way through one storm after another.
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      Miles down the road, William pulled into the hotel Nikki and Hawk had escaped from. Parking the black sedan at the front lobby, he studied the hotel parking lot. “The jeep is not here,” he spoke into his cell phone. “I will question the clerk inside.”

      “Sir, Hawk Daily's bank card was used at this location last night. He and the woman should be at the hotel,” a man replied in a worried voice.

      “Unless they know they're now being tracked,” William snapped. “Hawk Daily is a cop, after all, you idiot. And Nikki Bates is a journalist. I spent most of the night researching them. They are not stupid people!”

      “Yes sir, we understand that, sir. I will—”

      “You will wait for further instructions from me,” William hissed and ended the call. Gritting his teeth, he exited the sedan and entered the front lobby. Walking across the tan tiled floor, William stopped at a green guest counter. A young man who was plump, and obviously suffered from low self-esteem, stood up from a work desk behind the counter. “I need information,” William said as he pulled out a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket.

      “Are you a cop, too?” the desk clerk asked.

      “Why, yes, I am,” William said, putting the one-hundred-dollar bill down on the counter. Fishing out his fake FBI badge, he presented it to the desk clerk. “I am looking for a man and a woman.”

      “They left about an hour ago,” the desk clerk explained, eyeing the money.

      “Which direction did they go?” William asked patiently.

      “Is that money mine if I answer right?” the desk clerk asked.

      William nodded. “Yes.”

      The desk clerk tossed his thumb back toward the interstate. “You're looking for a guy named Detective Daily, aren't you?”

      “Yes.”

      “He came in here asking a few questions…lame. I knew his badge was fake,” the desk clerk explained dismissively.

      “What kind of questions?”

      “Questions about the other guests staying here,” the desk clerk answered. “Anyway, he took off back toward the interstate. Said something about going to Los Angeles?”

      “Why Los Angeles?” William asked.

      The desk clerk shrugged his shoulders. “He didn't say. All the guy did was give me twenty dollars and tell me if anyone asked about him to make up a few lies.”

      “Thank you for your time. The money is yours,” William told the desk clerk. Walking back outside, he climbed into the sedan and pulled out of the hotel parking lot, driving back toward the interstate.
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        * * *

      

      The desk clerk grinned, grabbed the one-hundred-dollar bill, and shoved it into his pants pocket. “I may be fat, but I'm not stupid. I can spot a fake badge any day.” Sitting back down at the desk, he pulled Hawk's card out of his pocket, picked up the phone, and dialed Hawk's cell phone number. “Detective Daily, this is Dan, back at the hotel. Some guy just came in asking about you. Don't worry, though, I sent him in the opposite direction on a wild goose chase.”

      Hawk thanked Dan. “Thank you, son. You're an amazing young man.”

      “No, thank you,” Dan told Hawk, “for making me realize that I'm not a loser. Can I call you sometime...maybe to talk?”

      “Anytime you need me, son, you call,” Hawk told Dan. “Before you hang up, can you tell me what this man looked like?”

      Dan described what William looked like. “He was wearing a black suit, maybe in his fifties, gray hair...real serious face. He was driving a black car...a sedan, I think.”

      “Dan, you're my hero. I'll be in touch, okay? You have two people sitting in this jeep who want to thank you personally.”

      Dan hung up the phone and looked down at his chubby hands. “At least I have a friend now,” he said. “I've never had any real friends.”
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        * * *

      

      “What?” Nikki asked, watching Hawk put down his cell phone.

      “We left the hotel just in time. The front desk clerk, a young man named Dan, said a man wearing a black suit showed up asking about us,” Hawk explained. “Dan sent the guy in the opposite direction of us.”

      “So, they are tracking our bank cards...well, yours because you paid for the rooms. But if I use my bank card, I'm sure I will be tracked, too.”

      Hawk focused on the wet road. “A man wearing a black suit, driving a black sedan... Nikki, it sounds like this guy could be a hit man.”

      Nikki began to speak but paused. “Hawk, why didn't he ask about Jack? Why only us?”

      Hawk looked at Nikki. “Good question...” he pondered, “why wasn't Jack asked about?”
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        * * *

      

      Miles down the road, William made a call. “I'm flying to Los Angeles. It seems like Daily and Bates are going to try to meet up with Jack.”

      “Jack used his bank card this morning at the Columbia Airport. He purchased a plane ticket to Los Angeles. It does seem that way, sir.”

      William ended the call. “You are a dead man, Jack,” he promised.
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      Dr. Falton stared at Hawk from across a glossy, hardwood desk that cost more than Hawk made in a year. A tall, thin man in his late fifties, Dr. Falton sat dignified, brilliant, and calm as he studied Hawk's demeanor. Wearing a wrinkle-free, gray suit that hinted at brains and money, the man obviously wanted to make Hawk feel inferior. “You have exactly five minutes of my time.”

      Hawk studied Dr. Falton. He thought the man's curly gray hair made him look like a sissy, and the gray suit seemed stuffy. Glancing around the office, Hawk spotted glass frames hanging on white walls, holding one diploma of medicine after another. A wooden bookshelf against the right wall held numerous medical volumes as thick as Dr. Falton's arrogance. “I need to warn you that if you tell anyone I was here, your life will be in danger.”

      “I have no desire to speak with anyone about this meeting. Now, please hurry,” Dr. Falton said in a flat, bored tone.

      “You are friends with an FBI agent named Norris, correct?” Hawk asked.

      Dr. Falton's face became sour. “Long ago, in a dreary and dreadful past,” he told Hawk. “Norris and I attended high school together, Detective Daily. I paid him to defend me against bullies. I lived in a horrid home, filled with violence.”

      “I'm listening.”

      Dr. Falton folded his hands together. “My father used to abuse me and my mother, Detective. He was an awful man. On one fateful evening, soon after I reached the age of fifteen, he returned home from work extremely intoxicated. He began to abuse my mother. Norris was at my home when this occurred. To make a dreadful story short, he and I together ended the life of a miserable, mean man.”

      “You killed him?”

      “Yes,” Dr. Falton confessed. “You wish to know why I allowed your friend Jack to reside at my hospital? The answer is Norris threatened to make our dark deed public if I refused.”

      “After so many years?”

      “Well,” Dr. Falton said in a careful tone, “Norris and I have spoken throughout the years, Detective. After all, the man is married to my sister.”

      “Ah, I see,” said Hawk.

      “I despise the man for what he has become. But there once was a time, Detective, when I admired Norris for his courage to stand up against the dark shadows that linger in the alleys, if you can understand my meaning.”

      “I understand perfectly,” Hawk replied. “Dr. Falton, Jack told me that Norris was dead. Is that true?”

      “Of course not,” Dr. Falton told Hawk. “My sister and I spoke on the phone just last night. If Norris were dead, she would have informed me. For the life of me, I do not know why my sister remains married to that man...love, I suppose, which can be blinding at times, unfortunately.”

      “Norris is corrupt, isn't he?”

      “Corruption is that man's second nature, I'm afraid. Two things control Norris: money and fear. In the beginning, he was led astray by money, but those who led him astray now control my brother-in-law by fear.”

      “Dr. Falton, do you know anything about Dellington and Haim?”

      “Ah, the two men who control Norris,” Dr. Falton replied scathingly. “Yes, I am aware of Dellington and Haim; my sister keeps me well informed. But what can I do? My duty is to my patients and their wellbeing, Detective. I do not have time to involve myself in matters that do not concern me. After all, I have a wife and two children of my own.”

      “You're glad Jack left, aren't you?”

      “Extremely. I placed my medical license in jeopardy by admitting that man under false pretenses. Good riddance to them all.”

      “Any idea where Jack might have run off to?” Hawk asked.

      Dr. Falton studied Hawk's honest eyes. “Detective,” he said, picking up a pen and scribbling an address down on a piece of office paper, “this is my sister’s home address. You will find Norris here. Your questions are best directed at him.”

      Hawk reached across the desk and took the piece of paper. “Thank you, Dr. Falton. But let me assure you, you are guilty of murder, no matter how many years have passed. With that said, believe it or not, sometimes the law is blind to true justice.”

      “True justice was served,” Dr. Falton assured Hawk. “Good day, Detective.”

      Hawk nodded, stood up, and walked out of the office. He found Nikki sitting in his jeep talking to Lidia on her cell phone. “Here's Hawk. I will call you back.”
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        * * *

      

      Hawk climbed into the driver's seat, shook rain off his hair and clothes, and sighed deeply. “Nikki, this world...dark corners are everywhere.”

      “What did Dr. Falton say?” Nikki asked Hawk.

      “He said that life isn't always as it seems,” Hawk replied. “We have a long drive to New York. We'll drive in shifts. I'll take the first shift. I think it's safe to use the interstate now. I'll stay on I-75 North until we reach Tennessee.”

      The tone in Hawk's voice informed Nikki that the man needed some quiet time to think and sort things out in his mind. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be,” Hawk promised. Looking at Nikki, he found peace and solace in her beauty. “Tell you what, I need to find a grocery store and pick up the money Pop wired me. After that, we'll drive north and stop for dinner.”

      “I am starving,” Nikki admitted.

      “I'm not going to live my life in fear. I doubt anyone is on our tail. If they were, we definitely wouldn't be sitting here talking like this. We need our energy, and you need to eat.”

      “That's my big lug,” Nikki beamed.

      Hawk smiled back and got the jeep moving again. “What were you and Lidia talking about?” he asked.

      “I told Lidia to close the store until we solved this case; she refused, of course. Looks like you're not the only one who is refusing to live in fear.” Nikki explained, “So, let's drive to New York and see what kind of trouble we can get into.”
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      As Hawk drove the jeep away from the hospital, Dr. Falton called William. “Yes, this is Dr. Falton.”

      “Yes, Doctor, what is it?”

      “Is your offer still open? Information for you if you eliminate Norris for me?” Dr. Falton asked.

      “Yes, the offer is still open,” William said, sitting on a private jet heading toward Los Angeles.

      “Detective Daily was just in my office. I sent him to my sister's home address in New York. You will find him there.  In return for this information, I want you to eliminate Norris. I want that man out of my sister's life, once and for all.”

      “Of course,” William assured Dr. Falton. “I appreciate the information. You have my word that I will carry out my end of the bargain.” William ended the call.

      After ordering the pilot to change directions and aim the jet toward New York, he made a call. “Daily and Bates are on their way to New York. I will be there to meet them. Where is Jack?”

      “We managed to capture Jack at the airport,” the man replied in a relieved voice.

      “Fly Jack to New York,” William ordered. “I want him, alive.”

      “Yes, sir. Where should I have Jack delivered to?”

      “Norris's home address. I'm going to wrap this entire matter up in one sitting. When you deliver Jack, I want Norris delivered with him. Take Norris's wife and ship her off to Atlanta. I made a deal and I intend to keep it. No harm comes to the woman. After I eliminate Jack and Norris, I will deal with Daily and Bates. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir, we're clear. Sir.”

      “Very good, Matting,” William said and hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Far away in New York, James Matting placed his cell phone down on a desk covered with blueprints. Standing in a spacious office, he looked down at the blueprints. “William,” he said in a low voice, “you're working according to plan. Too bad you jumped ship, Jack. Did you really think running to Agent Finely in Los Angeles would save you? Don't you realize we have everyone on a payroll? No matter, after William eliminates you and Norris, along with your friends, I'll be in the position I need to be in order to bring Dellington and Haim down and take over their empire.”

      Matting picked his cell phone back up. “Greg, this is Matting. I want you to go to the address I’m about to give you and stay out of sight and await further orders.”
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        * * *

      

      As Matting spoke with Greg Packard, Hawk found a grocery store. After he and Nikki retrieved the money Chief Daily wired to Hawk, they drove north and stopped at a restaurant a few miles from the Tennessee border. After eating a hearty meal—and after Hawk stuffed himself with enough biscuits to feed an army—they hit the road again.

      “Hawk, why didn't the man who arrived at the hotel searching for us ask the desk clerk about Jack?” Nikki asked, sipping on a coffee.

      Hawk chewed on a toothpick. “I've been wondering on that, and Nikki, my only guess is that Dellington and Haim tracked Jack down and snagged him.”

      “That's the only logical explanation,” Nikki agreed. Sipping her coffee, Nikki began to think about the conversation Hawk told her he had with Dr. Falton. “Hawk, doesn't it seem strange that Dr. Falton admitted so many personal details about his past with you? And to give you the home address of his sister…that seems really strange to me.”

      “Nikki, Dr. Falton is sending me to his sister's home to die. The man presented himself as a medical genius, but this dumb old street cop can still read people. I have no intention of pulling up in Agent Norris’s driveway.”

      “I'm glad to hear that, Tiger. So what's your plan?” Nikki asked.

      “Stake out,” Hawk told Nikki. “We watch Norris's house.”

      “What about if someone else is waiting to stake us out?” Nikki asked worriedly.

      “Trust me,” Hawk promised Nikki, “when it comes to staking out someone who is staking out a place, I'm a pro. But just in case,” Hawk added, “I have a plan. Remember that man we met back there at the restaurant?”

      “Uh...Mr. Gordon, right?” Nikki asked, watching as Hawk drove past a wet semi-truck. The rain was finally beginning to slack off. The storm system was beginning to move north, however. It wouldn't be long before Nikki and Hawk caught up to the rain again. “Mr. Gordon and his wife were driving to West Palm Beach to see their daughter.”

      “Yep,” Hawk said. “I gave Mr. Gordon my bank card and pin number. I asked him to start using my bank card at every gas station they stop at once they get south of Atlanta. We had a little chat in the men's bathroom. It turns out Mr. Gordon is a retired firefighter from Pittsburgh. He was more than willing to throw his weight into my corner.”

      “You clever little rascal,” Nikki grinned. “Now Dellington and Haim will think we're traveling south. That should really throw them off.”

      “And,” Hawk added, “give us an upper hand. But we need to make time, Nikki. I know we have a long drive ahead of us, and I pray this old jeep makes it.”

      Nikki settled back in her seat. “I'm comfy,” she told Hawk. “My tummy is full, thanks to you, and I'm prepared to drive through the night. Whenever you need me to drive, hand the wheel over.”

      “I'm good for a few more hours. In the meantime, we need to get our game plan together. I'm hoping that Jack will be at Norris's.”

      Nikki pondered on Hawk's statement. “If Dellington and Haim believe we are on our way to Norris's place of residence, then they might send this man who is searching for us to make one clean sweep, is that it?”

      “That's my thinking. I know we're missing a lot of the puzzle here, but if we can put all the pieces into one room, then we might see the whole picture.”

      “You're hoping the same thing Dellington and Haim is hoping,” Nikki remarked thoughtfully. “So now the player who is the smartest collects all the pieces.”

      “Yep,” Hawk said, picking up a bottle of soda. “We have some very deadly players, Nikki. You and I are entering this stake out with extreme caution, is that clear? You are to stay at my side at all times.”

      “I knew you were going to say that,” Nikki told Hawk and then winked at him. “Of course, I'm staying at your side, where else would I go? You have the gun, you big lug.”

      “Gee, thanks a lot.”

      Nikki laughed. Laughing helped. As Hawk crossed over the Tennessee line and Georgia grew farther and farther away from her, the laughter helped mask the sadness she was feeling inside. “I'm only teasing you, Hawk.”

      Hawk looked at Nikki. The sadness in the woman's eyes was obvious, but what could he do? But was doing nothing the answer? “Say, Nikki, once we wrap this case up, why don't we come back down here for a week or so? We never did get to drink iced tea and watch the lightning bugs. And you never did get to show me around your hometown.”

      “Really?” Nikki asked eagerly. “I thought you wanted to plant your feet in my kitchen and never leave Vermont again.”

      “I'll settle for hot cocoa in the winter,” Hawk told Nikki as he patted her knee. “I would like to make a trip back down. We can fly next time, rent a car, and take it easy.”

      “Oh Hawk, that would be wonderful.” Nikki smiled as she fought back tears. “But only on one condition: You have to let the trip be on me. My treat, okay?”

      “No deal,” Hawk resisted. “We're partners, Nikki. Partners share the expense and—”

      Nikki punched Hawk on his arm. “My treat,” she insisted.

      “Okay...okay...” Hawk caved in. “Man, who taught you how to hit...ouch.”

      Nikki leaned back in her seat, satisfied she had forced Hawk to listen to reason. “My daddy taught me to hit, thank you, sir.”

      Hawk grinned. He reached out and took Nikki's hand. “You're something special...really special, Nikki Bates.”

      Nikki looked down at Hawk's hand. It felt nice for a good man to hold her hand. But with Hawk, the feeling was more than nice...it was...safe and honest. “I feel the same way about you, Hawk Daily.”

      Hawk smiled. Instead of replying, he focused on his driving while holding Nikki's soft hand. If anything ever happened to Nikki, he would never forgive himself. Danger awaited them in New York, and Hawk had to be prepared. He and Nikki were going up against people who cherished money over human life, people with no souls. People like that, Hawk thought to himself, glancing at Nikki, were the most dangerous kind of people mankind had to offer. When a person's hunger for wealth and power destroys their compassion for humanity, that person becomes nothing more than a vicious viper sleeping in a pit; waiting to strike at anyone who dared disturb its rest. Hawk had battled vipers in his past. His experience taught him that in order to kill a viper, you had to think like one. He was sure Nikki understood this method of reasoning, too.

      Looking away from Nikki, Hawk focused his attention back on the interstate and kept his jeep aimed toward New York—toward the viper's pit.
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      William walked into Matting's office. He despised how the short, little man with red hair always wore the same white shirt tucked into gray trousers. Dellington and Haim hired Matting to be a front man who controlled and managed their operational construction sites. Matting was nothing more, William knew, than a criminal who flunked out of college but somehow had the skill to become an architect. Even though he was known to be nothing more than a foreman, in the shadows, Matting designed every building Dellington and Haim constructed. “Dr. Falton gave me false information,” he snapped at Matting.

      Matting, pretending to be worried, stood up from his desk. “William, the last known location of Daily and Bates is—”

      “Florida, yes, I know,” William said, wiping cigar smoke from his nose. “Put that cigar out.”

      Matting glanced down at a handcrafted, wooden ashtray sitting on his desk. An expensive Cuban cigar sat in the ashtray half smoked. Matting simply reached down and extinguished the cigar. He needed to play William until William completed the vital task. “Sir, this storm system has halted work on all construction sites in the city. I am free to accompany you to Norris's house. Jack will be arriving shortly. Norris is already...awaiting you. We did send his wife away, as you requested.”

      William looked around Matting's office; all white with brass trimmings. A large window on the east wall allowed a clear view of the city. How he despised thugs who thought they were invincible, simply because they parked their rear ends in a fancy office. “I will go alone.”

      “As you wish, sir,” Matting told William. “I have Greg Packard guarding Norris. Jack should be arriving within the next hour.”

      “I will handle Jack and Norris personally,” William told Matting. “Afterward, my work with Dellington and Haim is complete. Daily and Bates are no longer my concern. I have a personal score to settle with Jack.”

      “Sir, Daily and Bates are an open threat to Dellington and Haim. They will not be pleased to hear that you will no longer pursue certain loose ends. They may even withhold final payment from you until those loose ends are taken care of.”

      William knew Matting was speaking the truth, however, he didn't like being shoved into a corner. “You tell Dellington and Haim if they refuse to pay, I will take drastic action against them. Is that clear? I was hired to dispose of Jack only. I will eliminate Norris as a favor. Daily and Bates are your concern now. I will not chase them any longer.”

      Matting felt his temper rise, but quickly silenced it. If Dellington and Haim found out about Hawk and Nikki, he was a dead man. “Five million,” he offered William.

      William stared at Matting. “Are you offering me a new contract?”

      “We will pay you five million dollars to track down Daily and Bates. I will write up the contract as soon as you leave my office and have it ready for you tomorrow morning,” Matting promised. “Sir, you are a professional, and I believe you are the person we need.”

      “Bring the contract to Norris's home tonight at midnight,” William ordered Matting. “If you do not show up, I walk. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir. Midnight, sir,” Matting promised.

      “See to it,” William said and walked out of Matting's office. “I'll be at Norris's house waiting for Jack to arrive.”
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        * * *

      

      Matting picked up his cigar again and lit it with a silver lighter. “Daily...Bates...you two were supposed to show up in a nice, neat, little package. Why are you on your way to Florida?” Matting slowly began to pace around his office. “Unless you two are not on your way to Florida, after all...or perhaps only one of you is traveling to Florida in order to confuse me?” Matting ran to the white phone sitting on his desk. “Packard, Daily and Bates still might be on their way to your location. William is on his way over there right now. I told William that Jack had not arrived yet. I want you to stuff Jack in the basement, okay? Make it appear that you are only protecting Norris. I'll be at your location within the next hour.”

      Matting slammed down the phone with an angry hand. Thinking as quickly as he could, he picked the phone back up and called Jack's partner, Stan. “This is Matting. You're needed. I want you over at Norris's house within the hour. Stay out of sight.”

      “No,” a terrified voice replied, “I'm not involved in this matter anymore, Mr. Matting. I've already betrayed my partner. And I have to live with that. If you threaten my family or me again, I will go to the press. If you leave me alone, I will remain silent, you have my word on that.”

      “You will do as I order you,” Matting yelled.

      “No,” Stan held his ground even though his voice was shaky. “Mr. Matting, I told Jack to drop the investigation. He refused to listen. I did everything you asked of me. If you continue to threaten me, I will take your name to the press. I know Mr. Dellington and Mr. Haim would find your private affairs incredibly interesting. Goodbye, Mr. Matting.”

      Matting slammed the phone down. “Now you get guts,” he fussed. Squeezing his hands together, Matting knew Stan would honor his word and go to the press if he didn't back away. “I'll let you escape, you rat,” Matting grumbled. “You get off lucky, this time.” Yanking open the top right desk drawer, Matting pulled out a Glock 17, stuffed the gun into a black briefcase sitting on the desk, and left the office, cigar in hand. “I'll handle Daily and Bates myself, and then put William in his place. Tonight, I put the game in checkmate,” he whispered in a vicious voice.
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      Sleepy eyed and exhausted, Hawk and Nikki eased into Long Island like two lost soldiers preparing for one last battle. Hawk, behind the wheel, yawned. “I'm going to park about half a mile away from the address. I think the walk in all this rain will help wake us up.”

      Nikki yawned. Even though her body was sleepy, her thoughts were wide awake. Watching Hawk slowly drive into a darkening night, she looked out at the traffic, at stores and, eventually, as Hawk aimed the jeep into residential neighborhoods, she examined houses—some jammed up next to each other while others sat in private yards soaked with rain. Being on Long Island made Nikki feel as if she was a sardine shoved into a can with millions of other sardines. Atlanta was bad enough at times, New York felt even worse. No space. No personal room. No privacy. No room to breathe. But, Nikki thought to herself, what seemed suffocating to her was home to other people. People living in war-torn conditions in a dangerous country would find Long Island a breath of fresh air, she knew. “I don't mind walking in the rain,” Nikki answered Hawk.

      Hawk stretched his shoulders as he drove through a wet, upscale neighborhood with gorgeous houses that all had perfect landscaping, decorative fencing and driveways made with stone pavers. “What does the GPS say? How much further to the address?”

      Nikki raised her cell phone up to her face. The light of the screen cast a soft glow on her exquisite features. Hawk could barely take his eyes off of her. “About a mile...I guess we better find some place to park.” Nikki turned her head and looked at Hawk. “What?”

      “Huh?...oh, I...” Hawk muttered, taken off guard. Blushing, he took his eyes back to the road. “Let's see...where would be a good place to park?”

      Nikki smiled. Hawk was sweet. Taking her eyes into the rainy, darkening night, she searched for a good place to park. Hawk came to a stop sign, looked to his left and then to his right, and decided to hang a right. The street led out to a commercial area lined with small shopping strips and gas stations. Hawk spotted a closed garage. Without wasting another second, he swung the jeep into the parking lot of the garage and carefully pulled around to the back of the building. “Will the jeep be safe here?” Nikki asked.

      “I'm sure the tires will be lifted by the time we get back,” Hawk assured Nikki. “Okay, so listen to me. If any shooting starts, you stay down. If, by some chance, I get hit, you run straight back here. I'm leaving the keys under the driver's seat.”

      “Stop,” Nikki begged Hawk. Wrapping her slender fingers around his wrist, she pleaded with him. “Hawk, you and me, we're both going to walk back to this jeep as winners. And when we come back to this old jeep, we're going to get in, drive straight home, go to my cabin, and sleep for twenty-four hours. When we wake up, I'm going to make a fresh pot of coffee, cook us a delicious breakfast with extra fruit, and we're going to sit at the kitchen table you love so much and rest over a nice, relaxing breakfast. Is that clear, you big lug?”

      “Yeah, crystal clear,” Hawk replied softly. Leaning across his seat, he gently kissed her. “Okay, let's go.”

      Nikki followed Hawk out of the jeep. Stepping into a light but steady rain, she stared up into a dark sky. Out on the front street, she heard vehicles passing by. Maybe it was exhaustion, but Nikki's mind transformed the passing vehicles into enemy soldiers searching for her with angry German Shepherds barking and growling at the end of rusted chains. “Lord, protect us,” she prayed.

      “Amen,” Hawk murmured, taking Nikki's hand. “Okay, navigator, lead the way.”

      Nikki nodded her head. Ignoring how the rain could damage her cell phone, Nikki lifted the screen to her face. “This way,” she told Hawk.

      Walking back into the residential neighborhood, Nikki and Hawk cautiously moved down a long sidewalk, holding hands, hoping to be seen as a couple taking a romantic walk in the rain. Each time a vehicle passed, Nikki tensed up, expecting each vehicle to be filled with armed men sent to kill Hawk and her. When the vehicle passed, she let out a breath of relief.

      Strolling past one house after another, she moved Hawk onto a street lined with two-story homes that were impressive to the eye. Each home sat on a private yard that wasn't large but comfortable enough to have a little privacy. Wet tree limbs dangling from sleepy trees dropped over the yards, casting spooky shadows down onto the ground. Nikki stopped walking. “There,” she whispered to Hawk, pointing at a two story home sitting at the end of the street they were on. The street ended at the house, offering no exit point.

      Hawk quickly scanned the European style house. A single light was on downstairs. He couldn’t see any vehicles parked in the driveway; what he did see was a lot of wet trees. “Come on,” he whispered, looking to his left. Nikki followed Hawk into the side yard belonging to the people who lived next to Agent Norris. Hawk jogged swiftly down the side yard until he came to the backyard. A green hedge separated the neighbors from Agent Norris's yard. The hedge ended at a thin wood line. Hawk moved into the wood line and, like a stealthy shadow, followed it until he was directly behind Agent Norris's house. Kneeling down behind trees, he studied the house. “Rain is starting to pick up. That's good. The sound of the rain will help us and make visibility from inside the house a problem.”

      Feeling like a soldier getting ready to make a daring charge onto a machine gun-riddled beach, Nikki drew in a deep breath. She was now soaked from head to toe. Rain dripped from her long hair onto her shoulders. At least the rain had doused her mind with enough water to wake up. “Hawk, look,” Nikki whispered, spotting a black sedan pulling into the front driveway.

      “We made it just in time,” Hawk whispered to Nikki. Pulling out his gun, he watched William shut off the headlights and exit the car. Instead of going directly into the house, William looked toward the back yard. “He's coming our way. He'll do a security check before going inside. This is where we act.”

      “What's your plan?” Nikki whispered, watching William walk into the back yard, pause, study the back of the house, and then focus on the wood line.

      “I can take this guy from outside without letting anyone inside know,” Hawk whispered back. “Stay here, and don't move.”

      “Hawk...I...okay,” Nikki whispered, fear coloring her voice. “Please be careful.”

      “I will,” Hawk promised and quickly kissed Nikki.
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      Using the rain to drown out the sound of his footsteps, Hawk dropped back into the wood line, and on swift legs that now felt like the legs of a strong teenager, he maneuvered his way to the far side of the house, hunched down behind a tree, and waited. “Okay pal, it's time to feel the heat,” Hawk whispered as he watched William staring into the wood line. The man was obviously a pro, Hawk knew, keeping enough distance from the wood line to allow himself time to draw his gun, if need be. But Hawk could tell by the man's body language that he didn't believe anyone was lurking in the wood line.

      “Clear,” William spoke into the rain in a confident voice. But then he heard a twig snap. The sound came from Hawk's direction. Slowly pulling out his gun, William cast his eyes into the wet, dark wood line. With caution, he walked across the back yard, through grass that needed to be mowed, and stopped at the edge of the house. Nikki watched William move away from her position. Not sure what Hawk was going to do, all she could do was wait and watch. “Don't be a fool, whoever you are,” William spoke through the rain. Only the sound of the falling rain answered back. Shaking his head, William lowered his gun, replaced it in his jacket pocket, and began walking up the far side of the house.

      Hawk exploded out of the shadows like a vicious lion. With one single punch, he struck William in the face. Taken off guard, William stumbled backward, tripped over his legs, and tumbled down onto the ground. Hawk didn't waste a second. He pounced on William, pressing his left knee into the man's back while twisting William’s left arm behind his back. “This is how we're gonna do this,” Hawk murmured to William in a dangerous growl, “I'm gonna slap some handcuffs on you, and you're gonna play nice.”

      “You're a dead man,” William promised Hawk. “I know who you are, Detective Daily. You just signed your death warrant.”

      “Yeah, play a song I've never heard before,” Hawk replied. “Stand up.”

      William, understanding that Hawk had the upper hand, did as ordered. His only chance to kill Hawk was to take the man off guard if and when the opportunity arose. Surely, William thought, watching Hawk use his left hand to pull a pair of handcuffs from his front pocket, he could outsmart and defeat a stupid street cop. After all, he was trained in martial arts, whereas his captor seemed to prefer simple brute force to intelligent battle styles. “I only want Jack, Detective. If you leave now, I will forget this incident.”

      Hawk tossed the handcuffs at William while keeping the gun in his right hand at the ready. “Put them—”

      William threw out his right hand, slapped the handcuffs out of the air with lightning fast hands, and before Hawk could react, brought his left hand down across Hawk's right wrist, knocking the gun free. Before Hawk could react, William conducted a low spin kick and knocked Hawk off his feet. Hawk hit the ground hard. William had his gun out before Hawk could blink an eye. “Get up,” he ordered Hawk.

      Hawk shook his head, dazed, wondering how William had gotten the best of him. “Sure...yeah,” Hawk said. Crawling to his feet, he looked up at William. “Who are you?”

      “Who I am is not your concern, Detective Daily. As I mentioned, my only concern is Jack. It would have been wiser for you to stay away. Now, you will die along with your friend.”

      “Jack is no friend,” Hawk said as the rain poured down his face. “He betrayed me. I'm here for answers and to bring the guilty to justice.”

      “Your noble cause will not save you,” William assured Hawk, ignoring the thin stream of blood oozing from his nose. “Detective Daily, when will you ever learn that the guys in white never win? All around the world, men with money control what people think, eat, believe, and feel. For every battle you may win, they win wars. I should know. I was once like you; I believed in the noble cause until my country betrayed me.”

      Hawk had to keep William talking. “Yeah, your sob story breaks my heart, pal.”

      “I don't expect you to understand,” William told Hawk. “It's time to die, Detective Daily.” William drew in a deep breath, aimed his gun at Hawk's chest, and prepared to fire. With his back turned toward the house, he didn't notice a shadow creeping up on him on legs that even a sniper would admire. Barefoot and determined, carrying a sturdy stick in her hand, Nikki crept up on William. “Hey you.”

      “What?” William asked, shocked. Spinning around, he saw Nikki swing the stick at his head. The last thing William remembered was seeing an angry woman tell him no one points a gun at her big lug.

      “Man,” Hawk said, letting out a breath of relief, “you pack quite a wallop.”

      Nikki dropped the stick in her hand and ran to Hawk. “Are you okay?” she began to cry.

      “I'm fine,” Hawk promised, taking Nikki into his arms. Looking up into the rain, he thanked the Lord that he was alive. “Okay, Nikki, we have to move. Get his gun.”

      Nikki picked William’s gun up off the wet ground while Hawk dragged William into the wood line and handcuffed the man's hands together around a tree. “Hawk,” Nikki whispered, spotting movement out on the front sidewalk.

      Hawk pulled Nikki behind a tree. Together, they watched Matting pull into the front driveway in a black BMW. Matting exited it, studied the black sedan, and then walked up to the front walk carrying a black briefcase, and then vanished from sight. “Now what?” Nikki asked.

      “Him,” Hawk nodded at William. “He's going to give us some answers.”
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      William woke up to someone slapping his cheeks. Opening his eyes, he saw two blurry faces staring at him through a wet, thick darkness. “Who...”

      “Be quiet,” Hawk ordered William.

      William shook his head. Pain erupted. “My head,” he moaned. When he tried to move his arms and hands, he realized that he could not. “What is this?” he asked in a groggy voice.

      “You're handcuffed to a tree, smart guy,” Hawk explained.

      Nikki studied William's face. If she had passed the man in the grocery store, she would have considered him to be a nice, intelligent man in his mid-fifties who probably sold insurance for a living; but the man was a trained killer. “We need answers.”

      William remained silent until he felt his mind become fully operational. Focusing on Nikki, he remembered the angry face of the woman who had knocked him unconscious with a stick. “A woman's scorn...” he whispered. Realizing he was defeated, William lowered his head. “Jack was once my partner. He betrayed me, the same way he betrayed you,” he told Hawk.

      “What's going on? Please, talk to us,” Nikki asked William, kneeling down in front of him as pouring rain streamed down her face. “You're going to prison, and you know that. The only chance you have now at revenge is to help Detective Daily and myself.”

      “I suppose so,” William agreed, staring into Nikki's wet face. “Such a lovely woman.”

      “Talk,” Hawk told William.

      William drew in a deep breath. “Dellington and Haim import people to work for them; I am sure you two are aware of this. What you are not aware of is people from the Middle East are now being imported; Dellington and Haim themselves are not aware of this. Agent Norris, Jack, and Matting are the ones importing the people in from the Middle East. They have devised themselves a little plan to destroy Dellington and Haim with the hopes of placing themselves on easy street.”

      “Go on,” Hawk told William.

      “Bombs,” William said in a simple voice. “Matting is going to have his Middle Eastern slaves begin planting bombs at every construction site. They intend to kill innocent illegal immigrants from Central America while destroying billions in unfinished construction.”

      “And the media will have no choice but to report on the people who might be killed, exposing Dellington and Haim,” Nikki whispered.

      “Intelligent woman,” William told Nikki. “However, once Matting's plan is in place, he is going to give Dellington and Haim an option. Relinquish all power to him or face prison for life. After all, the people he's importing from the Middle East will surely claim they were working for Dellington and Haim instead of Matting, isn't that correct?”

      “Yes,” Nikki nodded her head, fully understanding Matting's plan.

      “I still don't understand why Jack involved me?” Hawk said, confused.

      “Because,” William told Hawk, “Jack's duty was to eliminate Greg Packard and find a replacement for him. Packard found out and set up a plan to kill Jack. Agent Norris and Matting became aware. Together, with Jack, they set Packard up. They filmed the entire shooting. But then something happened.”

      “What?” Nikki asked.

      “Dellington showed up at the hospital and had a talk with Jack. We don't know what was said, but needless to say, Jack informed Matting he wanted out of the entire deal. All Jack would tell Matting was that Dellington and Haim were planning to kill him. Matting became worried. Jack was now a threat to his plan.”

      “So he ships Jack off to Atlanta, and that's where you come in,” Nikki told William.

      William nodded. “Jack was sent to Atlanta under the idea that Matting sent him there in order to protect him from Dellington and Haim. And then I was contacted. Matting had gone to Dellington and Haim and explained to them how he had Jack set up in Atlanta to be eliminated by me. Dellington and Haim fell for the trap. But by now, Matting is quite nervous.”

      “Okay, I get that, but why did Jack have me come to Atlanta if he was getting cold feet?”

      “Desperation?” William suggested. “Detective Daily, I do not have all of the answers you seek. Ask Jack.”

      “I will,” Hawk told William. “Nikki, stay put.”

      “No way,” Nikki told Hawk. “Where you go, I go. We're partners. And remember, you owe me one.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Hawk sighed. “Come on, you hard-headed woman.”
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      Cautiously, Hawk and Nikki left the wood line and approached the back of the house. Hawk motioned for Nikki to follow up the far side of the house into the front yard. Nikki nodded. Holding William's gun in her hand, she followed Hawk. Hawk stopped at the front of the house, eased his head around, and saw that the coast was clear. “Okay, I'm going to sneak up, ring the doorbell, and then hide behind the sedan. When the front door opens, stay out of sight. I'm going to try and lure everyone outside.”

      “What if the people inside begin shooting?” Nikki asked.

      Hawk looked into Nikki’s beautiful, wet, scared face. Giving Nikki a quick kiss, he told her to begin shooting back. “But just make sure you stay down when you shoot back,” he begged Nikki. Leaving his position, he ran up to the front door, rang the doorbell, and darted behind the black sedan parked in the driveway.

      Nikki waited, her heart pounding furiously. When the front door slowly crept open, she closed her eyes and prayed. “William?” Matting called out. “William...sir...please, come inside. We need to talk. An emergency has arrived.”

      A man wearing a cop uniform stepped past Matting out onto the front walk. “William, we don't have time for games, old man. Get with the game.”

      Hawk eased his eyes over the trunk of the sedan. He studied Greg Packard. He saw an arrogant man in his mid-thirties with jet black hair and a thick mustache. The man appeared to be fit. Luckily for Hawk, he didn't intend to get into any more fights. Neither Greg Packard nor Matting were holding a weapon, probably because they didn't want to alarm William if the man was watching them. Waiting until Matting stepped outside to join Packard, Hawk acted. Exploding upward with his gun at the ready, he yelled: “Hold it right there!”

      Packard and Matting both jumped. When they saw Hawk rushing at them from behind the sedan, they turned and started to run back toward the front door. But Nikki was waiting for them. She had eased up behind them without being seen or heard. Aiming William's gun at them, she shook her head. “My partner said hold it!”

      Packard and Matting froze. Something in Nikki's eyes told them the woman meant business. “Who else is inside?” Hawk demanded.

      “No one,” Matting hissed. “Norris and Jack are tied up inside.”

      Hawk glanced over his shoulder at Matting's black BMW. “Give me your keys.”

      Matting slowly reached into his front pocket and brought out a set of keys. “What are you going to do?”

      “You'll see. Walk, the both of you,” Hawk said. “Nikki, cover them.”

      “I've got your back.” Nikki promised Hawk.

      “I know you do,” Hawk smiled. Walking Matting and Packard over to the BMW, Hawk unlocked the back trunk. “In, both of you.”

      “You're dead...both of you! You have no idea who you're messing with!” Matting yelled at Hawk.

      “Play me a different song,” Hawk told Matting.

      “I'm going to look forward to making you pay,” Packard promised Hawk.

      “Cops aren't liked in prison,” Hawk told Packard and grinned wolfishly. “Especially dirty cops. Now give me your phone and get in the trunk.”

      Packard snarled at Hawk, tossed his cell phone at him and crawled into the trunk. Matting glared at Hawk. “You're dead.”

      “Give me your cell phone, too,” Hawk ordered Matting.

      Matting pulled his cell phone out and threw it at Hawk. “You're dead,” he promised and crawled in. Hawk slammed the trunk shut. “Come on,” he said to Nikki, picking up the cell phone.

      Nikki studied the open front door. “Matting wouldn't have come outside if he had armed men in the house. I think he's telling the truth about no one else being in there.”

      “Except Jack and Norris and—” Hawk stopped talking. Seeing headlights appear, he looked up the street. “Come on,” he said, taking Nikki's hand and running into the house.
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      Nikki followed Hawk into a foyer lined with white tile. Hawk slammed the front door shut. Looking around, he saw a large living room covered with an expensive burgundy carpet. A man was sitting on a dark beige couch, handcuffed and gagged. Hawk ran into the living room with Nikki. “Where's Jack?” he demanded, pulling the gag from Agent Norris's mouth.

      “In the basement. Please, uncuff me. I'm a federal agent and—”

      “You're a crook,” Hawk told Agent Norris, “and you're going to jail. Now get up.” Hawk grabbed Agent Norris by his left arm and pulled the man to his feet.

      Outside, Nikki heard two car doors slam closed. Running to the living room window, she pulled back a set of white curtains. Peering outside, she spotted two men standing beside a long, black limousine. “I think Dellington and Haim are here.”

      “Anyone else with them?” Hawk asked.

      “Not that I can see. But both men have guns out. They don't look too happy, either,” Nikki reported. “Wait...they're walking over to the BMW...”

      Hawk pushed Agent Norris back down onto the couch and joined Nikki at the window. He watched two men in their late sixties, both with dark gray hair and wearing expensive suits, lean down to the BMW's trunk. Then, they straightened back up and looked toward the house. One of the men pulled a cell phone out of his jacket pocket. “I bet he's calling for backup,” Hawk said worriedly. “Nikki, we have to hurry.”

      Hawk ran back to the couch and snatched Agent Norris back to his feet. “Where's the basement?”

      “Down the main hallway,” Agent Norris told Hawk.

      “Stay by the window,” Hawk told Nikki. “I'm going to get Jack.”

      Nikki watched Hawk push Agent Norris back down onto the couch and race off. “Why did Jack send for Hawk?” she asked Agent Norris. “Please, we need answers. We don't have much time.”

      “Matting found Detective Daily's name written down on a piece of paper. I don't have time to explain, but we needed a replacement for a man named Greg Packard. But Jack...he...”

      “William explained the shooting to Detective Daily and myself,” Nikki told Agent Norris, turning back toward the window. “Keep talking.”

      “Matting wanted Jack dead because Jack had become a liability. Matting also wanted anyone Jack might have contacted dead, primarily Detective Daily. So, Matting set Jack up. Dellington paid Jack a visit at the hospital. That visit really shook Jack up, opening a door for Matting to manipulate him,” Agent Norris explained. “Matting and I had a meeting and we devised a plan. I would take Jack to Atlanta. I have a doctor friend there—”

      “Dr. Falton, who is married to your sister.”

      Agent Norris's face went pale. “You know?”

      “Yes.”

      Agent Norris swallowed. “William was sent in to kill Jack and—”

      “What about Detective Daily?” Nikki insisted. “We know William was going to kill Jack. But how does Hawk fit into the picture?”

      “We didn't know Detective Daily was arriving in Atlanta until the last minute. Stan, Jack's partner, confessed that he had contacted Detective Daily at the request of Jack. We assumed Detective Daily was arriving in New York alone. Greg Packard was assigned to...eliminate the man.”

      “You will rot in prison,” Nikki promised as she continued to watch the two men standing in the driveway staring at the house, ignoring the falling rain.

      “I...” Agent Norris began miserably. Understanding that his life was over, he bowed his head. “When William arrived in Atlanta, Jack was missing. When we found out he left with you and Detective Daily, we assigned William to track you down. We snagged Jack at the Los Angeles airport. He was attempting to contact a federal agent in Los Angeles.”

      Nikki kept her eyes on the driveway. Dellington and Haim were still standing in the rain, staring at the house. Neither of the men seemed anxious to enter or even concerned about anyone in the house. “Why did Jack try to contact a federal agent?” Nikki asked.

      “He wanted to be placed in the witness protection program,” Agent Norris confessed. “We were able to track all three of you through your bank cards, but you and Detective Daily managed to stay one step ahead of William. When we saw Detective Daily's bank card being used in Florida, I assumed you two were running scared; Matting wasn't so sure.”

      Nikki turned and looked at Agent Norris. There, on the couch, sat a man in his mid-fifties wearing a wrinkled brown suit, unshaven, and scared. Nikki sighed. Agent Norris was pitiful. His gray hair was a mess. His thin face was drawn. The man obviously was suffering from lack of sleep, anxiety, and stress. “Why?” Nikki asked curiously. “Why did you break the law?”

      “Money,” Agent Norris admitted shamefully. “At first, it seemed so easy...and then, before I realized what was happening, I became ensnared.”

      “By Dellington and Haim?”

      “By Matting,” Agent Norris confessed, “but I assure you, Dellington and Haim are guilty men. But unlike the common man, Dellington and Haim will never face a people's court of justice.”

      “Someday they will,” Nikki promised Agent Norris. “No man is above the law. In the end, each man will reap what he sows.” Nikki turned back toward the window. Dellington and Haim were still standing in the driveway. Expecting an entourage of armed men to come speeding down the street at any minute, she braced herself.

      “Move,” she heard Hawk yell at Jack.

      Spinning around, Nikki saw Hawk push Jack into the living room; his hands were handcuffed behind his back. He looked at Nikki with shame-filled eyes. “I'm sorry for this mess.”

      “You could have talked to us. We would have helped you,” Nikki told Jack.

      “I was in too deep,” Jack replied. “When we stopped at the restaurant in South Carolina, I realized that you and Hawk were going to figure the truth out sooner or later, so I ran.”

      “Why did you ask Hawk to come to Atlanta in the first place?” Nikki demanded.

      Hawk shoved Jack down on the couch next to Agent Norris and walked to the window. He watched Dellington and Haim standing out in the rain. “Speak to us, Jack. We want the truth this time.”

      Jack lowered his eyes. “Hawk, I was going to kill you. I figured, if I killed you, maybe Matting would back away from wanting to kill me. When he found your name written on a piece of paper in my jacket pocket, the guy went ballistic. I knew when I was shipped off to Atlanta that I was sent there to die. My only chance of getting Matting to call off William was to kill you.”

      “You knew about William?” Nikki asked.

      Jack nodded his head. “I had Stan check with the phone company to see who Matting was making calls to. Stan ran the numbers. It was rocket science.”

      “William has a serious grudge against you,” Nikki told Jack.

      “We were partners once. William was a good cop. But...I wasn't. A bad gun deal went down. A man was killed. I...framed William for the killing. He went to prison, I was assigned a new partner,” Jack said miserably.

      “Were you telling the truth about the illegal immigrants at least?” Nikki asked. “Or were you lying about them, too?”

      “Dellington and Haim import illegals, and it's true they live in poor conditions,” Jack told Nikki. “But the truth is, I don't really care. You have to understand something.”

      “What?” Nikki asked disgustedly.

      “I told you and Hawk about Dellington and Haim in case I got knocked off. At least I knew Hawk would go public with the information I gave him and cause Dellington and Haim some serious public relations problems. And how would Dellington and Haim be aware I knew about them smuggling in illegal immigrants? The trail would lead straight to Matting.”

      “You were going to try and kill Hawk,” Nikki snapped at Jack.

      “I didn't though, did I?” Jack snapped back. “I couldn't go through with it. I couldn't kill a good man.  So I ran, hoping Hawk would go public with what he knew.” Jack shook his head. “Like a scared rat, I ran to Los Angeles, but the agent I was supposed to meet set me up. Call it poetic justice or whatever you want...I betrayed a friend and I was betrayed by someone I thought I could trust.”

      Nikki began to speak, but she caught movement in the corner of her eye. Looking at a doorway leading into a dining room, she saw William appear, holding a gun. “Don't move,” he warned Nikki. “Detective, drop your gun or I drop the woman.”

      Hawk slowly turned around. He saw William aiming a gun at Nikki. “Okay...take it easy,” Hawk said, dropping his gun. “Nikki, drop your gun.”

      “You should never have left me alone,” William informed Hawk. “There isn't a handcuff in the world that can hold me.”

      Hawk grabbed Nikki and moved her behind his body. “Dellington and Haim are outside. Matting and Packard are locked in the trunk of the BMW parked outside. It's over, William.”

      “It'll be over when I finish my business with Jack. I will allow the rest of you to live. I admire you, Detective. You are fighting a losing battle, but there was once a time when I believed in your cause.” William shifted his eyes to Nikki. “I also admire a woman who can hold her own, Ms. Bates.”

      “Please…” Jack began to beg William.

      William told Jack to shut up. He walked to the couch, keeping his gun on Hawk, and snatched Jack up. “You're coming with me, Jack. We have unfinished business to tend to, you and I.”

      The sound of approaching sirens caused William to freeze. “They called the cops?” Nikki asked, confused. “Hawk, Dellington and Haim called the cops, not backup.”

      William gritted his teeth in anger. With cop cars approaching, now there was no way to fight his way to the sedan and make an escape. “It's over, William,” Hawk repeated, relieved to hear the sounds of familiar sirens. He guessed at least ten cop cars were racing down the street toward the house.

      “It's never over,” William yelled at Hawk. Putting his gun to Jack's head, he pulled Jack back toward the dining room. “One way or the other, this man is going to pay for what he did to me. I rotted in a federal prison for ten years before I managed to escape, Detective Daily. Me, an innocent man...a cop who was only doing his job...framed for murder by a filthy sewer rat, betrayed by my own kind.”

      “Turning to a life of crime and killing people does not justify the injustice that was heaped on you, William,” Hawk yelled. “Yeah, what happened to you was wrong, and I'm sorry, man...from the bottom of my heart, I'm sorry that you were betrayed by your own. But you crossed the line, and that's where we part.”

      William heard several cop cars squeal to a stop in front of the house. “Perhaps I will kill you after all, Detective Daily,” he yelled at Hawk. “No, on second thought, perhaps I will kill the woman and make you suffer. And what will you do, Detective? Will you step over the line yourself to ensure that I suffer for my actions?”

      “If you hurt Nikki, I will kill you!”

      William pushed Jack down onto the floor and aimed his gun at Hawk. He grinned. “Now, who is the hypocrite? Move away from the woman,” he ordered Hawk.

      “Never,” Hawk said, bracing himself to be shot.

      Jack knew he had to act. Sure, he was going to prison, but at least he could save an old friend's life. With William focused on Hawk, he knew he had a small window of opportunity to act. Pulling his legs up to his chest, he closed his eyes and counted to three. At the count of three, Jack kicked both legs forward, striking William on the side of his left leg, just below the kneecap. William's left leg cracked and then caved in. Crashing down to the floor, he landed on Jack. Jack rolled his body on top of William's right wrist, hoping to hold down the gun in his hand.

      A single gunshot went off.

      “Jack!” Hawk yelled, grabbing his gun off the floor. Running around the couch, Hawk saw Jack roll off William. As he did, William raised his gun and aimed at Hawk. Hawk dropped down to one knee and fired off a single shot. The bullet ended William's life as a career hit man.

      “Hawk!” Nikki screamed, running to him.

      “Jack's shot,” Hawk said. Throwing down his gun, he scrambled to Jack.

      “I'm sorry,” Jack whispered in a weak voice. Looking down at his chest, he saw blood. “I guess this time...the bullet did...do its...job...” And with those words, Jack closed his eyes and never woke up.

      Nikki dropped to her knees. Tears began streaming from her eyes. “Oh, Hawk...”

      “I know,” Hawk said, fighting back his own tears. Putting his arm around Nikki, he closed his eyes. As he did, cops burst into the living room with their guns drawn. Agent Norris sat very still. What else could he do? It was all over.
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      After the ambulance left the house and the cops pulled away hauling Matting, Packard, and Norris off to jail, Hawk and Nikki began walking up the rainy street, back toward Hawk's jeep. “Just a minute,” Dellington called out.

      Hawk and Nikki stopped walking, and with his hand on Nikki's shoulder, he turned and looked at Dellington. Haim walked to the limousine and waited. “What do you want?”

      Dellington approached Hawk the way a snake slithers up to a weak animal. “If you value your life and the life of this woman, forget everything that was told to you. Haim and I have the situation under control. Matting, Norris, and Packard will take full responsibly for what has happened. Your only duty is to leave and never look back.”

      “You import illegal immigrants as if these people are nothing more than a tool to use and discard,” Nikki told Dellington, staring directly into his eyes. Ignoring the falling rain and the threat to her life, she continued. “You have no soul, Mr. Dellington. Someday, you will pay for your crimes against humanity.”

      Dellington leaned close to Nikki. “Ms. Bates, my business is making money. I do not care about people. I never have and I never will. People serve one purpose, and that is to work for men like myself. Yes, I hire men to bring me workers...people you call illegal immigrants. These people save me billions in labor costs. And that is the bottom line, Ms. Bates. It's all about money. Money is power. I have the power to let you live or to end your life. I am offering you a chance to live. Of course, if you refuse, I can simply send someone to pay a visit to your son, Ms. Bates...and men to say hello to Chief Daily, Detective. Or perhaps I can send men to pay a visit to your friends Lidia and that sweet girl Tori. Oh yes, we know all about them.”

      Nikki balled her hands into tight fists. “You make me sick.”

      “Go home, Ms. Bates,” Dellington replied with a wave of his hand, “and forget about what you know. If you refuse, I will ensure you suffer a great deal before I end your life. The same applies to you, Detective.”

      “We can't fight you,” Hawk admitted, “and I'm sure you can and will carry out your threat. Nikki and I are going home. We have no interest in this case anymore. But know this, you lousy scum bag, there are still good men in this world, and someday, you're going to face off with one of them and that man is going to bring you and Haim to justice.”

      Dellington smiled at Hawk. “Until then,” he said and turned to walk away. “Go home and dry off,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Come on,” Hawk told Nikki.

      Nikki stared at Dellington as she felt all of her strength leave her exhausted body. Too tired to speak, she took Hawk's hand and walked away into the rainy night wondering what she and Hawk had really accomplished. Dellington and Haim won the battle. She and Hawk lost. That was life, though, Nikki concluded. You didn't always win a case. In the end, people lived, people died, some bad guys went to jail, others remained free, and the heroes walked away into a rainy night.
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      Two weeks later, Nikki walked into the kitchen of her cabin wearing her pink, fuzzy robe. Yawning, she made a fresh pot of coffee. Hearing someone knock on the back door, she called out, “Door is open, Hawk. Come on in.”

      Hawk opened the back door and walked in carrying a box of donuts and a newspaper. Smiling from ear to ear, he hurried to the kitchen table and sat down. “I have to show you something.”

      “Oh honey,” Nikki complained, “it's too early in the morning for me to see you wearing that bright orange jersey. Show me anything but that.”

      “Funny,” Hawk told Nikki, opening the newspaper. “Sit down, Ms. Pink Bunny.”

      Nikki glanced down at her robe. “I guess we do make quite the fashionable pair,” she told Hawk. Before sitting down, she kissed Hawk on his forehead.

      “What was that for?” Hawk asked, staring up into Nikki's eyes.

      “Just because, you big lug,” Nikki smiled and sat down. “So what is so important?” she asked, opening the box of donuts. Examining the contents, she decided on a simple glazed donut.

      Hawk drew in a deep breath of the brewing coffee. “Well,” he smiled, showing Nikki the front page of the newspaper, “read and you will see.”

      Nikki leaned forward and read the headline. “‘Dellington and Haim die in jet crash,’” she read aloud.

      Hawk beamed happily. “The article states the private jet those two vermin were flying in crashed due to sudden engine trouble. They crashed and burned over the Rocky Mountains. Ironically, the two pilots lived. Only Dellington and Haim were killed.”

      Nikki sat back in her chair. “Hawk, do you think someone sabotaged their jet?”

      Hawk shook his head. “I don't think so,” he answered. Grabbing a chocolate donut, he stood up. “It's possible, but I really think the jet crashed due to actual engine problems. The pilots stated in the article that the engines suddenly lost power. The jet was flying through a storm.”

      “Poetic justice,” Nikki smiled up at Hawk.

      “Seems that way,” Hawk smiled back. “Anyway, now that our morning has begun on a positive note, I have some more good news for you. Since you have declined your position at the newspaper and have decided to begin writing books, I have made a decision.”

      “Oh?” Nikki asked, intrigued. “Okay, you big lug, do tell.”

      Hawk munched on his donut. “Before you begin writing your book, I have decided that we need to take a trip. Remember, we still haven't sipped iced tea on a back porch watching lightning bugs play or explored your hometown, either. So I talked to Pop, and he's allowing me some personal time off.” Hawk finished off his donut, reached into his back pocket, and pulled out two plane tickets. “We leave this afternoon, so you better start packing. I have the rental car all set and two rooms reserved at a hotel in your hometown for one whole week. Now before you begin fussing, I didn't pay a cent for the trip. This trip is compliments of Pop.”

      “Chief Daily...really?” Nikki asked, amazed.

      Hawk nodded. “I told Pop all about how you saved my life out on Long Island when you smacked William upside the head with that stick. He figures he owes you one.”

      Nikki couldn't believe her ears. Standing up from the kitchen table, she poured two cups of coffee. “I...well, please tell Chief Daily thank you for me, Hawk.”

      “What's the matter?” Hawk asked, watching Nikki sit back down at the kitchen table and slide one cup towards him, wrapping her fingers around the other. “I thought you would be excited.”

      “Sit down,” Nikki told Hawk, patting the kitchen table. Hawk walked to the kitchen table and sat down. “Hawk, I don't mean to hurt your feelings, but I don't want to go back home right now. My son is coming here next week. I...I miss Georgia, I really do, but this is my home now. You, Lidia, Tori...Chief Daily...you guys are my home, now. Someday we'll visit Georgia, sip iced tea, catch a few lightning bugs...but for now, it's nice being home. You see, as much as I miss Georgia, I am looking forward to autumn in Vermont. I am excited about seeing the leaves change colors, taking walks on brisk autumn evenings, sipping hot apple cider, snuggling in front of the fireplace. I'm excited about covering my store with autumn decorations. I guess what I'm trying to say is that I can always look back, but I also want to look forward to the life I have in Vermont now.”

      Hawk nodded. “Nikki, you are an amazing woman, do you know that? Here I was worried that you might move back to Georgia. I told Pop if you did, I would move with you.”

      “Really?” Nikki asked.

      Hawk rubbed the back of his neck and blushed. “Well, yeah...I...would miss you, Nikki.”

      “You big lug,” Nikki said affectionately. “Say, how about I make us a picnic? We can go up to the lake at the Elk Horn Lodge, eat, and take a paddleboat out on the lake. It's Labor Day. The store is closed. Lidia is with Herbert and Tori is antique shopping down state. It's just you and me.”

      Hawk picked up his cup of coffee. He began to think about what he told Nikki while they were trying to solve their last case. He had told Nikki all he wanted to do was sit in her kitchen, drink coffee, and watch her make some of her famous Georgia peach truffles. And now, he was sitting in the kitchen with Nikki. The two of them were safe. Their enemies were dead. Life was good. “Okay,” Hawk said, “but only on one condition. After the picnic, we come back here. I want to sit right here at this table, drink coffee, and watch you make your famous Georgia peach truffles. Afterward, we can make popcorn and watch a movie.”

      “Deal,” Nikki smiled. Hearing the phone ring, she excused herself. “Hello? Oh, hi Lidia...what? Oh dear...of course, we'll drive right down! Hawk is here with me…we'll hurry...” Nikki hung up the phone.

      “What?” Hawk asked, alarmed.

      “Herbert got mugged,” Nikki told Hawk in a dazed voice. “He was standing outside an antique store; a man walked right up in broad daylight and mugged him. Herbert resisted, and the man knocked him over the head with a gun. He's at the hospital now, getting a few stitches. Lidia wants us to drive down and be with her.”

      Hawk sighed. “Maybe someday we'll get to have some peace. Come on, we have friends who need us.”

      Nikki began to walk out of the kitchen when the back door opened. Chief Daily stepped into the kitchen, holding a cup of coffee. “I'm glad I caught you two,” he said.

      “What's the matter, Pop?” Hawk asked.

      “Well, nothing so far. There was a prison break in upstate New York. Twenty-four convicts escaped. Some of them might be heading our way.”

      “Maybe that's who mugged Herbert?” Hawk suggested to Nikki.

      “Herbert was mugged?” Chief Daily asked with a chuckle. “Old Herbert was mugged, now there's one for the papers.”

      “Pop, the guy got knocked over the head with a gun! He's at the hospital getting some stitches,” Hawk said, “it's not funny.”

      “Maybe not to you,” Chief Daily laughed. “Anyway, son, I'm afraid I have to cancel your vacation. I'm going to need you around town for now. Sorry.”

      Hawk looked at Nikki. “Still want me to be your big lug?”

      “Of course, I do,” Nikki beamed. “I'll go get dressed.”
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      Walking into her bedroom, Nikki sat down on her bed. For a few minutes, she stared out of the bedroom window, thinking back to her life in Georgia. She missed her ex-husband, her old house, her old life, and her old friends. She missed chasing stories around Atlanta, finding trouble at every corner. Of course, it was then that she and her husband separated and eventually divorced, causing Nikki to leave Georgia and relocate to Vermont. “I came here to start all over. I have started all over,” Nikki whispered to her room. Smiling, she stood up from her bed and changed into a soft purple dress. “Alright, Nikki Bates,” she said, “let's go check on Herbert and see what kind of trouble we can get into now. As long as you don't give up the fight, you'll win.”

      Nikki walked back into the kitchen. She saw Hawk and Chief Daily talking. Chief Daily looked at Nikki. He smiled a warm, sincere smile at her. “Ms. Bates...Nikki...come here.”

      Nikki walked over to Chief Daily. Chief Daily gently put his right arm around Nikki's shoulder. “Please don't leave us, okay? I've grown fond of you. Yes, we didn't see eye to eye to begin with. I thought you were a black cat, to be honest. But I have come to see the goodness in you. I know I can be a stubborn old mule at times, but that doesn't mean I don't care. I hope you decide to stay, because if you leave, well, I'm afraid it might get a little too boring around here.”

      Nikki began to speak but the cell phone in Chief Daily's pocket rang. Chief Daily answered the call. “Be right down,” he said.

      “What is it, Pop?” Hawk asked.

      Chief Daily patted Nikki on the shoulder. “A man just held up the bank. The man's description matched one of the escaped convicts. Ms. Bates, shall we go?”

      “Uh...” Nikki said and smiled. “Let me go be with Lidia first, and I'll meet you later. Hawk, you better go with Chief Daily.”

      Hawk kissed Nikki and hurried out the back door. Nikki drew in a deep breath. If anything, her new life was certainly not boring.
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      Nikki was glad Herbert was all right; he was grumpy, upset, and temperamental, but still alive. Sitting at a wooden picnic bench under the shadowy branches of a large oak tree that stood outside a small brick hospital, she watched Lidia fiddle with a gum wrapper with nervous hands. “He's okay,” Nikki assured Lidia, enjoying a cool breeze playing in her hair. The sky was dimming, allowing a stage of dazzling colors to dance across the eastern horizon; soft and bright shades were mingling together like old friends sharing a warm hug. The soft green grass surrounding the hospital was yawning and tucking itself in for the night as crickets chirped.

      Lidia slid the piece of mint gum out of its silver wrapper and tossed it into her mouth. Having Nikki with her helped, but the fact remained that her husband had been mugged by an escaped convict. Watching the wind play with the fabric of Nikki’s blue dress, she sighed. Nikki sat beautifully, as always. Looking down at the white shirt and tan skirt she was wearing, Lidia wondered how she appeared in Nikki's eyes. Age and worry sure took their toll. “Why are they keeping Herbert overnight?” her voice cracked as she asked Nikki.

      Nikki smiled. Leaning across the picnic table, she patted Lidia's hands. “Honey, Herbert insisted they admit him for a one-night stay to observe him. You heard what Dr. Rewer said, Herbert is fine...mad as a wet hornet maybe, but fine. Dr. Rewer admitted Herbert only to avoid a lawsuit.”

      “Herbert was being quite adamant, wasn't he?” Lidia asked Nikki and then smiled. “I guess that old fart is okay.”

      “Sure, he is.” Nikki smiled back and then spotted Tori walking towards them. “There's Tori,” Nikki said and waved.

      Lidia spotted Tori. My, how beautiful the young woman looked in her yellow summer dress! No more baggy shirts and jeans. “Here we go,” Tori said, reaching the picnic table. She put down a cardboard drink carrier holding three strawberry and banana smoothies and sat down next to Lidia. “What have you two decided?” she asked.

      Nikki watched the breeze playing in Tori's hair. For a few seconds, she saw a young woman who was going to become a wonderful mother. “Well,” she said, picking up a cup from the drink carrier, “Herbert is going to remain in the hospital overnight for observation, so we will need to get a hotel room.”

      “No,” Lidia sighed, taking the second smoothie and handing it to Tori. “You girls go on home. I'll stay with Herbert and drive him home tomorrow.”

      “No way,” Tori objected. “We're staying with you.”

      “That's right,” Nikki agreed. “Friends do not desert one another. Besides, considering those twenty-four convicts who escaped from the North Hill Prison, we're staying together.”

      “Oh, honey,” Lidia said, “the police have this town on lockdown. I'll be fine, I promise.”

      Nikki handed Lidia the third smoothie. “Lidia,” she said in a loving but stern voice, “we're staying together. If I left and something happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”

      “Me, too,” Tori told Lidia. Dropping a straw into her smoothie, she took a drink. “We're staying with you, Lidia. Friends till the end. That's us, girls.”

      Nikki looked at Tori. Noticing the young woman's eyes become troubled, she carefully eased into the question. “Sweetie, are you okay?”

      Tori nodded her head. “I'm fine. Why?”

      “You look a little...upset, all of a sudden,” Nikki cautiously answered.

      Tori lowered her eyes. Staring down at her smoothie, she sighed. “I saw that awful man hit Herbert. Herbert was being brave, but the bad guy was the one with the gun. It makes me mad to see criminals hurt innocent people.”

      “Me, too,” Nikki assured Tori. “On our last case, Hawk and I thought the bad guys had won. But then Hawk brought a newspaper to our cabin.” Nikki smiled. “Sweetie, sometimes the bad guys get exactly what they deserve...a punishment the law of this land just isn’t capable of serving.”

      Lidia started to speak, but then held her lips together when she saw a man approaching the picnic table. “Ladies,” the man said in a pleasant voice.

      Nikki put down her smoothie. Having a stranger approach after a prison break stiffened her nerves. “Can we help you?” she asked the man, quickly studying his features and clothing. The man was short, plump, and had a face that reminded her of the fat little man always promising Popeye he would pay him back if only Popeye would loan him money to buy a hamburger. He had fuzzy brown hair and a chubby face that held blue eyes and a stubby nose. A decent but modest brown suit covered the man, making him appear humble.

      “My name is Mayor Brown. I'm here to offer my condolences,” he said, looking straight at Lidia. “I want you to know the town of Fall Cliff is going to cover your husband's hospital bills. I know our actions cannot begin to compensate for the physical, emotional and mental suffering that has been inflicted on you and your husband. I wish there were more that we, the community of Fall Cliff, could do for you.”

      Nikki rolled her eyes. Here was a short, fat man, greasing the political wheels to prevent an innocent, upset woman from suing his town. Instead, she spoke for Lidia. “Actually, there is. We will be staying the night, Mayor Brown, and leaving as soon as Herbert can travel. Perhaps you can make accommodations for us at the Snow Flake Lodge I saw driving into town?”

      Mayor Brown offered Nikki a greasy smile. “I don't think that will be a problem, Ms. Bates,” he answered. “As a matter of fact,” he continued, “I will call Phil over at the Steak House and make a private dinner reservation for you three ladies as well. Compliments of Mayor Brown.”

      Nikki was surprised Mayor Brown knew her identity. He seemed eager to get her out of town while making sure he filled Lidia with enough fake kindness to choke out any intention she might have of suing his town. “The sun is setting, so perhaps we should eat first and then drive out to the Lodge?” Nikki suggested to Lidia and Tori.

      “Well, Herbert is asleep,” Lidia said, biting down on her lip. “Sure, I'm hungry. Let's go. The pain medicine the nurse gave him will have him snoring until noon tomorrow.”

      “Wonderful,” Mayor Brown said in a delighted voice. “Ladies, I will call Phil. You can go ahead and drive to the Steak House. The address is 318 Maple Street. Drive to the very end of the street and you'll see an old diner car sitting on the railroad tracks. You can't miss it. By the time you ladies finish eating, I will have your rooms waiting. All you have to do is drive out to the Lodge and speak with Thelma.” And with that, like a man riding on cloud nine—confident he had accomplished his selfish task by tossing a steak dinner and complimentary rooms onto the table—Mayor Brown hurried away. Nikki stopped him.

      “Mayor Brown, what about the escaped convicts? Is the town still closed off? Have the state troopers said anything?” she called out.

      Mayor Brown froze in his tracks. Like a man being hit in the back of the head with a baseball bat, he turned to face Nikki with a pained expression on his face. “The state police still have their roadblock set up, I'm afraid. But rest assured, ladies,” he forced a fake smile, “there are no escaped convicts in my town. I have spoken with the prison, and the warden there has reason to believe every convict who escaped is running toward Canada.”

      “And they'll need money, of course,” Nikki added. “The bank in my town was robbed by a man who matches the description of one of the escaped convicts.”

      Mayor Brown stared at Nikki. Uncertain how to proceed, he simply dropped into political mode. “Yes, desperate criminals carry out many desperate acts against innocent communities, I'm afraid. But rest assured, ladies, the law of the land will prevail. Well, I really must be going. I have many matters to tend to. Please, enjoy your dinner and have a restful night. Goodbye.”
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      Nikki watched Mayor Brown hurry away to the small guest parking lot, climb into a gray BMW, and drive away. “He knew who to speak to,” Nikki told Lidia. “I'm sure you’ve never seen that man before, have you?”

      “Never in my life,” Lidia confirmed. “Maybe he got my description from the doctor inside?”

      “Maybe,” Nikki agreed. Standing up, she looked around. “I think Mayor Brown had more on his plate than just feeding us ladies a few pieces of candy to please our sweet tooths.”

      “What do you mean?” Tori asked.

      “What she means is,” Lidia explained, standing up and stretching her tired back, “is that the fat little man who just paid us a visit wanted to scope us out...especially Nikki.”

      “Which makes me wonder how he even knew I was in his little town. Girls, listen, I've been thinking about this. Twenty-four convicts escaped, right?”

      “Yes,” Lidia said. Tori nodded.

      Nikki took a drink of her smoothie. Her eyes walked back and forth as her mind formulated a theory she would iron the wrinkles out of later. “The convicts, according to Hawk, all belonged to a gang of thieves; they were captured on Long Island...a place I never want to see again, by the way.”

      “I'm not following you,” Tori admitted.

      “There has been a rash of assaults and robberies all through Vermont,” Nikki explained to Tori. “These convicts are desperately acquiring cash fast, and without worry about the law. Each assault and robbery has taken place in a small town, just like this one and the one we live in. And,” Nikki continued, “what puzzles me the most is how fast these guys seem to be moving. The prison break took place last night, but the bank in our town was already hit. That's awfully fast for a man who is running on foot.”

      “Are you implying the prison break was staged?” Lidia gasped.

      Nikki took another drink of her smoothie and then shrugged. “How did these escaped convicts get guns so quickly?” she asked. “I would bet you our chocolate store that the warden is somehow connected to the prison break. But,” Nikki said in a careful voice, “I have no interest in fighting a public official who could be connected to more people who can put my life and the lives of those I love in danger. I want to play it nice and safe this time.”

      Lidia glanced at Tori, who was staring at Nikki intently. “But dangerous criminals are loose, hurting people! Nikki, if you know how to help...”

      “I know, Tori,” Nikki said with a gentle smile, “but I'm very tired of the fight. It's time to pass the torch on to someone else for a while. All I want to do is go home, make chocolate, write my books, and watch fall arrive while spending as much time as I can with the people I love.”

      Tori picked up her smoothie and stood up. “I understand. Okay, who's hungry? I'm starving.”

      “Me,” Lidia confessed, taking Tori's hand. “Nikki, you lead the way. I'll follow you.”

      “It's great to have my SUV back,” Nikki told Lidia, trying to sound positive. Yet her gut shook its head at her in shame. Why had she even tossed her theory into the air if she had no intention of helping anyone? Wasn't that the purpose of her life? To help others in need, to fight for justice, and to slam prison bars in the face of criminals? She just felt so tired. Too much too soon, she tried to console herself. Also, she had her son to think about. “Come on, girls. Let's go eat.”
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      Walking to the guest parking lot, Nikki spotted her SUV. It was like a beacon of hope, throwing a straight beam of light back toward her. Climbing into the driver's seat, she thought back to the night Mr. Snowfield had creamed her SUV from behind. “Poor man, his end was horrible,” Nikki whispered as she backed up and drove away from the hospital.

      Taking a right onto a two-lane highway lined with beautiful trees, Nikki drove north toward town. As the night continued to pull a blanket over the remaining daylight, Nikki switched thoughts. The image of Tori's face came into her mind. “I want to help, honey, I do,” Nikki said aloud as cool air from the front vents flowed into her face, “but I'm tired...I'm not ready to take on City Hall again.”

      Slowing down behind a white car, Nikki looked into the rearview mirror and spotted Lidia following her. She saw Lidia and Tori talking to each other. Focusing back on the road, she caught movement out of the corner of her left eye. Turning her head, she saw a man wearing a black suit standing under a tree and talking on the phone. As soon as Nikki drove past the man, she saw him put the phone away and slither away into the approaching night. “That was not by chance,” Nikki told herself, feeling a cold chill run down her spine. “I think I’m being watched.”

      Grabbing her cell phone from her brown leather purse, Nikki called Hawk. “It's Nikki, where are you?”

      “At the station,” Hawk replied, sitting behind his messy desk, drinking a cup of hot coffee. “Where are you?”

      “We're still in Fall Cliff. Herbert insisted on staying overnight to be observed,” Nikki sighed. “As soon as the hospital discharges him tomorrow, we're driving back. But that's not the reason I called.”

      “Oh no?” Hawk said, feeling his stomach tighten. “What is it, Nikki?”

      “Hawk,” Nikki said, cutting to the chase, “I think I’m being watched. Also, the mayor paid a tidy little visit to Tori and Lidia and me a few minutes ago. His agenda was to brown-nose Lidia while getting a good look at me.”

      “You're a popular girl,” Hawk told Nikki. “A friend of yours gets knocked in the head, and you show up. This mayor probably wanted to make sure you weren't going to peel the paint off City Hall.”

      “Hawk, how did that man even know I was in Fall Cliff?”

      Hawk put down his coffee cup. Standing up from his desk, he walked to the window in his office, pulled back the blind, and peeked outside. Rain clouds were forming in the sky. “It's going to rain,” he told Nikki.

      “Hawk, I'm serious.”

      Hawk sighed. “Nikki, why do you ask me these questions when you know the answers?”

      “Someone—maybe the mayor—is having me watched,” Nikki insisted. Checking the rearview mirror, she made sure Lidia was still behind her as the white car in front of her stopped at a four-way. “Listen, it's getting dark. We're going to a steak house to get a bite to eat, and then we'll be sleeping over at the Snow Flake Lodge. How soon can you get here?”

      “I can't,” Hawk answered miserably. “Lucy, one of the bank tellers, was shot.”

      “Oh, my goodness,” Nikki exclaimed. “Is she...?”

      “No, thank the Lord,” Hawk told Nikki. “Lucy is going to pull through, but I'm tied up here. We're talking about attempted murder, Nikki. Whoever shot Lucy is at large, armed and dangerous. All the state police and FBI are accomplishing is making sure they let everyone know they are in control while doing absolutely nothing. I want you home, okay?”

      Nikki sighed. Allowing the tranquil beauty of the landscape to calm her, she looked to her left and then to her right. The middle school was to her left, down a long, peaceful road soon to be covered with fall leaves and then winter snow. “This is bad.”

      “Nikki,” Hawk admitted, “we have twenty-four armed and deadly convicts on the loose. You bet it’s bad.”

      “Hawk, how did these convicts get armed? And how did the convict who shot Lucy get to our town so fast if he's on foot?”

      Hawk answered Nikki's question with a question. “Nikki, are you sure you're being watched?” he asked, worriedly. “I mean, could it be possible this mayor just wanted to make sure you weren't going to put his small town on the front page of every major media outlet in the country?”

      “A man wearing a black suit was standing on the side of the road talking on a phone. As soon as I passed, he put the phone away and just kinda eased back out of sight,” Nikki explained.

      “I don't know why I asked you that question,” Hawk said. “Nikki, I trust you. If you say you're being watched, I believe you.” Hawk thought for a few seconds. “Listen, if all someone is doing is watching you, then leave it at that. Go eat, get a good night's sleep, grab Herbert when the rooster crows, and get out of Dodge. My guess is the FBI is watching you.”

      “Why?” Nikki asked, easing through the four-way.

      “You're a popular girl, Nikki,” Hawk reiterated. “Some Agent named Ringston asked about your location.  Pop told the guy you drove down to Fall Cliff to check on a friend. If the FBI is watching you, play nice and get out of town as soon as possible.”

      Nikki bit down on her lower lip. “If the FBI is watching me, that would explain how the mayor knew I was in town. Okay, Hawk, I'll get out of here as soon as I can.”

      “Please do,” Hawk urged Nikki. “Play nice, okay?”

      “I will,” Nikki promised. “Have you eaten dinner yet?”

      “Not yet. I'll grab something at the diner and—” Hawk paused when he saw Chief Daily walk into his office. “Hey, Pop just walked in. I better go. Call me later, okay?”

      “I will,” Nikki said and ended the call. Stuffing the cell phone back down into her purse, she checked the rearview mirror. Lidia switched her car’s headlights on. “Good idea,” Nikki said, turning hers on as well. “So, the FBI might be watching me...” she said and shook her head.
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        * * *

      

      Nikki turned into a paved parking lot in front of a long, green, vintage railway dining car illuminated with bright lights. A larger restaurant had been built onto the back, offering a spacious room. Nikki stared at the dining car, allowing her mind to wander back in time and enjoy the sights and sounds of passengers who must have eaten in it as they raced along tracks, going here and there. Just the sight of history's timepiece was comforting, even though the modern addition polluted its back like an ugly wart.

      Sitting in silence while Lidia found a place to park, Nikki took her eyes away from the dining car and studied the vehicles in the parking lot. Most of the vehicles’ plates were local to the state. But one vehicle, a black sedan parked on the far left side of the parking lot, stood out like a sore thumb. “Hmm...seems like the mayor might have sent other dinner guests here tonight, too.”

      Spotting Lidia and Tori approaching, Nikki got out of her SUV and locked it.

      “Talk about taking me back in time,” Lidia said, walking up and staring at the dining car with bright eyes. “My, Herbert would love this.”

      “It's beautiful,” Tori agreed.

      “Girls,” Nikki said, allowing her voice to come out easy but firm, “I'm not sure I want to eat here.”

      “Why not?” Tori asked. Lidia folded her arms and studied Nikki's face.

      “Listen, we passed a burger place down the road. What say we all ride down there together and grab a burger?”

      “You're up to something,” Lidia told Nikki as her mind prepared for the worst.

      Nikki sighed. “I think I'm being watched by the FBI,” she whispered. Gently grabbing Lidia and Tori's arms with her hands, she pulled them closer to her SUV. “See that black car?” she asked and tossed a cautious thumb over her shoulder.

      Lidia and Tori spotted the black sedan. “Oh dear,” Lidia fretted.

      “Why would the FBI be watching you?” Tori asked, feeling her mind walking into detective mode. Sure, she thought, Nikki was the real detective, but she would help as much as possible.

      Nikki explained what Hawk had told her. “An Agent Ringston asked Hawk where I was. Chief Daily spilled the beans. On top of that, when we left the hospital, I saw a man dressed in a black suit, standing on the side of the road, talking on a phone. As soon as I passed him, he faded back into the woods.” Nikki drew in a controlled breath and pushed her bangs away from her eyes. “I want us all to drive away together. I need to see if we'll be followed.”

      Lidia glanced at Tori. The young woman was obviously ready to charge into battle with Nikki, although Nikki didn't seem in any rush to brandish her sword. “Okay, honey. We'll do as you ask. But I'm not sure what this will accomplish. Maybe the FBI is watching you because you need protection?”

      “I wish that were true,” Nikki gently disagreed. “Will you drive?”

      “Sure,” Lidia replied, “and don't worry, this old woman will stand by you.”

      Nikki reached out and hugged Lidia. “I'm so blessed to have you two as my new family.”

      Tori opened her mouth to speak, but she saw a man walk out of the dining car, glance toward Nikki, and walk back inside. “A man wearing a black suit just came outside,” she whispered.

      “Let's go. Act casual,” Nikki told Lidia and Tori. “Tori, you sit up front with Lidia.

      Nikki climbed into the back seat while Lidia and Tori climbed into the front. As soon as Lidia was buckled in, Nikki reached forward with the SUV keys in her right hand. “Let me scoot up the seat a little...and... there we are,” Lidia said as she adjusted the driver's seat and then took the keys from Nikki. “Let's roll, girls.”

      Tori kept watch for the man wearing the black suit. “Coast is clear.”

      “Easy now. Drive out past the sedan,” Nikki told Lidia. Reaching down into her purse, she fished out her cell phone. With skilled hands, she activated the camera and then rolled down her window. As soon as the SUV was in position, she aimed her cell phone at the license plate and captured a clear picture. “Bingo. Let's go.”
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      Lidia hung a right and drove back down the road. With darkness fully enveloping them, she felt as if she were driving into a strange nightmare over which she had no control. “I'm a little scared,” she confessed.

      Tori reached out and rubbed Lidia's hand with care. “As long as we're together, we'll be okay,” she assured her.

      Nikki turned around in her seat and studied the dark road. It wasn’t long before a pair of headlights appeared. “Here he comes,” she told Lidia and Tori.

      “Oh dear,” Lidia said, gripping the steering wheel.

      “It's all right,” Nikki promised, watching the headlights on the approaching car move closer. Turning back around in her seat, Nikki called Hawk.

      “Kinda busy,” Hawk answered. “I'm on my way to a rental cabin out on Snow Melt Lane. Someone reported that one of the escaped convicts is holed up there.”

      “I'll call you back,” Nikki told Hawk, hearing Chief Daily grumble something. “What did Chief Daily say?”

      “Pop hates my driving. He told me to slow down,” Hawk replied, zooming down a back-country road. “You called for a reason. Let's have it.”

      “I'm being followed by a black sedan that I thought was an FBI cruiser, but when I did a search for the license plate online, the car belongs to North Hill Prison. Any ideas?”

      “A few, but I'm sure you're already writing down the facts,” Hawk told Nikki.

      “The warden of the North Hill Prison must be in town. The black sedan must belong to him. I bet he was waiting at the restaurant to have a little chat with me, along with that Agent Ringston, who I'm guessing has left town.”

      “Yep,” Hawk agreed. “Ringston charged out of here like a man on fire when Pop told him your location.”

      Nikki glanced over her shoulder. The black sedan was now dangerously close. “Hawk, I...”

      “What?” Hawk asked.

      A sudden thought crashed into Nikki's mind. “Why would an escaped convict hide in an empty rental cabin after he robbed the bank, and with the border so close?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I'm kinda wondering that myself,” Hawk replied. “This guy is playing a dangerous game of poker.”

      “Maybe,” Nikki said, biting down on her lower lip. “Hawk, do me a favor.”

      “Make it quick. I'm almost to the cabin. Pop and I are going solo with no marching band.”

      “Oh dear,” Nikki worried. “Hawk, if you get yourself killed, I will kill you.”

      Hawk smiled. “I think living long enough to see your sweet face is better than being killed twice. Now, what's the favor?”

      “Later with the favor. Right now, you...stay alive on me, please,” Nikki begged.

      “Will do,” Hawk promised. “Uh, you know, I love you...just in case something does happen, you know,” he said quickly and ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Tears streamed from Nikki's eyes. “What is it?” Tori asked, alarmed.

      “The convict who robbed the bank back home? Hawk and Chief Daily think he’s hiding in a rental cabin. They're going after him now,” Nikki said, lowering her cell phone as her tears dropped from her worried eyes. “Lord, please protect them.”

      “I'm sure Hawk and the chief will be fine,” Lidia tried to comfort Nikki. Deep down, she was worried, too. The escaped convicts were dangerous, desperate men, with nothing to lose and everything to gain.

      “I hope so,” Nikki replied. Drawing in a deep breath, she glanced over her shoulder. “Okay, Lidia, whenever you see the burger place, swing in. We're going to have company.”

      Lidia nodded. In the distance, she saw a white, glowing sign shaped like a hamburger. When she arrived at the sign, she pulled into a small parking lot surrounded by lush, beautiful trees. A brown wooden building with red stripes and a white roof sat in the middle of the parking lot. “I see the open sign flashing, but only one car,” Lidia said, easing up to the front of the building.

      “With the prison break, most people seem to be staying closer to town,” Nikki commented. “Everyone act casual. Let me do the talking.”

      Cautiously, Nikki got out of the SUV just as the black sedan pulled up next to her. A large, fat, angry-looking man wearing a dark blue suit crawled out of the driver's seat and glared at Nikki. “Nikki Bates?” he demanded.

      Nikki watched Agent Ringston get out of the passenger's seat. Unlike the fat man, Agent Ringston was fit, tall, and intelligent-looking. His black hair was neatly combed back and his face steady and composed. Looking back at the fat man, Nikki studied his thin brown hair and mustache. She quickly observed that he and Agent Ringston were both in their early to mid-fifties and complete opposites—or were they? “If I were a cop, I would write you a ticket for tailgating,” Nikki replied in a sharp tone as a cool wind grabbed at her long hair. Lidia and Tori eased their way over to her side as Agent Ringston walked over to Warden Wayberry. “We thought you ladies were having dinner back in town. When you left, we became worried,” he explained in a fake voice that gave Nikki the creeps.

      “The restaurant was far too crowded,” Nikki explained. “We wanted a nice, quiet place to talk. That's not a crime, is it, Agent Ringston?”

      Agent Ringston glared at Nikki the way a snake stares at an innocent rabbit before striking. “No, it isn't,” he said without asking her how she knew his identity.

      “I wasn't aware the FBI was interested in my dining preferences,” Nikki continued. “I'm just a little confused as to why the warden of North Hill Prison is tagging along as your shadow?”

      Warden Wayberry slammed the driver's side door shut. “Listen, and listen carefully,” he snapped. “Twenty-four dangerous men escaped from my prison. I'm in no mood to deal with you, Nancy Drew. Yeah, I know all about you, Ms. Reporter. Now here is what you're going to do. You're going to eat a nice little dinner, get a good night’s sleep, and go back home and make pretty little chocolates for that little store of yours. Are we clear?”

      Agent Ringston quickly stepped in. It was obvious he wasn't pleased with Warden Wayberry's temperamental outburst. “Ms. Bates, what Warden Wayberry is meaning to imply is that, due to your reputation, we have concerns that you may be planning to undermine the present media blackout that is in place and resort to reporting illegal and false information to a thirsty public.”

      Nikki fought the urge to roll her eyes. It wasn't any surprise to her that Agent Ringston spoke with a poisonous, bureaucratic tongue lined with sharp edges. “Agent Ringston, I was at home when I received a call from Lidia after her husband was assaulted by one of Warden Wayberry's men, I mean, escaped convicts.” Nikki paused and quickly glanced at Warden Wayberry's face. The man snarled up his face into a furious, tight ball. “I simply came to this town to show support for my friend and nothing else. I have no interest in chasing after fool's gold.”

      Agent Ringston nodded as he folded his arms together. “Are you implying that there might be more to this...dangerous...situation than we are aware of, Ms. Bates?”

      “No,” Nikki flashed a brilliant smile, “all I'm implying is that when the vinegar smells like a rose, beware of what you get. Now don't go worrying your little minds. I will be up and away from this town when my dear friend's husband is discharged from the hospital. I'm a writer now. Oh, didn't Chief Daily tell you that? I'm retired from reporting. I'm writing mystery novels now.”

      Agent Ringston unfolded his arms and smiled a fake smile. “I'm glad to hear that, but I do think it would be wise if I remain here while you ladies eat.”

      “Of course,” Nikki said and then added, “Warden Wayberry, why aren't you at the prison? And Agent Ringston, it was so nice of you to drive down here so quickly just to offer me protection.” Smiling, Nikki grabbed Lidia's and Tori's hands and walked them into the building.
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      “What was that all about?” Lidia asked Nikki as they stepped into a brown and white lobby lined with booths nestled against oversized windows. A large wooden clown with a cheesy smile stood near the front, pointing to the menu board. A well-scratched wooden counter was stuffed with two old cash registers manned by a very bored teenage girl.

      “Reaction,” Nikki explained, walking up to the front counter.

      Tori glanced over her shoulder at the wooden clown and shivered. “Clowns give me the creeps.”

      “Me, too,” Lidia agreed.

      Nikki glanced back at the clown. The large clown was creepy, but not as creepy as Agent Ringston. “I'm starved. Let's have a good dinner, on me.”

      A girl with short blond hair with blue highlights greeted Nikki. “Can I take your order?” the girl asked as she chewed on a piece of gum and played with the stud in her eyebrow.

      Nikki glanced at Lidia. Lidia rolled her eyes. From the appearance of the wrinkled brown and white uniform the girl was wearing, along with all her piercings, Nikki knew it was best just to place a simple order rather than offer a motherly lecture. “Yes, we'll have three double cheeseburger meals,” Nikki told the girl.

      “No mayonnaise on mine…or onion,” Tori quickly added.

      “Same with my meal,” Lidia told the girl.

      “Me, too,” Nikki finished. “Three cheeseburger meals, no mayonnaise or onions.”

      “Just like the three stooges,” the girl mumbled under her breath.

      An old man with a pleasant face walked out from the kitchen wearing a white apron over a well-pressed work uniform. His short gray hair was neatly combed, and his eyes were lit up with life. “Hello!” He smiled at Nikki, Lidia and Tori. “Welcome to Smile for a Burger. My name is Eric. I'm the owner. This is my granddaughter, Melissa, who is still learning how to greet customers.”

      Tori watched Melissa rudely roll her eyes. “Three double cheeseburger meals, minus the mayo and onions, Grandfather,” she said.

      “I heard the nice lady place her order.” Eric smiled at his granddaughter. He was a patient and loving man, struggling against the horrible parental upbringing that had transformed a sweet, innocent girl into a rude, selfish brat. “Ladies, what would you like to drink with your meal?”

      “Soda is fine,” Tori told Eric.

      “Same with me,” Lidia added.

      “Me, too.” Nikki smiled. There was something special about Eric that brought a sense of calmness and security to her worried chest.

      “Fine. You ladies go sit down, and we will bring your food out when it's ready. Dinner is on the house.”

      “Oh, no, we can pay,” Nikki insisted.

      Eric glanced at his granddaughter. “We’d like to treat ‘the three stooges’ to dinner and take the cost out of our pay, wouldn't we, Melissa?”

      Melissa's eyes grew wide. She pouted. “That's not fair. I was only—”

      “Being vulgar,” Eric corrected his granddaughter with a firm but loving voice. “Next time we will greet customers the proper way, correct?”

      Melissa rolled her eyes again. “Yes, Grandfather, I will greet every last customer with a big, cheesy smile.”

      “Good girl,” Eric smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Nikki winked at Eric and walked Lidia and Tori to a booth next to the front window. Sitting down with her back against the wall, she could see her SUV, and Agent Ringston and Warden Wayberry were standing next to the black sedan. The two men were talking. Agent Wayberry was smoking a cigarette. “What are you thinking?” Lidia asked Nikki, sitting down next to Tori.

      “The prison break was planned.” Nikki opened the thought box in her mind and peered in.

      “We're all ears,” Lidia told Nikki. Tori nodded and scooted closer to the table.

      “If Hawk gets harmed, I'll make it my life's mission to destroy those men,” Nikki promised. “Hawk is in danger because of them.”

      “Honey, let's focus on the prison break. Worrying about Hawk will not do you any good.” Lidia rubbed Nikki’s hand. “How was the prison break planned?”

      “Twenty-four deadly men all escape at one time...how?” Nikki asked. “I believe certain convicts were assigned tasks to distract the authorities, while the rest of them gathered in one location.”

      Tori stared at Nikki. “Kinda like sending all the mice toward one location using bait, right?”

      “Yes.” Nikki nodded. “The convict who robbed the bank back home could have easily slipped into Canada. Why is he holding out in a rental cabin? The people behind this prison break need the authorities spread out all over the state to strain their resources and manpower while they go forward with whatever they want to accomplish.”

      “Oh dear,” Lidia lowered her voice, “Warden Wayberry and Agent Ringston, they're responsible, aren't they?”

      Nikki leaned forward. “I was a little confused as to why Agent Ringston was in our hometown.”

      “The bank back home was robbed,” Tori reminded Nikki.

      “Yes,” Nikki replied, “that was the most logical reason. I believe Agent Ringston was in our town to collect the convict who robbed our bank. But somehow, he found out I was a resident of the town and quickly exited through the stage door. An FBI Agent wouldn't dismiss a bank robbery conducted by a dangerous criminal just to chase down a nosy reporter unless—”

      “Unless you're in the diamond mine,” Lidia whispered as her eyes grew wide.

      Nikki nodded. “Exactly,” she whispered back.

      Tori understood. “This is headquarters, right?”

      “Whatever those two rats are up to, this little town is where their plan is going to go to full steam,” Nikki told Tori. “The town is under tight watch. But my guess is, come tomorrow, an all-clear sign will be given, and the authorities will move on, leaving open fields to run in.”

      “A play of hands,” Lidia agreed. “Make the town the convicts are gathered in look like a hot spot for a couple of days, and then they come out and play when the coast is clear. Smart.”

      “The only question is, why this town?” Nikki asked. Looking out the front window, she saw Agent Ringston glance at her as he tossed his cigarette butt down onto the ground and stomped it out. Suddenly, a horrible feeling struck her. “The man I saw standing on the side of the road wearing the black suit—he wasn't an FBI Agent. He was one of the escaped convicts.”

      “Honey, let's go to the hospital, wake Herbert up, and drive home. Please,” Lidia begged.

      “I agree,” Tori said, becoming anxious. “Nikki, we're three women. We're not strong enough to fight twenty-four convicts who are armed and deadly.”
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      Before Nikki could speak, her cell phone rang. Snatching it out of her purse, she studied the incoming caller. “It's Hawk,” she said, closing her eyes and saying a quick prayer of thanks. “Hawk, are you okay?”

      “False lead,” Hawk answered. He leaned against his jeep and stared up at a two-story wooden cabin surrounded by dark trees; he closed his eyes and imagined Nikki's beautiful face. “We found a homeless teenager living in the cabin. He broke in through the basement.”

      “I thought that might be the case,” Nikki said, wishing she were at his side. “I'll explain what I mean later. Hawk, I'm taking the girls back to the hospital. We're going to get Herbert and drive home. I need to talk to you.”

      “I'll be waiting,” Hawk answered. “I think I know what you want to talk about, too.”

      “Not on the phone.”

      “Got it. Hurry home.”

      “I will...and Hawk?” Nikki hesitated.

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you, too. Bye,” Nikki replied and ended the call.
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      Lidia and Tori glanced at each other. Nikki shrugged her shoulders. “What can I say? He has grown on me.” She smiled. Putting her cell phone away, she saw Eric walk up, carrying their meal on a brown dinner tray. “Dinner is served,” she announced in a hungry voice.

      Eric carefully placed three white plates down onto the table as Melissa walked over with three glasses of soda. “Please, enjoy your meal,” she said through gritted teeth. Putting the sodas down, she quickly hurried away.

      “Thank you, we will,” Nikki called out.

      Eric sighed. “Her parents divorced last year. She's a very bitter young lady.”

      “We understand,” Lidia assured Eric.

      “Thanks,” Eric said and turned to walk away.

      “Uh, please, I have a question,” Nikki said to him.

      He paused. “Okay.”

      Nikki braced herself. Glancing out the window, she saw Agent Ringston staring at her. “Act like you're talking about my order,” she urged. Lifting a burger into the air, she pointed at it. “Eric, how long has Mayor Brown been mayor of this town?”

      Eric caught sight of Agent Ringston and Warden Wayberry. “Over twenty years,” he answered Nikki in a voice that let her know he was on her side. “I can spot a Fed a mile away. And if I'm not mistaken, that's Warden Wayberry standing outside.”

      Nikki put down her cheeseburger and picked up a hard, red plastic glass. Lidia leaned forward and dropped a straw down into the glass. “Twenty years is a long time,” she said, taking a sip of her soda.

      “This town is a creature of habit,” Eric explained, picking up Lidia's dinner plate. Pretending to examine the cheeseburger, he eased his eyes out into the night again. “Ladies, you're in shark-infested waters. Get out of town. I wasn't eavesdropping, but I did hear you say you were going back to the hospital. Please, do that and leave.”

      Nikki lowered her glass. She was shocked to hear Eric speak so openly. The man was in possession of very valuable—if not dangerous—information. Calmly, she spoke her phone number. “Call me tomorrow morning. We need to talk. I'm coming back here with Detective Hawk Daily. Are you willing to fill us in with more details?”

      Eric shook his head. “I wish I were on a wild, strong horse that was willing to chase after outlaws,” he said in a regretful voice. “I have my granddaughter to take care of. Both her parents have disowned her. They blame her for their divorce instead of taking responsibility themselves. I can't walk into a den of snakes. I'm sorry.”

      “I understand,” Nikki replied sadly. “Please, tell no one we spoke.”

      Eric put down the plate in his hand and shrugged his shoulders. “Burger seems fine to me,” he said and walked away.

      “I wanted my burger well-done!” Nikki yelled loudly enough for Agent Ringston to hear outside. “Jerk!”
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      Agent Ringston lit a second cigarette. The last thing he was interested in was hearing Nikki fuss over an undercooked burger. “Hurry up and eat already,” he mumbled. Warden Wayberry crawled back into the sedan the way a snake slithers back into his hole. “Don't worry,” Agent Ringston said, “Nikki Bates is the least of our worries.”

      “Then why did you rush back here so quick?” Warden Wayberry asked, propping his elbow out of the driver's side window. “I say we snatch her and silence the smart-mouth.”

      “No,” Agent Ringston snapped. “We'll play it safe. As soon as Nikki Bates leaves, we'll go to phase two. Right now, our main concern is getting her out of town.”

      “Sure, sure,” Warden Wayberry fussed. Staring at Nikki, he sensed something dangerous about the woman. But what could he do? Agent Ringston was the man in charge of the circus.
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      Agent Ringston listened to Nikki as a light sprinkle fell. “I see,” he said, allowing Nikki to speak her mind. “I can certainly understand your worry.”

      Nikki faked a smile. “I'm very grateful. I believe it's wise to drive back to Maple Hills as soon as possible.”

      Warden Wayberry glared at Nikki from the driver’s seat of the sedan. “Why the sudden change of heart?” he asked in a gruff voice. “Before you went inside, you asked me why I wasn't at the prison. Now you're in a rush to leave Fall Cliff?”

      “Didn't you hear her?” Lidia barged in like a motherly bear protecting her cub. “Ms. Bates said she needs to go back home to Maple Hills because I asked her to. I want to get my husband and leave this town. I don't feel safe here, and I'm afraid the criminal who mugged my husband may try and harm him at the hospital.”

      “Yeah,” Tori added and quickly lowered her eyes to her worried hands.

      “Gentlemen,” Nikki said in a controlled voice, “I admit, the reporter in me is curious. But, as I explained, I am retired. It was foolish for me to ask you why you were absent from the North Hill Prison, Warden Wayberry. I apologize. You must understand, I moved away from Atlanta to begin a new life. It's true that I was forced into a few last rounds in the match. However, participating in those last rounds was entirely against my wishes. All I want now is to write my books, run a little chocolate shop with my friends, and drink coffee in the peace and tranquility of my new home.”

      Agent Ringston studied Nikki's eyes. Professionally trained to detect deception, he searched for any telltale signals in Nikki's eyes, tone and body language. The woman he was worried about seemed to profess the truth. “Old habits die hard, Ms. Bates. I'm not an enemy of the press, you understand. But certain matters concerning public safety must be handled under the guidelines of careful protocols.”

      “I understand,” Nikki flashed another false smile. The light sprinkle was becoming heavier. The last thing she needed was to catch a cold, and she would never forgive herself if Lidia or Tori became sick. “Please call the hospital for me and arrange for Mr. Green to be woken up and have the discharge process begun for us.”

      Agent Ringston nodded. “Immediately,” he confirmed. “I will also assign a Vermont state trooper to follow you to Maple Hills. For your own protection, of course.”

      Nikki played her hand with a brilliant strategy. “Don't bluff a reporter,” she scolded Agent Ringston.

      Agent Ringston grinned. Relieved that Nikki Bates was abandoning ship, he played Mr. Nice Guy. “Stay out of Fall Cliff unless you intend to come back and buy some antiques.”

      “Nah,” Nikki said, opening the door to her SUV, “I didn't see anything I liked. Come on, Lidia. We must drive back and get your car and then drive to the hospital.”

      Agent Ringston watched Lidia and Tori crawl into the SUV. As soon as Nikki pulled away, he walked around the hood of the sedan, sat down in the passenger seat, and pulled out a cell phone. “This is Agent Ringston with the FBI, who am I speaking with? Nurse Amery? Very good. Nurse Amery, please wake up a patient by the name of Herbert Green and begin his discharge papers. His wife will be along shortly to take him home. Yes, thank you... No, not yet, but we'll catch the escaped convicts. Yes, I know it's scary... Of course, yes. Now, please do as I ask. Thank you.”

      “I don't trust that weasel,” Warden Wayberry said. “That woman is dangerous.”

      Agent Ringston ignored him and placed a second call. “I need a state trooper to escort two vehicles north to Maple Hills. Have the trooper meet me at the hospital.” Ending the call, Agent Ringston glanced over at Warden Wayberry. “It's difficult being your brother. You run your mouth when you shouldn't. I've got everything under control. Nikki Bates is leaving because she knows what is good for her. It's one matter to tangle with a few small-time crooks, but it's a completely different matter to tangle with the FBI.”

      Warden Wayberry studied the burger restaurant. “If we get caught, then it'll be our butts thrown in prison. The Governor is already breathing down my neck. You better know what you're doing.”

      “Oh, I do,” Agent Ringston grinned and pulled out a cigarette. “Let's get moving. We need to trail Nikki until she leaves town.”

      “What about our missing soldier?”

      Agent Ringston took a deep drag from his cigarette. “Perkins is still missing. But don't worry, that man will face a severe penalty for his actions.”

      Warden Wayberry pulled the sedan out of the parking lot and aimed it towards the hospital. As the sedan pulled away into the night, leaving a trail of cigarette smoke behind it, Eric stepped outside. Looking up into the dark, wet sky, he drew in a deep breath. What was he to do? Inside, his granddaughter leaned against the front counter and checked her phone for any messages.
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      An hour later, a very grumpy Herbert Green was sitting beside his wife in their car, heading north. “I should have stayed at the hospital for observation,” he complained.

      Lidia rolled her eyes. “Dear, I'm grateful you're okay. I love you deeply. But sometimes you're a big fuss over nothing.” Looking into the rearview mirror, she saw Nikki tailing her. A state trooper was following Nikki. “We'll be home in less than two hours.”

      “Fine,” Herbert said and rubbed his forehead. “Obey the speed limit. It's raining hard, and we don't need any more accidents.”

      “I will, dear,” Lidia sighed and grew silent. She wondered what Nikki and Tori were thinking.
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      “Still no internet,” Tori said miserably and put Nikki's cell phone away. “Must be the weather.”

      Nikki focused on her driving. The state trooper was following at a comfortable distance, allowing Nikki room to breathe. “I'm glad Lidia suggested taking the back roads. We'll avoid the roadblocks on the major ones. We'll make good time, Tori. Don't worry about the internet.”

      Tori leaned back in her seat. Full from dinner and a little sleepy, she stared out through the front windshield into the night rain. “Nikki?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you really going back to Fall Cliff?” Tori asked worriedly.

      Nikki looked over at Tori. She smiled. “It's wonderful having you in my life,” she confessed. “Right now, the last thing I want to do is go back and tangle with a deadly rattlesnake. I would love nothing more than to drive home, get a hot shower, have a hot cup of coffee, cuddle up with a good book, and go to sleep.”

      “But…” Tori said, looking at Nikki.

      Nikki sighed. “If I go back to Fall Cliff, I'm putting the life of my son and everyone I love at risk. But if I remain silent, then I become guilty.”

      “Guilty of what?” Tori asked, confused.

      “If I were to remain quiet, I would be guilty of complicity. Albert Einstein said that,” Nikki replied, staring into the rain. “A woman working at the bank in Maple Hills—in our hometown—was shot. Herbert was injured. Innocent people are being harmed. And for what? If I remain silent and do nothing, then I let the bad guys win. If I fight and win the battle, no matter the cost to my own life, then the bad guys take a hit, even if it is only for one day.”

      “You're very brave,” Tori told Nikki in an admiring voice.

      “Not really,” Nikki confessed. “After Hawk and I returned home from Atlanta, I swore that was it; no more fighting the bad guys. But the more I looked into the faces of Agent Ringston and Warden Wayberry, the more I knew that something has to be done. Poison spewed from the eyes of those two snakes the way sewage flows from a pipe. If I sit back and let men like that believe they can break the law and hurt people without facing any consequences, then I am complicit in their crimes. But trust me, Tori, I'm scared. I'm always scared.”

      Tori reached over and patted Nikki's hand. “I'm scared, too.” Tori drew in a brave breath. “Nikki, I'm coming back to Fall Cliff with you and Hawk. I want to help.”

      “I thought you might,” Nikki told Tori in a worried but grateful voice. “I have a feeling you're going to be a chip off the old block.”

      “You're rubbing off on me,” Tori confessed. “I see how people look at you in town. I listen to them talking about you. You get mixed reviews, but not a single person in Maple Hills has ever called you a coward. It amazes me how one woman can make that much difference.”

      “Making a difference comes with a price,” Nikki warned Tori. “You make more enemies than friends. Are you willing to travel down that lonely, hard road, young lady? Are you willing to put yourself and the lives of the people you love at risk? Are you willing to fight crime while being treated as a criminal yourself most of the time?”

      “I'm willing to do what is right,” Tori told Nikki.

      Nikki beamed. “That's my girl. Now, here's what I'm thinking...partner.”

      “I'm all ears,” Tori said in an excited voice.

      “Mayor Brown is involved in the prison break. Somewhere back in Fall Cliff, the gang of thieves is hiding out. Now, we have to take into consideration that the escaped convicts are working for—and under control of—one man who is running the entire operation. I think that man is Agent Ringston.”

      “Agent Ringston arranged for the escaped convicts to have transportation and guns waiting for them. That's how the convict who robbed the bank in Maple Hills arrived there so quickly, right?”

      “Exactly,” Nikki congratulated Tori on her brilliant reasoning. “Agent Ringston needed to make red spots on the map to spread out the authorities. And it's as we talked about—he wanted Fall Cliff marked as a red spot to put the town in the clear after the heat was lowered on the stove.”

      “North Hill Prison isn't too far away from Fall Cliff. The drive is about fifty minutes to an hour,” Tori pointed out. “I looked up the distance when I used the restroom back at the restaurant.”

      “Fifty minutes to an hour,” Nikki murmured. “Tori, get Hawk on the phone for me, please.”

      Tori took Nikki's cell phone and called Hawk. Putting the phone on speaker, she held it out to Nikki. “Where are you?” Hawk’s voice came through tired and worried.

      “We're about an hour and a half away,” Nikki told him, grateful to be hearing his voice. “Hawk, out of all the rush and fuss, I never asked how the prison break happened. How did the convicts escape?”

      “Warden Wayberry has not released that information yet,” Hawk confirmed. “Listen, Nikki, I've come across some information that I don't like. I wish I hadn't, but I did.”

      “What do you mean?” Nikki asked.

      Hawk took a deep breath. “When Agent Ringston ran out of town like a man on fire, I became suspicious. The guy is a slime-ball if you ask me. Anyway, I spent the last hour looking into his records. Ringston spent ten years in the army, in the infantry. He left the army and attended law school and began working for the FBI. Nikki, the guy is squeaky clean, except...”

      “Except what?” Tori jumped in.

      “It's okay, Hawk. Tori is helping me. Tell us what you found out, please,” Nikki begged.

      “Ringston is Warden Wayberry's half-brother, and Mayor Brown is their cousin,” Hawk told them. “Now, Nikki, before you turn around and start racing back to Fall Cliff, don't.”

      “I can't even if I wanted to,” Nikki told Hawk, “a state trooper is escorting us home.”

      “Good,” Hawk said, relieved. “Listen, girls, we need to back off this one. I don't know what Ringston is up to, but it's bad, and he's got a lot of dangerous thugs working for him. I also think he picked up the convict who robbed our bank.”

      Something in Hawk's voice poked Nikki in the gut. “Hawk?”

      Sitting at his desk, Hawk ran an exhausted hand through his hair. “Nikki, Lucy is alive, but she could be dead. The convict who shot her could have easily taken a dead shot, but instead he took a clean shoulder shot. On top of that, the bullet that was dug out of Lucy's shoulder belonged to a 9mm pistol. I saw a Glock 17 in Agent Ringston's shoulder holster.”

      “The convict used Agent Ringston's gun to shoot Lucy?” Tori asked, confused.

      “No, no,” Hawk told Tori in a gentle voice. “How did an escaped convict get to Maple Hills so quickly? How did he get a gun? Why didn't he kill Lucy? And last, why didn't the guy wear a mask?”

      “No mask?” Nikki asked.

      “No,” Hawk explained. “Security cameras got a clear shot of his face. Nikki, my gut tells me this guy wanted to be seen and wanted to leave a message of some kind.”

      “That's why Agent Ringston left Fall Cliff,” Nikki said suddenly. “One of his puppets stepped out of line, and he traveled to Maple Hills to get the man. Then he found out that I lived in Maple Hills and had to rush back down to Fall Cliff because I was there.”

      “Seems to be that way,” Hawk agreed. “Nikki,” he said, draining a cold cup of water, “the rental cabin Pop and I drove out to was occupied by a homeless teenager, yet Sophie Raybenton reported seeing a man who matched the description of the convict who robbed the bank. Sophie is not the type of woman to call in a false report. The woman was a public accountant for thirty years. She's as stern and factual as anyone can ever be.”

      “I see,” Nikki said, staring through the windshield into the falling rain. “Tori, turn up the defroster for me, please.”

      Tori leaned forward and turned up the defroster. “Hawk, is it possible the escaped convict is still in Maple Hills?” she asked.

      “Ringston left alone, that's all I know,” Hawk told Tori. “I think the convict was leaving some kind of message for you, Nikki.”

      Nikki grew quiet. What Hawk told her made sense. “Okay, Hawk,” she finally said, “what do you suggest we do?” Suddenly, returning to Fall Cliff seemed very foolish and deadly.

      “Back down,” Hawk said regretfully. “Nikki, I hate to say this, but this case is out of my jurisdiction. All local authorities have been on stand-down. If I go poking my nose where it doesn't belong, I could lose my job and end up getting a lot of innocent people killed. Whatever Ringston is up to, it doesn't involve Maple Hills, and that's what matters to me.”

      Tori gave Nikki a worried look. Nikki sighed miserably. Deep down she knew Hawk was right. “Tori—”

      “But you said,” Tori burst out, “that if you do nothing, then you're guilty. Nikki, we can't sit on our hands.”

      “I understand your anger,” Hawk told Tori, “but there are times when a lawman has to back down. It makes me sick to admit that, but it's true, Tori. Right now, we're outnumbered and outgunned. And that makes all the difference in the world. We can't go toe-to-toe when there are more of them and fewer of us...more of them who are armed and deadly, too.”

      “Hawk is right,” Nikki said miserably. “Honey, maybe the wisest path for us to take is to try and figure out what kind of message the convict left for me and stay away from Fall Cliff.”

      “I guess it's possible the convict who shot Lucy might still be in Maple Hills. It might not hurt to search for him,” Tori suggested. “Hawk could be right. This man could be trying to tell you something.”

      “Maple Hills is still under lockdown,” Hawk warned Nikki. “Pop has his hands tied. We really took a chance going out to the rental cabin without telling the State Police and the FBI. Some guy named Agent Rooney is running the show. He's a real greenhorn, too. My guess is this guy is clean and was sent here because of his lack of experience and arrogant attitude.”

      “If Ringston left alone,” Nikki pointed out, “I bet our missing convict is either in Canada by now or hiding out in Maple Hills.”

      “I'm aiming for Canada,” Hawk admitted, “but I'm learning that when it comes to you, anything is possible.”

      Nikki smiled. “Meet me at my cabin in two hours. I'll make some coffee, and you can crash on the couch.”

      “I'll be there,” Hawk promised.

      Tori lowered Nikki's cell phone and grew silent. Nikki gave her time to think. “I guess you're right,” she finally said.

      “No, I'm not,” Nikki confessed. “I should go back to Fall Cliff and face Ringston. But Tori, honey, there are more ways to fight someone than going toe-to-toe. Let's see what happens when we get back home. My gut is suddenly telling me the missing convict isn't in Canada.”

      “Really?” Tori questioned.

      “I will not be complicit,” Nikki promised Tori, “but I'm also not stupid. If we go back to Fall Cliff right now, Agent Ringston might not let us leave alive.”

      Tori looked out into the dark night. She grew silent and listened to the rain. The road ahead seemed uncertain and scary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hawk yawned. “Good morning,” he said, walking into the kitchen.

      Nikki was sitting at the table, sipping coffee. “Actually, it's the afternoon,” she pointed out. “We didn't fall asleep until daybreak this morning.”

      Hawk nodded and walked to the coffee pot. Nikki looked beautiful in the dark, long-sleeved dress she was wearing. She had her hair tied into a ponytail and looked like a woman in deep, serious thought. Hawk was wearing a wrinkled gray hockey shirt and a pair of old blue jeans. His hair was messy, and his face unshaven. “We make a pair—you're beautiful, and I look like a tired black bear,” he said, pouring coffee into a mug that resembled a dog’s face that he had brought over from his apartment.

      “You're very handsome,” Nikki assured him. “I see how the women in this town look at you, Hawk.”

      Hawk rolled his eyes. “They look at me because I probably have something unpleasant in my nose,” he joked.

      “Silly!” Nikki smiled. “Are you hungry? I can cook us breakfast.”

      “No thanks,” Hawk answered politely. “All I want is some coffee and a hot shower. We've got a long day ahead of us.”

      “And a wet one,” Nikki said and nodded toward the kitchen window. “I checked the weather. It's going to be raining for the next few days.”

      Hawk sat down across from Nikki. “You're thinking about the convict. His name is Lionel Perkins, age twenty-seven. Occupation: thief, nationality: British, location unknown.”

      Nikki glanced down at two photos sitting on the kitchen table. Hawk had printed out Lionel Perkins’ mug shot for Nikki and a photo of the man's face caught on the security cameras at the Maple Hills Community Bank. “Hawk, I've never seen this man before in my life. I've been trying to place his face for hours, but I can't. How can he know me?”

      Hawk took a drink of his coffee. “The ‘Twenty-Four Thieves,’ as they called themselves, operated all over the United States. They were captured on Long Island because the ringleader called for a meeting, pulling the low-lifes all into one location. The NYPD got an anonymous tip about the meeting and moved in. Maybe Perkins knows you from Atlanta?”

      “Maybe.” Nikki wrinkled her forehead. “Hawk, are we really sure Perkins was trying to leave a message? Maybe he's not a killer. When a man is robbing a bank, his adrenalin is really pumping. He knows he has very little time and has to act fast.”

      “You don't believe that, Nikki,” Hawk pointed out.

      “No,” Nikki confessed. “Someone drove Perkins to Maple Hills to rob the bank. The robbery was supposed to go quickly and cleanly, with the purpose of making the authorities rush here.”

      “We're spread out pretty thin,” Hawk went on. “The media is chewing up this story alive. Reporters are everywhere. Washington is yelling at the governor for answers. The tri-state area is on full alert. People are scared, Nikki.”

      “I know,” Nikki replied, staring down at photos of a man with thin brown hair and a face that seemed very pleasant and intelligent—a face that looked innocent, kind, gentle and caring. Yet, underneath the fake mask lay a deadly monster. “Hawk, Warden Wayberry could lose his job, couldn't he?”

      “Most likely, with all the media attention on the prison break,” Hawk agreed.

      Nikki rubbed her chin. “Maybe that's exactly what Wayberry wants, too.”

      “What do you mean?” Hawk asked.

      Before Nikki could reply, Tori walked into the kitchen. “Good morning,” she yawned. “Sorry about the way I look.”

      “You look lovely,” Nikki replied. She admired the gray and white dress Tori was wearing and grinned when she saw sneakers on her feet. “Very stylish.”

      Tori looked down at her feet. “Old habits,” she blushed. “I assumed we were going to be doing a lot of walking today.”

      “We might,” Nikki assured her. “Are you hungry?”

      “I'll get some cereal.”

      Tori poured herself a bowl of corn flakes and sat down next to Hawk. He knew that Nikki's love and care were helping Tori develop into the young woman she was meant to be. “Still mad at me?”

      “No.” Tori smiled at Hawk. “I've had time to think, and you were right, Hawk. We can't walk into a fight when we're outnumbered.”

      “Listen, guys,” Nikki interrupted and quickly finished her coffee. “I have a theory—and it's just a theory for now—but it might bear some weight, I don't know.”

      “Spill the beans,” Hawk told her.

      Nikki drew in a deep breath. “Fort Knox,” she said in a quick voice and waited for Hawk and Tori to laugh at her. When she saw them lean forward in their chairs with intent eyes instead, she carefully continued. “Back in Atlanta, I knew a reporter who was into all kinds of conspiracy theories. Some of the theories were half-baked, yet other theories actually had merit. Anyway, as I was lying in bed this morning, out of the blue, the words Fort Knox came into my mind. Maybe I had been thinking about Fort Knox subconsciously—I don't really know how that idea came into my mind—and I remembered having a conversation with that reporter from Atlanta about Fort Knox one day during my lunch hour.”

      Tori's eyes grew large. “Nikki,” she said, “where's your phone?”

      Nikki stood up, walked to the kitchen counter, and picked up her phone from beside the coffee pot. “Here, honey. What's on your mind?”

      “The photo,” Tori blurted, “the photo of the license plate on the black car—a sedan, right?”

      “Right,” Nikki said and looked at Hawk. Hawk waited. Together they watched Tori go through the photos on the phone.

      “Here,” Tori exclaimed, “and look at the license plate number...6-18-20-6-14-24…FRT-KX.”

      “My goodness,” Nikki gasped and took her phone from Tori. “Hawk, look! Tori is absolutely right.”

      “That's why you remembered,” Tori beamed. “The sequence of those numbers grabbed my attention when I saw the photo, but I couldn't understand why. I kept running the letters associated with the numbers over in my mind. Now it all makes perfect sense.”

      Hawk took Nikki's phone and studied the license plate in the photo. “Government tag with the numbers 6-18-20-6-14-24. Lot of numbers for a government car, unless—”

      “Unless it wasn't a real government plate,” Nikki exclaimed. “Tori, you're a genius.”

      “I thank you.” She smiled and blushed.

      “So, what about this Fort Knox theory you and your friend talked about?” Hawk asked, eagerly handing Nikki back her phone.

      Nikki struggled to settle her excited mind. “Mitch—that was my friend’s name—claimed that the real Fort Knox was empty. He claimed that America was broke, and that's why the American government was going after Libya, to steal the gold in that country—real off-the-wall stuff, or so it seemed at the time. Anyway, Mitch claimed that the gold America took from Libya would be stored in Vermont. He never said what town, though.” Nikki looked at Hawk and Tori. “According to Mitch, not only was the government in Libya housing more gold than we can imagine, but Libya was hiding wealthy gold mines from the United Nations.”

      Hawk leaned back in his chair. “Nikki, last year NATO imposed a no-fly zone over Libya and began bombing operations. I could never make any sense of why NATO was bombing Libya. Sure, the country isn't the top tourist spot in the world, but there are worse countries to worry about.”

      “If America was after the gold in Libya, how long would it take to transfer that gold here?” Tori asked.

      “Not overnight, that's for sure,” Hawk told Tori and rubbed his chin. “So, this Mitch said the new Fort Knox would be in Vermont?”

      “Yeah,” Nikki said, trying to control her nerves. “Hawk, my goodness, this is major and—”

      “And what?” Hawk asked, alarmed.

      “When were the Twenty-Four Thieves arrested?”

      “Last year,” Hawk said and then understood. “Around the time America began bombing Libya.” Hawk stood up and paced. “Somehow Ringston found out about the gold; that has to be it.”

      Hearing someone knock on the back door, Nikki glanced at Hawk. Hawk placed his hand on the gun resting in a holster clipped to his belt. “Who is it?” he asked.

      “Lidia and Herbert,” Lidia called out. “Hurry, it's flooding out here.”

      Nikki ran to the back door and opened it. She pulled Lidia and Herbert inside. Herbert shook rain off his green rain jacket. Lidia closed her blue umbrella and placed it down into a wooden umbrella holder sitting beside the back door. “The campground is deserted. Everyone has left,” Lidia told Nikki. Nikki watched Lidia take off her blue rain jacket and hang it up on the wooden coat rack next to the umbrella holder. “Herbert and I decided it was better if we stay with you a while. We have our luggage out in the car.”

      “Of course, my home is your home,” Nikki said in a sincere voice. She hugged Lidia and Herbert and offered them coffee.

      “May I take a shower first?” Herbert asked. “My head is aching, and I feel dirty. I haven't had the opportunity to shower, and both Lidia and I have had very little sleep.”

      Nikki studied Lidia's tired face and noticed her friend was still wearing the same clothes she had worn the day before. “Please, go rest,” she begged.

      Lidia patted Herbert on the arm. “Herbert, go shower. I'll bring in our luggage.”

      “I'll do that,” Hawk told Lidia and hurried outside into the rain before Lidia could object.

      “Good man,” Herbert told Nikki and wandered away toward the bathroom.

      Nikki quickly grabbed Lidia's hand and sat her down at the kitchen table next to Tori. “Fort Knox,” she told Lidia in an excited voice. “Lidia, this entire mess involves gold—billions of billions of dollars’ worth of gold.”

      Nikki explained the new theory to Lidia, who then listened to Tori speak about the license plate number she had decoded. “My goodness,” Lidia whispered. “This is all so...disturbing.”

      “This means,” Nikki assured her friends, “that anyone who interferes will be eliminated without question. We're on shaky ground. No wonder Eric said we were in shark-infested waters.”

      And just then, Nikki's cell phone rang. Nikki checked the incoming caller. Her eyes grew wide. “It's Eric!” she said, shocked.

      “Answer the call,” Tori begged.

      Nikki pressed the accept button. “Hello?”
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      “How did you like your cheeseburger meal?” Eric asked Nikki in a pleasant voice.

      “Best cheeseburger I ever ate,” Nikki confirmed. “I was just thinking about you, Eric.”

      “I was wondering why my ears were burning. Doesn’t that mean somebody is talking about you?”

      “I'm not sure.” Nikki smiled. “Perhaps if I give your restaurant a good review you might help me?”

      “Perhaps,” Eric replied, “you might treat me for dinner tonight? I'm in your vicinity. I decided I should take my granddaughter to see an old friend upstate.”

      “I'll even cover the tip,” Nikki promised Eric.

      “No tip—private dinner,” Eric cautioned Nikki.

      “Of course,” Nikki confirmed. “Where do I meet you?”

      “I'll be in your area in about thirty minutes.”

      “Great,” Nikki told Eric. “The town is under lockdown, so you will have to go through a roadblock to get into the county. When you pass the roadblock, call me. I will meet you downtown at my store.”

      “Will do,” Eric replied and ended the call.

      Hawk burst through the back door, carrying two brown suitcases. “Here you go,” he told Lidia, soaking wet. “I'll take them to the guest room.”

      As Hawk closed the kitchen door with the back of his right foot, a hard hand shoved it open. Lionel Perkins stepped into the doorway with a Glock 17 in his wet hands.
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      Lionel Perkins stepped into the kitchen wearing a black suit and black loafers. Kicking the back door shut, he studied Hawk. “Listen, mate” he said in a thick British accent, “take your gun and put it down on the floor.”

      “You shot an innocent woman, you piece of filth,” Hawk snarled at Lionel.

      “I had no other choice,” Lionel told Hawk in a calm voice. “I had to bring Ringston to your quaint little town. My desire was complete annihilation of that nasty man. You see, I went against orders. Because of my...disobedience, Ringston was forced to come and take care of me, only the nasty little man left town before I could kill him.”

      “So you didn't shoot Lucy to leave me a message?” Nikki asked.

      Lionel gave Nikki a steady look. “I wasn't even aware of your reputation until recently. I wasn't even supposed to come to this town. Ringston made this town a no-go, and that is why I chose to have my driver, at gunpoint, of course, bring me here.”

      “I think I'm beginning to understand,” Nikki said. “When Ringston found out I wasn't in town, he rushed back down to Fall Cliff to ensure I wasn't posing any clear and present threats to his operation by snooping around.”

      “You're going back to prison,” Hawk promised Lionel.

      “I don't think so, mate,” Lionel replied, narrowing his eyes at him. “I have what I need to walk over the border into the vastness of Canada. But before I take my holiday, I knew I needed to pay Ms. Bates a visit. It seems like you're the woman who can get the truth out.”

      “What truth?” Nikki asked, playing dumb.

      Lionel shook his head. “Don't insult me, Ms. Bates,” he said in a deadly voice as rain dripped from his hair. “I've been listening to every word you and your group of detective friends have been saying to one another. You know about Fort Knox.”

      “So we do,” Nikki stated calmly. “Chance, blind assumption, problem-solving skills, process of elimination—many elements in the story. We seem to be missing a date.”

      Hawk looked at Lionel with angry eyes. There was no way he would let the scumbag get away and cross over into Canada. “Tell us what you know, Perkins,” he ordered in a tough voice.

      Perkins aimed the Glock at Hawk's chest. “Don't push me, mate,” he warned Hawk. “I have nothing to lose and everything to gain. Are we clear?”

      “Pull the trigger,” Hawk growled at Lionel. “I'm not scared of cowards.”

      “Wait,” Nikki begged, terrified. It was clear from the look in Lionel's deadly eyes he would kill Hawk. “Mr. Perkins, please, you came here with a purpose. Please tell us what you want us to do.”

      “Sit down, mate,” Lionel ordered Hawk, “but first, your gun.”

      “Put your gun on the floor, Hawk,” Nikki begged.

      Hawk locked eyes with Lionel. Reluctantly, he placed his hand on his gun and withdrew it from his holster. “Okay, okay,” he told Lionel, bending down to the floor.

      “Nice and slow, there you go,” Lionel warned.

      “Nikki, where are your towels?” Herbert asked, walking into the kitchen.

      Hawk watched Lionel take his eyes off him and quickly focus on Herbert. Wasting no time and acting out of sheer survival instinct, Hawk drew his gun upward and prepared to fire. Lionel saw Hawk go into an offensive position from the corner of his left eye. Before he could get off a round, Hawk fired.

      Lionel felt a bullet bite into his right hand. “Don't move!” Hawk yelled, watching Lionel drop the Glock and grab his wounded right hand.

      “I can find the towels on my own,” Herbert said in a shaky voice and hurried away.

      Nikki ran across the kitchen and picked up the pistol Lionel had been holding. Lidia raced to the kitchen counter and grabbed a dish towel. She eased over to Lionel and tossed it at him. “Wrap your hand,” she told him.

      Lionel wrapped his wounded hand. “You’re fast, mate,” he told Hawk, gritting his teeth in pain.

      “Sit down,” Hawk ordered Lionel.

      Lionel walked to the kitchen table. Tori stood up. “I don't bite, beautiful,” Lionel promised Tori, trying to sound tough.

      “You're a disease,” Tori nearly spat at him.

      “Why?” Lionel barked back. “Because I don't conform to your system of fake justice? I steal from the rich, but I'm not Robin Hood. I steal from corrupt men who steal from the poor. I take what is rightfully mine. How much of my own money is stolen by the IRS? How much of my money is sent to countries that fund terrorism? How much of my money is spent buying jet fuel so our greedy senators can fly to their private golf courses and plan more ways to steal and oppress the little man? I'm a disease? Girly, you better wise up and realize who the real diseases are!”

      “Nice speech,” Tori replied in a bitter voice, “but you failed to mention one thing. I'm aware of the corruption in the country I call home, but I remain honest. Because if I become dishonest, I'm no better than the criminals that Detective Daily risks his life to put behind bars. Real men, like Detective Daily, fight corruption the honest way. You steal for selfish reasons. Detective Daily defends the little man as a hero. You are a disease, and men like Detective Hawk Daily are the cure.”

      Tori's words slapped Lionel across the face. He fought back but knew any words he spoke to Tori would be defeated by words of truth spoken from her mouth. “Tell us why you came here,” Nikki told Lionel. “Obviously, you want to take down Agent Ringston. Let us do that for you.”

      Lionel looked into Nikki's face, and then into Lidia's, and finally into Hawk's face. “You need a date,” he said in a serious voice. “You've figured out Fort Knox, and you have the location but not the date.”

      “The location is Fall Cliff,” Nikki said.

      Lionel nodded. “Underneath the city hall is an underground bunker designed to store the gold. This bunker is impenetrable. As clever as I am, I could never create a plan to outwit the bunker's design or security system.”

      “What's the date?” Hawk demanded.

      Lionel shook his head. “Not so fast, mate,” he said, wrapping the dish towel tighter around his right hand. “First there are certain facts you need to know. You're aware that Ringston and Wayberry sprang the Twenty-Four Thieves, yes?”

      “Yeah, we're aware,” Hawk said.

      Nikki folded her arms. “Some of the thieves are disguised as FBI Agents, as you are,” she told Lionel.

      “Give the lady a biscuit,” Lionel announced.

      “But why make it public?” Nikki asked, confused. “Why draw all this attention when everything could have been done in secrecy? I'm sure Warden Wayberry and Agent Ringston could have carefully withdrawn each thief from the prison without any public fanfare.”

      “They could have, but remember, they were dealing with thieves,” Lionel reminded Nikki. “Now all twenty-four of us have our faces posted on every TV, magazine and newspaper across the globe.”

      “I see,” Nikki said. “Warden Wayberry and Agent Ringston had to put leashes around your necks, is that it?”

      “Yes,” Lionel agreed, “also forcing each thief to put the state of Vermont into an absolute panic while forcing the badges to chase their tails. No offense, cop, but you guys are stupid. You set up roadblocks and conduct press conferences and send out helicopters and let the hound-dogs loose. All the while, we're standing off in the distance laughing at your futile efforts. American leadership is a riot.”

      “You're the one sitting here with a wounded hand,” Tori snapped at Lionel.

      “And I could have crossed over into Canada with over seventy-five thousand dollars in my back pocket last night,” Lionel told Tori, withholding his temper from her. “Yesterday I walked down the main street of your fair little town. Not one single person noticed me.”

      “You were spotted out near a rental cabin,” Hawk pointed out. “Someone did notice you.”

      “The old lady sitting out in her backyard painting...alas, the least likely are the obvious ones,” Lionel said in a dramatic voice. “I let her see me,” he finished, turning his voice serious again.

      “Why?” Hawk demanded.

      “To let you know I was still around,” Lionel explained. “Call it a desperate attempt to get Ms. Bates’ attention. Obviously, if this woman is worried about Ringston, then she is of precious use to me.”

      “Okay, but why go out and make hot spots all over the state?” Nikki asked, confused. “If you're expecting a gold shipment to arrive, putting Vermont into a state of fright will certainly cancel...” Nikki paused. “Oh dear, that's what they want.”

      Lionel drew in a deep, painful breath. “If the gold ever gets into the bunker, there is no way Ringston, Wayberry or Brown will ever get it back out. The U.S. Government is very particular about its money. Never take away money that can send a politician on a golfing vacation, don't you know.”

      “How can the escaped convicts go around parading like FBI Agents with their faces all over the news?”  Hawk cut in. “Come on, knock off the nonsense.”

      “It's not nonsense,” Lionel barked at Hawk. “Every guy has a facial mask that was designed to change his appearance. We were fitted while sitting idle at North Hill. We also had our fingerprints burned off. But no man got a mask until he agreed to have a tracking chip implanted under his skin.”

      “Why would you and the clowns you got shipped off to prison with agree to such a thing? You're all supposed to be brilliant, yet you've allowed yourselves to become slaves to a slave master,” Hawk commented.

      Lionel grinned. “Are we slaves?” he asked. “Sometimes a thief can never be tracked. A thief always has a window to escape through, mate.”

      Hawk frowned. The devious expression in Lionel's eyes revealed that the Twenty-Four Thieves had a plan of their own. “Your job was to kill Ringston. You failed. Then you decided to use the press, AKA Nikki Bates, to take down Ringston while you and your clown friends carried out your own plan. Does that about wrap it up?”

      “Almost,” Lionel told Hawk. “You forgot one very important detail.”

      “What?”

      “The gold shipment itself,” Lionel told Hawk. “Mate, you're as blind as a bat trying to fly around in a soundproof room. The prison break was made public to delay the gold shipment. The gold was supposed to arrive directly tomorrow morning. Now the shipment has been delayed until further notice. And that's exactly what Ringston wants.”

      “Why?” Hawk demanded.

      “Because he is positioning the thieves to take the gold, you idiot,” Lionel snapped. “He didn't free a bunch of thieves just to use them to scare a bunch of backwoods syrup-drinkers and steal some gold. Ringston is going to use the gold to propel himself into power. But mind you, mate, Ringston isn't stupid. Once the gold is stolen, your government will be scouring the land for it. So where will Ringston hide the gold?”

      “In Fall Cliff,” Tori answered in a shocked voice.

      “Give the lady a cookie,” Lionel told Tori. “Ringston has every detail planned down to the last penny. Of course, so do we.”

      Nikki studied each word Lionel spoke. “Ringston isn't willingly releasing this vital information to you, Mr. Perkins. You have an insider.”

      “Yes, I do,” Lionel smiled. “A trap has been set, and Ringston must go down, and you, Nikki Bates, must play your part. Take down Ringston for us, and we'll leave like smoke in the wind. Fight us, and every thief will dedicate his miserable life to ensuring you will lose everyone and everything you love. Remember, it's because of you that Ringston is still alive. If that rat hadn’t chased out of here after you, he would be sleeping in the dirt by now.”

      “You're in no position to threaten anyone, you stinking punk!” Hawk roared. He ran up to Lionel, but Nikki stopped him.

      “Don't, Hawk,” she pleaded. Staring into Lionel's eyes, she knew the man was as devious as he was deadly. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Go back to Fall Cliff and get under Ringston's skin. Ask some questions about the prison break. Don't worry, someone will be there to assist you,” Lionel informed Nikki. “I want you to keep Ringston occupied. In five days, you will come back to Maple Hills and run a story about Ringston—with evidence, of course—proving he orchestrated the prison break.”

      Hawk watched Lionel stand up. “Sit down,” he ordered.

      Lionel shook his head. “If you arrest me, your girlfriend will suffer the consequences...or should I say, her son will suffer.”

      “My son...how do you—?” Nikki gasped. “Hawk, let him go,” she demanded as fear gripped her heart. “Go, Mr. Perkins. I'll do what you have asked of me. You have my word.”

      “Very good,” Lionel grinned and then winced in pain. “I should kill you, cop, but if I do, I'm afraid Ms. Bates will refuse to offer her services. But someday, we'll play poker, eh, mate?”

      “Any day you think you're man enough,” Hawk promised.

      Lionel stared into Hawk's eyes. He saw a man who stood strong and brave—a man who would face him in a fair fight, fist to fist, a man who possessed true honor instead of fake honor. “I'll be leaving now.”

      “So much for having a conscience, you liar,” Tori told Lionel. “You didn't come here because you cared about the little man. You lied to me.”

      “Half-lies, half-truths...isn't that the way of us all?” Lionel said, easing toward the back door.

      “No, not all of us,” Tori scolded him.

      “See you soon,” Lionel winked at Tori and opened the back door. “Leave for Fall Cliff tonight,” he ordered Nikki.

      “I'm not going alone.”

      “Who said you had to?” Lionel answered and vanished out into the rain, like a poisonous shadow slithering away into the gray afternoon.
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      Tori walked to the back door and slammed it shut. “I'm very confused,” she admitted in her anger. “What's going on here?”

      Lidia put her hand on Nikki's trembling shoulder. “I'm going with you, honey. We'll get through this.”

      “I'm going, too,” Hawk told Nikki.

      “Me, too,” Tori chimed in.

      “No...no,” Nikki said, lifting her shaking hands up to her mouth. Closing her eyes, she thought as images of her innocent son whispered into her scared mind. “Hawk, you stay here. Lidia and Tori will come with me.”

      “No way,” Hawk disagreed in a firm voice. “Ringston is a deadly man.”

      “Both sides are playing a game, Hawk. Can't you see that? Ringston is very clever. I think I know why he's disguising the thieves as FBI Agents, too. But there's a traitor in his ranks. I think that traitor is Mayor Brown. Perkins said Ringston had men set up to steal the gold at another location. How did he know that?”

      “You’re right, there has to be an insider,” Hawk admitted.

      Nikki drew in a deep breath as her mind created a clumsy theory. “Ringston is going to send his thieves to steal the gold. They'll deliver it to Cliff Falls dressed like government men, but the gold will be placed in a secret location and not the designated bunker. Ringston will then blame the thieves for the stolen gold and attempt to eliminate them.” Nikki paused and paced around her kitchen. “The thieves have a plan of their own. They want Ringston occupied. And Ringston must be taken out of the picture in the end, too... Perkins said he would give me evidence to go with my story, right?”

      “They want Ringston looking right instead of left for a few days,” Hawk said. “My guess is the thieves are going to replace the real gold with fake gold and deliver the fake gold right to Ringston's front door.”

      “And when the fake gold arrives, the authorities will be arriving with it,” Nikki finished Hawk's thought for him.

      Hawk nodded. “But,” he added, “Ringston was supposed to be taken out of the photo, so the fake gold, if we're right, is meant to take down someone else. So, let's see who we have here, okay? We have Ringston, Warden Wayberry, and Mayor Brown. We know Ringston isn't leaking information to the thieves. The thieves have been in prison, which means it's not likely Mayor Brown has been making secret visits.”

      “Warden Wayberry is the insider,” Nikki mumbled. “The thieves will use the fake gold to capture him in their trap and Warden Wayberry will be sent off to prison. It's the perfect punishment for a man like him.”

      “Which leaves Mayor Brown,” Hawk said suspiciously. “We have Ringston, and we found our insider, but what about the mayor? He has to be involved.”

      “I guess it'll be my job to find out how,” Nikki told Hawk. “Lidia, Tori, let's go pack. We're going back to Fall Cliff.”

      Lidia drew in a scared breath. “And I was hoping to spend the day sipping coffee and making delicious chocolates with you,” she told Nikki.

      Nikki studied Lidia's scared eyes. Her dear friend was thinking about her husband, yet, regardless of her fear, Lidia would place herself in danger to stand by Nikki's side. “Stay here,” Nikki told Lidia in a loving voice. “Tori and I will handle this. Herbert needs you, and you need him. You mind the cabin for me while we're gone, okay?”

      Lidia felt tears fall from her eyes. “Please don't hate me.”

      Nikki ran to Lidia and hugged her. “I could never hate you. I love you. I love all of you.”

      Tori rushed over and hugged Nikki and Lidia. “We're a family,” she told Lidia and nearly cried herself.

      “Before we leave,” Nikki told Lidia and Tori, “I have to meet Eric.” Turning to Hawk, Nikki wiped a tear out of her eye. “Hawk, let me tell you about Eric...”

      Hawk stood still and listened to Nikki explain about the man named Eric. As Nikki talked, he formed a plan of his own. Outside, the heavy rain continued to fall.
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      Nikki sat in the front seat of Eric's brown truck. Facing the Maple Hills Diner, she sat in silence and listened to the rain falling, waiting for Eric to speak. “I helped design the bunker,” Eric finally said. Holding a diet soda in his hand, he took a drink and then hesitated. “The bunker under the courthouse is a decoy, but the thieves believe it is the real thing.”

      “How do you know this?” Nikki asked, confused. “Eric, who are you?”

      “I worked for the CIA,” Eric told Nikki in a calm voice. Staring into the rain, he studied the front of the diner. Inside, he imagined his granddaughter had already placed her order. “I was sent to Fall Cliff to oversee the building of the specialized CA-16 Bunker.”

      “Was Mayor Brown in office at the time?” Nikki asked.

      Eric nodded. “Yes.” He took another drink of his diet soda. “Brown was stationed in an old courthouse. We maneuvered it this way to convince the local citizens that a new courthouse was being built. We wanted the locals to get used to seeing construction machinery around. We built the decoy bunker under the new courthouse and built the real bunker four miles north of town under a deserted concrete company. We started a forest fire in that area to keep the locals out.”

      “When were the two bunkers built?” Nikki asked.

      “Five years ago,” Eric explained. “And before you ask, yes, the Pentagon was already in the early stages of operational planning against Libya. America was going broke quickly. In the span of ten years, if America didn't back up the petrodollar with gold instead of paper currency, the Middle Eastern countries would have begun selling their oil against the petrodollar, which would have meant economic ruin for America.”

      “I think I understand.”

      Eric put his diet soda into a cup holder. “You can't ship four trillion dollars’ worth of gold overnight. Careful planning has to take place.”

      “Four trillion—are you—how is that possible?” Nikki gasped.

      Eric sighed. “Libya had its own gold reserve, into the billions. But, to play cat-and-mouse with the U.S. government, Iraq, Syria, Iran and Egypt were all hiding their gold in Libya. You see, Libya was playing nice with America, as well as Russia and China. Libya became a kind of meeting ground for all three countries to agree on.”

      “Iraq fell; Egypt nearly fell. They're trying to make Syria fall right now...and Iran is protected by Russia,” Nikki replied as her memory recalled current and old foreign news events.

      Eric nodded. “Last year, the American government took down Libya. This upset Russia and China, which is why those two countries have become hostile. You see, somehow America found out about all the gold Libya was hoarding and devised a plan to steal it. But how? How could America be justified in bombing Libya?” Eric made a sick sound in his throat. “You create a false terror group, that's how, and make the world believe you're playing hero when you're actually playing thief and murderer.”

      Nikki sat, stunned. Finally, she spoke. “Where does Agent Ringston come into play?” she asked.

      “Mayor Brown,” Eric said in a simple voice. “Mayor Brown must have contacted Ringston, who is his cousin. We have no proof that he contacted Agent Ringston during the construction process, though.”

      “Why are you still in Fall Cliff?” Nikki asked Eric.

      Eric pulled a wooden pipe out of the front pocket of the heavy blue button-up shirt he was wearing and placed it in his mouth, more out of habit rather than want. “After the construction of the two bunkers, a hit was put out on me. I was nearly killed. That's the way of the CIA. I was prepared, though. Halfway through the construction process I became suspicious that something was awry. Long story short, I faked my death and began a new life in Fall Cliff, waiting for the day the gold would arrive.”

      “Will you help me stop Ringston and the thieves? Ringston has his plan, and the thieves have theirs. Warden Wayberry is obviously stabbing his half-brother in the back, and I'm not certain which side Mayor Brown is on. What I do know is that Lionel Perkins threatened my life and the life of everyone I love earlier this afternoon. I have to play his game, Eric. I guess I should be used to the threats by now, but I'm not.”

      Eric didn't look at Nikki. Instead, he continued to stare at the front of the diner. “Ms. Bates, I'm an old man. I will be seventy soon. I have been hiding in Fall Cliff these last years because I have my own hidden agenda.”

      “Oh no—you don't want the gold for yourself, do you?” Nikki begged in a miserable voice.

      Eric laughed. “No, no. The gold is going to be delivered by the same man who tried to kill me. I want justice. But I never expected to take full custody of my granddaughter. Now, I am between a rock and a hard place. I am ashamed to admit this, but I must ask for your help instead.”

      “My help?” Nikki asked, confused.

      “Leave Agent Ringston alone. Let him bring the gold into Fall Cliff. Agent Ringston knows the bunker at the courthouse is a decoy. He's going to use the thieves to get the gold to the courthouse. When this happens, Agent Malloy Trally will be waiting with an army of men. They will arrest the thieves and pretend to relocate the gold to the real bunker. Fake gold will be stored in the real bunker, though. The real gold will be carried off, by train, to an unknown location, and eventually shipped overseas somewhere.”

      “How do you know this? Perkins’ information came from an inside source. Do you have an inside source?”

      Eric nodded. “I can't say who, though. I'm very sorry.”

      “Why do you want me to help Agent Ringston?” Nikki asked Eric, allowing him to avoid naming his contact. “He'll get away with the gold.”

      “If he doesn't, America will continue to attack the Middle East with a fully equipped financial arsenal. Ms. Bates, someone is going to end up with all that gold. In the end, America will get the gold back, but if we can keep playing hot potato, for now, at least, we can slow down future wars and save innocent lives.”

      “I never expected to become involved in this type of mystery,” Nikki confessed. “Eric, I can't let Agent Ringston escape with that much gold.”

      “What do you suggest?” Eric asked Nikki. “As I mentioned, someone is going to end up with the gold. At least if Agent Ringston runs off with it, it'll slow down the wheels of war.”

      “What about the thieves?” Nikki asked. “Why not give it to them? Men like the thieves will use the gold to live the good life.”

      “Which is the problem,” Eric explained. “Thieves betray each other. The gold would cause a war for absolute power between them. Outside players would become involved—rogue countries. No, it’s too risky.”

      “So, either the government gets the stolen gold to fund future wars or Agent Ringston gets the gold to do who knows what, or the thieves get the gold, which could end in disaster.”

      “This situation will end in disaster regardless,” Eric told Nikki in a tragic voice. “Right now, Agent Ringston is the man I would allow the gold to be stationed with, but my concern, Ms. Bates, is not the gold. I want justice. I want Malloy Trally to suffer for his betrayal.”

      “Killing a man will not bring justice,” Nikki told Eric.

      “He's the only man who knows I'm alive,” Eric disagreed. “Trally is working with Ringston. Ringston is planning to do away with Trally, anyway.”

      Nikki felt her head swim. Every man had his own agenda. And then there was the gold, which made her think of Warden Wayberry. “Warden Wayberry's license plate—”

      “I know,” Eric said quickly.

      “If we figured out the license plate, others must have,” Nikki said.

      Eric glanced over at Nikki. “Exactly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I've said enough. I need to know, where do you stand, Ms. Bates?” Eric asked.

      “I have my son to think about. If I make an enemy of the thieves, they will surely come after me and my son. If I make an enemy of Ringston, he will come after me. If I do nothing, then I'm in real trouble.  Honestly, I don't know what to do. I'm being forced to take sides with one criminal or another.”

      “I'm sorry,” Eric told Nikki, “but sometimes that's the way of it.”

      “Eric?”

      “Yes?”

      “Maybe not,” Nikki said. “Let me play my game.”

      “Play it well,” Eric cautioned her, “but please, as a favor to me, don't take sides with the thieves. I have to take down Trally. My granddaughter's life depends on it.”

      “I promise that I will do what is necessary to save your granddaughter's life,” Nikki rested her hand on Eric’s shoulder. “Are you driving back to Fall Cliff?”

      “Yes,” Eric replied. “You'll be able to find me at the restaurant.”

      “Okay,” Nikki forced a smile to her tired face. “You're a good man, Eric.”

      “No, I'm not,” Eric told Nikki. “I've done things in my youth that shame me today. By the time I learned the truth, I had already committed multiple crimes against humanity. All I want now is to give my granddaughter a decent life and erase what this modern culture has infected her with...a modern culture I am partly responsible for.”
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      Nikki stood on a rainy sidewalk and kissed Hawk goodbye. “Be careful,” Hawk begged her. “I'm going to hide outside Fall Cliff. I won't be far away.”

      Nikki placed her head down onto Hawk's wet shoulder as the rain soaked her hair. “I know I can't keep you away.”

      “Never,” he said and pulled her tighter into his arms.

      “When this case is over, I'm going to devote myself to my chocolate shop and my book,” Nikki promised Hawk. “I don't think trouble will find me in my chocolate shop.”

      “I wouldn't count on it,” Hawk teased in a sad voice. Letting go of Nikki, he stared into her teary eyes. Nikki wasn't crying because she was scared. She was crying because it was hurting her to leave Hawk. Hawk gently wiped her tears away. “I won't be far. You have your hidden microphone on you. I'll be listening to every word you say.”

      “You big jerk,” Nikki smiled. “You made me fall in love with you.”

      Hawk smiled back. “Does this mean I get a discount on your chocolates?”

      “Maybe,” Nikki said and glanced toward her SUV. “Tori is waiting. We need to go.”

      Hawk painfully let go of Nikki. “I'll be an hour behind you.”

      Nikki nodded and jogged over to her SUV. Waving at Hawk, she climbed into the driver's seat and buckled up. “Ready?” she asked Tori.

      Tori was sitting in the passenger's seat with her laptop open. “Huh? Oh, yeah, sure,” she said.
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      Nikki backed away from her chocolate shop and drove out of town. “What's on your mind?” she asked Tori after passing through a roadblock. Wet and frustrated state troopers checked Nikki's license, ran her information through a criminal database, and finally waved her through.

      “Holes,” Tori said.

      “Holes?” Nikki asked, maneuvering the SUV down a rainy backroad. Beautiful trees lined the side of the road, acting as doorways into lush, healthy, amazing countryside.

      “Very deep holes,” Tori added. “Nikki, did you know how the town of Fall Cliff got its name?”

      “No, as a matter of fact, I don't,” Nikki said.

      “There's a very tall cliff four miles outside of town,” Tori explained. “And, at the bottom of the cliff, there's a deep cave. Nobody has ever been able to reach the bottom of it, either.”

      “I get it...Fall Cliff, don't fall off the cliff,” Nikki said, and then a thought struck her mind. “Wait, did you say four miles outside of town?”

      “Near an old, abandoned concrete company,” Tori confirmed.

      Nikki felt her blood tingle. “Tell me more about this cave.”

      “The cave was discovered in...” Tori began. Nikki sat in silence and listened. Mile by mile, her mind formed a plan. By the time she drove into the county that was home to Fall Cliff, Nikki knew what course of action she would take.
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      Pulling into the Hay Day, a run-down motel sitting all alone on a road lined with poor homes that the richer residents of Fall Cliff frowned upon, Nikki cautioned Tori to stay alert. “My ID was run through the system. It's possible Ringston was alerted to my leaving Maple Hills.”

      Tori closed her laptop. Looking out at the motel, she grimaced. “Are you sure about this place? I think they should change the name to Cockroach Motel.”

      “Yes,” Nikki told her. “We're not sleeping here. We're just checking in. You'll see. Sit tight.” Nikki jumped out of the SUV and hurried into the front lobby. Ten minutes later she returned, smelling like cigarette smoke. “Okay, we're good. Let's go.”

      “Where to?” Tori coughed and waved her hand in the air. “You smell awful.”

      “An old woman is manning the front desk. The entire front lobby is filled with cigarette smoke.” Nikki backed out of the parking lot. The rain let up as Nikki drove toward Fall Cliff. “Now we have to set a trap.”

      Tori’s stomach fluttered. It was scary to be back in Fall Cliff. Even though the town was quaint and beautiful, a dark creature hid behind its false beauty, waiting to lash out at her with deadly claws. “A trap?”

      “I could have driven a different car,” Nikki explained, “but I want Ringston to know I'm back in town. As soon as he knows I'm here, I’ll start playing a little game of poker. Meanwhile, I want you to stay at the hospital.”

      “The hospital?” Tori asked, confused. “Why the hospital?”

      “I want you to pretend you're having a horrible stomach-ache of some kind. I want you to claim you ate at Eric's restaurant.”

      “I'm very confused,” Tori confessed.

      “I have to draw Eric to the hospital, and it will be your job to keep him there.”

      “I'll...do my best,” Tori promised Nikki. “What about the cave?”

      Nikki stopped at a stop sign, looked both ways, and eased through. Driving into an upper middle-class neighborhood, she watched as the homes went from poor to lovely in a matter of seconds. “I'm working on that,” Nikki told Tori and bit down on her lower lip. “First, let's get you to the hospital. And then I'm going to sit in front of City Hall.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Tori worried. “Maybe I should stay with you, Nikki. We are a team.”

      “We are a team, honey,” Nikki assured Tori. “And as a team member, your job is to keep Eric at the hospital as long as you can.”

      Nikki spotted the small hospital and pulled up in front of the Emergency Room entrance. “You're a stranger in town. Eric is your uncle. You have the number to his cell phone. Make sure the Emergency Room staff calls him.”

      “I will,” Tori drew in a deep breath as she exited the SUV. She slumped over and grabbed her small stomach as she wobbled her way into the front door of the ER. Nikki watched her disappear through a set of sliding doors.

      “Go for it, girl.” She smiled and drove away.
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      Nikki pulled up in front of a small, one-story wooden building shaped like a giant gazebo. “City Hall,” Nikki said to herself, deliberately parking next to Mayor Brown's BMW. “Now all I have to do is wait. Hawk, I'm sure you're catching this, even though I can't hear you.”

      Nikki turned off the SUV and listened to the tinny pitter-pat of the rain hitting her roof. “I have to play three hands of poker and bluff my way through each hand. First, I'll play poker with Ringston, and then with Warden Wayberry and the final hand with Mayor Brown, Hawk,” she whispered. “No one threatens my son.”

      A few minutes later, Agent Ringston tapped on the passenger's side door. Without waiting for an invitation, he climbed up into the passenger's seat. “You're not a very smart woman.”

      “I'm not so sure,” Nikki told him as her stomach tightened. “Agent Ringston, a very angry Lionel Perkins paid me a visit at my cabin earlier today. As you can see, it's getting dark. I didn't hesitate to drive back to Fall Cliff immediately after he left my cabin.”

      Agent Ringston stared at Nikki. The situation was more serious than he realized. “You could be lying.”

      “Lionel Perkins threatened the life of my son unless I agreed to come back to Fall Cliff and hound you,” Nikki took a piece of gum out of her purse and glanced at Agent Ringston's face. The man was set to strike at her at any moment. His eyes were sharp and deadly. “I had no choice but to come back and play his game. But let me make something clear: No one threatens my son and gets away with it. I was willing to stay out of this story. Honestly, I wanted nothing to do with investigating a prison break. So what if a bunch of clowns escaped? What's that to me?”

      “Go on.” Agent Ringston pulled back his jacket and nodded at the Glock sitting in his shoulder holster. “I want the truth. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Don't threaten me,” Nikki snapped. “I'll drive away and you will never know what Lionel Perkins and his band of thieves are planning.”

      “I have my men under complete control,” Agent Ringston told Nikki.

      “Sure, and the tracking chip you're forcing each man to have placed under their skin is your secret weapon, right?” Nikki asked in a sarcastic tone.

      Agent Ringston widened his eyes. “So Lionel Perkins did speak with you.”

      “Yes,” Nikki popped the piece of gum into her mouth. “I need help, Agent Ringston. I need you to protect me and my son. If you guarantee that you will protect us, I will tell you what Perkins told me. But please, you have to pretend that I'm doing as he asked. He told me I would be watched. I have to talk to Warden Wayberry and Mayor Brown and pretend I'm doing my reporter bit.”

      Agent Ringston considered Nikki's offer. He saw fear in the woman's eyes. Nodding, he changed his tune. “Of course, I will offer complete protection. And please, forgive me for being so abrupt. You could have been working for Perkins. I have to be cautious at all times.”

      “I get that,” Nikki replied. “I'm trying to be strong. But the truth is, I'm terrified.”

      “It's understandable to be scared. Perkins is a dangerous man. Now please, Ms. Bates, what did he tell you?” Agent Ringston asked in a sickening, polite voice.

      Nikki exhaled, as if she were exhausted. “Perkins said that his job was to kill you. That's why he shot the bank teller in Maple Hills. He had to lure you to town. But then you found out I lived in Maple Hills and went back to Fall Cliff before he could complete the task. So, for whatever reason, he decided to use me to bring you down. He said I was to tail you for a few days and then go back home and write a story on this mess.” Nikki exhaled another deep breath. “But the truth is, his true agenda is to make sure you're occupied.”

      “Occupied?” Agent Ringston tilted his head as he smoothed his hair back with his hand.

      “Fort Knox,” Nikki said in a voice that slapped Agent Ringston across the face. “He said you have all the gold in position to steal. The thieves are planning to change out the real gold for the fake gold while you're here trying to chase me down.” And with those words, Nikki waited. She had crossed the red line. Now it was time to see what cards Agent Ringston slammed down.

      “Perkins doesn't know I'm using the gold to capture a group of wanted terrorists operating inside the United Sates,” Agent Ringston lied.

      “Please,” Nikki begged, “play along. Whoever is watching me has to believe I'm doing what Lionel Perkins ordered me to do.”

      “What else did Perkins tell you?” Agent Ringston asked and drew out a damp cigarette. “Do you mind?”

      “Go ahead,” Nikki waved and rushed the conversation forward. “Lionel Perkins said you orchestrated the prison break because you needed the Twenty-Four Thieves to steal the gold...gold stolen from Libya, or maybe it was Egypt? I'm not good unless I have my notepad, and Perkins was talking fast. It was also hard to understand him at times because of his British accent...not to mention that I was scared.”

      Agent Ringston drew on his cigarette and exhaled a steady, even breath. “Yes, I understand that it can be difficult to remember details when you are scared. But please, try.”

      Nikki wanted to slap cigarette smoke from her face but hesitated. “Agent Ringston, the bottom line is that there is a man named Malloy Trally who is giving all the orders to Lionel Perkins and the rest of those losers. Perkins said it's too difficult to kill you now, so you have to be crippled using a different avenue.”

      Agent Ringston narrowed his eyes at Nikki, and he nearly hissed, “This information must remain confidential, are we clear?”

      “Only if you let me pretend I'm doing my job. My son's life is at risk.”

      “Yes, yes,” Agent Ringston clenched his jaw, “speak with Wayberry and Brown if you must.”

      “Don't get mad at me. I'm only trying to help,” Nikki snapped.

      Agent Ringston recognized his mistake. “I'm sorry, Ms. Bates. Of course, you are. I understand that you are under difficult circumstances. I appreciate your help and concern. Now, please, I must go. I will be in touch.”

      “Wait a minute,” Nikki blurted. “There's one last bit of info you need to know.”

      “Yes?”

      “The thieves are planning to hide the real gold in the cave near some old concrete plant close to here. It's there they plan to kill this Malloy Trally man, too. But I have a plan if you're interested.”

      “A plan?” Agent Ringston raised his eyebrows.

      “Bring the gold to the cave before the thieves can,” Nikki explained. “Lionel Perkins told me there was some kind of decoy bunker meant to house the gold under the City Hall and that the real bunker was under that old concrete plant I mentioned. Is that true, or was he lying?”

      Agent Ringston took a drag on his cigarette. “The information is factual.”

      “Good,” Nikki said. “I'm not sure how you can do it, but bring the real gold to the cave and store it near the entrance by tomorrow night.”

      “We're talking about tons and tons of precious metal,” Agent Ringston confided. “The gold is being hauled by rail. That's why the concrete plant was chosen as a hidden location. The railway runs past the concrete plant.”

      “The same tracks run next to the cave. I checked,” Nikki told Agent Ringston. “Listen, you better act fast because Lionel Perkins told me this Malloy Trally is going to switch out the real gold with the fake gold in five days.”

      “I see,” Agent Ringston said. “Why should I bring all that gold to a cave?” He rubbed his chin.

      “At the bottom of the cave, which is very, very deep, there is an underground river that runs north into Canada. That's how the thieves were going to transport the gold,” Nikki hoped her bluff was believable. “If you want to hide the gold, I suggest taking that route.”

      “Hide the gold?”

      “Perkins told me that Malloy Trally is going to frame you. He's going to have you arrested for stealing the gold, while my job is to prove that you orchestrated the prison break. If you want to protect yourself, hide the gold. I know Malloy Trally works for the CIA, Agent Ringston. I know the man is very crooked. I know you're not the most honest man alive, but you're the one I'm coming to for help. Now, I've placed all my cards on the table. Where do you stand?”

      Agent Ringston stared into Nikki's eyes and folded his hands. “Ms. Bates, you have offered me priceless information for which I'm very grateful. I will keep my word and protect you and your son. I will do this by ensuring that every escaped convict will return to prison.”

      “Malloy Trally orchestrated the prison break, didn't he?” Nikki asked in a low voice, pretending to believe her own lie.

      “I'm afraid so,” Agent Ringston answered in a steady tone. “Ms. Bates, you have my permission to do as Perkins ordered you. I will inform Warden Wayberry and Mayor Brown that you will be paying them a visit. In the meantime, I have much work to do. Please, excuse me.”

      “Agent Ringston?”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful. My son and I are depending on you,” Nikki said.

      “Of course.”
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      Nikki watched Agent Ringston exit the SUV. She felt like vomiting. “What a snake,” she said aloud. “But he bought my bluff...at least I think he did. Hawk?”

      Nikki's cell phone rang. “You did great,” Hawk congratulated Nikki. “You're brilliant, Nikki. Ringston bought your story hook, line, and sinker. I even believed it.”

      “Thanks. Now it's on to Mayor Brown. I'll tackle Warden Wayberry last.”

      “Be careful,” Hawk told Nikki.

      “I will,” Nikki promised. “Take me out for dinner when this is over, Hawk. Drive me to the diner and treat me to dinner—a hamburger steak with extra gravy.”

      “You got it.”

      “I need to go,” Nikki’s voice cracked.

      “I'm listening to your every word.”

      Nikki put her cell phone away and studied the City Hall. “Okay, Mayor Brown, let's play cards.”
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      Grabbing her purse, Nikki climbed out of her SUV and walked up a stone walkway leading to the City Hall. With Agent Ringston occupied with new worries, she had the breathing room she needed to examine Mayor Brown without being watched with suspicion or attacked. Stopping in front of a set of wooden double doors, she drew in a few deep breaths and then went inside. Sure, she was a little wet from the rain, tired, hungry and scared, but so what? A bunch of the bad guys had to be brought down, and she was the woman to do the chore—or so she hoped. She walked into a small and cozy lobby lined with lush brown carpet and burgundy walls; the smell of strong potpourri was nearly suffocating.

      “Can I help you?” a sweet old lady wearing a lovely blue and yellow dress asked Nikki.

      “I'm here to see Mayor Brown, please,” Nikki said, approaching a welcome desk to the side of the front counter.

      The old woman put down a Sudoku puzzle she was struggling with and smiled up at Nikki. “You must be Nikki Bates.”

      “Yes. How did you know that?” Nikki asked.

      “Mayor Brown said you might be paying us a visit,” the old lady informed Nikki. Retaining her sweet smile, she pointed at the door across the small lobby. “Go through that door, dear. Mayor Brown's office is the last door on the right.”

      “Oh,” Nikki said, looking across the lobby, “thank you.”

      Walking across the lobby, Nikki glanced back over her shoulder. The old woman smiled at her and resumed her battle with the Sudoku. Nikki smiled. At least some people seem honest, she thought and opened the door leading into a short hallway. The hallway smelled of cigar smoke, and she heard voices. Easing the door shut behind her, she crept down the hallway and stopped outside Mayor Brown’s office. “I don't care what you say, I don't want that woman talking with me,” she heard Mayor Brown snap at someone. “Don't you dare threaten me. I've been onboard with you from the beginning... Of course, I haven't been talking to anyone... Ringston, I'm telling you to stop yelling at me for the last time. Don't you dare threaten me… Fine, I'll talk with Bates if she pays me a visit, does that make you happy? Sure, yeah!”

      Nikki heard Mayor Brown slam down a phone. Grinning, she gently knocked on the office door. “Who is it?”

      “It's Nikki Bates. Agent Ringston said it would be okay if we talked,” she called out.

      Nikki waited. She heard mumbling and then heavy footsteps across a hardwood floor. “Ah, Ms. Bates,” Mayor Brown said, opening his office door. Flashing a fake smile, he looked at her the way a disease looks at penicillin. “I was under the assumption that you’d left my fair little town.”

      “I did, but I drove back. I only have a few questions about Fort Knox. I shouldn't take up much of your time,” Nikki said in a sweet and innocent voice.

      Mayor Brown’s face went flat and pale. “Did you say... I mean... how... uh...” Mayor Brown fumbled over his words. It was obvious the man did not think well on his feet. Not only that, Nikki noticed, he was a follower and not a leader—a coward and crook.

      “Lionel Perkins paid me a visit this morning, Mayor Brown. He told me many interesting things. One of those things he revealed was how cozy you and he are. Now, I don't think Agent Ringston would like to hear that, do you?”

      “Whatever that man said about me is a lie,” Mayor Brown said in a weak voice.

      Nikki smiled. She had thrown her bluff down onto the table, and Mayor Brown had folded his hand. “May I come in?”

      “Uh...yes, I suppose.” Mayor Brown moved away from the door.

      Nikki walked into a spacious office lined with hardwood floors and green walls. A fancy desk stood at the back wall, sitting on an expensive Persian rug. Antique furnishings sat here and there, mixed in with paintings that cost more than a small-town mayor accumulated in his bank account on paydays. “May I sit down?”

      “Sit.” Mayor Brown rushed to his desk and sat down before Nikki could reach her seat.

      Nikki sat down in a brown leather chair and pretended to relax. Deep down, she was very tense. “Mayor Brown, let me cut to the chase. Lionel Perkins stated that Agent Ringston intends to kill you. How? He didn't say. All he said was that Agent Ringston was becoming suspicious of you and felt that you were becoming a threat to his plan to steal all that gold.”

      “You...know about the gold, do you?” Mayor Brown snatched up a cigar from a crystal ashtray and dared to look Nikki in the eyes. The woman sitting in front of him had information that could kill him...or maybe save his life? He wasn't certain what Nikki wanted or what she was up to. “What do you want?”

      “I want Agent Ringston in prison, along with Warden Wayberry. I don't care if you're helping the Twenty-Four Thieves steal the real gold. The life of my son was threatened, and I want the criminals who threatened my son behind bars for life. Will you help me? If you agree, then I will help you by telling you everything Lionel Perkins told me.”

      Mayor Brown listened to the rain falling outside his office window. Ringston was on his case, and it seemed the man was becoming more and more hostile toward him. “What do you want me to do?” he asked in a pathetic voice. “Ringston is a powerful man, and so is Wayberry. I was forced into their scheme, and that's the truth of it. I became Mayor of Fall Cliff because I care about my community and—”

      “Stop with the lies,” Nikki sighed. “Mayor Brown, let's play it straight. I know all about you. Lionel Perkins spilled the beans, okay? All I want you to do is have your sheriff arrest Agent Ringston and Warden Wayberry near the Darkridge Cave.”

      “Darkridge Cave?” Mayor Brown squished his eyebrows together. “I don't understand.”

      “Ringston is bringing the gold to the cave tomorrow night. If you can catch him there with the gold, then you can arrest him,” Nikki waited for a response. She needed more information and hoped her statements would force Mayor Brown to reveal what she needed.

      “Ms. Bates...Ringston is hauling the gold by railway. His band of thieves will be guarding the shipment. Some of those no-goods are walking around my town dressed like FBI Agents. Ringston is also working with another man, a very dangerous man. Oh, it's all so confusing to me. This whole prison break was just so stupid, but someone has to take the fall for stealing all the gold, right?”

      “Of course,” Nikki said. “Ringston broke out the Twenty-Four Thieves to delay the gold shipment to your town because he and CIA Agent Trally have their own men in place to snatch the gold. The thief will be blamed for the escaped thieves. But the thieves, along with the help of Warden Wayberry, have their own plan to steal the gold, and you're on their side.”

      Mayor Brown sighed miserably. “Switch out the real gold with fake gold...Agent Trally's men are in on the scheme, too. Everyone is double-crossing everyone. I guess that's the way of things.”

      “How are Trally's men helping the thieves?” Nikki frowned.

      “Are you kidding me?” Mayor Brown nearly laughed. “Do you think those men are stupid, Ms. Bates? They know Agent Trally will have them all killed after the gold is in a safe location. There's eight of them, all specially trained in weapons, forgery, foreign language, explosives, the whole works. These guys are trained killers, too. Right now, the gold is sitting in a shipyard in Boston on a train under heavy guard...we're talking about trillions of dollars’ worth of gold here, but I'm sure you know that.”

      “Yes,” Nikki agreed. “Mayor Brown, are some of the thieves already in place?”

      “Agent Trally's men have already infiltrated the security detail guarding the gold. Once the train leaves the shipyard, it's going to be riding solo. No helicopters or tanks or marching bands.”

      “I understand. The train will need to draw as little attention to its cargo as possible.”

      “Yep,” Mayor Brown agreed. “Because the truth is, not even the Federal Reserve knows where the real gold is going to be delivered to. The Federal Reserve is under the notion the real gold is going back to Fort Knox.”

      “I see,” Nikki said with a slight moan.

      “There are dummy trains leaving from Los Angeles, Seattle, Savannah, Baltimore and Bangor,” Mayor Brown continued. “Oh, it's all so stupid. America steals gold from Libya, then that gold is stolen from America by bankers, then the bankers have their gold stolen by rogue agents, and those rogue agents have their gold stolen by thieves... All the while everyone is pretending to be jolly good friends while stabbing each other in the back. Why, do you know, Ms. Bates, the world bankers are so furious that their gold went missing that they’re willing to start a global war?”

      “Kinda like saying whoever stole the gold won't get a chance to spend it, huh?” Nikki asked.

      “In a sense,” Mayor Brown sighed. “I really didn't want to become involved. But what could I do? The government chose to build those silly bunkers in my town because of the location. Beneath Fall Cliff are endless caves, Ms. Bates. The main cave is an opening into all the rest. Why, a man could go down into those caves and never come back out.”

      Nikki tossed some bread into the water. “So, the bunker beneath the concrete plant must lead into the caves?”

      Mayor Brown nodded. “And those caves, if you know your way around, lead straight into Canada. If a person was smart enough, he could take that gold into the caves and go straight to Canada with it. Ringston and Trally aren't that smart, though, are they? No. They insist bringing the gold straight to the fake bunker sitting right here beneath this courthouse. But they had to delay the train, of course.”

      “Why the delay if Trally's men have infiltrated the security detail?” Nikki asked.

      “Trally and Ringston wanted America focused on the prison break,” Mayor Brown explained. “They have a dummy train with false gold on it. That's the train those two goons are sending the convicts after. Trally's men are going to meet up with them, switch out the gold, and send the fake gold down the tracks while the real gold is smuggled out through the caves.”

      Nikki sat amazed at the reality of how much the caves played into stealing the gold. “Where does Warden Wayberry play into this?”

      “Wayberry despises Ringston. He's the one who maneuvered his little puppet thieves into place. He's the one who talked Trally's men into joining his team. However, Wayberry was against the prison break.  You see, he was the one who broached the idea of using the arrested thieves to Ringston. It was only later that Ringston designed the idea of the prison break. He wanted Wayberry to betray the thieves. Ringston kept insisting the thieves were the perfect escape door.”

      “I'm starting to understand everyone's angle,” Nikki told Mayor Brown. “Agent Ringston needed a few scapegoats who would also cause a distraction for him long enough to slip the gold into Fall Cliff. Warden Wayberry decided to play his own game and join up with the thieves and kill Ringston. But when that plan failed, I was summoned to distract Ringston long enough to allow the fake gold to be swapped out with the real gold, which means...”

      “Which means,” a harsh voice said as a man stepped into the office and slammed the door shut, “the game is coming to an end, Ms. Bates.”
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      Nikki swung her head around. She wasn't shocked to see Warden Wayberry aiming a gun at her. “Brown, you and your stupid mouth. I don't pay you to blab to nosy reporters.”

      Nikki watched Mayor Brown nervously stand up and hold his hands out into the air. “Lionel talked with her. She knows all about the gold.”

      “I know,” Nikki told Warden Wayberry, “that you're not who you say you are, either. The license plate on your car gave you away. You're not the real Warden Wayberry. That man is dead. You work for the bankers.”

      “Smart lady,” Warden Wayberry told Nikki.

      “There's no way anyone can smuggle trillions of dollars’ worth of gold into Canada, or anywhere else for that matter. And the Caves Mayor Brown mentioned are man-made caves. The only natural cave is the one without a bottom.”

      “What is she talking about?” Mayor Brown squished up his eyebrows.

      Warden Wayberry rolled his eyes. “Shut up and sit down.”

      “Fort Knox...Agent Ringston never paid attention to the license plate on the sedan, did he? But the thieves, they knew.”

      “The faithful ones, yes,” Warden Wayberry agreed. “There are a few traitors in my ranks, but they will be taken care of, isn't that right, Perkins?”

      Lionel Perkins stepped into Mayor Brown's office with a large bandage over his hand. In his other hand, he was holding a gun pointed at Tori's head. “Lovely to see you again, Ms. Bates,” he grinned.

      “Nikki,” Tori whimpered.

      “It's okay,” Nikki assured Tori, “remain calm.”

      “What did you tell Ringston?” Warden Wayberry shouted.

      “Not a word is coming from me until that coward puts away his gun,” Nikki nodded towards Lionel as she cautiously stood up. “I mean it.”

      Warden Wayberry nodded at Lionel. Lionel growled and then shoved Tori toward Nikki. “Now talk,” he ordered.

      “Why?” Nikki asked, pulling Tori into her arms. “Your gold is on its way here by now, right? I'm sure you have a second train waiting somewhere? You won. I sent Agent Ringston off on a wild goose chase.”

      “Where is Ringston?” Warden Wayberry squinted his eyes. “He's not answering his phone. What did you tell him?”

      Nikki realized Warden Wayberry was in a state of panic. Everyone's carefully orchestrated betrayal was coming unglued. A war for the gold was about to begin. “I sent him to get the gold,” Nikki confessed. “I told him to bring the gold to the caves. I also told him Lionel was a big fan of Malloy Trally, who was planning to kill you,” Nikki finished, hoping to play Warden Wayberry and Perkins against one another.

      “You what?” Warden Wayberry yelled.

      Lionel Perkins backed up toward the office door. “Hey, mate, that's not good. I'm out of here.”

      “Why are you leaving, Mr. Perkins? Unless, you aren't the real Lionel Perkins, that is? No, I think you're an undercover CIA Agent. Yes, that's what I think. I think the CIA wants the gold because it will give them complete power over the Federal Reserve and World Banks.”

      Warden Wayberry looked at Lionel with deadly eyes. “What is this woman talking about?”

      “Lionel Perkins was sent to kill Ringston by Malloy Trally,” Nikki explained. “All the while feeding Trally vital information about plans to steal the real gold and switch it with the fake gold. But, some of the thieves didn't care for the plan, did they? And they remained loyal to Ringston, who knew all about the plan from the start. Now Ringston is going to get his gold.”

      Warden Wayberry swung around and aimed his gun at Perkins. “You betrayed me, Perkins?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “Hey, mate, this woman is lying. I've never worked for the CIA before in my life,” Lionel protested. “I've been straight with you from day one. I've been your number one man. I'm the one who sent my co-workers to infiltrate the blasted security detail.”

      “Yeah, and how did you do that so easily?” Warden Wayberry suddenly wondered. “It seems kinda fishy that you were able to call on some outside friends who just happened to be willing to risk their lives.”

      Nikki rubbed her chin, “And it seemed strange to me how a man in your position let yourself be seen, too. Unless, you were planning on faking your own death and wanted people to believe you were still in Maple Hills. The teenager hiding in the rental cabin wasn't there by chance, either. He was placed there. And I bet he looks a lot like you, Mr. Perkins. Some poor kid who was played into believing you were going to help him, when in fact you were going to kill him and make his body appear as yours.”

      “Please,” Mayor Brown begged. “Everyone calm down. We can talk this through, logically, calmly, and rationally.”
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      “No, we can't,” Agent Ringston said.

      Nikki watched Agent Ringston step through into the office and knock Perkins unconscious with a Glock 17. He then pointed his gun at Warden Wayberry. “Drop it or die.”

      Warden Wayberry dropped his gun. “Don't be rash,” he warned Ringston. “All the banks want is the gold. Give us the gold and we'll go away.”

      “The gold is already in the caves, you moron,” Agent Ringston snapped at Warden Wayberry. “The gold arrived last night. It was me who ordered Ms. Bates here. It was me who needed to distract you. The thieves have been on my side all along, working for me, not the banks. Trally, get in here!”

      A tall, thin man in his early seventies stepped into the office wearing a dark gray suit and sporting a stylish walking cane. The man's thick gray hair and thin mustache made him appear very distinguished and deadly. “We knew the banks were going to send someone,” Malloy Trally said in a calm tone that sounded a little British, “but we were not certain who. Until now, thanks to Ms. Bates and her skill to see the obvious.”

      “The banks will have the gold,” Warden Wayberry growled, unafraid and standing his ground.

      “Will they?” Agent Trally chuckled. “Why, we set such a web that no one really knows who has the gold and where the real gold truly is...except the people standing in this very room. All the thieves, except for my inside man, who is currently lying unconscious on the floor, have been eliminated, their bodies thrown into a very deep cave, it seems.”

      Agent Ringston focused on Mayor Brown. “You did well.”

      Mayor Brown sat down in his seat and wiped sweat from his forehead. “I was wondering where you were.”

      “Waiting for Ms. Bates to hear our planned phone call and for you to feed her false information to bait the mole,” Agent Ringston explained. “You see, Ms. Bates, Trally and I knew Perkins had betrayed us, but we weren't certain with whom. Someone sent Perkins to kill me. I couldn't let on that I knew. I had to play their game. When I realized you live in Maple Falls and were in Fall Cliff the same day the prison escape took place, I made out that you were a thorn in my side.”

      “You used me as bait,” Nikki said.

      “Yes,” Agent Ringston replied and focused his gun on Nikki. “You played your part well, Ms. Bates. You must understand, when so much gold is at stake, extreme precautions must be taken. We must eliminate every loose end. Thanks to you, we found out who our missing banker is.”

      “You can kill me, but you know the banks will keep sending more men,” Warden Wayberry promised Ringston. “The banks designed the war against Libya. The banks funded the terrorist cells that convinced the American people Libya had to be dealt with. The banks created the vault to store the gold. Do you really think you're going to walk away from the victor?”

      “The banks are heading west with a train full of fake gold,” Ringston laughed at Warden Wayberry. “My band of thieves were very skilled in their work. And the ones I left behind, pretending to be agents, they were useful in standing guard while the real gold was delivered to the caves. As we speak, it is sitting underground.”

      “So, you knew I was lying?” Nikki asked Ringston.

      “You lie very well,” Agent Ringston congratulated Nikki. “But you tried to bluff the wrong man. And you,” Ringston said to Warden Wayberry, “were foolish in forcing Ms. Bates to distract me.”

      “We were desperate,” Warden Wayberry confessed. “The gold had to be switched out and fast.”

      “We know,” Trally said in a cold voice. “But our men were on top of the game every step of the way. We fed everyone false information to cause confusion and delay. That's how the game works. All the while, we had the real gold delivered to the caves while the state of Vermont was in a mode of absolute panic.”

      Nikki squeezed Tori's hand. She had been played like a fiddle, yet she was alive. At least now the case made sense to her. “Betrayal is the name of the game, is that it?” she asked Trally.

      “Yes,” Trally answered Nikki. “Leak false information, make your allies begin to question one another, set false traps, cause conflict among the ranks, and all the while, you work in the shadows, achieving your goal.”

      “And,” Agent Ringston said, not knowing he was making a grave mistake, “no one except the people standing in this room knows where the gold is hidden. All that is left to do is tie up a few more loose ends, and we'll be through.”

      “Yes, we will,” Trally said and fired his gun. Agent Ringston dropped to the floor before he knew what hit him. “His mistake was in actually trusting me,” Trally said in a disappointed voice. “Such a shame. He had potential. Now, who will be next?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Warden Wayberry, with no fear for his life, ran for his gun. Trally dropped him with a single bullet. Tori screamed and threw her hands over her mouth. “Please,” Mayor Brown begged, “I did everything that was asked of me.”

      “So you did,” Trally said and aimed his gun at Mayor Brown. “You've been Mayor too long. It's time I placed my own man in this town. Goodbye, Mayor Brown and—”

      “I would put down your gun,” Nikki interrupted Trally.

      “And why is that?”

      “Me,” Eric said, stepping into the office holding a baseball bat in his hands. Before Trally could react, Eric smacked the gun out of his hand, breaking the man's wrist. Trally screamed out in pain. Eric ignored the scream and threw the front of the bat into Trally's stomach. Trally dropped to his knees. Eric raised the bat in the air and hit him in the shoulder blades. “It's over, Trally, you lose,” he said and threw down the bat.

      “You...will suffer for...this,” Trally promised Eric. Oblivious to Lionel, he tried to crawl to his gun. He didn't see Lionel raise his gun and fire. Trally dropped forward and lay still.

      Slowly, Perkins stood up to his feet. “I could kill you all,” he said in a painful voice, “but I won't. I saved your lives, so remember that. I'm not all bad.”

      “You're still a monster,” Tori yelled at Lionel with tears flowing from her eyes. “You'll always be a monster.”

      “Maybe so,” Lionel agreed and eased back toward the office door. “Brown, if you're smart, you'll vanish like me. If you stay here, you're a dead man.”

      “But the gold,” Mayor Brown said.

      “Mate, forget the gold, it's...fool’s gold, now.” Lionel turned and ran but ran right into Hawk's fist. Stumbling back into the office, he tripped over his feet and tumbled down onto the floor. Eric quickly grabbed his bat and swung at Lionel's gun, knocking it out of his hands.

      “I was wondering when you were going to get here,” Nikki said in a shaky voice. Running to Hawk, she wrapped her arms around him as a dozen state troopers rushed into the office. Eric grabbed Tori and pulled her out into the hallway.

      “I was called to the hospital as soon as I returned to town. Something about a customer claiming she became very ill after eating one of my cheeseburgers. A customer who matched Tori’s description. And when the nurse told me she suddenly left the Emergency Room with Warden Wayberry, I knew something was wrong. I began driving around town and saw Ms. Bates’ SUV parked in front of the City Hall.”

      “Thank you,” Nikki told Eric and hugged him. “You saved our lives.”

      “No,” Eric said, looking down at Trally's dead body, “you saved mine. Come on, let's go to my restaurant and have a cheeseburger.”

      “Sounds great,” Nikki said.

      Tori wasn't so sure. “Three men were shot and killed...” she said, looking at the hectic commotion taking place in Mayor's Brown office. “I...just don't understand any of this.”

      Nikki gently wrapped her arm around Tori's shoulder. “Sometimes, honey, the bad guys kill the bad guys. This case wasn't an easy one. I was even fooled by Agent Ringston. I truly believed I had bluffed him, when in fact, he’d bluffed me. But in the end, he didn't fool the one man that truly needed to be beat.”

      Tori wiped at her tears. “I guess I shouldn't be crying for criminals...it's just all so sad to me.”

      “You have a heart.” Nikki hugged Tori. “Come on, let's go.”

      “Hawk looked into the office at Lionel Perkins. “Let it end here or else,” he warned him.

      “It's over, mate,” Lionel assured Hawk as the state trooper handcuffed him. “But not for you. Someday we'll play again.”

      “Anytime,” Hawk promised and walked away with Nikki and Tori.
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      “You promised after this it's making chocolate and working on your book,” Hawk told Nikki.

      “I intend to keep my promise, too,” Nikki sighed in an exhausted voice. “Hawk, you promised to treat me to dinner. Do you plan to keep that promise?”

      “You bet,” Hawk smiled. Leaning over, he kissed Nikki on the cheek. As he walked through the front lobby, he saw the old woman still working on her Sudoku puzzle. The old woman looked up, smiled at him, and went back to working trying to figure out what columns her numbers belonged in.
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      “What about the gold?” Herbert insisted, standing in Nikki's chocolate store.

      Nikki rolled her eyes. Putting a fresh rack of peppermint chocolate into the front display case, she wondered what she would do about Herbert. “Lidia, will you handle Herbert for me?”

      Lidia snapped at Herbert. “No one knows where the gold is, Herbert. Drop the matter.”

      Herbert watched Nikki wipe powdered sugar off the pink dress she was wearing. He would not let the matter of the gold rest. “You know where the gold is. I know you do.”

      Tori giggled. “Herbert, the good guys won the battle. And as long as the gold remains hidden, we'll continue to win the battle.”

      Lidia patted Tori on the shoulder. She was pleased Tori was back in the store helping out. “You tell him, dear.”

      “Can you at least tell me why in the world you made Tori fake being sick?” Herbert asked Nikki. “What were you really planning to do?”

      “I feared Eric might try and kill Trally. I wanted Tori to trap him at the hospital, that's all. It's a good thing I did make Tori do it, because Eric saved our lives.” Nikki smiled at Tori.

      “Ah,” Herbert said, frustrated, and walked outside. “You women and your silly plans.”

      Hawk laughed. Leaning against the front counter, eating a piece of homemade peppermint bark, he watched Herbert fuss to himself out on the front sidewalk. “Poor guy,” he said.

      “Speaking of poor guy,” Nikki said and cuddled up next to Hawk, “where's my dinner? I'm starving.”

      Hawk leaned forward and kissed Nikki. “Dinner is waiting at the diner, beautiful. But before we go, I need to tell everyone something.”

      “Oh no,” Lidia said and nearly plugged her ears.

      “As it stands, no one knows that the gold is hidden down in the cave. Nikki and I went to the cave last week and rappelled down into it.”

      “You did what?” Lidia burst out.

      “We were safe,” Nikki assured Lidia. “The cave is very deep, and if you keep going straight down, you won't reach the bottom. But, there are side caves all along the wall. We...well, I'll let Hawk tell you.”

      “We found the gold...all of it, melted down into tiny marbles, settled in wooden crates,” Hawk explained.

      “We didn't find anyone down in the caves,” Nikki told Tori and Lidia. “Anyway, the gold appears to be safe and well-hidden for now. Hawk and I...well, we committed a crime.”

      “I took some dynamite with me,” Hawk confessed. “The tunnel leading into the cave is now caved in.”

      “We nearly got ourselves killed,” Nikki said and rolled her eyes at Hawk. “You and your dynamite.”

      Hawk blushed a little. “Guess I used too much. But hey, we learned how to run and climb real fast, didn't we?”

      “Remind me to stay home next time,” Nikki told Hawk and nudged him in the side with her elbow.

      Lidia listened, amazed. “My goodness,” was all she could say. But Tori smiled. She whistled and went back to work.

      “Sometimes the good guys win, and no one gets the stolen gold,” Tori whispered to herself. “And sometimes the smell of sweet chocolate is all the gold you need.”

      Nikki, Lidia, and Hawk looked at each other and then looked back at Tori. They all shrugged their shoulders and smiled. Far away, Lionel Perkins, sitting in a prison cell, carved Hawk's name on a gray wall with the edge of a broken dinner spoon. “Someday, mate, someday. But don't worry, it'll be Nikki Bates I go after first.”
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      Nikki hummed sweetly as she took inventory of the chocolates resting in the front display case. Feeling pretty in the blue autumn dress she had purchased the day before, she hoped that Hawk would pay her a compliment when he dropped in for lunch. “This is lovely,” Nikki murmured, smiling and hugging a wooden clipboard to her chest as she admired the window display. Walking away from the front counter, she made her way to the front door and looked outside. Autumn leaves were playing in a crisp, cold wind. The days were getting shorter and colder. The landscape surrounding the town was blossoming with bright colors falling from the eyes of a sleepy autumn morning. Nikki was in love.

      Drawing a deep breath of chocolate, peppermint, and coffee, she smiled and watched the leaves dance across the empty street. Glad to be at the store before Lidia and Nikki arrived, Nikki cherished the time alone. She loved her new family very deeply—but standing alone in her store, she watched the autumn morning whisper gentle promises of days filled with strolls in warm sweaters and chilly nights huddled around a campfire with hot cocoa. Nikki also cherished this solitary, quiet time. “So lovely,” she whispered.

      Closing her eyes, Nikki walked ahead in time until she arrived in a snowy, cozy little Vermont town covered with icicles and children building snowmen. She imagined smoke coming from warm fireplaces attached to cozy homes filled with laughter and love; she saw the smoke rising up into a winter sky dropping strange and wonderful snow down onto the world. Then Nikki saw herself walking with Hawk, hand in hand, down the sidewalk toward her store, sipping hot cocoa, talking, and laughing. “Time to rest,” Nikki told herself. “No more cases. Time to work on my book, spend time in my store, and rest.”

      Opening her eyes, Nikki smiled. Outside she saw a grumpy Mr. Wipinski stroll past her store toward his own shop. The old man was holding a brown cup of coffee in one hand and a newspaper in the other. “Good thing I declined the job at the paper,” Nikki giggled sweetly. “Mr. Wipinski isn't one of my biggest fans.”

      Sighing, she returned to the front counter and continued with her inventory. As she worked, the autumn winds outside filled her store with music. Outside, two vicious eyes appeared across the street and looked at Nikki's store. Two furious hands tugged on a gray coat, whispered a low threat, and walked away just as Lidia pulled down the Main Street and swung her car into a parking space next to Nikki's SUV.

      “Morning, dear,” Lidia said, walking into the store wearing a thick, heavy, brown coat.

      Nikki turned and took a look at Lidia’s coat. “My, you look like you're ready to go explore the North Pole in that!”

      Lidia locked the front door behind her and then turned to Nikki. “I'm not a cold-weather person,” she replied, smelling the coffee roaming through the air like a warm, welcoming friend. “The Farmer's Almanac is calling for penetrating cold and blizzard-like conditions this winter.”

      “How cozy,” Nikki beamed. “We didn't get much snow in Georgia.”

      Lidia took off her coat, revealing a yellow sweater hanging over a thick, gray, woolen dress, and placed it on a wooden coat rack next to the front door. “Dear, let me explain something very carefully to you. Winters in Vermont, especially northern Vermont, are nothing to sneeze at. The windchill factor alone can steal a person's body heat within minutes. And as far as the snow is concerned, let me tell you, it's pretty at first, but then it becomes a serious hazard. You have to continually dig out your car in the morning, be careful on the roads...and the children and their snowballs!”

      Nikki giggled at the frown on Lidia's face. “That bad, huh?”

      “Little rascals love to ambush you,” Lidia fussed and hurried away to the back office. After making herself a cup of coffee, she joined Nikki at the front counter. “Our business will cool down this winter, too. Not many people in the market for chocolate when it's freezing outside. Autumn is our last drizzle to bring in some dough.”

      Nikki bit her bottom lip. “I've been thinking, partner.”

      Lidia calmly sipped her coffee. “I figured as much,” she told Nikki. “You want to run a hot chocolate shop during the winter, right? You want to offer different flavors of chocolate—Nikki Bates’ homemade versions, of course—and even toss in a bookshelf or two and a couple of cozy reading chairs and café tables.”

      Nikki's eyes grew wide. “How did you know that, Lidia?”

      Lidia smiled. “Because I've been thinking the same thing. Listen, partner, if we move some of the display shelves into storage during the winter, we'll have just enough room to transform the main floor into a cozy seating area. The back counter is perfect for making hot cocoa. We can even make some pastries. I was thinking we could offer—prepare yourself—chocolate muffins.”

      Nikki loved the idea and hugged Lidia happily.

      “When the snow arrives, we'll be ready,” Lidia promised with a warm smile.

      “I can't wait for the snow,” Nikki said excitedly. “I may even throw a snowball of my own.” She winked.

      “I thought as much,” Lidia winked back at her. “Oh, speaking of children, here comes our dear little Tori.”

      Tori unlocked the front door and stepped inside the warm shop. “Good morning,” she said sweetly. Taking off a thin, pink coat, Tori quickly pirouetted in the pink and white polka-dotted dress she was wearing. “I know the dress is old fashioned,” she blushed, “but I fell in love with it the moment I saw it.”

      Nikki gently brushed Tori's bangs away from her eyes. “You look beautiful, honey.”

      “Like a princess,” Lidia chimed in.

      Tori blushed some more. Smelling the coffee in the air, she looked toward the back office. “I think I will have some coffee.”

      Nikki and Lidia watched Tori walk away. “Too bad Zach put the lodge up for sale and moved to Minnesota,” Nikki said. “Those two made a sweet couple.”

      Lidia sighed. “There's a good man out there waiting for our Tori. We have to work on her self-esteem more, though. Still, I think she's much stronger now.”

      Nikki agreed. “Tori is no push-over. She's not going to be sweet-talked by any two-cent loser, that's for sure.”

      “Speaking of romance,” Lidia turned to Nikki and grinned, “when is Hawk going to place a ring on your finger?”

      Now it was time for Nikki to blush. “Oh, Lidia,” she said and hurried away to finish her inventory.
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      Later, when the store opened, the person wearing the gray coat stepped into Nikki's store. Cynthia Grove marched up to the front counter. “Nikki Bates,” she hissed.

      Nikki carefully slid a tray of peppermint chocolate into the front display case and straightened up. “Hello, Mrs. Grove,” she said, forcing her voice to be pleasant. “How are you this morning?”

      Cynthia stared at Nikki, her hateful, gray eyes and thin lips giving her face an almost skeletal appearance. Nikki found the woman repulsive. Maybe it was the way she kept her dark gray hair tied up in a tight bun? Or maybe it was the drab, colorless dresses she wore that cried out depression? Or maybe, Nikki thought—dismissing her earlier opinions—it was the hate spilling out from a pair of poisonous eyes and coming from a hollow, bitter heart. “So the governor came here and personally congratulated you, did he?” asked Mrs. Grove. “You, who forced disgrace on my sister and her husband.”

      “The governor wished to thank me for helping solve a case involving some very dangerous, corrupt men,” Nikki explained in a calm voice. “As far as disgracing your sister and her husband, you're very wrong, Mrs. Grove. The mayor of our town was a criminal.”

      Nikki's words caused Cynthia to explode. “How dare you! Because of you, my sister suffered a mental breakdown. I had to hire a full-time caretaker for her.”

      Nikki braced herself. “Mrs. Grove, please leave my store if you can't talk calmly to me.”

      “Calmly,” Cynthia hissed. “Listen to me, I'm going to make you suffer for your crimes against my sister and her husband. Everything was fine until you showed up.”

      Lidia and Tori stepped out of the back office. Nikki shook her head at them. “It's okay, girls. Mrs. Grove was just leaving.”

      “Before I do,” Cynthia snapped at Nikki, “I want a piece of peppermint chocolate. My cleaning lady needs a snack.”

      Nikki rolled her eyes. Taking a piece of brown parchment paper from a box on the counter, she bent down and retrieved a square of peppermint chocolate. “On the house,” she told Cynthia.

      Cynthia snatched the confection out of Nikki's right hand. “I hope she doesn't vomit after eating this garbage,” she snapped and walked away.

      Nikki, Lidia, and Tori watched Cynthia leave the store and go toward the main square a couple of blocks up the street. “That woman never set well with me,” Lidia told Nikki. “She has more money than she has sense. Her husband was a very wealthy man whom people respected. Why Mr. Grove married a venomous spider like Cynthia, I'll never know.”

      “Cynthia probably blackmailed him,” Tori said in a serious voice. Even though she didn't mean to be funny, Nikki and Lidia both began to laugh.

      “Come on, girls, we've got work to do,” Nikki laughed, pushing Cynthia's threat from her mind.
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      The rest of the morning went calmly. A few customers drifted in, purchased some chocolate, and drifted back out into the wind and faded away. Hawk wandered into the store around lunchtime. “Hello, ladies,” he said, munching on a carrot.

      Nikki and Lidia were talking about how they were going to transform the center of the shop into a seating area for the hot cocoa café when he walked in. They both stopped talking and smiled. “Well, Hawk Daily, are you wearing a suit and tie?” Lidia asked, shocked.

      Hawk looked down at the shiny pair of black shoes he was wearing. He didn't mind wearing the gray suit, but the shoes were torturing his feet. “I feel silly,” he complained, “but you know how Pop is. He insisted I look my best for Mr. Fancy Lawyer.”

      “Speaking of lawyers,” Nikki said, admiring how handsome Hawk looked in his suit, “how did everything go?”

      Hawk finished his carrot. “Where's number three?” he asked.

      “Oh, Tori went down to the diner for an early lunch, and then she's going home to study. Slow morning,” Nikki admitted.

      Hawk examined the cozy chocolate shop. “You know, if you moved some of the shelves out, you could maybe turn this place into a coffee shop for the winter.”

      Nikki and Lidia looked at each other and laughed. “We were thinking more along the lines of a hot chocolate shop,” Nikki explained.

      “If you girls need an investor, I might just be the guy,” Hawk told them. “My Aunt Frawly,” he said, “left me quite a bit of the green stuff. I didn't even know the woman. I mean, I saw her a few times growing up, but that was it. To be honest, she was a bit creepy.” Hawk rubbed the back of his neck.

      Lidia nudged Nikki with her elbow. “Better marry this man before the women in this town find out he's rich.”

      Nikki blushed and quickly changed the subject. “Why are you eating a carrot?”

      “Huh?” Hawk asked. “Oh, uh...well, after I met with the lawyer, I went and had an eye examination. I might need reading glasses sometime in the future.”

      “So you figure eating a carrot will help?” Lidia asked Hawk and rolled her eyes.

      “Can't hurt,” Hawk said in a serious voice. “I have a whole bag of carrots out in my jeep.”

      Nikki sighed. She walked up to Hawk and hugged his arm. “Come on, silly, you can buy me lunch since you're now a rich man.”

      “It'll be my pleasure,” Hawk told Nikki and kissed her nose. “Lidia, what can we bring you back from the diner? Lunch is on me.”

      Nikki looked at Lidia. All of a sudden, her friend seemed very lonely. “Hey,” she said, trying to sound casual, “why don't we lock up here and all go to lunch together?”

      Hawk caught onto Nikki's suggestion. He could see that Lidia seemed lonely, too. “Two beautiful ladies for lunch? Must be my lucky day.”

      Lidia hesitated. The fact was, she was lonely. Herbert was away visiting a sick relative in Wyoming. Of course, no one else knew Herbert was out of town. If anyone found out, Lidia knew, they would insist she come and stay with them. Nikki, of course, would be on the top of the list. Perhaps she was being silly, but she didn't want to impose on her friends. “I'm hungry,” she finally smiled.

      Hawk walked up to Lidia and swung his arm around her frail shoulders. “Take me to the bank, lady,” he winked at her.

      “Don't tempt me,” Lidia grinned back.

      Nikki went to retrieve her white jacket, worn more for style than warmth, from the coat rack next to the front door when Chief Daily walked in. “Hello, Chief Daily, we were—” Nikki stopped talking. Something in Chief Daily's eyes sent a horrible feeling screaming into her heart, shattering her peace.

      “Cynthia Grove was found dead in her home an hour ago,” Chief Daily announced. Reaching into the pocket of his coat, he pulled out a plastic bag holding a square piece of chocolate. Nikki stared at the plastic bag. Leaning forward, she saw that someone had taken a single bite out of the chocolate. Chief Daily looked past Nikki. His eyes were worried and his face red from the strong winds howling outside. “Hawk, Cynthia Grove was poisoned.”
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      “Poisoned!” Nikki gasped.

      Lidia reached out and grabbed Nikki's hand. “How do you know that old bat was poisoned?” Lidia asked Chief Daily.

      Chief Daily handed the plastic bag in his hand to Hawk. “Until the chocolate is tested, I don't. I've been a cop for a long time, though. My gut tells me Cynthia Grove died from poisoning.”

      “Who found the body, Pop?” Hawk asked, examining the chocolate.

      “Sam Heatherton, the old lady who cleans Cynthia’s house,” Chief Daily told Hawk. Then he looked at Nikki. “The chocolate in that bag came from your store, Ms. Bates?”

      Nikki nodded. “Cynthia Grove paid me a visit earlier. She was angry and upset with me. She still blames me for the mayor being sent to prison and his wife suffering a mental breakdown. She—”

      “That old bat swore to get even with Nikki,” Lidia exploded. “But Nikki held her tongue. She even gave Mrs. Grove a free piece of chocolate.”

      “Cynthia wanted a piece of your chocolate?” Chief Daily asked, confused. “It's a known fact that she doesn't like you living here.”

      “That old bat was being rude,” Lidia said. “She claimed she wanted a piece of chocolate to feed to her cleaning lady.”

      “I thought Cynthia was being insulting. I didn't want to argue with her or cause a scene in my store, so I gave her a piece of peppermint chocolate, and she left,” Nikki explained.

      “I see,” Chief Daily said and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Dressed in his work uniform, he looked old and tired rather than authoritative and smart. “I won't have any definitive answers until I send the chocolate off to the crime lab downstate. But as it stands right now, Ms. Bates, you, Lidia and the young lady who works here with you are all suspects. I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you all to come down to the station for questioning.”

      “I'll call Tori,” Lidia said and hurried off to the back office. Chief Daily followed her.

      “Oh, Hawk,” Nikki said, slowly placing her hands to her mouth.

      Hawk opened the plastic bag and sniffed the inside. Detecting a faint scent coming from the chocolate, he nodded his head. “It's something, all right,” he told Nikki and closed the bag. “The crime lab will tell us for sure.”

      “I didn't poison Cynthia Grove,” Nikki protested.

      “Oh, Nikki, I know that,” Hawk said and gently put his arm around her shoulders. “But we do have a murder, and your chocolate was found at the crime scene, kiddo.”

      Nikki closed her eyes. She listened to the wind howling outside. The temperatures were slowly dropping down into the upper forties. Suddenly, Nikki felt very cold, and the idea of winter approaching scared her. The thoughts of hot chocolate and snowball fights and warm fireplaces seemed sad and lonely rather than warm and comforting. “Hawk, someone in this town hates me more than Cynthia Grove did. Whoever that person is, he or she killed that poor woman to make me suffer.”

      “Yep,” Hawk agreed, drawing in a deep breath. “The only problem is we don't know who that person is. A lot of people here were loyal to the mayor and are very bitter that you exposed him. I hate to admit it, but some people would organize a parade if you were handcuffed and hauled away to prison yourself.”

      “I know,” Nikki said sadly. “I see the looks.”

      “But,” Hawk added, “there's a lot of people in our little town who think you're great, too.”

      Nikki struggled to smile but failed. “Oh, Hawk!” She threw her face into Hawk's chest and began crying.

      “Hey, now, it's okay,” Hawk said, gently wrapping his arms around Nikki. “We'll figure out who killed Cynthia Grove, you just wait and see. Ol' Hawk is on the case.”

      Lidia walked out of the back office with Chief Daily. “Tori is on her way to the station and—” Lidia stopped talking. She saw Nikki crying, cradled in Hawk's arms.

      Chief Daily kicked at the floor with his right foot. “I'm going to make some changes to this town and get the bad eggs out once and for all,” he promised. “Until then, I'm afraid this establishment must be closed for investigation.”

      Lidia looked at Nikki. Then she slowly glanced around the chocolate shop. Her heart broke. “I can't stand it, I just can't stand it,” she said as her own tears began to fall. Grabbing her coat, she ran outside.

      “Can we eat first?” Nikki asked Hawk, wiping at her tears.

      Hawk looked down into Nikki's beautiful, tear-soaked face. “Of course we can,” he smiled. “Pop, we'll be over at the diner.”

      Chief Daily shook his head. “I want Ms. Bates out of sight and out of mind for now,” he ordered Hawk. “I'll run over to the diner and get lunch for everyone. As soon as word of Cynthia Grove’s death gets loose in this town, a lot of angry people are going to be storming into my office demanding answers. And I think you know how the news about the murder is going to get out, too.”

      “Sam,” Hawk said.

      Chief Daily nodded. “That old woman has a tongue laced with grease. I ordered her to keep quiet, but I doubt she will. I predict this town will be ready to light torches and go after Ms. Bates with pitchforks before dinner time.”

      “Sam will tell people about the chocolate,” Hawk said miserably.

      “Oh dear,” Nikki moaned painfully.

      Chief Daily walked up to Nikki and carefully put his hand on her shoulder. “Ms. Bates—Nikki—I know you didn't kill Cynthia Grove. And I intend to find the person who did. But for now, please, I beg you, do as we ask you.”

      “Of course,” Nikki agreed and wiped at her tears. With sad eyes, she looked around her chocolate shop. “Lidia and I were going to change the store into a hot chocolate shop before the first snow arrived...” Unable to say any more, Nikki walked outside.

      Lidia was standing out on the front sidewalk hugging her arms. The wind was up, blowing leaves across the empty streets and up against quiet storefronts. “If you dare say you're leaving, I will never forgive you,” Lidia told Nikki, staring at a warm bakery across the street. “You're—no, we—are fighters, do you hear me?”

      Nikki put her arm around Lidia's trembling shoulder. “I'm not going anywhere,” she promised. “We still have a hot chocolate shop to create.”

      Lidia looked into Nikki's teary eyes. “You are an amazing woman, Nikki Bates, and I am proud to be your friend. I'm going to stand by you no matter what. We're both upset and heartbroken right now, but mark my word, in a couple of weeks we'll be back in our store talking about throwing snowballs at each other.”

      “You're my family, not my friend,” Nikki told Lidia and hugged her tightly.

      “I know, honey, I know,” Lidia replied and hugged Nikki back.

      Nikki glimpsed movement across the street. Gently letting go of Lidia, she saw an old man staring at her. “Who is that?” Nikki asked.

      Lidia drew her watery eyes across the street. An old man wearing a dark green windbreaker was staring at Nikki. “Let's go,” the old man told a toy fox terrier attached to a blue leash he was holding in his right hand.

      Nikki watched the old man walk away and vanish around a street corner. “I've never seen that man before,” Lidia said, her brow furrowed, “but he sure seemed interested in you.”
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      Hearing Hawk and Chief Daily step outside, Nikki turned and watched Chief Daily close the front door to her chocolate shop. Hawk offered a supportive smile, but his eyes dropped to the sidewalk like wet sand. “Ready, ladies?” he asked.

      “Hawk,” Nikki said, “an old man was standing across the street staring at me. He was walking a small dog.” Nikki pointed to the street corner where the old man had vanished. “He went that way, down Dove Avenue.”

      “Go,” Chief Daily commanded.

      Hawk didn't waste another second. He dashed across the street on his long legs. Nikki watched him dash around the street corner with worried eyes. Chief Daily put a warm hand on her shoulder. “Everything is going to be all right, I assure you,” he promised Nikki.

      Nikki patted Chief Daily's hand. “I know,” she said, her voice empty of confidence.

      Ten minutes later, Hawk returned empty-handed. Shrugging at Chief Daily, he explained that he couldn't find anyone on Dove Avenue. “I searched over on Pine Street and Peppermint Lane,” he added. “The old man you ladies saw must be Houdini.”

      “Could the man have ventured into any of the stores?” Chief Daily asked Hawk.

      “All the stores are closed,” Hawk answered. “I checked the doors.”

      Chief Daily rubbed his chin and looked at Lidia. “You never saw the man before, Lidia?”

      Lidia shook her head resolutely. “Not in my life, and I know every face in this town. The old man watching Nikki was a stranger.”

      “Okay,” Chief Daily sighed, “no laws in this town against someone walking a dog and stopping to look at you. We better get on down to the station.”

      Hawk looked out across the street at the stores that would soon fall into hibernation for the winter. Allowing the wind to wash over his face with cold fingers, he studied the stores with careful eyes as the leaves continued to dance and the sky above slowly began to turn gray. “Pop,” he said in a low voice, “I've got a funny feeling on this one.”

      “Me, too,” Chief Daily agreed.
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      Nikki was surprised that she was able to eat. She was even more surprised to find that she was hungry enough to eat every bite of food on her plate. Standing in Hawk's office near the window, holding a white plate in her hand, she put a bite of delicious turkey in her mouth. “Good,” she said.

      Lidia and Tori were sitting in two brown chairs Hawk had pulled into his office. Lidia looked down at the turkey dinner sitting on a plate resting on Hawk's desk. “Please eat,” Tori begged Lidia.

      “Please,” Hawk supported Tori. Sitting behind his desk, he worked on a turkey sandwich.

      Lidia was hungry. It was just that her stomach was tied in knots. Hesitantly, she grabbed her plate and began to nibble on stuffing. “Happy?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Hawk told her. “I know you're upset, but you need your strength.”

      “Yes, dad,” Lidia rolled her eyes. “Oh, I'm sorry,” she quickly apologized. “I'm worried. That man we saw...he was so creepy.”

      “Thin gray hair, glasses, green windbreaker, brown pants...” Hawk said, putting down his sandwich. “Not much to go on. Mr. Ross matches that description... so do Mr. Walton and Mr. Gordon. Lidia, those men aren't creepy. Why did the old man you saw raise your eyebrows?”

      “It was the way he looked at me,” Nikki answered for Lidia. “Very creepy, Hawk.”

      Tori looked at Lidia. “It's going to be okay.”

      “I hope so, dear,” Lidia tried to smile but failed.

      Nikki walked away from the window, put her plate down on Hawk’s desk, and folded her arms together. “I'm going to find that man,” she announced.

      “Oh no, you're not,” Hawk objected.

      “Yes, I am,” Nikki argued, “but, not in the way you're thinking. Hawk, let me go back to the chocolate shop, and you keep watch from a safe distance. When the man appears—if he appears—grab him.”

      Hawk considered Nikki's suggestion. “Worth a shot,” he agreed and finished off his sandwich. “Lidia, you and Tori stay here in my office.”

      “No way,” Lidia said, putting her plate down. “I'm going with Nikki, and so is Tori. We're a team.”

      “That's right,” Tori added stubbornly.

      “You're also two individuals who are under questioning for the murder of Mrs. Grove,” Hawk reminded them. “So you either sit here in my office or sit in a jail cell, ladies.”

      “Stay here,” Nikki pleaded with Lidia and Tori. “I have a feeling our missing friend will appear if I'm alone.”

      Lidia narrowed her eyes at Hawk. “If anything happens to her, mister, you're going to feel my anger.”

      Hawk held his hands up in the air. “I promise to bring Nikki back in one piece, okay?”

      “You better,” Tori snapped. “We know where you...uh, work.”

      Hawk looked at Nikki. “I guess I better bring you back in one piece if I want to make it through this day in one piece.”

      Nikki felt grateful that Lidia and Nikki cared so much about her. She quickly gave them a hug apiece and left Hawk's office. Walking outside, she paused and took in the beautiful day set before her with a brilliance and color that no poet could place into words. Allowing the cold winds that were exploring the day to touch her face and play in her hair, Nikki closed her eyes. “Home...sometimes we have to fight for home,” she whispered.

      Feeling Hawk put his right hand on her shoulder, Nikki opened her eyes. “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      Nikki turned around and looked into Hawk’s caring, concerned eyes. “I moved to Vermont to begin a new life, Hawk. It would be easy to run back to Georgia, to give up on what I have here in this little town. I never expected to fall in love again and meet people who would become my family. I'm very happy, Hawk...and content. My ex-husband, if he were here, would insist I leave at once. He never liked to rock the boat, as people say.” Nikki paused as images of her ex-husband floated into her troubled mind. “What would I do if I left Vermont? Where would I go? This is my home now, Hawk—you, Lidia, Tori—you're all my home.”

      Hawk gently caressed Nikki's cheek with his hand. “You're going to make it, Nikki,” he said softly. “I know right now we've been dropped into another case, but we haven't lost yet, have we? You wait and see, in a few days you'll be back at your shop selling that excellent chocolate you make.”

      “And then what, Hawk?” Nikki asked, touching his hand. “Will the cases keep coming? Will we ever have peace?”

      “Does it really matter? As long as we're together, that's all that matters,” Hawk explained and gently kissed her. “You listen to me,” he said, pulling Nikki into his arms, “there's a killer loose in our town, and we're going to catch whoever the killer is. I need you to be strong, though, and go into the dressing room and put on that brilliant mind of yours, okay? Go yank off the sadness I see in your eyes and put on the fighter that lives in you.”

      “Do I really have a choice?”

      Hawk looked deep into her eyes. “Yes, you do,” he said.

      Staring back into Hawk's eyes, Nikki felt his words sting her heart. “Okay, Hawk...I'll go change.”

      “That's my girl.” Hawk smiled and walked Nikki to his jeep. Before he opened the passenger side door, he reached down to his ankle and pulled up his pants leg. “Here,” he said, pulling a gun out of an ankle holster.

      This simple gesture seemed to say, You have no way out, Nikki; you're trapped in the rabbit hole forever, forever, forever. “No,” Nikki said, pushing the gun away. “I have to solve this case my way, Hawk.”

      Instead of arguing, Hawk returned the gun to the ankle holster. “Okay,” he said and drew in a deep breath, “let's go.”

      Nikki glanced up at the dark sky overhead and then climbed up into the passenger's seat. “Could it snow tonight?” she asked Hawk as soon as he was behind the wheel.

      “Temperature is dropping pretty fast, and the rain will start in another hour or so. It's possible we could see some snow tonight. If not snow, at least some sleet.”

      Nikki felt a cold chill grab her heart. Suddenly, she felt like a lone character in a mystery novel, trapped in a dark night that was never going to end. “I'm ready,” she told Hawk and grew very silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Nikki unlocked the front door to her chocolate shop and walked inside as if nothing were wrong. She flipped the wooden sign in the front window from “closed” to “open,” removed her coat and hung it up, and walked to the back office. That's when she noticed the door to the office was ajar. “Come in, Ms. Bates,” a voice called out.

      Nikki felt a shiver slither down her spine, but instead of running, she drew in a deep breath and cautiously pushed the office door open. The old man was sitting in the office chair at her desk. “Who are you?” Nikki asked.

      “A friend...an enemy...perhaps both,” the old man said enigmatically. “Coffee, Ms. Bates?”

      Nikki let her eyes look past the old man at the coffee pot sitting on her desk. “It is cold outside,” she answered and stepped further into the office. “Yes, I could use some coffee.”

      “I believe we are going to see the first snow of the season,” the old man said. He watched Nikki retrieve a cup and fill it.

      “Maybe,” Nikki said and sat down on the edge of her desk. “You know who killed Mrs. Grove, right? Or am I mistaken in assuming that?”

      “Oh,” the old man said and picked up a white coffee cup, “assumptions are interesting little ideas full of truth and error.”

      “Sometimes,” Nikki agreed, “but not all the time.”

      The old man sipped his coffee. “You've caused many problems for many people,” he stated calmly. “You've challenged some very powerful men who are not apt to forget your pretty little face.”

      “City Hall will always be corrupt,” Nikki answered. “There will always be a thorn or two that criminals stumble on.”

      The old man nodded very slowly as he studied Nikki's face. “Numerous people right here in this small town are very upset with you.”

      “I'm not out to win a popularity contest,” Nikki answered and took a sip of her coffee. “You made the coffee too weak.”

      “I have to mind my caffeine intake,” the old man explained. Continuing to study Nikki, he put down the coffee cup in his hand. “I could end your life this very second,” he said.

      “If you wanted me dead, I would be dead,” Nikki replied bravely. “Let's just cut to the chase. You tell me who you are and what you want...or what you're after.”

      The old man folded his arms together. “Who I am, Ms. Bates, is someone who can destroy your entire life with a single phone call.”

      “No offense,” Nikki told the old man, “but I've heard all the threats before. I'm too tired to jump through the circus rings with you and play your mental games. You can tell me what you want or take a hike, okay? If you want to ruin my life, then do it. If you want to play games, play games. But do it on your own dime, because I've been fighting one criminal after another for the last few months, and I'm in no mood to chase after the crumbs you are dropping for me.”

      The old man grew silent. He studied Nikki with extreme caution. “There is a person in this town, Ms. Bates, whom I want. I do not know the identity of this person. It will be your duty to uncover the identity of the person I am after. If you assist me, I will tell you who killed Mrs. Grove and send you the evidence you will need to clear your name.”

      “And if I refuse to help?” Nikki asked.

      “Your son might take a drive into a tree,” the old man snapped at Nikki. “Are we clear, Ms. Bates? I can be a friend or a very deadly enemy. Do not test the limits of my patience.”

      “If you ever threaten my son again, I will personally dedicate my life to destroying you,” Nikki snapped back and slammed down her coffee cup. “Who do you think you are? I'm not scared of you, and neither is my son. We both understand that life isn't forever, and we refuse to live scared.”

      “I can make you become very scared,” the old man promised Nikki.

      “Take your best shot.” Nikki began to walk out of her office.

      “Wait,” the old man replied quickly. Standing up, he waved his hand. Nikki turned around. “You have guts, Ms. Bates...more guts than I expected. I'm impressed. Some of the bravest men in the world have crumbled at my threats.”

      “I'm not a man,” Nikki told the old man. “I'm a very upset woman who wants her life back. Now you tell me who you're after, and I will help you locate this person. But so help me, if you try and play any games with me, I'll go after you the way one lion attacks another in battle.”

      The old man knew Nikki meant every word she said to him. “In this town,” he told Nikki in a slow, low voice, “is someone who murdered my wife many, many years ago. It is time I bring justice to this person after all these years.”

      “I will not help you murder anyone. Deal’s off,” Nikki said.

      “I am not talking about murdering anyone,” the old man nearly hissed. “Once I locate this...hideous creature, I will send him, or her, to prison for life. You see, Ms. Bates, prison at my age is a worse fate than death.”

      “I see,” Nikki said, struggling to read the old man's eyes. “Okay, I will help you. Meet me back here tomorrow morning at ten. Bring whatever information you have with you. Until then, I'm going home and resting. I'm going to tell Detective Hawk about our meeting. I'm not going to hide anything from him. Are we clear?”

      “Ms. Bates, I can destroy your life and make you a very miserable woman. I can break your arrogant attitude at any time of my choosing. So allow me to make one thing very clear: If you fail me, your life will end in agony.”

      The old man walked past Nikki into the store. Nikki shook her head and closed the office door. “Take the back door out. Detective Hawk is parked outside. If he sees you—”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” the old man said irritably. “I'm not quite ready to leave just yet. I need to disclose a bit of information to you.”

      “I'm all ears,” Nikki said, standing at the office door.

      The old man began to explore the chocolate shop casually, the way a dog sniffs at a strange scent. “The person I am after is a killer, Ms. Bates. Your life will be in danger as you track this person for me.”

      “Okay,” Nikki said cautiously.

      “Second, whoever the killer is may know that I’m in town,” the old man continued as he stopped at the front counter and examined the chocolate display case. “I suppose if the killer knows that I have arrived, he or she might try to leave.”

      Nikki sighed. “Please do not ask me to go chasing across the country after your killer,” she said.

      “I don't believe the matter will end that way,” the old man confirmed. “It has been many years, and at this stage, because records show that I passed away several years ago, it's possible the killer assumes that he or she will live out the rest of their life in peace. Not so.”

      “You're assumed dead?” Nikki asked curiously.

      “Yes, but as you can clearly see, Ms. Bates, I am very much alive and still very dangerous. Never forget that.”

      Nikki fought the urge to roll her eyes. “I've made a mental note of your threats,” she said in a steady voice.

      The old man tapped the front counter with his right index finger and began to stroll around the store. “Last, Ms. Bates,” he continued, “the killer should be between the ages of forty and fifty.”

      “That doesn't help me,” Nikki pointed out as she watched the old man circle her chocolate shop like a strange vulture searching for a certain piece of candy.

      He stopped at a wooden shelf and examined a line of strawberry chocolate candy bars. “I'm aware that I am not revealing information that is helpful,” he told Nikki in a low voice. “Ms. Bates, the police marked my wife's murder as unsolved and placed her case into the cold files. The killer—whoever he or she is—committed a murder and walked away like a gust of wind, leaving only a small trace of dirt behind.”

      “Explain,” Nikki said patiently.

      The old man continued to stare at the chocolate bars as a powerful gust of wind brushed up against the front door, rattling the bells hanging over the entrance. “The only pieces of evidence left at the crime scene were a few letters my wife managed to scrawl on her bedroom floor with a tube of pink lipstick. It wasn't until last year that I was able to determine their meaning.”

      “What happened last year?” Nikki asked.

      “A computer program called ‘Code Sword.’ This program was created by the Department of Defense.”

      “The Department of Defense has programs to break codes,” Nikki pointed out. “I'm assuming this Code Sword program was invented for that purpose?”

      “Yes,” the old man explained, “but Code Sword was created to decode an ancient Japanese language used during World War II. The American government is very interested in breaking these codes which are currently in use once more.”

      “Okay,” Nikki said, making mental notes, “you plugged in the letters that were found written on the bedroom floor, left behind by your wife, and the program tossed the name of my town into your lap?”

      “Yes,” the old man replied. He raised his eyes up and focused on Nikki. “The data I retrieved from the Code Sword program gave me the name of this town.”

      “Why me?” Nikki asked. “And how do you know who killed Mrs. Grove?”

      The old man lowered his eyes back down to the chocolate bars and took one. “May I?”

      “Go ahead,” Nikki said. “Now please, answer my questions.”

      “If you find the killer, you will find the answers you need,” he informed Nikki, placing the chocolate bar into his right jacket pocket. “Ms. Bates, I have given you all the information I have. Now you must flush out the killer. The path you decide to take on your journey is your own.”

      “Can I at least know your wife’s name?” Nikki asked, refusing to allow her voice to sound desperate.

      “Jane,” the old man said in a sad voice. “I will be in touch, Ms. Bates.”

      Nikki watched him leave through the back door and vanish. “Great,” she sighed miserably. “I've got to locate a gust of wind and find out who murdered Mrs. Grove...Happy autumn, Nikki.”

      Standing silently next to the front counter, Nikki listened to the strong winds howling outside. The winds seemed to be changing the world into a mysterious, dangerous whisper that would soon shatter into screams. She began to feel lost, isolated and strange. “All I need is a fedora, a long overcoat, a dusty office, and for everything to go black and white,” she whispered.

      She heard the front door open and saw Hawk appear. “Pop called,” he told her in a regretful voice. “We better get back to the station. A bunch of locals are arriving with their pitchforks and torches.”

      “The old man was in here,” Nikki told Hawk.

      “What?!” Hawk exclaimed. “When? Where did he go? Are you okay?”

      Nikki raised her hand. “Slow down, big guy,” she begged. “Yes, I'm fine. But I've got my work cut out for me. Hawk, now I have to find two killers instead of one.”

      Hawk listened as Nikki revealed to him every word the old man had spoken to her. Rubbing his chin, he walked to the shelf holding the strawberry chocolate bars. “He took a candy bar?”

      Nikki nodded. “I know I shouldn't have let him take the candy, Hawk, but what choice did I have? I'm sure that old scarecrow had a gun hidden on his body.”

      “You did the right thing.”

      “What do you make of all this?” Nikki asked, walking up to Hawk and placing her head on his shoulder.

      Hawk gently patted the side of Nikki's face with a warm, caring hand. “I'm not sure, but I'm going to try and find out. Come on, we better get back down to the station.”

      Nikki locked up her store and drove back to the police station with Hawk. Sitting silently in the passenger seat, she watched the wind toss the leaves across streets and past cozy homes and buildings. But instead of feeling warm and secure in her small town, Nikki felt very afraid. When Hawk pulled his jeep into the parking lot at the police station, and she saw a crowd of angry people yelling at Chief Daily, she closed her eyes. “Oh, Hawk...”

      Hawk patted her shoulder. “Hey, now, you listen to me. You're a fighter. Don't you pay any mind to what these loud-mouths are screaming.”

      The crowd of angry people were yelling “Killer!” and “Murderer!” at Chief Daily, who was struggling to quiet them. Standing in front of the main entrance, he raised his hands into the cold air. “Everyone, listen to me—Ms. Bates is innocent until proven guilty in a court of law. Now, you have every right to gather and protest...peacefully. Right now, you're disturbing the peace.”

      “Nikki Bates is a curse!” a woman in her mid-fifties yelled at Chief Daily.

      “Why are you protecting a killer?” a man hollered. “When voting season arrives, we'll vote in a man who will protect the people instead of a killer!”

      “Nikki Bates poisoned poor Mrs. Grove,” a second woman yelled. “That awful woman has brought nothing but darkness to our town!”

      Chief Daily narrowed his eyes and toughened his voice. “Now you listen to me. I am still the Chief of Police in this town. If you want to vote in a new Chief of Police when voting season arrives, do so. But for now, I'm the law, and I will not tolerate anyone—and I mean anyone—slandering another person. If Ms. Bates is guilty, she will answer for her crime. If she is innocent, I expect everyone standing here to leave her alone and keep your mouths shut!”

      The crowd of people stared at Chief Daily in shock. Never before had any one of them heard the man speak in such a harsh way. Expecting to bully a man who appeared to be a weak civil servant, they quickly learned that Chief Daily could become a fierce grizzly bear when pushed into a corner. One man, however, was undeterred. “Get rid of that woman!” he yelled at Chief Daily, “or someone else just might.”

      The man didn't see Hawk walk up behind him. Hawk grabbed the man, slung him down onto the sidewalk, and handcuffed him. “I don't like threats being made in my town,” he growled.

      “You're...hurting me!” the man began to cry like the coward he was.

      Hawk snatched the man to his feet and shoved him toward Chief Daily. “The rest of you take a hike,” he ordered the crowd.

      “We have a right to be here,” a woman in her late sixties informed Hawk in an aggrieved voice.

      Hawk glanced back toward his jeep and then at the crowd. “Do you people really believe Nikki Bates poisoned Mrs. Grove? Come on, folks,” he said in a way that told the crowd they were acting like silly children. “Nikki Bates is an intelligent woman. If she wanted to kill anyone, trust me, she would carry off the crime so brilliantly that no one would ever be able to convict her. Why would she poison a woman with her own chocolate?”

      “Everyone knows you and that...woman...are an item, now, Detective,” the older woman snapped sourly at Hawk. “Perhaps it's time to request that you resign your position and relocate.”

      Hawk grinned. “Lady, Ms. Bates and I are going to grow old in this town. We're not going anywhere.”

      Nikki drew in a deep breath, got out of the jeep, and walked up next to Hawk. She studied the crowd with sad eyes. “I'm going to find the person who killed Mrs. Grove,” she promised. “But I need to make one fact very clear: I'm not going to find the killer to please anyone standing here. You see, the killer has murdered an innocent woman in an attempt to destroy my life. Now, I don't know how people in the north handle threats, but I don't take them lightly. I'm a fighter, and I intend to fight. If any of you don't like me living here and wish for me to leave, well, get over it, because I'm not going anywhere. This is my home now.”

      “You don't belong here,” a woman screamed at Nikki. “You're a curse!”

      “No,” Nikki replied calmly, “I'm not a curse, Mrs. Hetherington. I'm a woman who wishes to settle down and live a peaceful life. Right now, there is a killer loose in this town who wants to destroy my life. I intend to fight. Now, you can all hate me and yell poisonous words in my face, but rest assured, I've dealt with worse than you.”

      “Are you threatening us?” the handcuffed man hissed at Nikki.

      “I'm simply pointing out that I will not be run out of town,” Nikki replied in a stable, stern tone. “If you people want a fight, I'll go twelve rounds with each and every one of you. I will not be bullied, and I will not tolerate anyone bullying the people I love and care about.”

      Chief Daily smiled at Hawk. Nikki was holding her ground against the worst the town had to offer—against people who were cold-hearted and believed the world revolved around their views and beliefs. Now those same people were challenging a momma lion who wasn't in the mood to deal with a bunch of whiny, weak mice that had nothing else better to do than chew holes in the cloth of truth, justice, and integrity. “Protest on the sidewalk across the street,” Chief Daily informed the crowd.

      Nikki held her ground. She locked eyes with them. The faces in the crowd stared back at her with hatred, but slowly, one by one, each person in the crowd walked away and went home. “I'll go book this guy,” Chief Daily told Hawk and pulled the handcuffed man inside.

      “I'll sue you for every penny!” the man yelled.

      “You can call your lawyer after I book you for criminal threatening,” Chief Daily told the man.

      Nikki looked at Hawk. “I made some fresh enemies,” she said miserably.

      Hawk looked down into Nikki's upset eyes. He rubbed the back of his neck and then looked around. “You know, Nikki, this town, like every town dotted across the map, is filled with the good and the bad. You have to have faith in the good, though. I counted ten people in that bunch, Nikki. Now, if a hundred people had shown up, I might be worried. So what if ten whiny adults showed up here at the station to act like children? You backed them down, and they'll continue to back down because that's the kind of people they are...cowards.”

      “Maybe so,” Nikki agreed, “but the person who killed Mrs. Grove is deadly. Who knows, Hawk? The killer could have been anyone in that crowd of people.”

      “Maybe,” Hawk agreed, raising his eyes toward the gray sky overhead. “I'm going to sleep at your cabin tonight, okay? Your couch is pretty comfortable.”

      Nikki hugged Hawk's arm. “I was hoping you would,” she admitted. Biting down on her lower lip, she stood silently and then spoke: “The old man said that the woman who was murdered was named Jane. Hawk, I need you to do some digging and find out who this woman is. Maybe then I will be able to shed some light on the old man’s identity.”

      “Needle in a haystack,” Hawk replied. “I'll make you a deal. Tonight, I'll cook dinner at your cabin, and while you're making coffee and dessert, I'll make some calls.”

      “Sounds good. Tomorrow I'll need to start searching for the killers, but tonight I need to gather my thoughts together and make a plan of attack. I wish I could just go home and make some homemade cocoa and some peppermint chocolate, cuddle up with a good book, read, and fall asleep in my pajamas.”

      Hawk wrapped his arm around Nikki's shoulder. “Let's get inside. The temperature is dropping, and the wind is getting rough.”

      Nikki allowed Hawk to walk her inside the police station. Her little town was now a dangerous, dark alley with deadly claws lurking in its shadows.
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      “Well?” Lidia asked Hawk impatiently.

      Hawk sat down at the kitchen table. For a few seconds, he listened to the screaming winds throwing sleet against the cabin. “I was on the phone a long time,” he finally said.

      Nikki brought Hawk a fresh cup of hot coffee. “Was your friend able to help?”

      Hawk looked across the table at Lidia and Tori and then up at Nikki. “Yes, she and her husband lived in Atlanta. They were there when you lived there, Nikki. Her name was Jane...Bates,” Hawk told Nikki.

      “Bates?” Nikki asked in a whisper. “Really?”

      Lidia stood up, walked over to Nikki, and pushed her bangs away from her eyes. “Honey?” she asked.

      Nikki glanced up into Lidia's face. “A possible member of my family could have been murdered,” Nikki said in a strained voice.

      “The last name is probably a mistake,” Tori insisted.

      Hawk shook his head. “My friend searched every cold case file with the name ‘Jane’ attached to it. The name alone wasn't much help.”

      “The lipstick letters,” Nikki said.

      Hawk nodded. “The lettering found scrawled on the bedroom floor was the ticket.”

      “What is the name of the deceased woman's husband?” Nikki asked.

      “Oliver Bates. He went missing last year while hiking in Chile. His body was never found,” Hawk explained.

      “Last year was when the old man—I mean, Oliver Bates—came into contact with the Code Sword program,” Nikki told everyone. Refusing to sit like a crippled child, she forced strength back into her legs and stood up. “Hawk, what is the last known address of Oliver Bates?”

      “191 Greenview Drive, Atlanta, Georgia,” Hawk said and waited for her response.

      Nikki nodded. “And what was the address where the murder took place?” she asked.

      “Same address,” Hawk informed Nikki. “191 Greenview Drive is the address of an old plantation-style home. The place is now being used as an art museum.”

      “Did Oliver Bates sell the house before he faked his death?” Nikki asked. Walking to the kitchen counter, she picked up a cup of hot chocolate and took a sip. Lidia and Tori watched Nikki transform into a sharp, alert, confident detective, yet Lidia also noticed a deep, strange fear hidden in Nikki's beautiful eyes.

      “Yep,” Hawk replied and sat back down. Picking up his coffee cup, he took a sip. “The man also cashed out his stocks and other investments. All in all, he walked away with enough money to live the rest of his life in luxury.”

      Nikki bit down on her lower lip. Oliver Bates isn't planning to remain in America, she told herself. Looking at Hawk, she studied his eyes. “The last name and location could be a coincidence,” she said.

      “It could be. The name Bates isn’t that uncommon, after all.”

      “Right,” Nikki agreed. Studying the cup of hot chocolate in her hands, she closed her eyes and listened to the howling winds. A powerful cold front from Canada was pushing into Vermont with icy fingers. The ten-day weather outlook had been changed. Instead of cool autumn temperatures with clear skies, the weather was now calling for icy temperatures filled with sleet and freezing rain that would eventually change into snow. Hearing the sleet hitting the kitchen window, Nikki shivered. “I don't know what's happening,” she whispered, “but I'm going to find out.”

      Hawk watched Nikki leave the kitchen. Lidia and Tori shook their heads at Hawk when he began to follow her. “Let Nikki be alone,” Lidia told Hawk in a kind voice. Sitting down, she picked up her cup of coffee and took a sip. “This Oliver person, he's connected to Nikki somehow?”

      Tori cast her worried eyes at Hawk. “Please, the truth,” she pleaded.

      Hawk looked at his coffee. “It's possible,” he explained in a careful voice. “The last name, the location, the man showing up at the chocolate shop... It’s an awful lot of coincidence.”

      Lidia looked at Tori and then back at Hawk. “How bad is this situation, Hawk?”

      “Oliver Bates is forcing Nikki to locate the person who murdered his wife. He claims if Nikki accomplishes her task, he will tell her who murdered Mrs. Grove and even send her enough evidence to seal the case.” Hawk scratched his chin. “But my gut is telling me that maybe the person who murdered Mrs. Grove just might be the same person who killed Oliver Bates’ wife.”

      “How is that possible?” Tori asked, confused.

      Hawk picked up his coffee cup. “I've been kicking the ball around some, and I think that the killer knows Oliver Bates is onto him...or her. The killer could also know that Oliver Bates might try and contact Nikki for help. So what does he—or she—do? Attack Nikki and try to have her arrested for murder.”

      “If Nikki is out of the picture, then she can't track down the killer,” Tori said.

      Hawk nodded. “Young lady, someday you could make a good detective.”

      Lidia rested her chin on her right palm. “How is Nikki connected to Oliver Bates, though? Yes, the last name and location are striking, but there has to be more, Hawk.”

      “Yep,” Hawk agreed, “and that's where I'm running into a wall. Guys, I don't know all of Nikki's past. But it's clear Nikki doesn't know Oliver Bates or his wife. Or so it seems. Right now, we need Nikki to piece some of the puzzle together for us. Until she can, all we can do is sit tight.”

      “How long will it be before the crime lab sends you the report on the chocolate?” Lidia asked Hawk. “The report should be very helpful.”

      “Tomorrow,” Hawk answered Lidia. “After Nikki and I came back to the station, Pop grabbed the chocolate and headed downstate to the crime lab himself. He'll be back tomorrow with the results.”

      “I'm worried about this Oliver Bates taking a candy bar from the store,” Lidia told Hawk. “He might try and frame Nikki for another murder.”

      “I've thought about that,” Hawk replied, equally worried.

      Tori looked past Hawk toward the kitchen window. She thought about Nikki's eyes. “Nikki is so sad.”

      “All she wants is peace,” Lidia said. “That woman seems to be a magnet for trouble, though.”

      Hawk looked down at his cup of coffee. “I know,” he sighed. “I just pray this is her last case. I was kinda hoping we would have a nice, quiet winter filled with warm fires and long walks in the snow. After my wife and I divorced, I swore I wouldn't get serious about another woman. But Nikki, she sure is different. She knocked my socks off!” Hawk laughed and blushed. “I don't know what the woman sees in an old jerk like me. I...it's nice to care about someone and have them care about you.”

      Lidia reached over and patted Hawk's hand. “Nikki does care about you, Hawk. We all do.”

      “And you and Nikki are so good together,” Tori told Hawk. “I'm happy she has someone like you to care about her.”

      Hawk closed his eyes and rubbed his nose. “If I really cared about Nikki, I would take her and leave this town.”

      “No!” Lidia begged.

      “There's nothing wrong with our town,” Tori insisted. “Some of the people are rotten apples, but not everyone. Nikki loves her new life in Vermont, Hawk. I doubt she would run away.”

      “I know. That's the problem. Even if I wanted to run away with Nikki, she would refuse. Nikki is a fighter. Me...I feel like I'm getting older and older before my time. I came to this town to investigate unpaid traffic tickets, not murder. I left New York to get away from that life.”

      Lidia patted Hawk's hand again. “The Lord has His reasons. Let me get you a refill on coffee.”

      “Thanks.”
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      An hour later, Nikki walked back into the kitchen. She saw Hawk, Lidia and Tori sitting at the table, talking and eating a slice of coconut cake apiece. “Jane Bates was my great aunt,” she said in a calm voice. “I've been online, studying my genealogy. Oliver Bates was my dad's adopted brother. No one in my family ever told me about him.”

      “Okay, we have a connection,” Hawk clapped his hands together.

      Nikki put the empty coffee cup in her hand down into the kitchen sink. “Hawk, we have a connection but more riddles than I can handle tonight. I'm fighting a lot of confusion and fatigue. I guess...what I'm really wondering is how Jane Bates managed to write the name of this town on her bedroom floor with lipstick...and why did I choose this town to call home?”

      “It's getting late. Maybe we should all try and get some sleep,” Lidia suggested.

      Nikki leaned against the kitchen sink. “This weather is going to be difficult,” she said and looked at the back door.

      “Nikki, dear, did you hear what I said?” Lidia asked worriedly. “Maybe we should all try and get some rest.”

      “Huh? Oh, uh, sure,” Nikki said. Feeling lost in a thick fog, she shook her head and forced a smile to her lips. “I'm sorry...I guess I'm a little scatterbrained tonight.”

      Hawk studied Nikki's face. He was worried. “We're all going to stand watch in three-hour shifts tonight,” he explained. “I'm taking the first shift. Tori, you'll take the second shift. Nikki, you can grab the third, and Lidia will finish the fourth.”

      “Why?” Lidia asked. “Do you believe someone might try and break into the cabin?”

      Hawk bit down on his lower lip. “It's dark and freezing outside. This is the kind of night killers love to work in. We need to all be alert.”

      Nikki closed her eyes and imagined outside. In the icy darkness, she saw two hideous eyes staring at her cabin. Nikki...Nikki Bates...I’m coming for you...coming for you...coming for you... Nikki flung her eyes open. “I think I'll go soak in a hot bath for a while and then get some sleep. Tori, wake me for my shift, honey, okay? ’Night, everyone.”

      Nikki hurried out of the kitchen and into her bedroom. Closing the bedroom door behind her she clasped her nervous hands together. “I was brought to this town for a reason…” she whispered and then ran into her bathroom and slammed the door tightly shut.
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      Nikki was shocked when she woke up and saw morning light coming through her bedroom window. Alarmed, she grabbed a pink, fluffy robe, threw it on, and ran out into the living room. Finding the living room empty, she rushed into the kitchen. Hawk was sitting at the table, eating a sandwich and drinking coffee. “Why didn't anyone wake me?” she asked.

      Hawk yawned. “Blame Tori. She didn't wake anyone. She pulled your shift and Lidia's shift. I put her to bed about twenty minutes ago. Breakfast?”

      Nikki looked out the kitchen window. The winds were screaming viciously. She shivered. “I'll have some coffee. Forgive my appearance.”

      Hawk found Nikki's messy hair and sleepy face beautiful. “You look like a princess.”

      Nikki examined her messy hair with her hands. “No makeup, messy hair...I look awful.”

      Hawk stood up, walked over to Nikki, and kissed her before she could run away. “You look beautiful,” he insisted. “Now sit down. I'll pour you a cup of coffee.”

      Nikki smiled and sat down. She looked at Hawk's sandwich and smiled again. “A bachelor's breakfast, huh?”

      “Turkey, cheese, tomato, all sprinkled with cayenne pepper,” he told Nikki, pouring her a cup of coffee. “Cayenne is good for the heart and wakes up the taste buds.”

      “I see,” Nikki said and wondered how anyone could put cayenne pepper on a sandwich so early in the morning.

      Hawk set Nikki's cup of coffee on the kitchen table and sat down. “Ice is sticking to the trees and the roads. Power is out in certain areas. I'm surprised we still have power here. As you can hear, the wind outside has settled in pretty good. It's going to be a rough day, Nikki. I called Pop. He's stuck downstate. Our best bet is to chance getting back to the station and sitting still for a while.”

      Nikki picked up her coffee cup and took a careful sip. “One step at a time, Hawk. Has Chief Daily received the results from the crime lab?”

      Hawk nodded. “He didn't let the crime lab close until he got the results.”

      “And?”

      “Years back,” Hawk told Nikki in a cop tone, “the military experimented with chemicals that would induce an immediate coma. The idea was to spray the substance on the battlefield, paralyze the enemy, and save lives...or so the reports on the darn stuff states. But this chemical, C5T-91, did more than put someone into a coma. It lowered the heart rate to the point the heart could no longer function.”

      “Research grants were canceled, and the chemical was transported to a high-security warehouse and stored, right?” Nikki asked.

      “That's the official story.”

      “The storage location of this chemical is right here in Vermont, right?”

      “A few miles away from the Center for Disease Control,” Hawk confirmed.

      “So how did our killer get this chemical?” Nikki asked herself rather than Hawk.

      “Nikki, Oliver Bates may be playing a game of some sort with you,” Hawk answered in a worried voice. “No one can just waltz right into a secure warehouse and walk out with a deadly chemical.”

      “But someone—the killer—obviously did,” Nikki said, and then a theory struck her. “Hawk, what if Oliver Bates killed Mrs. Grove in an attempt to blackmail me? He did say he would send me evidence.”

      “Evidence that could be altered to match a need,” Hawk confirmed.

      Nikki took a sip of her coffee. “It's possible. We need to find out who Oliver Bates worked for.”

      “I'll find out today,” Hawk promised Nikki. Looking into her face, he noticed a peculiar expression. It was as if Nikki were lost inside her own mind. “Are you okay?”

      Nikki put down her coffee cup. She began to speak but then paused. Closing her eyes, she struggled to clear her mind. “Hawk, ever since yesterday, I feel like I'm lost in this thick fog. I feel like I'm trapped inside myself, searching for the answer to a very dark secret. I can't explain what I'm feeling...”

      “Try,” Hawk gently urged her.

      Nikki kept her eyes closed. Listening to the howling winds outside, she fought to place her confused thoughts into words that would somehow make sense. “Hawk, why did I choose Maple Hills as my new home? Or maybe I should ask: How did I choose Maple Hills as my new home?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Nikki slowly opened her eyes, against her will, as if they were being pulled open by a cruel prison guard. “When I decided to leave Atlanta, I didn't choose Vermont as my new home. I chose a little town in North Carolina that was snuggled up against the Smoky Mountains. Yet somehow, I ended up in Maple Hills. How?”

      Hawk shook his head. “You tell me.”

      “I can't,” Nikki said in a frustrated voice. She walked away from the kitchen counter and began pacing around the kitchen. “Up until yesterday, I never even questioned how I arrived in Maple Hills. My conscious mind just assumed that I had somehow made the decision to relocate here, but after my meeting with Oliver Bates at my store...I don't know, Hawk. It's like a crack formed in my subconscious mind, and these ugly, dark secrets are leaking out like invisible ink...and I'm trying to see what the ink is writing on my mind. Does any of this make sense?”

      Hawk watched Nikki as she stopped walking and looked out the kitchen window into the dark, stormy morning. “No,” he answered honestly. “Nikki, you're the one who has to make sense of what is going on inside your mind. When you do, we'll solve this case.”

      Nikki thumped the kitchen counter with her fist. “Hawk, why did I come to Maple Hills? Who brought me here?”

      “What?” Hawk asked.

      She turned and faced him. “Huh?”

      “What did you say?” Hawk asked.

      “Why did I come to Maple Hills?”

      “No,” Hawk said carefully, “after that.”

      “I...” Nikki began to speak and then stopped. Her eyes grew wide. “Who brought me to Maple Hills?” she whispered as a horrible, deep chill grabbed her heart. Closing her eyes, she saw a shiny object swinging before her eyes. “Who brought me to Maple Hills?” she whispered again.

      The telephone hanging on the wall next to the refrigerator rang. Startled, Nikki threw her eyes open. Hawk was staring at her but didn't say a word. “I better answer the call,” she said.

      “Okay.”

      Nikki picked up the phone. “Hello?”

      “Horrible weather we're having, isn't it, Ms. Bates?” Oliver Bates greeted Nikki in a low voice.

      “Could be worse,” Nikki said and pointed at the phone. “It's him,” she mouthed to Hawk.

      Hawk got to his feet, hurried over to Nikki and pushed his ear close to the phone. “Tell Detective Daily to sit back down,” Oliver told Nikki in a stern voice.

      Hawk looked at Nikki and then threw his eyes around the kitchen. Without saying a word, he moved away from the phone and sat back down. “Okay, he sat back down,” Nikki told Oliver as anger erupted in her heart. “You broke into my cabin, didn't you?” she demanded.

      “I'm a very cautious man,” Oliver explained to Nikki, “but to answer your question, no, I did not trespass and violate your privacy. I have many resources at my disposal, Ms. Bates. Satellites, floating far above our heads, allow one to have eyes in numerous places.”

      Some distance away, in a pleasant, comfortable rental house, Oliver sat at a wooden kitchen table looking at the screen of a large laptop. And there on the screen was Nikki Bates standing in her kitchen, wearing her pink robe. Picking up a brown mug, he patiently took a sip of hot honey water with just a dash of lemon. As he took a sip of it, he watched Nikki glance over her shoulder toward Hawk and then focus on the kitchen wall. “Talk,” she finally said.

      Oliver set down the mug. He felt cunning and brilliant—dangerous and daring. Dressed in a gray suit that always made him feel empowered, Oliver calmly clasped his hands together and stared at Nikki on the screen. The woman was obviously very sharp, yet she was no match for his mind. “Detective Hawk made a few interesting phone calls last night, did he not?”

      “Stop it,” Nikki snapped. “We know your name is Oliver Bates, okay?”

      Hawk watched Nikki slowly begin to fall apart at the seams. Some hideous enemy hidden inside her mind was tormenting her, crippling her ability to remain in control of her emotions and thoughts.  “Get it together,” Hawk told Nikki in a stern voice.

      Nikki turned and looked at him. “I'm trying,” she whispered desperately. Tears slowly began falling from her scared eyes. “What did you do to me?” she begged Oliver.

      “I told you that I could destroy you,” Oliver informed Nikki. “Now that I have your full attention, perhaps you will do as you're told. You were assigned a task. You must find a killer. Are we clear?”

      “We're clear, yes,” Nikki said and wiped at her tears. “I will do whatever is needed to find the person who killed your wife.”

      “We are family, Ms. Bates, are we not? And shouldn't one family member tend to the needs of another family member?”

      “You're not my family,” Nikki told Oliver, disgusted. “You're a monster.”

      “Now, now, was that very nice?” he asked. “Watch your words with me, Ms. Bates, or I will be forced to punish you.”

      “I don't know what is happening,” Nikki said, “but since our meeting yesterday, I feel as if some hidden door in my mind is slowly opening up. I became aware of that feeling when I returned home last night. But when I found out you were the adopted brother of my daddy, the feeling intensified. Whatever game you're playing, after I find the person who killed your wife, I'm going to end your game.”

      “Such rudeness!” Oliver snapped. “But for now, I will ignore your hateful gestures. Today, Ms. Bates, you have work to do. Get out and begin your search. If you refuse, I will make sure your son is the one punished for your refusal to work instead of you.”

      Nikki closed her eyes. The image of a sweet, warm, newborn baby smiling up into her face graced her mind. “Leave my son out of your sick game,” Nikki warned Oliver. “If you touch him, I’ll go after you with every resource I have.”

      “Do not threaten me,” Oliver hissed.

      “You need me,” Nikki snapped. “If you didn't need me, you would have chosen someone else to track down the person who killed your wife. You have faked your death, sold your stocks and investments, and now you're hiding out in Maple Hills hoping I will find the person who killed your wife. Why, Oliver? You're obviously a man with many talents; why do you need me? Why not hire a slew of private investigators to track down the killer?”

      Oliver gritted his teeth. “Get to work, Ms. Bates, or your son—”

      “My son isn't a coward, and neither am I,” Nikki stated, “but let me make this promise to you, Oliver Bates: If you touch my son, it will be you that I go after. I will send your information onto every social media platform known to mankind. I will write story after story about you. I will go to every news and media outlet there is and make your name viral. And since the governor of Vermont has personally stated that he is indebted to me for my services, I will ask him to repay his debt by supporting me in my quest to destroy you. And before you reply, let me also remind you that a person who fakes his own death isn't someone the government is pleased with. No, you faked your own death because whoever you were working for decided it was time to dispose of you, isn't that right, Oliver?”

      “That's my girl,” Hawk whispered proudly.

      Oliver kept his hands clasped together. Feeling anger boil up into his chest, he nearly exploded in rage. Instead, he drew in five deep breaths and forced self-control over his words. “Tick-tock, Ms. Bates. The sand is draining. Find the killer. I will be in touch.”

      Nikki slammed the phone down and wiped at her tears. “No more tears,” she said in a desperate voice. “I've got work to do.”

      Hawk stood up and walked over to Nikki. Gently, he pulled her into his arms. “It's going to be okay,” he promised.

      “Is it?” Closing her eyes, Nikki saw the shiny object swinging back and forth before her eyes. “Oh Hawk, what did that awful man do to me? Why was I brought to Maple Hills?”

      Hawk knew every word he or Nikki spoke would reach the ears of Oliver Bates. “Get dressed,” he told Nikki in a low whisper. “We have work to do.”

      “Work?” Nikki almost laughed to herself. “Hawk, are you serious? How am I supposed to find the person who killed Jane Bates? Look outside. No one will be in town today. I guess the diner might be open, but that's all.”

      Something in Nikki's voice struck Hawk as odd. Looking deep into her eyes, Hawk quickly caught a glimpse that only he could understand. “You have to try,” he told her. “Go get dressed, huh?”

      Nikki left the kitchen, looking like a woman who was severely confused and beaten down. She walked to her bedroom, threw on a thick, gray sweater dress, dark green winter leggings, a pair of brown walking boots and a gray ski cap. When she returned to the kitchen, Lidia and Tori were waiting. “Where are you going?” Lidia asked, concerned.

      Nikki forced a smile to her lips. Lidia was still dressed in a pair of pink pajamas, and Tori was wrapped in a blue robe that dropped down to a pair of fuzzy bunny slippers. “I have work to do,” she explained.

      Lidia didn't fall for Nikki's smile. “We're getting dressed.”

      “Good idea,” Hawk agreed. “You and Tori need to relocate yourselves to the police station today. Remember, you're both still under investigation.”

      Tori looked at Hawk. With his eyes, he told her to listen and not speak. Lidia immediately understood Hawk's expression. “Okay, okay, already—don't remind us,” she fussed and grabbed Tori's hand. “Come on, dear, let's go get dressed.”

      Nikki walked to the coffee pot and unplugged it. “I was thinking,” she said without disguising her voice, “that if the person who killed Jane Bates is in Maple Hills, then a good place to start will be the courthouse. I need to check the public records.”

      “For what?” Hawk asked curiously.

      “I'm not sure yet,” Nikki confessed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Hawk, drop me off at the courthouse on the way to the police station, okay? I'll be a while. In the meantime, you can continue investigating the murder of Mrs. Grove.”

      “Are you sure?” Hawk asked.

      Nikki tossed a quick wink at Hawk. “I'm sure. It's always safe to be in a public facility on a day like this...on a day that a killer prefers.”

      “Sure thing,” Hawk said, even though the idea of leaving Nikki alone at the courthouse didn't sit well with him. Picking up his cup, he drained the rest of the coffee and aimed his eyes toward the living room. “I'll go warm up the jeep. You hurry those ladies up for me, okay?”

      “I will,” Nikki said. As soon as Hawk walked out of the kitchen, she closed her eyes. “I'm...beginning...to remember...” she whispered as the bright, shiny object swung back and forth in front of her eyes.
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      An hour later, Nikki walked into a warm, single-story building that smelled of pine and cinnamon. Shaking sleet off her thick, green, wool coat, she hurried up to a glass window, walking across a beautiful brown carpet in her wet boots. A young woman in her late twenties spotted Nikki approaching and put down a magazine. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      Nikki continued to shake the sleet off her coat and spoke in a polite, calm tone. “I need to access your public records, please.”

      The young woman stared at Nikki coldly. Aware of who was asking to see the public records, she debated with herself whether to deny the request or allow it. Of course, if she denied Nikki access to the public records, she would be violating the law and might, as a result, risk being canned from her job. She brushed a piece of lint off the blue sweater she was wearing and then checked her short brown hair. “My mother doesn't like you,” she told Nikki.

      Nikki ignored the insult and signed her name on a guest registry form attached to a brown clipboard sitting on the counter under the window. “Which way to the public records room?”

      “No one likes you,” the young woman continued in a hateful voice.

      “I wasn't that popular in high school either, sweetie,” Nikki replied in a sharp voice. “Now, either you tell me which way to the public records room, or I ask to see your supervisor. You are a public servant. Your job is to assist the public, not harass them. The cell phone in my purse has been recording our conversation. Shall I ask your supervisor to take a listen?”

      The young woman glanced at the white purse Nikki had set down on the counter. “Through the main door, fourth door down on the right,” she said. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean—”

      “Save it for the courts,” Nikki said coldly and grabbed her purse.

      “Have a nice day,” the young woman called out, hoping to sound authentic. Nikki rolled her eyes and hurried to the heavy wooden door and pulled it open. She stepped through it and walked down a long hallway lined with doors. When she saw Oliver Bates standing in front of the door leading into the public records room, she paused. Be strong, she told herself.

      Oliver waved at Nikki. “Nice to see you again, Ms. Bates,” he called out.

      Nikki approached him cautiously. “I have work to do,” she said angrily. “I don't need you micro-managing my every move.”

      “I intend to watch,” Oliver warned her in a stern tone. “I don't need you to withhold any new findings you might...accidentally...discover.”

      “Fine,” Nikki said and pushed past him. Stepping into the public records room, she was disappointed to find that the room had no windows. Instead, it was cramped, lined with old metal filing cabinets and a single, wooden table on a dark brown tile floor. Oliver stepped in behind Nikki and closed the door. “Don't get in my way,” Nikki said and placed her purse down onto the table.

      “Surely not.” Oliver smiled hideously.

      Nikki carefully watched Oliver remove his gray coat and then a gray fedora. Methodically, he placed his coat onto the back of a wooden chair and then neatly put his hat down onto the table, next to Nikki's purse. “Such horrible weather to walk an animal in, isn't it, Ms. Bates?” he asked. “This morning I learned that my poor dog isn't fond of this weather, poor thing.”

      “I wouldn't know. I don't have any pets,” Nikki replied. Hesitantly, she turned her back to Oliver and studied the metal filing cabinets. “What year would you say the killer arrived in Maple Hills?” she asked.

      “That's for you to discover,” Oliver replied. Sitting down, he patiently watched Nikki approach the filing cabinets. “And what are we looking for in particular?”

      “If you want me to find the person who killed your wife I will need all the assistance you can offer. What year would you say the killer arrived in Maple Hills?” Nikki asked again.

      “I can't answer your question because I do not know,” Oliver explained.

      “Fine,” Nikki said as her eyes roamed from one filing cabinet to another. “Mr. Bates, you have been watching my home, so you must know by now I am aware of the chemical inserted into the chocolate that killed Mrs. Grove.”

      “Yes,” Oliver said in a steady voice, “I am aware. This is to be expected, though. Why do you ask?”

      Nikki turned and faced Oliver. “It's possible you are playing a game with me. Perhaps you even killed Mrs. Grove to frame me, to coerce me to find your wife’s killer.”

      “The games we play are always composed of uncertainties, now aren't they?” Oliver said as he narrowed his eyes. “The outcome will become clear when you find Jane’s killer. Now get to work.”

      Nikki removed her coat and plunged into the filing cabinets with skilled hands and a sharp, focused mind. But slowly she grew distracted as her mind kept grabbing at the image of the shining object, swinging back and forth in front of her eyes. Sitting down at the table across from Oliver, she put down a brown file. “My daddy never mentioned you to me,” she said casually.

      Oliver watched Nikki open the file and begin investigating the contents. “I was, as they say, the black sheep of the family, Ms. Bates. Your grandparents adopted me, this is true. But it wasn't long before they also deserted me.”

      Nikki sensed bitterness in Oliver's voice. “Why?” she asked, reading a tax record belonging to a man named Ronald Botterman.

      Oliver's eyes flashed with anger. “Why?” he asked, allowing his voice to ring with the anger that was welling up in his chest. “Why?”

      “Yes, why?” Nikki asked again.

      “Because your father was the perfect one, and I, Ms. Bates, was the horrible creature who needed to be hidden beneath the bed. I could never please my adoptive parents, no matter how many attempts I made to do so. Your father was a miserable child and a filthy young man. He smoked, stole, and committed crimes. Did he ever suffer the consequences? No. But if I so much as forgot to make my bed, I would face certain beatings with words and hands.”

      “My daddy was a wonderful man,” Nikki objected. “You make him sound as if he were a monster.”

      “Wasn't he?” Oliver hissed.

      Nikki shrugged. “We're all a little mischievous when we're young. I remember taking a candy bar from a store when I was ten years old because a friend dared me to. That doesn't make me a monster.”

      “That makes you a thief, Ms. Bates. We must not romanticize our crimes.”

      “Sure, I was a thief,” Nikki agreed, “but I was also very young and silly. We grow out of those childish stages in life, though.”

      Oliver stared at Nikki with hateful eyes. The woman had simply, with very little effort, swatted away his powerful convictions about his stepbrother. “Why are you looking into this man's records?” he asked, determined to remain in control.

      “Ronald Botterman moved to Maple Hills soon after your wife was found murdered,” Nikki explained, examining the records. “I'm trying to compile a list of people who moved to Maple Hills in the time frame your wife was murdered. Is that okay with you?”

      “Very well,” Oliver said, granting Nikki permission to move forward. “But I do not see pen or pad?”

      “I make mental notes,” Nikki assured him. “I never forget a single detail.”

      “Really?” Oliver asked and then grinned. “I might say that is vain, Ms. Bates.”

      Nikki closed the file. “Nah,” she said and stood up, “I'm pretty good at remembering stuff...except where I put my car keys.”

      Oliver watched Nikki walk back to the filing cabinet from which she had removed the file. “You are a lovely woman. It's such a pity that your husband filed for divorce.”

      “It happens,” Nikki replied, feeling a sharp dagger dig into her heart.

      “Does it?” Oliver asked. “Yes, I suppose it does.”

      Nikki removed another file and walked back to the table. Sitting down, she quickly glanced into Oliver's soulless eyes. “It's difficult for me to believe that a man like you could love a woman,” she said in a curious voice. “Your wife must have been some woman to put up with the likes of you.”

      Oliver grinned at Nikki's insult instead of becoming enraged. “Jane was a terrific woman. She never tolerated my...foul habits.”

      “I bet,” Nikki said. “Is that why she ended up dead?”

      Oliver quit grinning. “Pardon me?” he asked as his face went flat and cold.

      Nikki looked across the table at Oliver. “I'm just implying that she might have crossed someone, you know? It's obvious she had an enemy, Oliver. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure that much out.”

      “Oh...yes, of course,” Oliver said and forced his mind to calm down. “But I haven't the slightest idea who could have wanted Jane dead.”

      “Maybe it wasn't Jane the killer was after,” Nikki suggested. “Have you ever considered the killer was after you? Let's face it, you didn't sell off your stocks and investments and fake your own death because you were popular at work.”

      “I do not appreciate your accusations, Ms. Bates. Remember, I control you.”

      Nikki slammed the file in her hands closed. “And with a few clicks of a mouse, every social media outlet in the world will control you,” she fired back. “Let's get this straight, okay? I'll find your wife’s killer, and then you take a hike out of town after you provide me with the evidence you promised.”

      Oliver narrowed his eyes and stared at Nikki with vicious hatred, yet he decided not to walk into a battle of words with the woman. Nikki's punishment would come at the end, he reminded himself. “I have considered that I was the killer's target instead of my wife, Ms. Bates. That does not mitigate my responsibility to track down the person who committed the crime.”

      “Okay,” Nikki said and unclenched her mental fist, “fair enough. Today I'll make a list of possible suspects and then go home and research each person online. I should have a few leads by tomorrow.”

      Oliver leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. “I do not like your detective friend. I want him to stay away from you while you are employed in my services.”

      “No way,” Nikki objected, “Hawk and I are a team. Hawk stays at my side.”

      “Detective Daily is such an...ignorant man,” Oliver stated in disgust. “Men like Hawk Daily sicken me. They are arrogant and prideful, crude and plain stupid. You could do much better than that man, Ms. Bates.”

      Nikki looked up into Oliver's eyes. She knew she had to protect Hawk from the deadly man. “Hawk's okay. I'm not planning to marry the guy or anything. Truth is...I want to use Hawk to make my ex-husband jealous.”

      Oliver grinned. “I see,” he stated in a delighted voice. “How wonderful a plan.”

      Nikki shrugged her shoulders. “I have to be patient. My husband is going to visit at Thanksgiving when my son comes back for his college break. I have until then to make it appear that Hawk and I are really serious. I like Hawk...he's a good man, and I hate to play with his heart, but I want my husband back.”

      “Excellent,” Oliver said, not realizing that Nikki was manipulating him. “I assumed you despised your ex-husband.”

      “Hearts never stop loving,” Nikki sighed and focused on the file in her hands.

      “Perhaps,” Oliver agreed.

      Nikki felt a shiver crawl down her spine. Bracing herself, she eased forward with extreme caution. “Could I dare to ask you who you worked for, Mr. Bates?”

      “You could,” Oliver replied. “I will make it very simple for you, if you wish.”

      “Nothing is simple, but please try.”

      “I worked for the Center for Disease Control,” Oliver explained. “My position will not be revealed, but I will state that I was a very powerful man. Early last year, I came to realize that my services at the Center were being questioned by a certain group of people in Washington.”

      “In other words, you were about to be eliminated,” Nikki said.

      “Yes,” Oliver replied.

      “I never had any dealings with the Center for Disease Control,” Nikki admitted. “I'm afraid I'm not educated in that department, but I suppose you must have dealt with some very deadly diseases.”

      “Not dealt with...created,” Oliver corrected Nikki. “Before my services were terminated, I made certain, shall I say, deals to obtain certain...items.”

      “I don't need to hear that,” Nikki scolded him. “My job is to find a killer and clear myself of a murder. I just needed to know who you worked for to help me. It seems that if you were going to be eliminated by force, then it's possible that the person who killed your wife was sent to kill you. Now that I think about it, I'm sure of that.”

      Oliver sat quietly for a minute. “Perhaps,” he finally answered in a disappointed tone. “I will leave you alone, now, Ms. Bates. I will be in touch tomorrow.”

      Nikki didn't say anything in reply. She watched the man put on his coat and hat and leave the room. “The games we play,” Nikki whispered. “Okay, Jane Bates, you may not be in these files, but your parents might be. All I have to do is locate them while making Oliver think I'm searching for your killer. At least Oliver showed up on time and took the bait.”
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      Rolling up her dress sleeves, Nikki went to work. Going through file after file, Nikki searched through one record after the next with a determined mind. When Hawk walked into the records room, she barely noticed. “Hungry?” he asked, examining all the files scattered across the sitting table.

      “Huh? Oh, hi, Hawk,” Nikki said wearily.

      Hawk closed the door behind him, shook the brown coat he was wearing, and then ran his hands through his damp hair. “How are things here?”

      “Oliver showed up like I expected. He was actually waiting for me,” Nikki explained and began rubbing her neck. “I managed to squeeze some juice from that lemon, but not much. I have to admit, I was terrified the whole time. That man has done something awful to me and I don't know what. But I will. Until I do, I have to play his sick game.”

      Hawk walked over to Nikki and began massaging her shoulders. “I did some digging for you, Nikki. Oliver Bates worked for—”

      “The CDC, yeah, I got that much from him,” Nikki said.

      Hawk nodded. “The man was in charge of the Contagious Diseases Research department. Mr. Oliver Bates began his career with the CDC after leaving the Navy in 1976. Now here's the kicker. Are you ready?”

      “Oliver Bates was originally assigned to the Vermont CDC, not the Atlanta CDC,” Nikki told Hawk, “and that's how he met his wife, Jane, who is from Maple Hills.”

      Hawk sighed. “Well, you popped my balloon.”

      “Not really,” Nikki explained. “I've been searching for confirmation of my theory. I'm trying to locate Jane's parents to confirm that she once lived in Maple Hills. It would help if I had the woman's maiden name.”

      Hawk beamed. “Funnel,” he announced proudly.

      Nikki turned in her seat and looked up into his eyes. “You've been on the job,” she said, impressed.

      “My fingers are more exhausted than my mind,” he admitted.

      Nikki smiled. “You’re great.” Standing up, she ran to a filing cabinet and pulled out a property tax file that belonged to a man named Lionel Funnel. “I've got an address.”

      “So do I,” Hawk said, “and a graveyard. Nikki, you know Jane Funnel's parents are dead by now, don't you?”

      “Oh, of course,” Nikki said, “but I also want to see who is living in her old home.”

      “The house you're looking for is owned by a local rental company,” Hawk explained. “After lunch, I was going to find out if anyone was renting the house.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Nikki said and turned to face Hawk. “I believe Mr. Oliver Bates may be the current resident, Hawk.”

      Hawk patted the gun hidden under his coat. “Yep,” he said.

      Nikki looked past Hawk toward the table. “Thanks for your help, Hawk. I don't know why I didn't call you to begin with. Silly of me, really, to make all this mess when a simple phone call could have saved me time and trouble.”

      “Maybe you just needed time to think,” Hawk suggested. “When my mind is tangling with a problem, I become distracted, too, and end up going around my elbow to get to my thumb.”

      “I guess,” Nikki said. “Help me put these files away, and we'll go have lunch.”

      “Lidia and Tori are waiting at the diner for us,” Hawk said as he began helping her clear the files.

      Nikki suddenly stopped and looked at Hawk. She froze as her mind swung a bright, shiny object in front of her eyes. Only this time, the object was shaped like a needle. “Hawk?”

      “Are you okay?” Hawk asked, alarmed.

      “I...” Nikki struggled to speak, “I...”

      “Sit down.”

      Nikki took Hawk's arm and sat.

      “Want some water?”

      “No, I'm...” Nikki closed her eyes. As she did, she saw herself standing in a gray light. Suddenly, a hand appeared and jabbed a needle into her neck. Nikki jerked and threw her eyes open.

      “What is it?” Hawk asked, watching Nikki begin to breathe in short, panicked gasps as her eyes grew wide with fear.

      “I'm not sure,” Nikki whispered. “Please, let's leave. I need some fresh air.”

      Hawk helped Nikki stand up. With shaky hands, she put on her coat and ski cap. “Ready?” Hawk asked.

      Nikki nodded. “And a little hungry. Maybe some food will help.”

      As Nikki walked out of the records room, she walked away from certain memories that were whispering into her mind, breaking away from frozen screams and melting into a nightmare.
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      After lunch, Nikki and Hawk drove to the rental house while Lidia and Tori headed back to the police station. “Weather is getting worse,” Hawk said, leaning forward in the driver's seat.

      Nikki listened to the screaming winds lashing sleet against the jeep. “I trust your driving. I do not trust icy roads,” she told Hawk in a worried voice.

      “Good thing the rental house is right here in town,” Hawk replied. “There's no way we could have driven out into the country. I'm not even sure we're going to make it back to your cabin tonight. We may have to pitch a tent in my office.”

      Nikki braced herself as the jeep slid to a stop at a four-way intersection. The business district was now a block behind her. Cozy, warm townhomes stood before her, lining comfortable streets that any writer would imagine with delight. “Keep going,” Nikki urged Hawk even though her heart was running laps.

      Hawk looked to his left and then to his right. “Ice is sticking to the power lines. My guess is this part of town will lose power before morning. Your cabin could be without power by now, too.”

      “One problem at a time,” Nikki begged him. “First, let's drive by the rental home.”

      Hawk nodded and eased through the four-way stop. “The house isn't far. I bet ten bucks that’s how Oliver Bates vanished from sight the other day. All he had to do was cut through a side street and wander off toward the rental house.”

      Nikki looked to her left as Hawk drove past a cute brick house. Smoke was rising from a stone chimney attached to the side of the house. Instead of imagining loving families gathered around a blazing fire, sharing stories, drinking hot chocolate, and eating popcorn, Nikki saw a dying woman struggling to crawl across a bedroom floor toward her. Nikki...get help...Nikki, call for…help. Nikki…

      “Nikki?” Hawk asked.

      “Huh?” She jumped in her seat.

      “I said we're one street away from the rental house.”

      “Oh, okay. Drive slowly.”

      Hawk glanced at Nikki. Her face was pale, and her eyes were filled with horror and fear. “I wish I could walk inside your mind and save you from whatever monster is chasing you.”

      “Me, too,” Nikki replied, her voice shaky.

      Hawk slid the jeep to a stop at a second four-way stop. “There,” he said and pointed to a little yellow house sitting on the right-hand corner of Pine Street. Nikki leaned forward and studied it. “I see lights on.”

      “Me, too,” Hawk said, fixing his eyes on a gray, two-door car sitting in the driveway. I'm going to turn right, ease past the house, and get a look at the tag on that car.”

      Nikki drew in a deep breath. “Okay, let's go.”
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      Inside the house, Oliver Bates was taking a hot shower. Having caught a chill from the icy weather, he feared that he might come down with a cold. Soaking up the hot steam, he was focused on his health and was completely unaware that Nikki and Hawk had located his hideout.

      After his shower, Oliver took two Vitamin C pills, drank three cups of hot honey water, and settled down into an armchair with his laptop and waited for Nikki to return to her cabin. “I must make you more aware of the true killer,” he whispered hideously. “The true killer is out there, Ms. Bates. Tick-tock, the sand is running out...for both you and me. We must hurry and play.”
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      Back at the police station, Nikki walked into Hawk's office and plopped down in a cushioned chair in front of his desk. “Hey, guys,” Nikki said in an exhausted voice.

      Lidia and Tori were sitting in two chairs placed next to the window. “There is no way we're driving home tonight,” Tori said, looking out the office window into the deep gray, icy day.

      “I agree,” Lidia confirmed. “And this wind, my goodness, I've never seen it this strong.”

      “Me neither,” Hawk agreed, walking into his office and closing the door. “Okay, Nikki, I ran the tag.”

      “And?” Nikki asked anxiously.

      “The car belongs to a rental company in New Jersey,” Hawk explained, walking to his desk and sitting down.

      “Oliver can't use credit cards,” Nikki said, “and you need a credit card to rent a car.”

      “Not at Anywhere, Anytime Car Rental Service,” Hawk told her. “You can rent a car with cash just as long as you pay the cash deposit.”

      “Surely this company would have taken a copy of Bates’ driver's license,” Nikki mused.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I ran the company through the system, and let's just say the feedback is enough to make you cringe. Basically, the company rents lemons that aren't worth two cents.”

      “Okay, so Oliver got away with renting a lemon,” Nikki replied in a tired voice, “but I'm sure he's not going to be driving a lemon for the rest of his life. Hawk, the man is a dangerous killer. He's not walking blind here. That man has probably purchased a new vehicle and home on a tropical island somewhere.”

      Hawk crossed his ankle over his left knee. “With the Canadian border right up the road, he can make a hasty escape, too. I have nothing to charge him with at this point, though,” he muttered. “Sure, we found a few bread crumbs to stuff in our pockets today, but where does that leave us?”

      “Well,” Nikki said, attempting to sound positive, “let's count our bread crumbs. We know that Jane Bates was from Maple Hills and that Oliver Bates went to work at the CDC in Vermont after he left the navy. It's likely that he met Jane in Maple Hills somewhere along the line. Oliver was probably transferred to Atlanta, which explains how he ended up in Georgia.” Nikki rubbed her eyes. “Jane was murdered and managed to scrawl a few lipstick letters on her bedroom floor, leaving behind some form of a clue. Oliver believes her killer lives in Maple Hills, but I'm not so sure. I believe the man is playing a game. I also believe he killed Mrs. Grove.”

      “I'm going to run the marriage license,” Hawk told Nikki, “and find out where Bates married his wife. I'm also going to check with Atlanta and see what they have on Oliver and Jane. Maybe Atlanta might have a breadcrumb for us?”

      “Good idea,” Nikki agreed. “Also, Hawk, find out if Oliver went hiking in South America with someone...anyone. I have to believe he has a friend in his back pocket somewhere.”

      “I'll call a friend of mine in New York and see what he can come up with.”

      Nikki continued to rub her eyes. As she did, the image of a dead woman reappeared in her mind. Nikki...call for help...help...help... Nikki yanked her eyes open. “Oh my,” she whimpered.

      “What is it, honey?” Lidia asked and rushed over to Nikki.

      Nikki looked up into Lidia's worried eyes. “Oh Lidia!” She began to cry and threw her face into Lidia's stomach. “It's so awful...I can see her!”

      “Who?” Hawk asked.

      Lidia placed her right hand on the back of Nikki's neck to comfort her. “Who, honey? Who do you see?”

      “A dead woman, lying on a floor and begging me to call for help,” Nikki cried.

      Hawk looked at Lidia and then at Tori. Tori stood up and walked over to Lidia. “Is there anything I can do?” she asked worriedly.

      Lidia shook her head. “I'm afraid not.”

      “I keep seeing this shiny object going back and forth in front of my eyes. And earlier today, I saw the object turn into a needle...and I saw a man stick the needle into my neck,” Nikki explained through tears.

      “Oh my,” Lidia said and looked to Hawk for help.

      Hawk rubbed his chin. “Nikki, look at me.”

      Nikki lifted her head and focused on Hawk. “Yes?” she asked and wiped at her tears.

      “I think it's possible that somewhere down the line you were hypnotized. I think you realize that by now, too.” Hawk stood up and walked to Nikki. Taking her hands, he looked softly into her tear-filled eyes. “I have an idea.”

      “I'm listening,” Nikki promised.

      “This may sound silly, so bear with me.” Hawk drew in a deep breath. “When I was a cop in New York, I watched a doctor hypnotize a woman who witnessed a murder. The woman was so traumatized that her mind blocked out every detail of the murder. Needless to say, the doctor was able to help the woman bypass her trauma and remember what she had seen. I was pretty amazed because, well, I was skeptical about the whole hypnotism act.”

      “You want to hypnotize me?” Nikki asked Hawk.

      Hawk nodded. “Your mind is leaking out what you were programmed to forget,” Hawk explained. “Sooner or later you're bound to remember everything that you have forgotten, but we don't have time to wait around.”

      “Isn't that kind of dangerous?” Tori asked, concerned. “Hawk, playing with someone's mind can cause a lot of harm. Are you really qualified to hypnotize someone?”

      “Nope,” Hawk said simply, keeping his eyes locked on Nikki, “and I probably never will be qualified, either.”

      “I want to remember,” Nikki pleaded. “I need to remember. I think Oliver Bates killed his wife, Hawk. I know he killed Mrs. Grove. And now he's after me, playing some kind of sick game. The man is a dangerous killer...and he's set his sights on me, and I don't know why.”

      “Could it be because you saw him kill his wife?” Lidia asked Nikki. “How old is this weirdo?”

      “Early seventies,” Nikki answered.

      “What age was he when his wife was murdered?”

      “Forty-eight,” Hawk told Lidia.

      “So do the math...that would have put Nikki in her early twenties, right?” Lidia asked.

      Nikki nodded. “I would have been twenty-one or twenty-two, I guess. I was in journalism school at that age.”

      A bell went off in Hawk's mind. “Nikki, what if Oliver's wife called you to her home to report something to you concerning her husband? And what if Oliver found out and killed his wife before she could tell you? And what if you walked in and found the woman dying on her bedroom floor? And,” Hawk finished, “what if Oliver appeared and injected you with something and then programmed your mind to forget?”

      “It's... possible,” Nikki answered Hawk, “but those are a lot of ‘what if’s. I didn't even know Jane Bates.”

      “Maybe you did, and you just don't remember it,” Hawk said. “You're seeing this woman in your mind because you're remembering her. And if you're remembering her, then you knew her somehow.”

      “Hawk is right,” Lidia told Nikki.

      “Yeah, I think he is,” Tori added. “Hawk, we trust you.”

      Hawk bit down on his lower lip. “Nikki?”

      Nikki stared into Hawk's eyes. “I have to know. I have to defeat Oliver Bates.”

      “Okay,” Hawk said and let go of Nikki's hands. Rubbing his neck, he studied his office. “Tori, close the blinds. Nikki, pull a chair into the middle of the room.”

      Nikki became very nervous. She watched Hawk hurry to his computer as she pulled a chair into the middle of the office. Hawk jumped online and brought up a website that played relaxing piano music. “That should do it,” he said as a soft, soothing melody floated into the air. “Nikki, sit down. Lidia, Tori, stand outside my office door, and don't let anyone disturb us.”

      “Come on,” Lidia said and grabbed Tori’s hand.

      “You can do this,” Tori told Nikki and hugged her neck.

      Hawk waited until Lidia and Tori had left his office before he reached into his front pocket and pulled out a gold pocket watch. “This watch belonged to my dad,” he told Nikki.

      Nikki stared at the watch as the winds howled and screamed outside. “Hawk, are you sure you can do this?”

      Hawk walked to Nikki, bent down, and gently kissed her lips. “Nikki, all I'm sure of is that I love you.”

      Nikki felt her heart reach out for Hawk. She gently touched his caring face. “Okay, my knight in shining armor, hypnotize me.”

      Hawk smiled. “Mind if I hypnotize you to love me forever?” he asked.

      “I already do,” Nikki promised and drew in a deep breath. “I'm ready.”

      Hawk grew silent. He listened to the ice hit the office window for a few seconds. “Okay, Nikki, here we go,” he said in a low whisper and dropped the gold pocket watch down in front of Nikki's eyes.
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      Oliver Bates became furious when Nikki knocked on the front door of the house his wife had grown up in. “May I come in?” Nikki asked, standing on the small, ice-covered front porch as the winds howled all around her.

      “You're a very sneaky person, now aren't you?” Oliver growled. Looking past Nikki into the dark night, he searched for any sign that Nikki had arrived with back-up. Instead, he saw her SUV parked in the driveway next to the rental car. “Inside,” he commanded.

      Nikki stepped into a small, warm foyer covered with pale yellow wallpaper. “I have some news for you,” she told Oliver, shaking the ice off her coat. “I've found the killer.”

      “Have you now?”

      Nikki studied the old man. He was wearing a gray jogging outfit and thick, wool socks. Suddenly he appeared very old and very weak in Nikki's eyes. But, Nikki quickly warned herself, the body may look old, yet the mind was still extremely deadly. “I won't take too much of your time tonight,” Nikki told Oliver. “I need to get home as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, the weather is much worse,” he stated, forcing his voice to sound firm and under control. “How did you find out my location? First, answer me that.”

      “You didn't hide yourself very well,” Nikki replied, a hint of mock disappointment in her voice. “Any amateur sleuth could have found you, Mr. Bates.”

      Nikki's response slapped Oliver across his face. “Do not test me, Ms. Bates, do you understand me?” he snarled.

      “Listen,” Nikki said, sidestepping the threat, “I've located a man who lived in Atlanta at the time your wife was murdered. He has to be the killer. I'm going to speak with him tomorrow. I need you to come with me.”

      Oliver locked eyes with Nikki and attempted to reach into her mind. “Is that so?”

      “Yes,” Nikki answered. “Mr. Bates, you twisted my arm and forced me to track down the person who killed your wife. I have completed my duty as you asked, assuming Mr. Purry is our man, that is. I am taking a blind leap of faith here. I assume you are not playing games with me and that you really want to find the killer.”

      “And the killer could be this…Mr. Purry?” Oliver asked.

      “Charlie Purry,” Nikki explained, repeating the false name. “The man lived in Atlanta and ran an antique shop. He left Atlanta soon after your wife was killed. Before Mr. Purry left Atlanta, he drew the attention of the police, who began investigating him for selling stolen goods. My guess is this man somehow knew your wife, Mr. Bates, and your wife knew about his crooked business. He must have killed Jane to keep her silent.”

      “I see,” Oliver said coldly. “Well, perhaps we should pay this Mr. Purry a visit.”

      “Good. Meet me at my store at noon tomorrow. The weatherman isn't forecasting good weather anytime soon, so dress warmly.”

      “Of course,” Oliver assured her. “Now, hurry home.”

      “I'll be driving very slowly and very carefully,” Nikki replied and opened the front door. “Tomorrow at noon. And please, Mr. Bates, I request that you refrain from violence. We're just going to speak with Mr. Purry and ask some questions.”

      “Of course,” Oliver replied and bid Nikki a safe trip home. “Tomorrow, Nikki Bates, you will find out who Mrs. Grove’s real killer is. I'm pleased that you're playing my game, but the time has come to end it.” He slammed the front door shut then grumbled, “Tomorrow I will help you remember what I programmed you to forget. You will remember all the agony you caused me. When I am finished, you will be begging me for mercy. Oh yes, tomorrow you will know the truth, Nikki Bates.”
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      Nikki hurried to her SUV, slipping and sliding on the ice. She carefully climbed up into the driver's seat. “The stage is set,” she whispered to Hawk.

      Keeping his head down in the back seat, Hawk waited until Nikki maneuvered away from the house and then crawled into the front seat and buckled up. “Are you sure that snake will take the bait?”

      “Right now,” Nikki told Hawk as she drove slowly back toward town, “Oliver Bates’ mind is running in a hundred different directions. The one fact he is sure of is that I am lying to him. Tomorrow, he'll come at me with full force.”

      “How do you know this?” Hawk asked.

      Nikki eased her SUV up to a stop sign. “Hawk, I saw the man kill his wife. I saw the man inject me with some kind of hypnotic serum. I saw the man inject me again with the same serum before I left Atlanta. He programmed me to relocate to Maple Hills, Vermont. Why? Because he intended to kill me. But first, he wanted to play his sick little game.”

      “Because you told Oliver Bates’ wife you were smarter than her husband before he killed the poor woman, and he overheard you,” Hawk said.

      Nikki nodded. “I was young and full of myself back then, Hawk. I thought for sure I could take down Oliver Bates with one single hit. When Jane Bates called me on the night of August 2nd, she was very scared. She told me Oliver had threatened to kill her, and she needed my help.” Nikki said. “Jane Bates was going to make a deal with me—my help in exchange for information that could destroy Oliver.”

      “But he got to his wife first.”

      “Yes,” Nikki said, remembering a stormy night in Atlanta. “I remember driving to their house, a large, two-story Victorian home in a wealthy neighborhood. It was dark, and a horrible storm was lashing the city. I parked my car a few houses down and jogged up to Jane's house.”

      “You two were friends at this point?”

      “Kinda,” Nikki explained. “I remember Oliver always being a cold fish and Jane being a shy and timid woman. I really didn't know them very well. Honestly, I can't remember how I even met Jane. Anyway, I made my way to the house, sneaked around to the back door, and found the spare key Jane had told me about.” Nikki leaned forward on the steering wheel in order to see the road more clearly.

      “What then?” Hawk asked.

      “I remember I was wearing a green dress and tennis shoes. I was soaking wet by the time I unlocked the kitchen door and entered. My shoes squeaked on the tile floor...a white tile floor. I took them off and set them down beside the back door.” Nikki lowered her voice. “The house was so silent...ominous. I knew something was wrong.”

      “Keep going,” Hawk pressed Nikki.

      “The kitchen was dark and full of shadows. Lightning was flashing outside, and then it thundered. That's when I heard Jane scream. I had a small pistol hidden in a green backpack I was carrying on my shoulders. The backpack had my notebooks, pens, a tape recorder...also a bottle of water and some candy bars. I took out the pistol and ran up the back stairs. I remember how the carpet felt under my bare feet.”

      Nikki drove her SUV into town and stopped in front of her chocolate store. “I made my way down a lovely hallway filled with antiques and beautiful paintings to a door that was pushed halfway open, and then...”

      “And then what?”

      “I eased the door open and saw Oliver Bates standing over his wife with a knife.”

      “That's when the woman began calling out to you for help.”

      “Yes,” Nikki said, staring through the storm at her shop. “Hawk, I froze...I didn't know what to do. All I remember is running, running back down the hallway, and then I felt a horrible pain strike the side of my neck, and everything went dark.”

      “While Oliver Bates was dealing with you, his wife managed to scribble a few lipstick letters on her bedroom floor,” Hawk continued the narrative. “But before Oliver could erase them, the police arrived. A neighbor reported seeing a suspicious person sneaking around outside the house and called the police. That sneaky person was you.”

      Nikki closed her eyes. “Years later, my memory of that night began to make an appearance in my mind,” Nikki said, keeping her eyes closed. “I wasn't certain what storm was brewing in my mind...I kept seeing flashes of Jane Bates lying dead on her bedroom floor, the silver watch Oliver used to hypnotize me, and the needle...awful images. But Hawk, I didn't remember that Oliver was the killer. I made a horrible mistake and phoned him one day and explained to him what was happening to me. Like a fool, I asked for his help. After all, the man was my daddy's adopted brother.”

      “Oliver Bates met you in your home,” Hawk said in a low voice as his eyes studied the dark storm, “and injected you with the same serum he injected you with the night he killed his wife. He programmed you to move to Maple Hills.”

      “To put me on ice, so to speak,” Nikki whispered. “I remember him telling me that he would play a final game with me and prove that he was the chess master, and I was nothing more than a mere pawn.”

      “So he kills Mrs. Grove and pushes you into a tight corner while sending you out to find a false killer.”

      “Waiting until I figured out that he was the real killer, and when I did, he would be waiting for me...but not to kill me,” Nikki finished. “Oliver Bates has a design for me. In the end, he wants me to rot in prison...and have plenty of time to torture myself about how he outsmarted me.”

      “The evidence he promised to give you concerning Mrs. Grove is evidence that he will send to the State Police,” Hawk said and shook his head. “Evidence that will lead to your conviction.”

      “I'm afraid so,” Nikki agreed. “Hawk, I believe Oliver Bates hypnotized Mrs. Grove before he killed her and programmed her to make a fake accusation, claiming that I threatened to kill her.”

      “I was thinking something along those lines,” Hawk replied. “What's important is that you remember now.”

      “I wish I didn't,” Nikki said. Turning to face him, she looked into his worried face. “You did a wonderful job hypnotizing me, Hawk. I'm very grateful, even though I will have to live with these horrible memories now. But we have bullets to fire at Oliver Bates, and that's more important than losing a few nights of sleep.”

      “We're banking on this psycho believing that you're lying to him,” Hawk said and shook his head again.

      “I have to make Oliver think I'm playing his game. The man is mentally disturbed, Hawk. He believes he's controlling me and that he's in charge of the game. Tomorrow it'll all be over.”

      Hawk nodded toward the street. “Let's get back to your cabin and continue the game,” he said.

      “Okay.” Nikki got her SUV moving through the ice and wind. Hawk grew silent and didn't speak again until Nikki had safely pulled the SUV into the driveway leading up to her cabin. “Hawk, what are you thinking?” Nikki asked.

      “Will you leave Maple Hills now?” he asked in a low whisper. “Now that you know the truth?”

      Nikki leaned over and kissed him. “Out of every rock comes a diamond.” She smiled into his eyes. “You're my home, Lidia and Tori are my home, Maple Hills is my home. I'm not going anywhere, tiger.”

      Hawk smiled and kissed her. “Good, because if you ever try to leave, I will handcuff you to my office door. Come on, let's get inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tori and Lidia were sitting at the kitchen table. When they saw Nikki and Hawk rush through the back door, they both let out sighs of relief. “We were thinking the worst.”

      “We're all safe, and that's what matters,” Nikki said, shaking the ice off her coat. “Did Mr. Purry call?”

      “No,” Tori said in a convincing voice.

      From across town, Oliver was watching every move Nikki made and listening to her every word. “Perhaps you did find someone whom you actually think is the killer?” Oliver mused, staring at his laptop with a cup of honey water in his hand.

      “It's vital that Mr. Purry shows up,” Nikki told Tori. She took off her coat and handed it to Hawk.

      “Should we be talking about this...with you-know-who listening?” Lidia asked, jumping into character.

      “I've already paid Oliver Bates a visit and told him about Mr. Purry,” Nikki answered and walked to the kitchen counter. “I'll make some coffee.”

      Hawk took off his coat. “I don't approve of your method, Nikki. I'm a cop, after all,” he said and hung up his and Nikki's coats on the wooden coat rack standing next to the back door.

      “It's the only way to find the person who killed Mrs. Grove,” Nikki told Hawk in a stern voice. “Listen, Hawk, you're a great guy and all, but don't stand in my way, okay? My son's life is in jeopardy. I'll do what Oliver Bates asked me to do and then get rid of him.”

      “Are you sure he'll go away?” Lidia asked worriedly.

      Nikki worked on making the coffee. “I have my memory back,” Nikki informed Lidia. “I know Oliver Bates killed his wife. I know he hypnotized me. If he refuses to hold up his end of the bargain, then I'll toss this case into Hawk's lap and let him arrest the man and—” Nikki stopped talking and threw her hands over her mouth. Hawk, Lidia, and Tori all stared at her, stunned. “I didn't mean...it slipped...I...”

      Oliver slowly set down the cup of honey water he was holding and grinned. “So you remember, do you?”

      “Maybe he didn't hear?” Lidia murmured, terrified.

      Nikki lowered her hands. “He heard...he will be calling me any minute now,” she whispered.

      “Yes, I shall,” Oliver smiled deviously and picked up his cell phone and dialed Nikki's home number.

      The phone rang on cue. Nikki answered the call with shaky hands. “You heard me, didn't you?”

      “So, you remember?”

      “Listen to me,” Nikki said in a terrified voice, “I found someone on whom you can pin Jane’s murder, Oliver. Please, take him and leave Maple Hills. Do whatever you want with the man, I don't care. Just give me the evidence I need to clear my name and leave me and my son alone.”

      “What do you remember, Nikki?” Oliver asked in a creepy whisper. “Do you remember telling my wife that you were a brilliant woman who was going to outsmart the fox? Oh yes, you told Jane those very words. I remember hearing them. I was standing outside the bedroom door when you spoke those words. But even worse, you caused my wife to turn on me. I loved my wife, Nikki, and you transformed her into my enemy.”

      “I'm sorry,” Nikki told Oliver and began allowing a fake cry to leave her lips. “Oliver, I was young and stupid. I swear I will not tell the police anything. Please...”

      Oliver stared at Nikki’s face on his laptop screen. “Please, what?”

      “Play my game,” Nikki begged. “Hawk and I created a false killer for you. You can have Mr. Purry in exchange for the evidence I need. I know you killed your wife, but...who is going to believe me? Even if Hawk arrested you, what charges could he hold you on? Everything is merely circumstantial. I didn't mean to betray you, but it was the only way.”

      “I see,” Oliver said in a sick, pleased voice. “I'm impressed, Nikki. You played the game I created very well in the short time frame I allowed. For a minute, I was concerned that you were going to be no challenge to me.”

      “Oliver...what will...what I mean is, will you make a bargain with me?” Nikki pleaded.

      “Of course,” Oliver lied, “as long as you admit that the fox just ate the last chicken.”

      “Yes, yes, okay,” Nikki nearly screamed, “you outsmarted me! Is that what you want to hear? You are the chess master, and I'm merely a pawn!”

      Oliver grinned. “What sweet words, Ms. Bates. I appreciate your honesty. Now, bring this Mr. Purry tomorrow at our set time, and I will exchange him for the evidence you need.”

      “No games?” Nikki asked.

      “The game is over,” Oliver lied. “I won. But let me give you a warning, Nikki.”

      “A warning?”

      “I will retain certain evidence. If you ever try to speak to the police—the real police, and not the cowboy standing next to the back door—I will send the evidence forward. You may threaten to make my face known on your pathetic social media platforms, but I assure you, you will be the one gracing the ‘Most Wanted’ posters across this country.”

      “No games, I promise,” Nikki said. “I'll be at my store at noon with Mr. Purry.”

      “I look forward to our meeting,” Oliver replied and ended the call.

      Nikki quickly pretended to dial a number and slammed the phone up against her ear. “Pick up...pick up,” she said in a nervous, loud voice. “Mr. Purry, thank goodness, I was afraid you might not be home... Oh yes, where would you be on a night like this? Listen, Mr. Purry, I need to confirm that you are still going to meet me at my store tomorrow at noon... Yes, I know the weather is bad, and the roads are hazardous...Yes, I know your back hurts, but Mr. Purry, I have some very important information regarding your past that you need to know about...No, this isn't blackmail; please, just meet me at my store...Yes, at noon...Okay, I'll see you then.” Nikki hung up the phone and looked at Hawk. “Make sure no cops are around my store at noon, Hawk.”

      “I could lose my job and my pension,” Hawk fussed. “I should have never agreed to this.”

      “You're in too deep now,” Tori snapped at him. “You have to help Nikki.”

      “Please,” Lidia begged Hawk. “Help her.”

      “Okay, okay,” Hawk surrendered, “I'll keep the local boys busy.” He rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “I'm going for a shower.”

      Nikki watched Hawk leave the kitchen. She looked at Lidia and Tori. “Coffee anyone?” They both raised their hands.
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      The following morning, Nikki pretended to sneak out of her cabin without anyone seeing. Wearing a thick white coat over a brown wool turtleneck dress, she hoped her appearance showed a certain style and confidence. Of course, the heavy boots on her feet and the white ski cap made her feel clumsy and silly, but that didn't matter, Nikki thought. She slipped and slid across the icy driveway to her SUV as powerful winds howled into her face. The world was white with ice, but at least the storm had passed during the night, leaving only the winds as an afterthought. Still, the ice was dangerous, and she had to drive with extreme caution.

      As Nikki climbed into her SUV and got the heat going, Oliver studied the screen on his laptop. Hawk was on Nikki’s living room couch, asleep. Tori and Lidia were both asleep in the guest bedroom. “Up so early and leaving without the cowboy,” Oliver said and took a sip of coffee instead of honey water. “What are you up to? Perhaps I should take a stroll up to your store.”

      Nikki counted on Oliver seeing her sneak out of the cabin. As she backed out of the driveway, her mind began to race. “Calm down,” she whispered. “You're in control of this game. You can do this, girl. You're Nikki Bates and—”

      “And you make some really good chocolates.”

      Nikki screamed and slammed on the brakes. The SUV skidded to a stop. Chief Daily straightened up from the back seat. “Mr. Purry at your service.”

      “Oh, Chief Daily,” Nikki said, terrified, and then laughed. “You scared me!”

      Chief Daily crawled into the front seat. “Okay, here's how I have the board arranged. The FBI is using the same satellite to monitor Oliver Bates’ movements that he’s been using to watch yours. But we have to be careful, Nikki. The man has stolen a very deadly virus. He also stole an equally deadly chemical that if used in a smoke form, can put an entire city block to sleep...for good.”

      “The same chemical found in my chocolate.”

      Chief Daily nodded. “Nikki, we have credible information that Oliver Bates is going to transfer his stolen substances to a known terrorist group in Canada. We have to stop him.”

      “I guess it was a good thing he decided to pay me a visit first,” Nikki said.

      “The man is mentally ill, Nikki, and very unstable. He was diagnosed with cancer last year. I guess he wants to go out with a bang.”

      “And destroy me in the process,” Nikki sighed.

      Chief Daily looked down at the cell phone he was holding. A map glowed on the screen. On the map, a little red dot was moving. “Bates is on the move. You better get us moving, too.”

      As Nikki drove toward town, Chief Daily reached into the back seat and grabbed a black backpack. Opening it, he pulled out a fake beard and wig. “The wig and beard along with this gray suit should make me look convincing.”

      “I hope so,” Nikki said. “Chief Daily, you don't think Oliver Bates will release the virus he stole in Maple Hills, do you? He only wants to destroy my life.”

      “Who knows?” Chief Daily answered honestly. “A man in his mental state is capable of anything. But what I do know is that I'm glad you and I are on the same team.”

      Nikki smiled. “Me, too.”
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      Nikki parked her SUV in front of her store and carefully climbed out. Chief Daily followed suit, fussing the entire time. “You didn't need to come to my home!” he complained.

      “I needed to make sure you were going to keep your word,” Nikki replied. “Please, Mr. Purry, let's talk inside my store. It's freezing out here.”

      Chief Daily glanced around the ice-covered downtown district. “Yes, fine,” he agreed. “You can make me a cup of coffee.”

      Already standing inside Nikki's chocolate shop, Oliver Bates watched Nikki help an older gentleman up an icy sidewalk toward the front door. “Hello, Mr. Purry,” he whispered and dropped back into the shadows.

      Nikki reached into her coat pocket and drew out the store keys. With cold hands, she unlocked the front door and moved aside. “After you, Mr. Purry.”

      Chief Daily stepped into the store, found the light switch, and flipped it on. As soon as the lights pushed the darkness away, Oliver appeared with a pistol in his right hand. “Close the door, Nikki,” he ordered.

      Nikki looked at the pistol and slowly closed and locked the front door. “Here he is, Oliver.”

      “What is this all about?” Chief Daily asked in an angry voice. “Who are you? And how dare you aim a gun at me?”

      “You're early,” Oliver told Nikki, ignoring Chief Daily.

      “The roads are dangerous, and I needed to make a side stop and gather up Mr. Purry,” Nikki explained.

      “Who are you?” Chief Daily demanded, locking eyes with Oliver. “What is this all about?” Spinning around to face Nikki, he threw a finger into her face. “Is this some kind of joke, Ms. Bates? Because I am not amused.”

      “Please, Mr. Purry, just speak with Mr. Bates,” Nikki begged.

      Oliver shook his head at Nikki. “Nikki, did you really believe I would accept this awful man in exchange for justice?”

      “What do you mean?” Nikki asked, alarmed. “Oliver, we made a deal.”

      “No, Nikki, you made a deal,” Oliver grinned. “Now you will be locked away in prison for two murders instead of one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Oliver took his left hand and reached into his coat pocket and extracted a syringe. “Inject this serum into Mr. Purry's neck, Ms. Bates, at once,” he ordered.

      “But we made a deal! I…” Nikki stumbled. “Oliver, I swear, I won't tell anyone you killed your wife. I promise.”

      Oliver rolled his eyes. “Nikki, Nikki, Nikki, please don't insult yourself in such a demeaning manner. As you can clearly see, I'm in control. I was in control the night I murdered my wife and disposed of your memory, and I'm in control now.”

      “You killed your wife?” Chief Daily asked in a shocked voice.

      Oliver rolled his eyes again. “Are you deaf?” he asked.

      “Many years ago, this man murdered his wife in Atlanta, Georgia,” Nikki told Chief Daily, pretending to act weak and scared.

      “I injected my wife with the same chemical I used to disable and murder Mrs. Grove,” Oliver confessed proudly. “But Jane was a fighter and required more…force.”

      “I saw the murder,” Nikki told Chief Daily, “but before I could escape, this man captured me and injected me with the same serum he wants me to inject you with.”

      “Oh yes,” Oliver hissed as he breathed in the scent of delicious chocolate, “this serum is a very dear friend. It allows me to control the minds of my victims. For example,” Oliver motioned toward the front counter with his eyes, “press play on that tape recorder, Nikki.”

      Hesitantly, Nikki walked to the front counter and pressed play on a small, black tape recorder. The voice of Mrs. Grove began screaming, “No! Nikki, don't...don't hurt me...no…”

      And then, to Nikki's horror, she heard her own voice yell, “I'm going to kill you!”

      “You see,” Oliver said, pleased, “I control everyone.”

      “My voice—I sounded much younger,” Nikki told Oliver.

      “You, Nikki, are going to prison for the murder of my wife and Mrs. Grove.”

      “What about Mr. Purry?” Nikki asked.

      Oliver's face became very displeased. “Mr. Purry will come with me and serve an entirely different purpose.”

      Chief Daily looked at Nikki. The time to act had come. “I'm leaving at once,” he said and marched toward the front door. With his back turned toward Oliver, he reached into his jacket and pulled a gun from a hidden shoulder holster. “Freeze!” Chief Daily yelled, spinning around. But before he could say anything else, Oliver fired, and the shot hit Chief Daily in the chest.

      “No!” Nikki yelled as the chief crashed down onto the floor. “You monster!”

      Oliver pointed his gun at Nikki. “You betrayed me!” he hissed. “I believed that man was really who you said he was!”

      Nikki ran to Chief Daily and squatted down beside him. “No,” she cried.

      “Stand up,” Oliver ordered Nikki and slung the syringe at her. “Inject the syringe into your neck immediately.”

      “You monster!” Nikki yelled again.

      “Stand up now, or I will make your son forget you ever existed, Nikki Bates,” Oliver warned.

      Nikki stood up. “Okay, okay...” she said and picked up the syringe. Drawing in a deep breath, she slid the needle into the side of her neck. Slowly, she became very still and very mute.

      “Very good,” Oliver said, pleased. Putting his gun away, he walked over to Nikki. Waving his hands in front of her eyes, he tested her reactions. “Nikki?” She didn't respond. “Excellent.” He took her hand, walked her into the back office, sat her down in a chair, and then journeyed back into the store.

      Nikki glanced at the office door. “Hawk, the fake skin on my neck protected me,” she whispered, “but he shot your dad. I think his bulletproof vest stopped the bullet, but I'm not sure.” Hearing movement, Nikki looked forward and pretended to be in a hypnotic daze.

      Oliver pushed open the office door. With tremendous effort, he pulled Chief Daily's body into the office. “Now,” he said, breathing hard, “it's time to end this game.” Standing in front of Nikki, he reached into his pocket and drew out a silver pocket watch and began swinging the item back and forth in front of Nikki's eyes. In an instant, Nikki blinked, reached out, and grabbed Oliver's wrists. “What…no!” Oliver yelled, startled.

      Nikki lunged to her feet, released her right hand, balled it into a tight fist, and punched Oliver as hard as she could in the face. He stumbled backward, tripped over Chief Daily's body, and fell down onto the floor. “The games we play always end,” Nikki told him.

      Dazed and hurt, Oliver struggled to look up at Nikki. With weak hands, he tried to retrieve his gun, but Chief Daily grabbed his hand before he could. “No, you don't,” Chief Daily said in a pained voice.

      “You're alive!” Nikki cried.

      Before Oliver could understand what was happening, Hawk rushed into the office with his gun drawn. When he saw Oliver lying next to Chief Daily, he ran to the man and slapped handcuffs on him. “You're under arrest.”

      “Am I?” Oliver asked wearily. “Perhaps the game is over,” he said and looked at Nikki with deadly eyes, “but not for me.”

      “The virus?” Nikki exclaimed and pulled the fake skin off her neck and threw it down onto the floor.

      Oliver stared at her. “So you are smarter than I assumed,” he said, “but fake skin will not save you from my virus.”

      “Where is the virus?” Hawk demanded.

      “By noon the town of Maple Hills will become one silent graveyard,” Oliver informed Hawk. “You see, I don't like to lose. I figured if I somehow lost to Ms. Bates, I would still win in the end.”

      Chief Daily struggled to his feet and rubbed his chest. “Darn vest never works well.”

      “You're alive, Pop, be grateful,” Hawk said.

      “Yeah, but for how long?” Chief Daily asked worriedly. “Hawk, we need to begin evacuating everyone out of Maple Hills. We have less than...” Chief Daily checked his watch, “one hour.”

      Oliver laughed. “Run away, little rats, but you will never escape. You see, my virus is attached to a voice-controlled bomb. All I have to do is say the password and...well, perhaps people will receive more than a mere runny nose. Now, take these horrible handcuffs off me and I will spare this miserable little town. And you, Nikki Bates, I will deal with you some other time.”

      Nikki marched up to Oliver and locked eyes with him. “Look into my eyes, Oliver, and listen carefully. If you release your virus, you will die. I will stand right here and watch you die, even if it means dying along with you. Today your sick game ends.”

      Oliver stared right back. “Set me free, or people will die, and you will be the one everyone will blame.”

      “So be it, just as long as you die,” Nikki replied. “Hawk, Chief Daily, start evacuating the town. I will remain right here with this monster—this monster who killed an innocent woman who found out her husband was creating a deadly virus in the basement of their home. How much did you get paid to betray your country, Mr. Bates? Was it enough to kill your wife and forsake your career?”

      “You will suffer,” Oliver promised Nikki. “I will return for you. I control you.”

      “You no longer control anything! Your days of terrorizing people are over.”

      “Never,” Oliver hissed in Nikki's face.

      Nikki grinned. Reaching into the front pocket of Oliver's jacket, she pulled out a second syringe. “I assumed you came prepared with a back-up. Now, let's make you talk.”

      Oliver's eyes grew wide. “No, you mustn’t...No!”

      “Hawk, get ready to become an expert at hypnosis,” Nikki said and jabbed the syringe into Oliver's neck. The last thing Oliver Bates would remember before waking up behind bars would be Nikki Bates’ victorious face smiling at him.

      “Son, do you think you can make this man talk?” Chief Daily asked.

      “Only one way to find out,” Hawk said and pulled his gold pocket watch out. “Okay,” he said and drew in a deep breath, “here we go.”

      Outside, the winds continued to howl and scream as another storm front moved toward the sleepy little town of Maple Hills.
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      “So, you found the virus hidden in the car?” Lidia asked Nikki as she helped her slide a pretty brown couch out onto the floor of the chocolate shop. “Whew, this is hard work. Time for a break.”

      Nikki agreed and plopped down onto the couch. “We found the virus hidden in the trunk of the rental car, attached to a small fan. The bomb in the trunk was designed to pop the trunk open while igniting the fan at the same time. I hate to admit it, but it was a brilliant design,” Nikki explained. Glancing down at the blue wool dress she was wearing, she smiled. “Hawk is taking me for a walk in the snow later.”

      Lidia looked at the front window. Heavy snow was falling, covering Maple Hills with a cozy, white blanket. “Herbert used to take me for walks in the snow,” she sighed. “Maybe I can get that old coot to stir long enough to throw a snowball at a squirrel?”

      Nikki laughed. “I'm sure you can!” She looked at Tori. “How's it going?”

      “All set,” Tori beamed. Carrying a wooden tray holding three white cups of hot coconut cocoa, she eased her way toward the couch from behind the front counter.

      “Don't spill any on that pretty green dress,” Lidia begged.

      “And don't you spill a drop on that gorgeous pink sweater Nikki and I bought you,” Tori smiled at Lidia.

      Lidia looked down at her sweater. “I would never forgive myself if I did,” she told them.

      “You look beautiful,” Tori exclaimed. “It’s hot, be careful,” she said, lowering the wooden tray down to the couch.

      Nikki took her cup of hot chocolate and leaned back. Staring at the falling snow through the front window, she sighed happily. “After Hawk and Chief Daily left me alone with Oliver, I made sure to end his game.”

      “Do tell,” Lidia said excitedly as she took her cup of hot chocolate off the wooden tray.

      “Yes, tell us,” Tori begged.

      “The name Nikki Bates means absolutely nothing to Oliver now. Anytime anyone mentions my name to him, he will only remember falling off a very high cliff...which I made him believe was his worst fear.”

      “You're a very devious woman,” Lidia teased.

      “I have my son to protect,” Nikki replied, keeping her eyes on the snow. “Oliver Bates no longer knows my son exists, either.”

      “You did well,” Lidia congratulated Nikki. “You won the battle against a very deadly man and saved countless lives. Everyone in Maple Hills is grateful to you...except a few, who are moving away.”

      Nikki grew solemn. “The battle is won for now, but when will the next one arrive? When will the next criminal show up and throw pie in my face?”

      Tori looked at Lidia. Lidia reached out with her left hand and patted Nikki's knee. “Honey, if and when the next bozo shows up, we'll have your back. We're a family, and family sticks together.”

      “That's right,” Tori agreed.

      Nikki smiled. “Thanks, girls. That means the world to me.”

      The front door opened, and Hawk walked in, paused, shook the snow off his brown coat, and then looked back over his shoulder. “Darn kids…Stop throwing snowballs at me!” he yelled.

      Nikki giggled. “I see the ‘Snowball Gang’ has struck again.”

      “Brats,” Hawk fussed and closed the front door. “Ready for lunch?”

      “Ready for our walk in the snow, too,” Nikki smiled.

      “Not with those armed and dangerous brats outside,” Hawk objected.

      “Oh, Hawk, you aren't afraid of a bunch of nine-year-olds, are you?” Nikki asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, I sure am,” Hawk confessed. “Those kids have lethal aim. I got whapped in the back of the head four times before I could reach my jeep.”

      “Poor baby,” Lidia told Hawk.

      “Poor baby is right,” Hawk replied and rubbed the back of his head. “Oh, by the way, I got some news I want to share.”

      “We're all ears,” Nikki said and sipped her hot chocolate.

      “Oliver Bates died of a heart attack earlier this morning. He was found dead in his cell, cold as ice,” Hawk explained. “Some of the prison guards reported hearing him say your name and then scream, say your name again, and then scream. They said the man did that all night long.”

      Nikki smiled. “Well, now, at least Oliver Bates died knowing who really won the game. Justice is served. Let's go for our walk in the snow.” Nikki giggled. “And don't worry, tiger, I'll protect you from those nine-year-old monsters lurking outside.”

      “Not funny, Nikki,” Hawk groused. “Those brats hate me. Yesterday I got hit with a total of ten snowballs, and that was before lunch. I think they're trying to set a record or something.”

      Nikki stood up and walked to Hawk. Without saying a word, she stood up on her tippy-toes and kissed him. “Listen to me, Hawk Daily, I love you. Now take me for my walk in the snow. Afterward, we will walk to the diner, eat a nice lunch, and come back to the store.”

      “We need your back, big guy,” Lidia told Hawk and tipped him a wink. “We have more furniture to move.”

      Tori smiled sweetly. “Don't worry, Hawk, Nikki will give you a discount on her chocolate for all your help.”

      Hawk looked into Nikki's beautiful eyes. “Come on, lady,” he said in a loving voice, “let's go for that walk in the snow.”

      Nikki took Hawk's hand. “Someday you can put a ring on my finger,” she promised Hawk as peace and happiness consumed her heart. Even though the future still held dark corners, Nikki felt prepared to face them with the man she loved and two friends who would always have her back.

      Looking back at her chocolate store, Nikki drew in a deep breath of chocolate and closed her eyes. “Chocolate-covered mysteries on a snowy day...what a wonderful treat,” she whispered happily. “What a sweet, wonderful treat after a hard day’s work.”
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      The glorious smell of chocolate and pumpkin filled Nikki’s nostrils as she busied herself with scooping out her perfected chocolate blend onto a pan. It was only a little over a week before Thanksgiving, and she felt like the entire town had come out to try her fall recipes that morning. She had started to wonder whether or not the pumpkin-flavored desserts were ever going to attract any attention, but all of a sudden—a mere week and a half before the holiday—everyone wanted a sample of just about everything. Evidently, people were worried about impressing in-laws or parents or significant others with some special dish, so half the town was trying to decide exactly what they would bring to their families’ holiday celebrations.

      Nikki’s poor assistant, Tori, had already complained to her once about her hand cramping up from all of the orders that had come in. They were booking orders for Nikki’s specialty chocolates every thirty minutes; it was getting to the point that Nikki was worried she was going to have to call in some backup. The thought made her smile. Who knew Thanksgiving would be the holiday that made her shop so popular?

      Once the chocolate-pumpkin morsels were ready to go in the fridge, Nikki wiped her brow and exhaled loudly.

      “Oh my goodness!” a squeaky little voice exclaimed. Tori popped her head into the kitchen, grinning from ear to ear. “I just booked our biggest order yet, Nikki! Twelve dozen of your pumpkin-chocolate morsels, two dozen pumpkin spice cookies, three dozen chocolate turtles…” Tori droned on for a moment, listing off what sounded like the entire fall menu.

      “Who in the world placed such an order?” Nikki asked, following Tori out of the kitchen and to the front of the shop where several customers were still lined up. Three small children had their noses pressed against the glass of the sample display; they eyed the candies and chocolates with excitement.

      “Mr. Johnson. Says his wife hasn’t been feeling great lately, and she’s always been in charge of desserts at the family get-togethers. He told her he’d handle it this year, and by handle it, he clearly meant hire someone else to do it,” Tori said, giggling to herself.

      Lidia was busy behind the counter helping the line of patrons. She spun on her heels; sometimes Nikki could swear that the woman had a sixth sense. She always knew when Tori appeared. With the wave of her hand, Lidia summoned Tori toward her. “Tori, dear, mind making me four hot chocolates, please? Add some caramel drizzle to one.”

      “On it!” Tori exclaimed and scurried to the large coffee area. “All original?” she asked.

      “Oh, no, sorry. One peppermint please!” Lidia said, seeming a bit frazzled.

      “Okay, Lidia, go take a break. I’ll take over the counter,” Nikki insisted.

      “I’ll check those peppermint candies you made earlier,” said Lidia. “I want to put one out in the display.” She disappeared quickly, re-emerging before Nikki even had a chance to speak to the customer waiting patiently in front of the counter.

      The door opened, sending a cool whip of winter air into the shop as more guests lined themselves up. Nikki gazed outside the shop windows to see a good bit of snow layering the streets outside. A snow plow was making its way through Maple Hills as she placed the next order.

      The rest of the day continued in a similar fashion. It was busy and filled with people chit-chatting about the upcoming holiday. The new seating area turned out to be a huge hit. They had cleared up some room by placing some of the display cases in storage and filling the empty space with cushioned chairs and small love seats. They also had put out a coffee table and a bookshelf with a varied selection. People were staying longer and ordering more because of the comfy place to sit.

      It was finally getting close to closing time, and Nikki could feel her ankles swelling slightly. She could not recall whether or not she had sat once all day apart from her brief break at lunch. There were still four customers lingering around the seating area, and Nikki was somewhat confident the group was going to order some more hot chocolate to go before they left. Tori had done a good job at talking up the various flavors of hot chocolate they had, and it had sparked an interest.

      It was a bit early, but Nikki started on the closing duties in the back. Cleaning counters, washing dishes, and any sort of general tidying up was done just as she noted the time. Closing time had arrived. She headed back to the front to see the four patrons waving their goodbyes to the friendly Tori, each with a to-go cup in their hands. The little bell above the door jingled on their way out, and Nikki smiled. “Look at you, Miss Saleslady,” Nikki teased.

      “I’m telling you,” Lidia added from across the room; she was busy straightening up the bookshelf, “this girl knows how to up-sale. If someone came in here expecting to buy five of your chocolate-pumpkin morsels, they’d leave with an order of two dozen in one hand and a cup of hot chocolate in the other. I think we should keep her.”

      “I didn’t realize you were thinking about getting rid of me,” said Tori with a slight grin. She put her hands on her hips and declared proudly, “Yeah, I think I pretty much rocked it today.”

      Nikki laughed and shook her head. She headed out from behind the counter and began sweeping while Tori polished the display cases. “So, Lidia, do you and your family have any fun holiday traditions?” Nikki asked, making small talk while the three ladies did their closing work.

      The older woman exhaled heavily and stretched her back, taking a moment to brush her gray hair out of her face, mumbling to herself about needing a haircut before answering. “Oh, you know Herbert. Lazy old coot won’t do much anymore.” She laughed. “But there is one tradition we have that has managed to stand the test of time. Every year, the two of us bake cranberry pies together. Been doing that since we were still goofy young kids just dating. It’s one of his family’s recipes. Our first Thanksgiving together he whipped out his mother’s old recipe and tried to show off his non-existent baking skills. I had to save him from embarrassment and step in. It sort of became a tradition after that. Every year, we bake pies together.”

      “That is so cute!” Tori exclaimed as though the thought of a woman in her sixties still having casual fun with her husband was both unusual and adorable.

      There was just something about Tori that always gave Nikki the giggles. She used to be so shy when she had first met Nikki, but Tori’s personality had really started to show itself in recent days. And now that she actually talked more around her and Lidia, Nikki had learned that Tori was quite hilarious in her personality and mannerisms. Plus, now that she had come out of her shell a bit, Tori had become a much better salesperson. She was much less timid working the counter with customers than she had once been. “What about you, Tori?” Nikki asked. “What are you and your family doing?”

      “Oh, well,” Tori said softly. She had a stern frown on her face as though the question would result in a disappointing answer. “Normally we have our family’s Thanksgiving in a town a couple of miles south of here every year.” She sighed heavily. “But for some reason, the whole family has decided to go to my uncle’s up in New York.”

      “Oh, New York? How…festive,” Lidia said.

      Tori shook her head. “Not really. It’s so crowded and loud, and my uncle’s home can’t accommodate the entire family, so we’re all on top of each other. I’ve decided not to go. It’s such an expensive trip for me, and I know I would just be uncomfortable the whole time.”

      “So, you’ll spend Thanksgiving with me,” Nikki said. “My son is coming to town from college, so I’ll probably wind up making way more food than necessary anyways. What do you say?”

      Tori smiled at her, and it seemed that it only took her a split second to make up her mind. “Nikki, that sounds just wonderful. Honestly, I was really disappointed about not celebrating, so thank you. I would love to spend Thanksgiving with you. Can I bring anything? I make an awesome sweet potato casserole.”

      “That’s quite a claim, Tori,” Lidia warned. “You know that Nikki is from Georgia. Those girls really know their casseroles. And sweet potatoes? You sure you’re up for making such a Southern dish for such a Southern lady?”

      “You act like Virginia isn’t in the South, Lidia,” said Tori.

      “Not the Deep South,” Lidia teased. “I’m sure you make a fine sweet potato casserole, Tori.”

      “And I’d love to try it,” Nikki said. “This will be fun, I’m sure. I’ve got to bring out all the stops since Seth is coming. He’ll be expecting a Thanksgiving feast, knowing him.”

      “Kids,” Lidia griped half-heartedly.

      The three women finished closing up shop, and they bid each other farewell before exiting into the cold. Nikki wrapped her coat tightly around her, the slight frost in the air tickling her nose as she walked to her car. She began making a mental list of things she would need to get done before Seth arrived. There was a lot of shopping and meal prepping to be done, and that was just for home. There were also dozens of orders to prepare for her customers. She took a look at the time on her phone and nodded to herself, deciding it was not so late that she couldn’t make a grocery run. She had a new chocolate recipe she wanted to try out before the holiday, and she was running low on vanilla extract at the house as well as at the shop.

      After loading up into her vehicle, Nikki drove wearily down the icy road. Being from Georgia, she wasn’t quite used to this sort of hazardous driving, but she knew she needed to grin and bear it. The weather conditions certainly were not stopping anyone else in town from getting their errands done. She smiled happily to herself as she drove, thinking about the successful day at the shop–one of the most successful days since she had first opened–as well as daydreaming about her son coming to visit. She was going to make sure it was a Thanksgiving he would remember.
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      Nikki sat quietly in the passenger’s seat of her car as Hawk softly hummed the tune of “Jingle Bells” and tapped his thumbs against the steering wheel to the melody. They had been out of Maple Hills for close to forty-five minutes, and they would be arriving in the small city that housed the nearest airport within fifteen minutes or so. Her mind was on a number of things, but Hawk’s humming was distracting her. Though, truthfully, she really enjoyed his current state of merriment. “You know it’s not even Thanksgiving yet?” Nikki teased.

      “So what?” he questioned as though her statement made little to no sense to him. He continued humming for a moment until she spoke again.

      “Well, you’re humming Christmas music,” she stated the obvious.

      “Two things,” he said firmly and with an unnecessary level of seriousness in his tone. “One: it is never a bad time of year to sing Christmas carols. I will sing it in June, woman! And two: there is nothing about the song ‘Jingle Bells’ that makes it strictly a Christmas song. It is a winter song, and guess what? It’s winter.”

      Nikki laughed slightly. “It is so a Christmas song. What is the matter with you?”

      “Sing the lyrics,” he demanded. A triumphant smile appeared on his face as though, before she even conceded to his request, he had already emerged victorious.

      Nikki frowned. She did not sing them out loud, but she quietly hummed to herself and allowed the words to pass through her mind. “Oh, you’re right,” she said. “Wait, no…I’ve always been told it’s a Christmas song, but you’re right. It’s just a song about riding in the snow.”

      “Jingle all the way,” he sang slightly. Nikki nudged him and gave him a slight eye roll before slouching back down in her seat. Only a brief moment of silence passed before he questioned, “What’s wrong?”

      I need to be careful around him, Nikki thought. Here I thought I was hiding it well!

      “Oh, nothing!” she quirked, but she knew that would not satisfy his questioning.

      “Don’t you oh nothing me, Miss Bates!” Hawk said. “What is it? You can tell me, you know that.”

      “Okay, fine,” she said and sat upright. “I’m a little nervous about you and Seth meeting face-to-face for the first time.”

      “Is that all?” he asked with a whine and a shake of his head. He then sighed and gripped the steering wheel. Hawk seemed to be gazing out the window with such intensity that it appeared as though he was studying the snowflakes as they fell. He clicked his teeth a bit and popped his neck, attempting to buy himself some time to think before saying anything more. “Okay, so the truth is, I’m a little nervous too. From what I can tell, you and your son are very close. You seem very protective and supportive of him. You’re a good mom, Nikki. I don’t want to blow it with Seth because then I might blow it with you, too.”

      Nikki smiled. From how intense he appeared, she could tell that this had certainly been something on his mind. She began to imagine Hawk worrying throughout the day, knowing that this evening they would be picking up Seth. She wondered how much time had been spent that day worrying over meeting Seth. Had he lost sleep over it that week? The man continued looking straight ahead with a nervous disposition as though he had never driven in snow before, but he was a native to the land, and this little bit of flurries was certainly not what was making him anxious. “You really are worried, aren’t you?” she questioned. “Hawk, don’t be. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “No, you definitely should have. You can always talk to me about what’s bothering you, even if it’s something that’s going to make my hair fall out,” he said and then laughed and glanced her way for a second. “Is this really the best your car’s heat can do? It’s freezing in here.”

      Nikki nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. Look, there’s a café coming up. Looks like they have a drive-thru. Why don’t we get some hot chocolate?”

      “Sounds good,” he said, and he turned into the parking lot of the corporate café.

      There was a small line in the drive-thru, but they were making good time. They would arrive at the airport with plenty of time to spare, so they waited patiently behind the line of cars. “So,” Hawk said as they waited, “you think Seth will like me?”

      “I think so,” Nikki said.

      “Then why are you nervous about us meeting?” he asked.

      Nikki paused to think about this for a moment. Seth and Hawk had similar interests, and their humors would certainly be in-sync. They were bound to hit it off, and it wasn’t like she was going to shock Seth with the surprise of a new boyfriend. Seth knew all about Hawk from their phone conversations and emails. Nikki had even sent Seth a picture of the two of them standing in front of the chocolate shop in one of the monthly care packages she liked to send him. She smiled, thinking about how he would always call her and tell her how much he loved the chocolates she sent and how he couldn’t wait to see her shop since it had been refurbished for the winter season. He had joked about Hawk looking like a hobo in that one picture she had sent due to the old coat he had been wearing and the fact that he hadn’t shaved in a few days. It probably hadn’t been the most flattering picture she could have sent, but now there was a fun running joke between mother and son about her dating some guy she picked up off the street. It was a joke she intended to never let Hawk in on because it was bound to embarrass him.

      After giving it some thought, Nikki answered Hawk with caution. “It’s not that I don’t think he will like you, because I do. I just haven’t really been with anyone since Seth’s father left. I’m worried he’s going to feel like I’m trying to replace his father.”

      Hawk nodded, but he still looked tense. They ordered their hot chocolate, and soon they were sipping on the warm, sugary drinks as they made their way back to the main road. “I guess I understand that,” Hawk said. “I grew up with parents who were happily married. It would be weird to see either of them with someone else.”

      “That’s all it is, really,” Nikki said. “Just nervous about how he’s going to feel about it is all. I’ve told him about you, but that’s just talking. Being around the two of us together is another thing entirely.”

      Hawk gave her a goofy grin. “You talk about me a lot, Nikki?”

      “Oh, shut up,” she said, giggling and slapping his arm.

      “Easy, you’re going to make me spill my hot chocolate!” he exclaimed, but he still had that same silly grin on his face.

      Nikki rolled her eyes. Hawk was in a silly mood tonight; it was probably to make up for his nervousness. “Well, I guess both Seth and I will be doing introductions this evening.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s bringing his girlfriend.”

      Hawk’s joyful demeanor suddenly left his face, and he became serious, placing his hot chocolate in a cup holder. “Oh?” he questioned. “You didn’t mention that to me before.”

      “It was a very last-minute decision,” Nikki moaned. “I’m not really looking forward to it. I didn’t even know about a girlfriend until this morning. He’s not one to keep things like that from me, but I guess things are a little different now that he’s off at college.”

      “I wish you had told me,” Hawk said.

      “I know, but like I said, I didn’t even know until just this morning. A part of me is upset about it because I was hoping to get to spend some time with just him. But then again, another part of me is kind of relieved.”

      “How so?”

      “Well,” Nikki said with a hint of anger and annoyance in her tone, “Seth hasn’t really had much of a dating life since high school. His last serious relationship was this little…let’s say shrew…and they were serious. I really liked her, too, but they ended things pretty roughly after he found out she had been cheating on him pretty much the entire time they were together. It really broke his heart. First love kind of thing, you know? Those are tough to get over, especially when they end like that. Ever since then, he hasn’t really been with anyone, and I’d been starting to worry. I don’t know much about this girl, but he sounded really happy when he started telling me about her.”

      Hawk smiled. “I know how a girl can do that to you.”

      Nikki blushed and had to clear her throat to finish what she was saying. “I’m just glad to hear that my son has moved on from that.”

      “Good,” Hawk said. “Who knows, Nikki? You might really like this girl.”

      “I hope so,” she said. “Seth deserves a sweetheart.”

      She continued to sip on her hot chocolate and make light conversation with Hawk. They talked about the shop and how well it had been doing for the past several days, and he talked about work at the station as well. Things had apparently been very quiet, which was unusual this time of year. “The crazies all like to come out around the holidays,” Hawk said. “Mostly people getting in fights at stores doing Christmas shopping. Black Friday is always a busy day for us. It’s like we have to be both cops and act as free security detail for local shops. But it’s that way anywhere. I’m just glad I don’t work in the city.”

      “Ah, Black Friday,” Nikki sang. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done any Black Friday shopping. I don’t have it in me anymore. I made the mistake of going to Atlanta once for my Black Friday shopping, and a woman dumped my buggy over to keep me from getting to something. I don’t even remember what, but I remember I wasn’t even trying to get it. She just thought I was.”

      “You’re kidding!” Hawk exclaimed.

      “Wish I was. Now I hide in my house and close the blinds on Black Friday and wait until it’s over!” Nikki laughed.

      “I do Cyber Monday now for my Christmas shopping,” Hawk said.

      “Cyber Monday?”

      “Yeah, you haven’t heard of Cyber Monday?” he asked as though this was some sort of terrible sin, but he could not help but grin, unable to remain serious about something so trivial.

      “Is that really a thing?” she asked skeptically, sitting upright in her seat and giving him a serious look.

      “It is, I swear!” he laughed at her. “Basically it’s the Monday after Thanksgiving. You get the same sort of deals you would in-store, but all the deals are online. So you get the deals but you don’t have to worry about someone pushing over your cart.”

      “Noted,” she said. “I might just have to try that out this year.” She looked ahead and could see the lights from the airport up ahead. She let loose a loud, exasperated sigh.

      “You ready?” Hawk asked as they pulled down the road that would take them to parking.

      Nikki nodded. “I suppose I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      They headed down the long road, waiting in line behind other cars waiting to get into the parking lot. It took them nearly twenty-five minutes to find a parking spot. Once they were parked, Nikki felt the need to sit nervously in the car for a moment. She tried to envision this girlfriend that Seth would be bringing. She hardly knew a thing about her apart from the fact that her name was Jackie. She didn’t know how Seth had met her, if they attended school together, or even what she looked like. It made her nervous. Apparently the girl had sort of invited herself along, and that made Nikki all the more anxious. Was she one of those girls with a pushy personality? Did she pressure Seth into letting her meet his family too soon? Or were the two of them really serious and Nikki had just grown apart from Seth to where he didn’t feel the need to tell her about a blossoming relationship?

      Nikki pulled herself away from the thoughts of anxiety and doubt. It was not going to do her any good. “Okay,” Nikki said after taking a deep breath and opening up the car door. “Let’s go.”
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      It had been a long time since Nikki had seen her son face-to-face, so she could not contain her excitement once she managed to get out of her own head about the girlfriend. “Slow down, cowgirl,” Hawk teased, fumbling with the car keys to get the vehicle locked as quickly as possible. “I don’t think his plane has even landed yet.”

      “Well, you never know, and I don’t want to keep him waiting,” Nikki said defiantly. She pulled her coat tighter around herself and spun around to see that Hawk was messing with her, intentionally taking longer than necessary just to keep her waiting. “Oh, come on! It’s freezing out here, so I want to get inside as quickly as possible. Quit messing with me! I’m cold!”

      “Is winter here really so different than in Georgia?” Hawk asked.

      “I’d still be wearing shorts this time of year,” Nikki declared, swaying back and forth to keep herself moving, hoping to keep her blood flow up to keep herself from catching a chill. Being still too long with the nippy wind blasting through the parking garage was bound to give her the shakes. Thanksgiving time back in Georgia required the awkward combination of shorts and a sweatshirt to survive the weather. And after a few rounds of backyard tag football with the family, you tended to ditch the sweatshirt. A regular downpour of snow was a rarity back home, so it was certainly not something she was accustomed to just yet.

      “All right, you ready?” Hawk asked in a taunting tone once the car was locked up. He laughed at her frustration and hooked her arm in his. She burrowed herself into him slightly, feeding off of his warmth. The two of them began their long walk through the parking lot, squeezing close together to combat the sudden wind they were having.

      Once inside the airport, they learned that Seth’s flight had only just landed and the passengers were still on the plane. “It’ll be a while,” Hawk said, so the two of them roamed around the airport’s shops for a while before settling down a short distance away from baggage claim.

      For a while, the two of them attempted to hold a conversation by people watching. They softly whispered commentary about people who were walking in and out of the airport, but soon this grew dull and was no longer entertaining.

      Nikki pulled out her phone and attempted to pass the time looking up new ideas for recipes for her chocolate shop. She saved a few things, but even after close to forty minutes of sifting through the internet, she did not find anything revolutionary. She was always looking for new ideas, but it had been a while since something extraordinary had come her way. She yawned and felt herself slowly starting to lean towards Hawk, his shoulder being quite tempting, but she did not want to be half asleep when her son arrived.

      Eventually, though, she succumbed to the temptation and rested her head on Hawk’s shoulder—slowly drifting off to sleep. The next thing she knew, Hawk was giving her a slight shake. She sat upright and rubbed her eyes. “Hey, Mom,” the familiar voice of her son jolted her. Her eyes shot open, and her sleepiness quickly faded into excitement.

      Nikki leaped up from her seat, all smiles, and wrapped her arms around her son. “Seth!” she exclaimed. “It’s so good to see you!” Her stomach fluttered, and she felt a sweep of emotions. She felt like it had been ages since she had last seen her son. While her shop and her new relationship had kept her busy, it had not made her miss her son any less.

      When she pulled apart from him, she got a good look. He had grown out his facial hair a bit, and it looked awful, not that she would tell him that; at least, not at that moment. It would be a few more years before he had the capability to grow a serious beard rather than the patchy disaster she was staring at. His eyes glistened slightly, but there was a nervousness behind those eyes. “You must be Hawk?” Seth asked politely, looking around Nikki at the man who was slowly rising to his feet. Seth reached his hand out to shake, and Nikki smiled proudly at her son’s polite gesture.

      “And you must be Seth,” Hawk said and the two of them shook hands. They both smiled at one another, and Nikki was glad that it did not seem awkward at all.

      Nikki’s eyes scanned the area for a girl who could be the date Seth had warned he would be bringing, but she did not see a young college girl nearby. I hope he didn’t leave her at baggage claim! she thought in horror, but she knew her son was more of a gentleman than that. What she did see at last was a woman who had to be in her mid-thirties standing right behind Seth with a less than perky smile. In fact, the woman looked outright uncomfortable.

      “Mom, this is Jackie,” Seth said, and Nikki had to fight the urge to pop her son in the back of the head. The woman’s neck was covered in tattoos, and if not for the coat she was wearing, Nikki suspected she would be seeing even more ink. The excessive tattoos, though, were only a mild annoyance compared to the woman’s age.

      “Oh!” was all Nikki managed to let slip. She glanced in Hawk’s direction and could see that his face was contorted much like her own. Nikki opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Um…it’s nice to meet you,” Jackie said quietly, but she avoided eye contact with both Nikki and Seth.

      Seth, clearly realizing that his mother was shocked by the age of his girlfriend, spoke quickly to prevent an awkward silence. “So, you guys good to go? We’ve been sitting around airports all day trying to get here, so I’d love to get home. I’m exhausted.”

      “Yeah,” Hawk said quickly. “Let’s get going and try to beat this crowd before the roads get flooded.” Hawk gave Nikki’s arm a slight tug, and she began functioning on autopilot. She walked alongside Hawk, allowing him to lead her because she was still in a bit of shock at the woman she had just been introduced to. She must be twice his age, Nikki kept thinking, while forcing herself to bite her tongue for the time being.

      Jackie skipped along beside Seth, and the two of them soon were wrapped up in their own conversation. Hawk and Nikki walked ahead of the couple a considerable distance–far enough to avoid having to talk to them but close enough to where it did not seem like they were trying to ditch them. “What am I looking at, Hawk?” Nikki whispered, at last able to speak after the momentary loss of speech.

      “Your son is dating a woman who is closer to your age than his,” he said plainly, and Nikki punched him fiercely in the arm.

      “Oh, this is so awkward. It’s awkward. It’s awkward. It’s awkward,” Nikki kept muttering under her breath. “What should I do? Should I say something?” she asked, and Hawk shook his head no.

      “Don’t do that,” Hawk insisted. “Let it go for now. Trust me. Get him home first. Last thing you want is him getting mad and the two of them going to get a hotel room for the night.”

      “Oh geesh,” Nikki hissed under her breath.

      The awkwardness in the airport was nothing compared to the discomfort in the car. Silence. Absolute silence. Every single desperate attempt at small talk only seemed to make them all feel even more uncomfortable. “So,” Hawk said after they were a good ways from the airport, “how did you two meet?” Nikki could see Hawk’s eyes glance up in the rearview mirror for a moment before returning to the snowy road that lay before them.

      This should be good, Nikki thought just as her son and Jackie both put their feet in their mouths.

      “We had a class together,” Seth said at the exact same time that Jackie said, “Tattoo parlor.” Nikki glared up at the rearview, and she could see Seth quickly avert his eyes. She felt an urge to reach into the back seat to punch him in the leg, but she resisted the temptation.

      “So, what was that?” Nikki asked firmly. “How did you two meet?”

      “We had a class together; that is how we met,” Seth stammered. “But I went with my roommate; he was getting a tattoo, and Jackie was, um, there. Her, um, friend was also getting a tattoo, and we wound up talking. So I guess we also met at the tattoo parlor because, well, we hadn’t really spoken in class before.”

      “Gotcha,” Nikki said, but she was not buying it. Seth didn’t lie to her. Ever. But he was clearly nervous about bringing this woman around, so Nikki was not going to put it past him that he could be bending the truth a bit to make the situation less uncomfortable for himself.

      Another wave of silence passed. Nikki glanced in Hawk’s direction and could see he was gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles were turning white; he had certainly not expected to be so uncomfortable, and neither had Nikki. Hawk spoke to break the silence. “So, Jackie, what is it you do?”

      Jackie hesitated before answering. “I, uh, I work at a tattoo parlor,” she said, apparently deciding that not lying was her best route.

      Smart, Nikki thought. She already had an instant distaste for the woman, so honesty was going to be her best route, and the woman knew it.

      Looking up in the rearview, Nikki could see Seth palm his face in embarrassment. “So, you got a tattoo now, Seth?” Nikki asked, but Seth just grunted and chose not to answer. A million different visions of ridiculous tattoos flashed through Nikki’s mind, and she started to make herself sick. Skull and crossbones? A stupid cartoon character? Dear, God, his father’s birthday? Surely not! She decided not to press further about the tattoo, but it would be a conversation that she was sure to let resurface very soon.

      More silence, and Nikki could tell that it was about to make Hawk explode. After a moment, Hawk leaned forward and turned up the radio, so the four of them remained quiet and simply listened to the music for the remainder of the car ride back to Maple Hills. Sitting in absolute silence was much better than trying and failing to make casual conversation.

      Nikki felt positively overwhelmed with disappointment. She had already been secretly displeased with Seth bringing a guest, but she had convinced herself it was for the best. He hadn’t dated in a long time, and she wanted him to be happy. Plus, it would have taken some tension away from the fact that his mother was in a new relationship. But this was certainly not a tension releaser. What business did her son have dating a woman nearly twice his age? And she was going to find out if he had tattooed himself up even if it killed her.

      They pulled up in front of Nikki’s home, and all four of them bolted inside to avoid the cold. Hawk and Seth dropped off the luggage in the foyer, and then the four of them made their way into the kitchen. Nikki flipped on the kitchen light, revealing the adorable display of chocolates she had laid out just for Seth and his girlfriend. Now Nikki wished she had not put in so much effort. Truthfully, she had imagined a sweet college freshman who had stolen her son’s heart, and Nikki had wanted to make a good first impression. Jackie, in all honesty, was not exactly someone Nikki felt the need to impress.

      “Oh, how cute!” Jackie said, pointing to the kitchen island where a collection of chocolates was laid out. They were molded carefully and made to look like little turkeys. Without so much as an invite, Jackie plopped one of the carefully designed chocolate turkeys into her mouth. For all Jackie knew, those chocolates had not been intended for them.

      From the corner of her eye, Nikki could see Seth shoot her a nervous glance. Nikki took a breath; she was not going to start something with Jackie over something so trivial. “What do you think?” Nikki asked politely, and she could see her son’s shoulders drop in relief. Even Seth knows that was inappropriate, Nikki thought. She laughed in her mind for a moment, realizing Seth probably thought that the fancy chocolate turkeys had been intended for customers and not them.

      “So good,” Jackie said.

      “Good,” Nikki said, and then there was silence again. Is this how the entire week is going to be? Nikki wondered.

      “So,” Seth said. “It’s kind of late, right? I’m sure you guys are just as tired as we are. So, I think we ought to retire for the night.”

      Nikki frowned. She had hoped to do a little bit of catch up, but she supposed it could wait until the next morning. Then an uncomfortable thought struck her. Had she been dealing with a typical college freshman, she wouldn’t feel too strange about telling the girl she was going to need to sleep on the couch. The thought of her son sharing a bed with this woman made her anxious.

      Hawk must have picked up on her discomfort because he acted quickly. “Say, Jackie, you know I have a guest room at my place. It’s up to you, but I know Nikki doesn’t really have a lot of room here. If you want, why don’t you stay in my guest room? I’m sure that little bed of Seth’s won’t be comfortable for the two of you anyways, and I just live a short drive from here. Plus, didn’t you say one of your employees would be staying here this week, too? The house is bound to get really crowded, right, Nikki? What do you say, Jackie?”

      Jackie smiled, and it was fairly obvious that Jackie was reading right through everyone’s discomfort with her. Frankly, Nikki didn’t care. She just didn’t want the woman in her house. Jackie nodded. “You know what, that sounds lovely,” she said, and Seth frowned.

      “You sure you don’t want to stay here?” Seth questioned. “I mean, it’s not that small of a bed. And we have a couch here. I can sleep on the couch if it gets too uncomfortable for you.”

      Nikki felt Jackie looking towards her, so Nikki averted her eyes. Jackie smiled. “It’s all right, Seth. I’ll go stay with your mom’s friend. Plus, it would probably be nice if you got to spend some time with your mom, right?”

      “Um, sure,” he griped.

      “Okay, so it’s settled,” Hawk said, grabbing hold of Jackie’s suitcase. “I’m assuming the purple suitcase with the flowers is yours and not Seth’s, right?”

      Jackie laughed. “Yes, that one is mine. Thank you.”

      “Okay, well, I guess I’ll text you tomorrow,” Seth said, and he and Nikki walked Hawk and Jackie to the door.

      “Thank you,” Nikki mouthed to Hawk as they were leaving, and he nodded and winked at her. A bit of tension released itself as she watched Jackie walk back out to the car with Hawk.

      Nikki closed the door, and as soon as she did, she spun around on her heels to face down her son. She felt like screaming, and she was sure that Seth could see it written all over her face. Her son’s cheeks were bright red, and he avoided eye contact. “So, I think I’m going to go to bed,” he said. “It’s been a long day with a lot of flying and waiting around the airport, you know?”

      “Oh, no,” Nikki said. “You and I need to talk, Seth.”
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      Nikki felt Seth’s gaze, and it was a look of absolute discontent. His face was wrinkled up, and he reminded her of when he was a little boy and he would try to pout to get his way. “Mom, I’m tired. We can catch up in the morning,” he said and attempted to walk away.

      “This isn’t about catching up, Seth, and you know it,” Nikki said and walked after him, hurrying around him to cut him off in their living room. “What in the world is the matter with you? What business do you have dating a woman that much older than you? Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      “You know what, you were really rude to Jackie,” Seth claimed. “And, what, because she’s a little older than me?”

      “A little!” Nikki exclaimed. “Seth, she must be twice your age!”

      “She’s only thirty-two!”

      “Oh my goodness, you’re insane!” Nikki shouted. Her mind was running in a million different directions. What could her son possibly see in a woman like that? “You can’t even tell me the truth about how you two met.”

      “I did tell you the truth! We really did have a class together, and we ran into each other at the tattoo parlor where she works.”

      Nikki crossed her arms, giving her son a serious death stare. She really did feel like she was arguing with a young, childish version of her son. Like he was ten years old again, and he was insisting on having another cookie from the cookie jar. “Did you get a tattoo?” Nikki asked.

      “Yes!” he snapped. “Not that it’s any of your business. I don’t need your permission.”

      “You don’t need my permission? Do you realize how childish you sound right now?” Nikki asked. She lowered her arms to her side, flexing her hands to keep herself from shaking. “What tattoo did you even get? Where?” Nikki then paused and held up a palm in his face. “You know what? I don’t want to know! I’m sure it’s something trashy!”

      “Dad has tattoos, and you never seemed to mind that,” he snarled. “Not until after he left, that is.”

      “This is not about your father; it’s about you! I didn’t realize you went to college just to goof off,” she declared.

      Seth rolled up his right sleeve and held out his arm. “I’m not goofing off. And this tattoo isn’t trashy!”

      Nikki frowned and took a peek. In lovely writing were the words Wherever the art of medicine is loved, there is also a love of humanity. Nikki crossed her arms again. “It’s a nice quote,” she said, but she was still fuming.

      “I thought so. I haven’t told you yet, but I got accepted into the school’s medical program. I got the tattoo to celebrate. It’s a quote by Hippocrates, and I like it,” he declared, rolling his sleeve back down.

      Nikki took a breath. “I didn’t know you got accepted into the program. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was going to tell you today, but then you got all weird with Jackie,” he said.

      “Of course I got weird!” Nikki exclaimed. “Just be honest with me, Seth. How did this even happen?”

      “She did the tattoo, okay?” he snapped, raising his voice this time.

      Nikki scowled. She did not care for Seth’s tone. “And you just decided to ask out your tattoo artist?”

      “No, she asked me out,” he said.

      “Of course she did!”

      “Mom, chill!” he demanded. “Look, I didn’t exactly have some romantic crush on her or anything. But just because I’m not super attracted to her in that way doesn’t mean we’re not close! She asked me out, and it’s been so long since I dated that I just decided to give it a shot and see what happens.”

      “You gave it a shot all right—you decided to give a cougar a shot!”

      “A cougar! Are you kidding me, Mom? She’s a nice woman, and she’s our guest. You need to knock it off right now, or I’ll leave and you can spend Thanksgiving by yourself!” he roared, and then Nikki and Seth both heard the sound of someone clearing their throat.

      Nikki spun around to see Tori standing behind her with a small suitcase thrown over her shoulder. The girl’s face was bright red as she stammered, “I, um…well, the door was unlocked. I’m sorry, I should have knocked.”

      Great, Nikki thought. She couldn’t imagine what all Tori had just heard. “Hey, Tori,” Nikki muttered.

      “I’m sorry,” Tori mumbled. “I interrupted something, obviously. Um…I can leave. Or wait outside. Or I could just—”

      “It’s okay,” Nikki assured. “Let me get you set up in the guest room, Tori.”

      “Guest room?” Seth questioned and glared at Nikki.  “You cleared out your office, huh?”

      “I did,” Nikki said.

      “And you didn’t mention that earlier when Hawk drove Jackie off because we didn’t have room, huh?” Seth questioned.

      Nikki glared back at Seth. “Must have slipped my mind.”

      Seth rolled his eyes. “I’m sure it did. I’m going to bed. Goodnight!” he shouted and turned around, snatched up his suitcase and disappeared towards the back of the house.

      “Should I leave?” Tori asked quietly.

      “No, don’t you do that,” Nikki insisted. “We just had a little…argument, is all. Let’s get you set up. I’m really happy to have you spending the Thanksgiving break with us.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Tori said.

      Nikki led Tori to the back hall. She opened up the door to her office which now consisted of a smaller desk, a little twin-sized bed, and a dresser with a tall mirror. “Think this will do?” Nikki asked, and Tori smiled.

      “Oh, I think so,” she said. “Thanks, Nikki. Um, is everything okay between you and your son? What’s going on?”

      “Oh, he brought home a date,” Nikki said.

      “That’s nice,” said Tori.

      “She’s thirty-two,” Nikki said.

      Tori’s face turned red. “Really?”

      “Really,” Nikki said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what to do. I think I overstepped my bounds a little bit. He’s pretty mad at me. I probably shouldn’t have called her a cougar.”

      “To her face?” Tori shrieked.

      “No, of course not! I’m not that rude. Just when Seth and I started arguing,” Nikki said, shaking her head. “It’s been a long night, Tori, so I think I’m going to go to bed. If you need anything, just let me know. Make yourself comfortable.”

      Tori nodded and smiled. “Thank you again for inviting me to spend the holiday with you, Nikki.”

      Nikki nodded and smiled. “Of course, Tori.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After having such an unpleasant first meeting with her son after a long absence, Nikki decided she was going to make the best of the start of a new day. She arose early that next morning and got to work on creating a feast for breakfast. Normally, she would take the lazy way out as far as cooking goes the week of Thanksgiving so as to reserve her energy for the biggest cooking day of the year, but not this morning. She pulled out all the stops, running down the street to get some fresh blueberries from the local shop to make her famous blueberry pancakes.

      Nikki also prepared some hearty bacon, biscuits, and omelets filled with ham and bits of freshly chopped ingredients. The smell alone was enough to rouse both Tori and Seth from their bedrooms. Seth’s hair was messy and uncombed, but his eyes were wide with excitement at the decadent smell spreading throughout the house. Tori had taken slightly more time to make herself presentable before leaving the guest room, pulling up her pretty blonde hair in a ponytail so as not to make it too obvious that she had yet to have a shower; she had also thrown on a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt.

      “Okay, if this is what it’s going to smell like in here every morning, I’m never skipping breakfast,” Tori teased, plopping herself down on a stool by the kitchen island so that she could watch Nikki finish up with the omelets.

      “Awe, man, you made your blueberry pancakes,” Seth said excitedly, already grabbing a plate from the cabinets. Seth gazed across the kitchen counter at the platter of breakfast dishes, and Nikki could see him lick his lips slightly. “Geez, Mom, is there anything left in the pantry at all? This is quite a spread.” He smiled at her, and Nikki smiled as well. It was a silent way of apologizing to one another without actually having to say it.

      The three of them each made a plate and then wandered over to the little kitchen table that sat by the windows overlooking the vegetable garden in her tiny little yard. The next fifteen minutes or so were lovely. Seth spoke about college, and he had so many stories to tell. Nikki laughed and exchanged a few stories of her own, and poor Tori sat quietly and embarrassingly added in a remark every once in a while. Tori was still shy despite having gotten used to working the counters at the chocolate shop.

      “So, Tori,” Seth said, pulling Tori out of her little comfort zone in the corner chair, “how do you like working for my mom?”

      Tori smiled. “Your mom is great. She sure does make it fun.”

      “I’m going to have to try one of those chocolate turkeys you made last night,” Seth said, giving Nikki a grin. “Jackie made them look good. They, um, weren’t for a customer or anything, right?”

      Nikki laughed. “No, they weren’t, thankfully. They were for you all.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Seth said. “She probably should have asked.”

      Nikki sighed. “Honestly, Seth, I probably just made her so nervous that she wasn’t thinking. I could have been a little more open-minded.”

      There was a knock on the door, and Seth leaped up out of his seat. Nikki frowned; he seemed far too eager. “Hey, Jackie and Hawk are here!” Seth called from the foyer.

      “Something smells amazing!” Jackie’s voice could be heard.

      Nikki felt Tori pop her in the arm, and when she looked at her, Tori was waving a hand in front of her face. Tori’s face went from a scowl to a smile—her silent way of telling Nikki to play nice. “Thanks,” Nikki murmured, not realizing she had instinctually gone back to a grimace upon hearing the woman’s voice.

      She forced a smile just as Hawk and Jackie were walking in from the foyer into the kitchen. “You two have breakfast yet?” Nikki asked. “Go ahead and make yourselves a plate.”

      “Don’t mind if I do!” Jackie exclaimed, all smiles. The woman had clearly slept off whatever foulness had formed between the group the previous evening. She, much like Nikki, seemed ready for a fresh start. “My goodness, did you make all this? Everything looks amazing!”

      “Thank you, Jackie,” Nikki said. Hawk did not make himself a plate. He stood with a concerned scowl, and with the way he was standing in the archway of the kitchen instead of coming over, Nikki could tell he was not planning on staying for breakfast. “Everything okay, Hawk?”

      “Not really,” he said. “Just got a call, and I got to go. A dead body was found in the park.”

      “Oh no!” Tori exclaimed.

      Nikki pushed her plate aside and rose to her feet. “You going to the scene now?” she asked.

      “About to head that way,” he said.

      “You know I’m coming with you, then,” Nikki declared.

      Hawk nodded, a sad smile appearing on his face. “You know I need my little super sleuth.”

      “Okay, we’ll come too,” Seth said and started to put away his food as well.

      Nikki shook her head. “Oh, no you don’t. There’s no need for that. You’re staying right here.”

      “Um, no, I don’t think so,” Seth argued. “I’m going with you.”

      “No, you’re not, Seth,” Nikki said.

      “Yes, I am,” he stated boldly.

      Before they could get into yet another argument, Jackie reached out and touched Seth’s forearm. “Seth, listen to your mother. From what you’ve told me about her, she has experience with this sort of thing. You don’t, and there’s no reason for you to see a gruesome scene at the park. She’s just trying to protect you. Don’t be so stubborn.”

      Nikki smiled. “Thank you, Jackie. I appreciate that.”

      “Besides,” Jacki added, lowering her arm, “I definitely don’t want to see that, and it would be nice if you and I could enjoy this nice breakfast together that your mom obviously worked hard to prepare.”

      Seth frowned and muttered, “Fine.”

      Nikki grabbed her coat and then followed Hawk outside towards his patrol car. Nikki plopped down in the passenger’s seat and exhaled loudly. “Rough morning?” Hawk asked as he slipped into the driver’s seat.

      “Not really,” she admitted. “Nothing compared to last night. Seth and I got into it after you two left. I may have called his girlfriend a cougar, I don’t know. I think I blacked out for a minute there I was so frustrated.”

      “A cougar? Really, Nikki?” Hawk scorned her as he cranked up the car and pulled out of the driveway. “I wouldn’t call her a cougar. She’s older, sure, but it’s not like he’s dating someone our age.”

      “He might as well be,” Nikki mumbled. She shook her head. “I think I may have prejudged her too quickly, though. I mean, she seems okay. If anything she seems to just be embarrassed by the way I acted. How did she seem to you after you got back to your place?”

      “We didn’t really talk much. I asked her about her job, and to be honest, she talks more like an artist than a tattoo shop worker. She did show me a sketchbook she keeps for new tattoo design ideas. It was pretty impressive. An artist and a future doctor—they say opposites attract, you know?” Hawk reached over and touched her hand, giving it a slight squeeze. “He could do worse for himself, you know?”

      “I know,” Nikki said. “I’m just being a mom. Why not date someone his own age?”

      “Would you prefer a nice older woman who honestly seems to care about Seth or some ditsy college freshman who’s rushing some sorority and not paying any mind to her studies?” Hawk asked.

      “I suppose the first one,” Nikki said with a moan. “Okay, forget about Seth and Jackie for a minute. What do you got for me as far as this case goes?”

      “Nothing yet,” Hawk said. “Only that a body was found in the park and they need me there.”

      “Great.” Nikki leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes for a moment. A few minutes passed, and soon they arrived at the Maple Hills Park. There were several other officers already on the scene when they arrived.

      Just inside the park’s main entrance was a bench that was now surrounded by yellow crime scene tape. Nikki walked alongside Hawk as they made their way over to the scene of the crime. The setting was a bit surreal. Several trees circled the bench, all adorned with bright red and orange leaves, seemingly the only trees in the park that were still managing to hold onto their leaves after several nights of below-freezing temperatures. Large piles of fallen leaves sat on either side of the bench, and Nikki got a good look at the dead man sitting upright on the bench, his hands folded neatly over his stomach.

      Upon first glance, it would almost seem as though the man had taken a stroll and had fallen asleep after taking a rest. As they drew closer, though, Nikki could see that the body had been mutilated. She felt a tickle in her throat, and she gagged slightly. The man’s throat was purple and very swollen, and his chest and stomach were covered in stab wounds. The man’s hands covered the most brutal of his wounds. “He was clearly moved to the bench postmortem,” Hawk said. “His hands and arms have been moved perfectly to cover most of his wounds. Looks to be about thirty-five, maybe?”

      One of the other officers nodded. “I think so.” The man turned and nodded to Nikki. Most of the police in the area knew her by now—the chocolate shop lady whose father had worked in the FBI. She had given up on that dream of following in her father’s footsteps after meeting Seth’s father, but now ever since moving to Maple Hills, it was as though she was being given second chances to pursue that old dream. She had solved several murders alongside Hawk, and she was ready to do it again.

      Nikki looked towards the sidewalk and saw a small cluster of joggers. “Witnesses?” Nikki asked the on-scene officer.

      “They’re the ones who called it in,” he confirmed.

      Nikki tapped Hawk’s shoulder to let him know she was leaving the crime scene, and he nodded approvingly. While Hawk walked around the crime scene in search for evidence, Nikki headed over to the group of joggers. “Did you folks see anything?” she asked.

      There were four joggers total: three women and a man, all dressed in tight spandex. The man shrugged slightly, but he spoke. “We just thought he was sleeping at first, but honestly we were pretty loud, and we circled around the park twice. We thought he was just some homeless man catching up on his sleep in the park. We figured we should have woken him up from all the noise we were making, and so Katie went to check on him. We thought maybe he had had a heart attack.”

      “Which one of you is Katie?” Nikki asked.

      The shortest of the three women perked up slightly. “Um, that’s me,” she said.

      “Did you see or notice anything?” Nikki asked.

      “I just went and tapped on his shoulder, and when he didn’t move, I bent down to look at his face and saw the bruising around his neck. It looked like someone had strangled him, and then I saw there was blood. I freaked out after realizing he was dead; that’s when we called the police.”

      “Did you see anyone else in the park this morning?” Nikki asked them, but none of them had. She asked several more questions, but they did not lead to anything ground-breaking. She thanked the joggers and assured them that one of the officers would get their official statements in a moment. Nikki headed back towards the crime scene, but she was a bit nervous to do so. Something about this murder made her stomach start doing flips.

      “They have anything useful for me?” Hawk asked as he stood upright to greet her.

      “Not really,” she said. “Doesn’t sound like anyone else was in the park this morning. They said they got here at nearly six am and never saw anyone other than our victim.”

      “Well, the man did have a driver’s license on him, so we got an identification at least,” Hawk said.

      “What’s his name?” Nikki asked, trying not to look in the direction of the corpse.

      “Howard Blanche.”
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      Nikki and Hawk arrived outside of a local Maple Hills apartment complex only a few hours after their investigation began at the park. They had been able to locate an address of an apartment complex called Sunnyside Hills where Howard Blanche had been renting an apartment with his girlfriend, Taylor Perkins. Taylor, as far as the detectives working alongside Hawk could say, was the only person that Blanche had any contact with in Maple Hills.

      “Does she know we’re coming?” Nikki asked as she climbed out of Hawk’s patrol car.

      “No, and she doesn’t know about Howard yet,” Hawk said.

      “Great,” Nikki grumbled; the thought of having to be the ones to break the terrible news made her skin crawl. They headed to the furthest building from the complex’s entryway and up the exterior staircase toward the second floor.

      Their destination was the third door down, and Hawk paused before knocking. “I don’t like being the one to have to tell the loved ones,” he admitted.

      Nikki did not say anything; she simply nodded in agreement and pulled her coat tighter. Hawk knocked twice, and then the door abruptly swung open. “Oh!” a woman exclaimed. She was tall, incredibly slender, and looked to be in her thirties, close to the same age as the victim. “Sorry, thought you were someone else.” She had an annoyed look about her; clearly, she had expected her boyfriend home long before now.

      “Ms. Perkins?” Hawk asked politely.

      “Yes?” she questioned, looking Hawk up and down to deduce that he was an officer. She frowned. “Is everything all right?”

      Hawk’s voice was smooth, calming, and he spoke with a sincerity that Nikki admired. “I’m afraid not, Ms. Perkins. You are the girlfriend of a Howard Blanche, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s right. Why, what’s wrong?” she demanded.

      “I’m sorry, miss, but Howard was found dead this morning in Maple Hills Park,” Hawk said, and the woman’s face contorted horribly.

      “Dead? What do you mean dead?”

      Again, Hawk spoke with an extreme calmness and in an empathetic tone. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Perkins. I know this is quite a shock and that you may need a moment, but would you mind if my colleague and I came inside? We’d like to speak to you about Howard and ask some questions so maybe we can piece together what exactly happened.”

      The woman nodded, and Nikki could see a few tears starting to stroll down the woman’s face. She stepped aside so they could enter the little apartment, and Nikki could hear the woman sobbing now. Nikki looked back over her shoulder as Taylor closed the door behind her, wiping her face with her sleeve. “Excuse me for a second,” she said and vanished back into the bedroom for a moment.

      Nikki and Hawk took a moment to examine the living space of the little apartment. There was a living room and kitchen and a door leading to a bathroom. There were not many personal touches, but based on the small cardboard box shoved in the corner, it seemed as though the pair had only just moved in recently. There was one picture frame hanging next to the television, and it depicted Taylor and Howard smiling together, their faces just barely fitting into the frame.

      Taylor reemerged only a few minutes later after having given herself a moment to pull herself together. She sat down on the couch, a box of tissues in hand, and asked, “What happened?”

      Hawk went on to explain the unpleasant details, leaving out what he could while still remaining honest. Taylor looked absolutely mortified, and so Nikki sat herself down beside the woman and attempted to offer some comfort.

      “Someone killed him?” Taylor asked for confirmation after hearing that her boyfriend had been stabbed several times and possibly strangled.

      “I’m afraid so,” Hawk said. “Is there anything you can tell us about Howard that might help us figure out who did this?”

      Taylor’s head seemed to sway about a bit as she took it all in. She breathed deeply, and she choked on her words. Nikki reached over and placed a consoling hand over on the woman’s shoulder. After a moment, Taylor spoke with a bit more clarity. “I don’t know if I can be of much help. Howard, well, he was never too kind to strangers, I’ll admit. But he was a good soul deep down. A good man. He just moved here to be with me, and we started renting this apartment. I thought that maybe if I, you know, introduced him to enough people around Maple Hills that he’d become more comfortable with people. That they would accept him. Now I’ll never get the chance.”

      “Well, Taylor, if Howard was the good person you knew him to be, you can rest knowing that he must be in a better place now,” Nikki said, and Taylor smiled at this.

      “Yes, I’m sure he will end up where he has always deserved,” she said, still smiling behind those broken eyes.

      “Would you mind if I looked around, Ms. Perkins?” Howard asked. “Just to see if there’s anything I can find that would indicate who did this?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Taylor responded and then slumped down deeper into the couch, releasing a loud exasperated sigh.

      Hawk seemed to almost instantly disappear, not that there was much to look at. The only other room apart from the living area and kitchen seemed to be the bedroom. Nikki sat with Taylor, and the two women began chatting about Howard. Taylor spoke on and on about how fun of a person Howard was and how kind and sweet he was. The woman admitted that he was not exactly well loved by everyone, but to think that he had someone who would want to kill him seemed very far-fetched to Taylor. “You look familiar to me,” Taylor said once she had calmed herself down. “You own that little chocolate shop on Main Street, don’t you?”

      Nikki smiled. “You’ve been to my shop?”

      “Yes. I bought some chocolates from you just the other day,” Taylor said.

      Nikki thought for a moment and then nodded. She recalled the incredibly busy day they had had, but after a moment she did indeed recognize Taylor’s face. “That’s right, you ordered a dozen of the pumpkin cream stuffed chocolate bites.”

      “They were just wonderful!” Taylor exclaimed and then lowered her voice. “Sorry. I’m a chocolate girl, and I can get a little excited about my sweets. That Howard! My goodness, he ate all of my chocolates I got from you and didn’t save me but a bite!” Taylor laughed a bit and then shook her head. “I really liked your little treat, though. The pumpkin flavor was very subtle, hardly noticeable, but it was just enough for an extra kick.”

      “I’m glad you and Howard enjoyed them,” Nikki said, glad to see that a slight smile had appeared on Taylor’s face.

      “So, where was Howard working, Taylor?” Nikki asked.

      “Oh, he worked across town at Lucky Aid Insurance. He used to have to commute over an hour to get there. He was really glad that we got this apartment. Cut his commute in half,” Taylor said.

      Before their conversation could go further, Hawk reemerged from the bedroom. He had a quizzical look about him as he went back into the bathroom for the second time, returning moments later with the same look of confusion. “Everything okay, Hawk?” Nikki asked.

      “Ms. Perkins, do you mind if I ask you an unusual question?”

      Taylor exhaled, a slight chuckle emerging due to Hawk’s unusual phrasing. “Um, okay?”

      “Why did you and Howard have two different bathrooms?” he questioned. “I mean, you obviously used the one that juts off the bedroom, and then Howard used this one here, right?” he asked, waving his hand toward the bathroom that could be accessed from the den.

      “Good question,” Taylor said. “When we started looking for apartments, that was one thing Howard really wanted. He wanted a place with two bathrooms. I guess he liked his privacy.”

      “So,” Hawk said, still looking a little confused, “you two share a bedroom, a kitchen, and a living space but not the bathroom? You only used the bathroom back in your room, and this room was just for Howard, right?”

      “Right,” she said.

      Nikki could not quite figure out what had Hawk so bothered by this. Sure, it was a little unusual, but some people just needed their privacy. “What are you getting at, Hawk?” Nikki asked.

      “Ms. Perkins, do you know what is inside the safe in Howard’s bathroom?” he asked.

      Taylor frowned. “What safe?” she asked.

      “The safe under his sink in the bathroom,” he said.

      Taylor rose from her seat and walked past Hawk into Howard’s bathroom to investigate. She came out a moment later looking just as confused as Hawk. “I didn’t know he had a safe,” she admitted. “I never went in his bathroom. I didn’t have a reason to.”

      “You never thought that it was a little strange that the two of you would have separate bathrooms?” Hawk asked.

      Taylor crossed her arms, a look of annoyance appeared on her face. “No, I didn’t. Howard was always up really early because of his job, so he wanted to have an apartment that had a separate bathroom so he wouldn’t wake me up getting ready. I think it was considerate, if you ask me. It’s not weird or suspicious like what you seem to be suggesting.”

      Nikki stood up, coming close to cutting Hawk off before he said something to set Taylor off even further, but he spoke before she had a chance to stop him. “Ms. Perkins, did Howard have any sort of dangerous hobbies or affiliations we should know about? Maybe something that could have resulted in his murder?”

      “Excuse me!” Taylor yelped. “What are you accusing Howard of? You know what? Don’t answer that! You two can just get out of my apartment right now!” she pointed toward the door.

      “Ms. Perkins—” Hawk started to protest.

      “Get out!” she screamed. “Now!”

      Nikki hooked her arm into Hawk’s and gave him a slight tug. She wished she had told him to back off sooner; Hawk was a professional, but sometimes he had a harder time picking up on when people had had enough. “Come on, let’s leave her alone. Taylor, if you can think of anything that might be of use, please call the local department. You will likely be receiving a call from the local coroner today about what you would like to have done for Howard.”

      “Thanks,” Taylor quipped and slammed the door shut behind them.

      “I put my foot in my mouth, didn’t I?” Hawk asked once they were outside.

      “Yes, you did,” Nikki replied. “You probably should have treaded a little more lightly when you started asking about Howard’s hobbies. She was pretty clearly distraught already.”

      “I know. I got carried away,” Hawk admitted. “Now I don’t know what to do. I guess we could talk to the forensic pathologist to see what he can tell us about exactly how Howard died.”

      “Or we could go to Howard’s place of employment and interview people there?” Nikki suggested.

      “Did Taylor tell you where he worked?” Hawk asked proudly.

      “Yup,” Nikki said and smiled slightly at him. “Lucky Aid Insurance Agency.”
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      “Yeah, so, if you could just let me know about what time you’ll be heading back…you know…just when you get a chance. Talk to you later, Mom,” Seth’s voice spoke in broken sentences over the speaker on Nikki’s cell phone as she replayed his voicemail.

      Nikki was seated in the passenger’s seat of Hawk’s patrol car as they made their way across town to Lucky Aid Insurance; Seth had called her only a minute before, but she had chosen to let the call go to voicemail. “You know, avoiding talking to your son is not going to solve anything, Nikki. You can’t just keep ignoring him just because he brought home someone you don’t really approve of.”

      Nikki cocked her head swiftly in Hawk’s direction, narrowing her eyes into an annoyed gaze. “That’s not it at all, Hawk!” she declared.

      He laughed at her. “Oh? Really? That’s not it? Okay, Nikki, why don’t you tell me why it is you didn’t answer your son’s call then?”

      “I will!” she said. “I just don’t want to be distracted while we’re investigating. Ignoring Seth’s call has nothing to do with Jackie. I need to stay focused. I’ve never really been the type of woman to rest until a case is solved, and you know that.”

      Hawk sighed and removed the smug look from his brow. “Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry for assuming it was something else. I struggle with the same sort of thing in my line of work, you know?”

      “I know. I just want to try to solve this case before Thanksgiving so that I won’t be distracted,” Nikki said. “I’ll drive myself crazy trying to cook an entire Thanksgiving meal while I’m worried about what happened to Howard Blanche.”

      “I want to know what Howard’s got hidden away in his safe. No healthy couple splits off their bathrooms like that. Something more was going on with Taylor and Howard than she let on,” Hawk said with a grimace.

      They arrived outside of Lucky Aid Insurance, and Hawk huffed slightly at the run-down building. “This looks like the sketchiest insurance agency I have ever seen,” he said. “I wonder if they’re even legitimate.”

      “Now, now,” Nikki scolded. “You shouldn’t judge a business just because the outside of the building is a little…crumbly…and…”

      “Methy,” Hawk said. “Seriously, it looks like we are about to do a drug bust. The sign is literally just their name spray painted up on the cement above the doorframe!”

      Nikki laughed, having just noticed the makeshift sign displaying the company’s name. “Oh my goodness,” she said and had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing. “I think they spelled ‘insurance’ wrong! They left out the e!”

      Hawk whipped out his cell phone and called one of the researchers down at the station. “Hey, Heather,” he spoke into the phone. “I need a quick favor. Pull up what you can about a Lucky Aid Insurance Agency. I want to know whether or not it’s a legitimate company and…oh? You use them? Really?” Hawk frowned. “And they’re legitimate? No, I’m sitting out here right now and the place looks like…oh…a tornado? Really? Okay, my bad. Awfully ironic for an insurance agency; did they have insurance? Ha!...Hello? Heather?” Hawk hung up the phone and blushed slightly as he looked at Nikki. “She called me stupid and hung up.”

      “That was a really lame joke, Hawk,” Nikki teased. “So what happened? Their building got hit by a tornado?”

      “Last year. They’re still remodeling apparently,” Hawk said. “No wonder it looks like the building is falling apart. Come on, let’s go.”

      “What did we learn about judging a book by its cover?” Nikki continued to tease him as they got out of the car.

      “Oh, come on, you and I both know this place looked sketchy when we first pulled up,” Hawk said.

      They headed inside, and they could tell from here that the building had once been much nicer. The inside did not seem damaged at all, and from where they stood, you would never have guessed the place had been hit by a storm. When they first entered, a young, smiling woman in a suit greeted them from behind a large receptionist desk. “Welcome to Lucky Aid Insurance Agency. What can I do for you folks?”

      “We’d like to speak to some of the employees here about a Howard Blanche,” Nikki said.

      The woman’s face instantly distorted into one of absolute disgust. “Oh? Well, sure, go right ahead. Everyone’s in the break room right now. Um, what is this about exactly? Howard hasn’t worked here in a year.”

      Nikki and Hawk exchanged glances. “A year?” Hawk questioned.

      “Yeah, after the tornado that hit this place, the boss had to let a few people go to cover his losses. Howard was the first,” the woman said.

      “I appreciate the information, Miss…?”

      “Brittany Anders,” she said and smiled.

      “Thank you, Miss Anders,” Hawk said and summoned Nikki with a tilt of his head. The two of them walked past the receptionist desk and down the hall until they found the large breakroom Brittany had been referring to.

      One man jumped up from his seat when they entered, tossing his lunch into a nearby trash bin. “Hello, welcome to Lucky Aid Insurance Agency. The name’s Randy. You two here for—”

      Nikki held up her hand to slow down the sales pitch that she sensed was coming her way. “We’re not here to shop for insurance.”

      “We’re here to talk about Howard Blanche,” Hawk flashed his badge. “He was found dead this morning at Maple Hills Park.”

      The room was very quiet. One insurance agent, the only woman in the room, stood up. She seemed rather unmoved by the news. “Sorry, I got a phone call I’m about to be late for, fellas. I’ll be at my desk if you need me,” she said and whipped out of the room with her nose up in the air, leaving behind a group of four men in suits.

      “What happened to Howard?” the man who had first greeted them asked.

      “Howard Blanche was stabbed to death and left on display at Maple Hills Park,” Hawk said. “My name is Detective Hawk Bailey, and I’m heading up the investigation. If there is anything you gentlemen could tell me about Howard, it would be appreciated.”

      The men exchanged glances. One man, a gentleman with a perfectly round face and a balding head, shrugged. “Never really spoke much to Howard,” he said. “I know he used to head down to the bar down the street just about every night he got off work to wind down. But I didn’t know the man personally.”

      The other men seemed to have similar sentiments. “He never spoke to me much,” said one.

      “Me either,” said another. “He was the kind of man who kept to himself. Wasn’t really ever that friendly of a guy. I say that, but it’s not like he ever caused a scene or stirred the pot. Like, I mean, he didn’t have any enemies, I guess. Just no friends. Only acquaintances.”

      “You know,” said the skinniest of the men. “I always saw him talking with Brittany, the receptionist. They always seemed so serious when they talked. She might know something.”

      “I used to see him talking a good bit with Stacey,” said the round man. “That’s the woman who just left.”

      “I think we should go talk to Brittany and Stacey,” Nikki suggested, and Hawk nodded in agreement, but not before thanking the men and getting the name of the bar they all agreed he frequented.

      They glanced towards the receptionist’s desk where they spotted Stacey speaking with Brittany. Both women looked incredibly flustered and annoyed. “I think they know something their co-workers don’t,” Nikki whispered.

      “Same here,” Hawk said.

      The two of them headed over to the receptionist’s desk, and the women glanced up with annoyed faces. “Everything all right?” Nikki asked.

      “Just talking about our old buddy, Howard,” Brittany said with distaste. “Sorry to hear he’s dead.”

      “No offense, ladies, but you don’t sound that sorry,” Hawk said.

      “It’s just a little weird, honestly,” Stacey admitted. “To hear that someone you couldn’t stand is dead and not knowing whether or not to feel sorry for the guy or a little relieved. I don’t mean to sound cold, but Howard was a total nightmare.”

      “How so?” Nikki asked.

      “I think you could just consult the HR department and get a good idea,” Brittany huffed. “I think I reported him twice.”

      “Four times for me,” Stacey said. “But they never did anything because he would always smooth talk his way out of crap.”

      “What sort of problems were you ladies having with Mr. Blanche?” Hawk asked.

      “Mostly just the sort of stuff that came out of his mouth,” Brittany said. “Just outright vulgar sexism and sexual harassment. He asked me if I had a boob job once and told me he wanted to take a peek.”

      “Oh, dear,” Nikki blushed.

      “He told Brittany once that the only way I must have managed to get promoted to senior agent was because I must have slept with someone,” Stacey said with a firm frown. “And the only thing that finally got rid of him was when he finally put his hands on me in the breakroom, and thankfully they have a camera in there. He grabbed my breast after I told him to back off.”

      “Oh, wow, I’m so sorry you had to deal with that,” Hawk said. “But, correct me if I’m wrong, but your male co-workers all seem to think that Hawk was laid off because of the cutbacks after the tornado.”

      “On paper, that’s what it says,” Stacey griped. “The company’s owner and Howard kind of go back. He knew he had to let Howard go after what happened with me, but since I agreed to drop charges if he was fired, well, boss-man pulled one over my eyes. He just laid Howard off so that it wouldn’t ruin his job history. That way if Howard ever started looking for another job, his new boss would just think he got laid off with the other employees who got tanked after the tornado.”

      “And you didn’t ever try to do anything about that?” Nikki asked.

      “Howard was gone and out of my hair,” Stacey said. “I’m not exactly a big social justice warrior. Plus, the man up top gave me a pretty big bonus to get me to drop it. Howard was gone, and I get two extra weeks of vacation time a year plus a ten percent increase on my commission. I can’t really complain. It worked out in my favor.”

      “This version of Howard Blanche is quite a different picture you two ladies are painting compared to what his girlfriend tried to tell us,” Hawk said.

      “Girlfriend?” Brittany questioned. “Poor woman. I bet that was pretty miserable.”

      Nikki scribbled down her phone number using the sticky notes sitting on Brittany’s desk. She gave a copy to both Stacey and to Nikki. “If you ladies can think of anything else—anything at all that could help—would you mind giving Hawk or me a call?”

      The women both shrugged; Nikki was fairly certain that they wouldn’t get any more help from them. They both seemed cruelly relieved to hear that Howard was gone. Brittany was, however, kind enough to give Hawk the phone number to their HR department so that he could confirm everything that Brittany and Stacey had said.

      Nikki and Hawk left the agency, agreeing that their next stop was Howard’s old bar hangout down the street.
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      When Nikki and Hawk pulled up outside of the dive bar, she was beginning to get a good picture of the sort of character Howard Blanche really was. The bar looked like a likely hangout for questionable characters, and based on the group of men with the shaved heads and unsavory skull and neo-Nazi tattoos standing outside, she was certain this was not a case of “don’t judge a book by its cover,” as it had been with the insurance agency.

      “Maybe you should stay in the car,” Hawk suggested, and Nikki rolled her eyes.

      “No, I’m going with you,” she insisted. “You might need backup.”

      “Oh, and you’re my backup?” he asked.

      “Something tells me a man in uniform is not going to be very welcomed here,” she said.

      Hawk nodded and slowly exited the vehicle, Nikki trailing behind. The two of them headed up to the building, and the group of men stared at them. “Looking for something?” the man in the leather jacket asked.

      “Looking for information,” Hawk said, “on a Howard Blanche.”

      The man scowled. “That creep? Why, what did he do this time?”

      “He’s dead,” Hawk said.

      “Ha!” the man exclaimed and turned to his friends. “Better go inside, boys. Soon as Misty finds out, she’s likely to buy the whole bar drinks!”

      Lovely, Nikki thought with disdain. “I’m guessing you all weren’t particularly close with Mr. Blanche?” Nikki asked.

      “Are you kidding?” a shorter man standing behind the leather-jacket gentleman quipped. “How many times have we had to drag that drunk out of here? He was always picking fights in here, and we don’t put up with that.”

      “Really?” Nikki asked, letting the sarcasm slip out of her mouth uncontrollably.

      “Got something to say to us, sugar?” Leather-jacket asked.

      “No,” Hawk answered for her. “So, you’re telling me Mr. Blanche had quite a few enemies here, am I right?”

      “He had enemies everywhere,” said the shorter man. “But you ought to go talk to Misty; she’s one of the bartenders here. She could talk your ear off about Blanche.”

      “Thank you, gentleman,” Hawk said and led Nikki inside. He whispered to her, “How about we try not to tick off the Nazis?”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “Hard to imagine what kind of person would want to pick a fight with them.”

      They got a few stares when they entered the bar, but the patrons seemed to be mostly elderly men—former military men. They approached the bar, and a young male bartender was waiting for them. He looked at them cautiously and asked, “What can I get for you today?”

      “We were hoping you could answer some questions about a Howard Blanche. We were told a Misty would know a good bit about him?” Nikki asked.

      The man rolled his eyes. “He hasn’t been in here in months. Whatever he did, it wasn’t because I over-served him.”

      “You’re awfully presumptuous,” Nikki said. “What makes you so certain that he did something?”

      “Um, because it’s Howard,” the bartender said. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve had to call the cops to come get him? And having the cops around my particular guests is not good for business.”

      “So he caused you a lot of trouble?” Hawk asked. “What is your name?”

      “Randy,” he said. “And, yeah, Howard caused everyone trouble. The guy was a loner if I’ve ever seen one. He hated everyone, and everyone hated him. He was always just looking for a fight. And ladies would turn around and leave if they saw he was here. Bad for business.”

      A young woman appeared from behind a curtain that led to the back of the bar. She crinkled up her nose after seeing an officer standing by the bar. “Everything all right?” she asked.

      Randy nodded and waved her over. “This is Misty. She could tell you a lot more about Howard than I could.”

      “Please tell me you don’t mean Howard Blanche?” she snarled.

      “Must be quite notorious around here,” Nikki said.

      “What did he do?” Misty asked.

      “As far as we know, nothing. He was found dead in Maple Hills Park this morning,” Hawk said.

      Misty smirked slightly. “What a shame,” she said.

      “You don’t sound too upset,” Hawk said.

      “Should I be?” Misty asked. “Look, the man was a creep. He came in here picking fights, and the women! He would come in here flirting with women, particularly those who were obviously uninterested. He harassed them and called them vulgar names when they turned him down. He even threatened to kill some just because they didn’t want to go home with some random guy who was drunk out of his mind.”

      “Don’t forget about that poor girl he chased into the bathroom!” one of the old men down at the end of the bar called.

      “What is that about?” Hawk asked Misty.

      She rolled her eyes. “We got him before he did anything, but yeah. He grabbed at this woman and forced her into the bathroom. That was the last straw. We told him he wasn’t allowed back, and if he ever came back, we’d call the police. End of story, no more Howard Blanche. He had probably found another bar of patrons to harass. If you ask me, good riddance.”

      “Was there ever anyone in particular you can think of who might have had a grudge towards Howard? Maybe someone he really got to?” Hawk asked.

      “I’m sure there’s a whole list of them,” Randy said. “The man drove everyone insane. There is not a single person in this bar who won’t cringe at hearing that man’s name. He knew how to make enemies, and he made them easily. You want a list of potential suspects? Try looking at the past five years of our customer base because every single time he entered this bar, he managed to tick somebody off.”

      “Yeah,” Misty agreed. “Kind of hard to just narrow it down. I suppose he could have pushed just about anyone over the edge. If you were to ask me, I’d say it was a woman.”

      “A woman?” Hawk asked. “Why?”

      “Have you not been listening?” Misty asked. “He picked fights with men, of course, but it’s the women he really enjoyed harassing. He used to ask me about my sex life; he would say some of the filthiest things! And it certainly wasn’t just me. He harassed every single female who came into this bar, single or not. Interested or not. Drunk or sober. It didn’t matter. If it was a woman, he was going to hit on her, cuss her out, or just generally make her uncomfortable. The man was a perverted male chauvinist pig who thought he was God’s gift to women. Well, he was far from it. I guarantee you it was a woman.”

      “Well, thank you for your information,” Hawk said. It didn’t seem like they were getting any specific information from Misty or from Randy; they had only reaffirmed what Hawk and Nikki already knew: Howard was a pervert who loved to harass women. They stepped away from the bar. “What do you think?” Hawk asked as they headed for the exit.

      “I think that whatever good that Taylor supposedly found in Howard was either ridiculously deep down or it was completely non-existent,” Nikki said. “I think when you get that warrant to open up Howard’s safe, we should speak to Taylor again. Let her know that we are aware that Howard was not the little angel she made him out to be. Maybe we can get her to open up. I think she might have built up a fantasy for herself.”

      “Sounds about right,” Hawk said, opening the door for Nikki.

      They headed towards the patrol car, and Hawk’s phone started going off. He answered it as they climbed into their seats. “Hello?” he said. “So he wasn’t strangled? Some sort of allergic reaction to something? Was that how he died? Oh, the stab wounds, of course—I assumed so. Yeah, she’s with me, why? Oh! Oh, okay. Well, then…yes. You can expect us down at the station shortly. Thank you for letting me know.” Hawk hung up the phone and turned his gaze toward Nikki.

      “Everything okay, Hawk?” she asked.

      “Well, a few things: Those markings around Howard’s neck were not from a strangling. He had some sort of allergic reaction to something. They found that he had injected himself with his EpiPen, though, so that’s not what killed him. He bled to death thanks to the stab wounds,” Hawk said.

      “Okay, so maybe someone tried to kill him by giving him something he was allergic to…and when that didn’t work, they resorted to stabbing,” Nikki said. “Okay, so that might help a little. Whoever killed Howard probably knew him well enough to know that he was allergic to something. We can narrow it down to maybe co-workers, friends, and family. Probably not anyone at the bar unless he broadcasted his allergies.”

      “Right,” Hawk said. “Now we got to head down to the station.”

      “Something else going on, Hawk?” Nikki asked, picking up on his sudden discomfort after the phone call. He clearly knew something that he was hesitant to reveal to her.

      “Yeah, actually. They have arrested a potential suspect in Howard Blanche’s murder,” he said wearily.

      “Wow! Really? That sure was fast. Who did they arrest?” Nikki asked. Hawk hesitated to respond as he pulled the vehicle out of the parking lot and headed back into town. “Hawk, what’s going on? You’re acting weird. Like, weirder than usual. Who did they arrest?”

      “That’s the thing,” Hawk said nervously. “They arrested Seth’s girlfriend, Jackie.”
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      Nikki walked with a quick, even pace through the parking lot of the local station, with Hawk right on her heels. She could hardly imagine why the police would have arrested Jackie. What sort of thing had even led the police to her? She wasn’t even from the area as far as Nikki knew. When she entered the station, the local police all seemed to turn towards her, sending her slight fury and confusion. She wanted some answers.

      Jackie had yet to be booked. She was sitting on a bench just beyond the reception desk, her left wrist handcuffed to the bench’s arm to keep her put. The woman was wide-eyed as she spoke to an officer who was looming over her.

      “Hey, Nikki,” the officer behind the counter attempted to greet her, but she waved him off and marched right up to the bench and to the officer speaking with Jackie.

      “Okay, what’s going on here?” Nikki demanded in such a brisk tone that it startled the officer slightly, and he spun around to face her.

      Before he could speak, Jackie interrupted. “This is my boyfriend’s mother,” she said. “I know she can probably clear this right up! She can prove I didn’t do a thing.” Jackie appeared absolutely mortified by her current predicament, but she seemed quite confident that Nikki had come to be her rescuer.

      “Can you guys give us a minute?” Nikki asked, shooting her gaze towards Hawk and the other officer.

      Hawk and the man exchanged glances before hobbling off. Nikki was sure Hawk would head to speak to the arresting officer to gather information that way, but Nikki wanted to speak to Jackie directly. Slowly, she sat herself down. “Okay, Jackie,” Nikki said. “What happened? Why do the police think you murdered Howard Blanche? Did you even know him?”

      Jackie took a deep breath. She seemed frightened and quite flustered. “Because, well, Howard was an old boyfriend.”

      “An old boyfriend?” Nikki questioned. “How did you even meet him?”

      “I lived here in Maple Hills a few years before I headed back to school,” Jackie said. “Howard and I dated. We met while he was working at that stupid insurance company, and I came in to file a claim. He was so charming, and he seemed really cool to me at the time. But then, well, we kept dating…and the more time I spent with him, the more and more he showed his true colors. At first, it was just a sort of control thing.”

      “What do you mean?” Nikki questioned.

      “Well, he would make me feel guilty for hanging out with my friends. And then he went from just making me feel guilty to telling me that I outright couldn’t spend time with my friends. He said they were bad for me, and he convinced me that was true. Then he started borrowing money from me. Then he went from occasionally borrowing my money to just taking it. Then it got to the point that my checks would go straight to him. And if I ever argued with him or stepped out of line, he would hit me. If he even suspected that I was thinking about breaking up with him, he would threaten to kill me.”

      Nikki felt her heart beat rapidly with an interior fury; this Howard Blanche was far from the darling boyfriend Taylor had made him out to be. “Jackie, I’m so sorry. I had no idea you had dealt with something like that. How did you get out?”

      “I grabbed whatever I could carry in the middle of the night, and I moved to another city. I left Maple Hills behind me; I became an artist. Not that long ago, I even started taking classes at the college Seth attends. We had a class together, but we never really met officially until he came into the tattoo parlor,” Jackie said. “I asked him out, and we started casually dating. Nothing serious, honestly. But then he told me he was coming home to Maple Hills for Thanksgiving, and I kind of invited myself along. To be honest, I wanted to see what Howard was up to. I wasn’t going to talk to him. I just wanted to see what he had done with himself.”

      “Why would you want to see someone like that again?” Nikki questioned.

      “I guess it’s a sort of sick fascination. Like a train wreck you can’t look away from until it’s over. I wanted to know he was miserable. I was hoping he had gotten fired for sexual harassment; I knew he had a few complaints back when we dated. I just wanted to know his life was a disaster,” Jackie said. “Last evening I went out for a bit after Hawk took me back to his place; I told him I was just going out for a smoke, but I was going to go see Taylor. You see, I had spied on Howard online before coming to Maple Hills, and when I realized he was well off, I got a little obsessed. I found out he had moved in with that girl, Taylor, and she just seemed too nice for him. And I know from experience how he is with nice girls.”

      “So you went to see Taylor, not Howard?” Nikki questioned.

      “I know the kind of man Howard was. I just thought I’d warn her. I’ll admit a small part of me wanted to ruin his life, to tell his girlfriend to get out before he hurt her and make her leave him. It was petty, I know, but a part of me really was worried about her,” Jackie explained.

      “Okay, so what happened when you went to Taylor’s apartment?” Nikki asked.

      “I knocked on the door. It was late, so she looked pretty frantic when she answered the door. She was wearing a bathrobe, and I got to admit it made me kind of sick. I figured she and Howard were, well, you know. Anyways, it’s like when I started talking, a floodgate opened. I told her I was there to warn her, that I was one of Howard’s old girlfriends. I told her she was in danger and that Howard was an awful person. I told her how he used to hit me, but then she cut me off. She got really snippy; I think she was on her period. She told me to leave and that I was a jealous ex-girlfriend. She slammed the door in my face,” Jackie said, shaking her head at the memory of it.

      Before Nikki could press Jackie any further, Hawk came up and tapped Nikki on the shoulder. “We got a warrant to open up Howard’s safe. You coming with?”

      Nikki nodded and rose to her feet. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      “Wait!” Jackie exclaimed, eyes wide. “I thought you could talk to the police for me and get them to let me go. Where are you going? They’re about to book me and put me in jail!”

      Nikki frowned. “Jackie, I’m not an officer. There’s nothing I can do. Right now you are their only suspect; your testimony is only circumstantial evidence. The police’s suspicion is all on you until Hawk and I can present them with another suspect. And that’s what I’m going to be working on, I promise.”

      Jackie did not seem pleased with Nikki’s response, but there was nothing she could do for the woman for the time being. Nikki followed Hawk back out to his patrol car, and they headed back to Taylor’s apartment.
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      Nikki fought the oncoming temptation to roll her eyes or to give Taylor an honest piece of her mind. She and Hawk had to practically force their way into her apartment even with the warrant to search Howard’s safe. The woman was becoming increasingly frantic with each passing second, and she had even locked Howard’s bathroom door to make Hawk’s job all the more difficult. Now, as Hawk worked to pick the lock of the bathroom, Taylor stood in a corner with her arms crossed and tears silently streaming down her face. She seemed more annoyed than upset.

      “This should be illegal!” Taylor declared from the corner. “You shouldn’t be able to invite yourselves in, flash some paperwork, and break into my boyfriend’s safe! He’s dead! You need to respect his personal property! His memory doesn’t need to be desecrated any more than it already has been by you two! This is an absolute outrage! As soon as this is over, I’m filing a complaint with the justice department! Do you hear me? I’ll make sure you lose your job!”

      She kept on and on and on. Nikki could feel a vein starting to protrude from her forehead having to stand there and listen to Taylor. “Okay,” Hawk said as he stood upright. “I can’t pick the lock. Miss, you can either unlock this door or I’m going to kick it in, and you’ll lose your security deposit on this place.”

      Taylor stuck out her tongue. I’m going to lose it, Nikki thought. She’s acting so childish! “Go ahead and kick it down,” Taylor said. “And that’ll just be something else you have to pay for when I sue you!”

      “You can’t sue me for doing my job,” Hawk said. “You’ve got thirty seconds to unlock this bathroom door before I go outside and get my tools from the car. I’ve got an ax in there, and I will destroy this door.”

      “Do it!” Taylor said. “Because I’m not letting you in there!”

      “Oh my God!” Nikki at last exclaimed, no longer able to hold her tongue. She spun on her heels, still remaining on the opposite side of the living area while facing Taylor down. “You are delusional!” she exclaimed, pointing a finger in Taylor’s direction. “Hawk and I have only been investigating your psychotic ex-boyfriend for less than a day, and you know what I’ve learned? He was a tool! I cannot believe you are standing here defending him like he was some honorable person worth defending! So far we’ve uncovered sexual harassment complaints and learned he was in bar fights and attempted to sexually assault someone at a bar. He beat one of his ex-girlfriends, and he probably has been lying to you about his employment for the past year! Honestly, Taylor, it doesn’t sound like Howard had a single good bone in his whole body. So stop defending him, quit feeling sorry for yourself, and unlock the door!”

      Taylor burst into tears, and a stream of unsavory words spewed out of her mouth. She dug into her pocket revealing a key and threw it across the room. “No one knew Howard like I did!” she shouted before storming back into the bedroom.

      Hawk bent down and picked up the key to the bathroom, rolling his eyes. Nikki came over to him and took the key away. “Well, that was mature of you,” Hawk grumbled.

      “She needs a reality check. You might want to go check on her. Make sure she doesn’t do anything to hinder the investigation in the state she is in. After this is over, we might need to get her help with wrapping this up. I’d go talk to her, but she’d probably just cuss at me again,” Nikki said as she unlocked the bathroom door.

      Hawk sighed, but he didn’t argue. “Fine. I’ll go check on Taylor.” He handed her the small crowbar he had brought into the apartment. “You think you can get the safe open?”

      “Give me some credit, Hawk,” she said and winked at him. “I’ve got some pretty impressive elbow grease.” She headed into the bathroom as Hawk unwillingly headed towards Taylor and Howard’s bedroom.

      Nikki took a moment to observe her surroundings. She was certainly in a man’s bathroom. There was dried toothpaste and shaving cream on the sink. The shower had not been cleaned in ages, and there was an undeniable stench of body odor present. “Gross,” she mumbled under her breath. She reluctantly got down on her knees in front of the bathroom sink, opening up the cabinets below to reveal the safe that Hawk had found last time they were in the apartment.

      The safe wasn’t heavy, so she was able to pull it out from under the sink to make it easier to pry open. Taylor had said she didn’t have a key to the safe, and even after her little temper tantrum, Nikki believed this to be true. From what she had learned so far, Howard certainly seemed like the kind of man who would keep secrets locked away in a safe.

      Nikki observed the small black safe for a moment, trying to decide the best route to take with the crowbar. She decided to close the cabinet of the sink and push the safe up against the cabinet doors to keep it from sliding while she attempted to open it. Expecting it to provide a significant amount of resistance, Nikki nearly toppled over when the cheap little safe popped open as soon as she put half her weight down onto the crowbar. “Geez,” she scoffed, feeling relieved she didn’t accidentally fall on top of the crowbar and gut herself.

      She set the crowbar aside and took a peek inside. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said as she pulled out a black ski mask. She set it aside and continued digging through the little safe. She found a gun, fully loaded and with ammo to spare. There was also a planner and a detailed map of Maple Hills with all of the town’s prominent banks circled in red marker. A number of minutes it would take to get from one to the other was written on the map as well. She flipped through his planner, shaking her head. The planner alone would be enough to convict a man.

      Nikki threw everything apart from the planner and the map back into the safe, tucking those under her arm while picking up the little safe and stepping back out of the bathroom. Hawk had apparently managed to pull Taylor out of her hiding place in the bedroom because she was sitting and sulking on the couch while Hawk stood idly by. “What was in the safe?” Taylor snarled, refusing to make eye contact.

      “I’ve found evidence that Howard was planning a rather extensive bank robbery,” Nikki said, and both Hawk and Taylor looked at her in shock. She held out the planner, and Hawk reached to take it, but Nikki stepped past him and held it out to Taylor. Taylor snatched the planner, and Nikki handed her the map as well. As Taylor examined the evidence, a saddened expression seemed to take over her. “Howard was planning to rob every other bank in town,” Nikki said.

      Taylor threw the planner and the map on the ground, and Hawk bent down to pick them up. The woman started to cry again, but she gained control quickly. “You were right about Howard,” Taylor admitted at last. “I think the good side of Howard was not real. It was just something I invented so that I could deal with him. I pretended he was a good person and that other people just couldn’t see it. But he was far from it. I guess a part of me is glad that he is gone, and I felt guilty for feeling that way about a person. I’m sorry I’ve given you two such a hard time.”

      Nikki sat down on the couch next to Taylor and offered her a comforting smile. “I can’t imagine what kind of life you’ve had dealing with a man like Howard. We’re going to find out what happened to him, but you don’t have to wait around on that. You can move on now. Find someone who treats you better. Someone you deserve. You didn’t deserve to be stuck with a man like Howard. No one deserves a Howard.”

      Taylor nodded. “Thank you, Nikki. I think it’s time I tried to pull myself back together after having been torn apart by that man for so long.”

      “Good,” Nikki said, rising from her seat. “Hawk and I have to get this evidence turned in and continue with our investigation. If you can think of anything that could be helpful, let us know.”

      “I will. I promise,” Taylor said.

      Nikki and Hawk left the apartment with the evidence they found. “So what do you think?” Hawk asked, cranking up the car, but he didn’t pull off. He seemed distracted by his own thoughts.

      “About what we found in the safe?” Nikki questioned, and Hawk nodded. “Well, if he had any accomplices on the bank robberies he was planning, that could lead us to a suspect.”

      “True,” Hawk said. “But I didn’t see anything in his planner about help. And it was pretty detailed. I’ll have to read through it more carefully, but it looked like he was planning on going solo.” Hawk glanced towards the apartment buildings, shaking his head. “That woman needs help. She was teetering on that line between sanity and insanity, don’t you think? I’ve never met anyone with such mood swings!”

      Nikki sat upright. “You know what? I just thought of something that Jackie said. Hold on, I’m going to call the station.” Nikki whipped out her phone; she was put on hold for several minutes before an officer answered. “This is Nikki Bates—”

      “Oh! Hey, Nikki! You know, your son’s girlfriend is really annoyed at you right now,” the man responded before she had a chance to explain why she was calling.

      Nikki rolled her eyes. “I bet. I need to talk to her.”

      “Um…” the officer hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know if she is going to want to talk to you.”

      “Try anyway, would you?” Nikki insisted, and a few minutes went by before she heard Jackie’s voice seething on the other line.

      “Nikki! And here I thought you had forgotten all about me!” Jackie exclaimed. “Are you just leaving me to rot in jail today because you’re mad your son is dating some washed up tattoo artist or what?”

      Nikki shook her head and tried to stifle a sarcastic chuckle. The thought had indeed crossed her mind, but she wasn’t going to let Jackie know that. “No, Jackie, nothing like that. I’m trying to figure out who really killed Howard so that I can clear your name. I can’t get them to release you by sitting up at the station all day, now can I?”

      It was quiet on the other line before Jackie muttered, “No, I guess not. I’m sorry. I’ve never been in jail before. I’m kind of freaking out, and I’m taking it out on you.”

      Nikki smiled slightly, appreciating the apology. “It’s all right, Jackie. Don’t worry, we’re looking into this. I did have a question for you, though. When we spoke earlier today, you said something about thinking Taylor was on her period when you went by to see her? Was that because of her mood swings or was there another reason?”

      “I mean, I did notice the mood swings. She was all sweet and jittery when she answered the door, but then she just snapped on me suddenly when I started telling her what kind of guy her boyfriend was. But that’s not why I thought she was on her period. She had a little blood on her robe; I didn’t point it out to her or anything. That’s embarrassing, you know?”

      Nikki felt her stomach tighten slightly. “Thank you, Jackie. That’s all I needed. For now, just sit tight, and don’t talk to anybody without a lawyer present. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Jackie said. “But, um, I don’t have a lawyer…”

      “Tell them I’m looking into finding you a lawyer, and that should buy you some time, okay?” Nikki said.

      “Okay, thank you,” Jackie said.

      “I’ll talk to you later, Jackie,” Nikki said. “Just hang in there.” She hung up the phone and sat back into her seat as Hawk was pulling out of the parking lot and heading back towards the station.

      “What was that about?” Hawk asked.

      “Jackie said she saw blood on Taylor last night,” Nikki said, and then her head suddenly started putting everything together. “Someone tried to poison Howard, but he survived thanks to his EpiPen, right?”

      “Right.”

      “But someone would have had to have known he was allergic to something; the killer would have had to have known Howard personally,” Nikki said. “And when using his allergies against him didn’t work, the suspect stabbed him.”

      “Okay, so what’s going on through your head?”

      “What if what Howard was allergic to was pumpkin?” Nikki asked.

      “Okay, so?”

      Nikki looked towards him with a serious gaze. “Taylor came into my shop that day I was really busy. She ordered a bunch of chocolates…pumpkin-filled chocolates. She said Howard loved them.”

      Hawk nodded. “I’m going to call the hospital. Get his medical records. If Howard was allergic to pumpkin, it sounds like you might have found our killer.”
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      After dropping off the evidence and speaking to Hawk’s boss about their suspicions, Hawk and Nikki left the station and headed straight to Taylor’s apartment. “This may be the fastest we’ve ever solved a case,” Hawk said.

      “Don’t be too quick to say that, Hawk,” Nikki warned. “We only have our gut instincts, really. Jackie saying she saw blood on Taylor’s robe isn’t really evidence. And Taylor buying pumpkin-flavored treats is circumstantial. We don’t even know if pumpkin is what Howard was allergic to.”

      Hawk’s phone started to ring, and he put it on speaker since he was driving. “Talk to me, Heather. What do you got?” Hawk asked.

      “You and your girlfriend were right, Hawk,” Heather’s voice came through the phone. “According to the hospital, Howard has a severe pumpkin allergy. Looks like your killer must have known that, based off of what the forensic pathologist found.”

      “So when my pumpkin-stuffed chocolate morsel didn’t kill Howard, thanks to his EpiPen, Taylor probably panicked and stabbed him while he was still weak from the reaction,” Nikki said.

      Heather’s voice came through the phone. “Nikki, is it wrong that I’m really craving some of your pumpkin-stuffed chocolate morsels?”

      Nikki stifled a laugh. “Honey, they’re fabulous. Come by the shop tomorrow and I’ll give you a sample.”

      Heather laughed. “Ooh, you know I’ll be there. Hawk, if you need anything else, call. Good luck.”

      “Thanks, Heather,” Hawk said before hanging up the phone. “I like her. She’s new, but she works fast.”

      Soon they were pulling up in front of Taylor’s apartment building. They did not waste any time. “You know I have to legally tell you that you’re a citizen and shouldn’t come with me to make an arrest, right?”

      “And you know that I have to tell you I’m coming anyways, right?” Nikki retorted, and Hawk snickered and kissed her on top of her head.

      “Okay, good, we got that out of the way,” he said, and the two of them hurried up the flight of stairs and over to Taylor’s door. Hawk knocked several times, but Taylor never came to the door. “Looks like I get to knock one of her doors down after all,” he said. “Stand back.”

      A part of Nikki really enjoyed seeing Hawk kick that door in. She sometimes forgot how strong and masculine he was. The door flung open after one violent kick. Hawk reached back and touched his lower back. “Geez, I’m not young anymore,” he moaned, drawing his firearm and calling out for Taylor. “Stay back,” he told Nikki, so she impatiently waited at the door while he searched the apartment, reemerging in the doorway seconds later. “She’s gone.”

      “Don’t be so sure!” Nikki exclaimed, pointing over the railing and out towards the parking lot.

      Hawk’s jaw dropped. “She’s in my car! Damn, I can’t believe I forgot to lock it.” The two of them bolted down the walkway and practically fell on top of one another trying to get down the stairs. Taylor whipped the patrol car out of the parking lot just as Nikki was waving down a woman pulling into the lot; the woman had just barely missed being hit by Taylor.

      Hawk flashed his badge and practically pulled the poor woman out of the vehicle. “Sorry, ma’am,” he said and tossed her a business card. “But someone is stealing my patrol car!”

      The woman rolled her eyes. She didn’t seem too angry. In fact, she seemed to find it almost humorous that a cop let someone steal his patrol car. Nikki jumped into the passenger’s seat of the little red Ford Focus, and Hawk slammed on the gas pedal and peeled out of the parking lot. “You’re going to be in so much trouble,” Nikki said, buckling up quickly.

      “No kidding!” he exclaimed as they hurried after Taylor. “She must have climbed down the fire escape.”

      Taylor managed to turn on the lights, causing people to stop for her as she zipped down several roads. “Hurry up!” Nikki exclaimed.

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?” Hawk exclaimed. The little Focus was fast, but Taylor had gotten far ahead of them. “Unbelievable!” Hawk shouted each time a car cut them off. Taylor made a turn down a street far ahead of them, and Hawk laid on the horn and whipped around two cars, pulling up onto the sidewalk to get around them.

      “She’s getting away!” Nikki shouted.

      Hawk turned the corner Taylor had gone down moments before; she was getting onto the highway. “Oh no!” Nikki cried as Hawk hurried after her.

      “Don’t worry,” Hawk said. “I’m going to get her.”

      “No, I mean, we’re being followed,” Nikki said.

      Hawk looked up into the rearview. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      There was another patrol car behind them with their lights on chasing after the Focus that had just driven up onto a sidewalk. “Should you pull over?” Nikki asked.

      “No!” Hawk said and sped up after his car.

      Taylor whipped onto an exit, and Hawk went after her. She got far ahead once again, and she turned down many streets. The entire time, the second patrol car followed behind Hawk trying to get him to pull over. He whipped down a side road and into a parking lot where they saw his patrol car sitting; the driver’s side door was wide open. “She’s escaping on foot!” Hawk cried and jumped out of the car.

      “Wait, Hawk!” Nikki warned, but he didn’t listen. She shook her head. Less than ten seconds later, she was watching him as he was tackled by the officers who had been following him. “Of course,” she said.

      “I’m a detective! I’m a detective! A woman just tried to steal my car, and you’re letting her get away!” she could hear Hawk from outside of the vehicle.

      “Miss, please step out of the vehicle with your hands up!” one of the officers called out to her.

      Hawk looked furious, and Nikki could see the officers had already put Hawk in cuffs. “Crap,” one of the officers said as they searched Hawk and located his badge.

      “Un-cuff me now!” Hawk snarled, and the men were quick to obey. He ran right over to his patrol car and spun around several times attempting to decipher what direction Taylor had gone. He pointed toward the officers and shouted, “One of you call for back-up. We need to find this woman now!”

      They spent the next hour searching the area; additional officers were called in, but Taylor was long gone. After receiving several apologies from the officers who had almost arrested Hawk, Nikki and Hawk climbed back into his patrol car. The officers were from another district, so they did not know Hawk personally. “Well,” Nikki said as Hawk slammed his door shut, “at least this will be a fun story to tell. I can’t believe they tackled you.”

      “Very funny, Nikki,” Hawk said with a moan. “I just got jumped by two rookie cops, and our murder suspect is long gone.”

      Nikki’s phone started to ring. She saw that it was Seth, so she let it go to voicemail. She reached across the car and put her hand on Hawk’s shoulder. “At least you got your car back.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” he said. “Let’s just head back to the station for now. Maybe talk to Jackie again and see what we can learn about Howard. I’ll see if we can contact some of Taylor’s family members. Maybe she’ll try to hide out with one of them. I don’t know. I’ll put Heather back on research.”

      He cranked up the car, and the two of them headed back to the highway. One of the officers who had jumped Hawk kindly agreed to return the Focus back to its owner as an apology for the misunderstanding.

      “What a day,” Nikki moaned. “I’m sorry it hasn’t really worked out.”

      “I’m honestly just glad she didn’t wreck my car,” he said with a slight growl. They drove mostly in silence for several minutes.

      Nikki’s mind attempted to piece together the puzzle. It seemed fairly obvious now. She felt that they probably should have suspected Taylor from the beginning. Taylor had seemed delusional and unstable, perhaps evidence of an abused mind or a guilty conscience. She had lied to them about Howard. She had acted irrationally at times, and from what they learned quite early on that day, he was no gentleman towards women. As the prominent woman in his life, Taylor should have been an obvious suspect.

      “Looks like we’ll probably be able to get Jackie out of jail today after all,” Nikki said.

      “Try not to sound disappointed,” Hawk said.

      “I’m not!”

      Hawk smirked. “Admit it that you’re glad all this came out. Now Seth is going to know she only wanted to come meet his family so she could lurk after an ex. Not exactly a strong relationship builder. They’ll probably break up, and a part of you is relieved.”

      “A thirty-something tattoo artist, Hawk!” she exclaimed. “I mean, I wanted Seth to date and to be happy, but for crying out loud!” She took a breath. “But, I suppose, he could do worse for himself. Jackie really doesn’t seem that bad. I should give her a chance…if Seth still wants to be with her, that is.”

      “That’s my girl,” Hawk said. “Play nice. She could be your future daughter-in-law for all you know.”

      “Don’t even joke like that,” Nikki warned. She pulled out her phone. “Seth called me a minute ago; let me see what this is about.”

      She put the phone on speaker and pulled up the voicemail. Much to her horror, it was not Seth’s voice that came through the phone. “Hello, Nikki,” Taylor’s voice seethed. “So I went to pay a visit to Seth. His little girlfriend Tori is too cute.”

      Hawk practically slammed on his breaks as soon as they pulled off the highway. The two of them sat with their eyes wide open as they listened to the rest of Taylor’s unsettling message. “I’m going to need a little favor from you, Nikki. I hope you don’t mind!” Taylor’s voice sang. “I’m going to need to see a copy of Jackie’s confession as well as the woman’s arrest papers. I’m also going to need you to bring those to me at midnight tonight down by the old bridge. You know the one, a few miles from your house. Bring those to me tonight, Nikki. By the way, Seth and Tori say hi! Talk to you later.”

      Nikki’s heart began to race. “She was careful what she said,” Hawk said angrily. “There’s no confession or threat in there we can use to pin her.”

      “She’s out of her mind if she thinks I’m going to forge documents so that Jackie can take the fall for her crime,” Nikki said, gritting her teeth. Her stomach fell. Seth and Tori were in trouble. She looked to Hawk, feeling a bit shaky. “Hawk, what do we do?”

      Hawk frowned. “I don’t know. But we’re going to figure something out. I promise.”
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      The midnight hour was rapidly approaching as Nikki and Hawk drove the patrol car down to the old bridge. Nikki nervously tapped her fingers against her leg. She was a baker and an amateur detective, and she loved that about herself, but before anything else, she was a mother. There was no telling just how unhinged Taylor was, and the thought of her doing something to Seth or to Tori made her sick. Seth was her son, and Tori had practically become her daughter.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Hawk promised as they pulled down a deserted road. There was a slight rain; it was just sprinkling, but it seemed fitting for the mood that was in the air that night.

      Nikki simply nodded. “She’s here,” Nikki said, noticing the car parked in the middle of the bridge. They pulled up slowly, and Hawk parked a short distance away, facing Taylor’s vehicle.

      “You have Jackie’s arrest papers?” Hawk asked.

      “Yeah,” Nikki said softly. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      Nikki and Hawk stepped out of Nikki’s car after Hawk turned off the engine. Nikki pulled her coat tight; the bit of rain was quickly becoming sleet. The lights to Taylor’s vehicle came on, and Nikki had to look away for a moment from the sudden flash. “Good!” Taylor’s voice screeched. “Glad you two managed to make it.” She stepped out of her car, but she remained at a distance. “Do you have what I asked for?”

      “Where are Tori and Seth?” Hawk demanded.

      Taylor rolled her eyes and took a step back towards the back door of her car. She flung the door open and revealed to them that she was carrying a knife. “Come on,” she snarled into the back seat, reaching in.

      Tori came tumbling out of the car with Taylor gripping onto her hair. From a distance, Nikki could not tell what it was exactly, but Taylor had used some sort of rope or cord to bind Tori’s wrists together. The fidgety, timid girl shook slightly. Taylor walked Tori to the front of the car, and she gave Tori a push towards Hawk and Nikki. “Seth?” Nikki asked as Hawk worked to undo Tori’s restraints.

      “No, no,” Taylor hissed. “Papers first. Have Tori walk them over to me; you two stay back.”

      Nikki and Hawk exchanged glances, and Hawk handed the paperwork to Tori. Tori shook her head no, but Hawk gave her a reassuring nod before sending her back toward Taylor. Taylor snatched the papers out of Tori’s hands, and Tori bolted back towards Hawk and Nikki, hiding behind them. Taylor took a moment to look through the paperwork. “It’s a good thing you two came alone,” Taylor said. “Otherwise, Tori would have lost a finger.”

      “Seth,” Nikki said firmly.

      “Be patient,” Taylor warned. She tossed the paperwork into the driver’s seat before stepping to the back door. “Come here!” she snarled, reaching into the car.

      Nikki’s heart began to flutter, and the next few moments seemed to happen in slow motion until she, at last, saw Seth emerge from the car with Taylor holding onto him by his hair with one hand and gripping the knife at his side with the other. Seth looked frightened, but he seemed more angry than scared. That’s my boy, Nikki thought proudly. Much like Tori, Seth’s wrists were bound, but she had tied his arms behind his back.

      “Well, looks like you did what you were supposed to,” Taylor mused as she walked Seth towards the front of the car. “This was almost too easy.”

      “Just give us Seth,” Nikki said firmly.

      “What? Just like that? Don’t you want to know why I did it?” Taylor asked.

      “I think we know the story, Taylor,” Hawk said. “Just let Seth go.”

      Taylor laughed. “Oh, you think you know? You have no idea. Jackie told me all about her and Howard and how he treated her. But you know what? The way he treated Jackie was a dream come true compared to what he put me through!” Taylor pushed Seth into the side of the car, and he grunted slightly and his scowl intensified. She released his hair but moved her knife into the hand that had been gripping him and kept it pointed at him. With her free hand, she rolled up her shirt, revealing her side and all the bruises, scars, and burn marks that came with it. “You see that? I went through hell and back. And I had no way out. Believe me, I tried. I even tried to run away once, and he found me!” She released the rim of her shirt, letting the fabric fall.

      Seth made a move towards Nikki and Hawk, and Taylor grabbed him by the hair again. “Seth, stay put!” Nikki said frantically and watched in horror as Taylor moved the knife towards his face.

      “Don’t you move until I say you can!” Taylor declared.

      Hawk spoke, “Taylor, calm down. No one else has to get hurt, okay?”

      Taylor huffed. “Seth seems sweet. He doesn’t need to get hurt. Not like Howard.”

      “I understand that Howard put you through a lot—” Hawk began, but Taylor cut him off.

      “You have no idea!” Taylor roared. “I had no way out! I had to kill him. It was the only way I could get away from him! But you know what’s crazy? I still don’t feel like I’m safe. It’s like by killing him, a part of him transferred onto me…that complete disregard for life…” Taylor shook her head. “He was horrible! He deserved it! I wanted it to look like an accident. I fed him that pumpkin chocolate treat I got from your shop, Nikki. But no! He had his EpiPen on him. He never has his EpiPen on him! I knew as soon as he recovered he would beat the life out of me for giving it to him, and I panicked! I stabbed him, and I got a little carried away. I just kept stabbing him. It’s like I have it now–his cruelty. Not all of it, but just enough to make me feel miserable! It’s like I’ve won; I’m triumphant. I’ve escaped him, but I also feel guilty!”

      “It’s okay to feel guilty,” Hawk said. “Howard was not a good person. He treated you terribly, but the fact you feel guilty means you are better than him. Now let Seth go, Taylor. Please.”

      “Please,” Nikki added.

      Taylor moved the knife away from Seth’s face, and it broke Nikki’s heart to see her son’s lip quiver in relief. She moved the knife toward his back, but not to threaten him—to cut his restraints. She pushed him forward and away from her, and Seth bolted toward them. “Mom,” he mumbled and wrapped his arms around Nikki’s neck.

      “Thank God,” Nikki breathed and squeezed Seth tight. She took Seth’s face into her hands and kissed his cheek. “Are you all right?” she whispered. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m all right. I’m all right,” he said, and he smiled at her. “Thank you, Mom.”

      “Well, it’s over!” Taylor declared, opening up the driver’s side door. She pulled out Jackie’s arrest papers and sighed, gripping them in her hands. “It really is like he managed to rub off on me. I never thought I would be the type of person who could condemn an innocent woman, but I finally have my freedom. I won’t lose it now.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Nikki snarled.

      “Yoo-hoo!” Jackie sang as she stepped out of the back of Nikki’s car and came and stood by them. She crossed her arms and scowled in Taylor’s direction.

      “Why…” Taylor gritted her teeth and crinkled the paperwork in her hands. “Why isn’t she in jail!”

      “Do you really think I would let an innocent woman go to prison?” Hawk questioned.

      “Do you really think these two could have gotten me to write a confession?” Jackie added with a chuckle.

      Taylor’s eyes widened. She cussed in their direction and went to jump into the car. “Freeze!” a voice from behind her shouted.

      She spun around, and before Taylor could make a move, her wrist that was gripping her knife was grabbed by an armed officer. Several other officers flooded out from the shadows; they had been hiding out under and around the bridge. Taylor’s entire confession, Nikki knew, had been caught on camera.

      “What! What is this!” Taylor exclaimed as she was being placed into handcuffs.

      “Sorry, Taylor,” Nikki mused as a few patrol cars appeared from a distance, lights flashing. “You need help,” Nikki told her. “Maybe you can get it where you’re going.”

      Nikki turned, facing Seth and ignoring Taylor’s shouting and threats as she was drug off towards one of the approaching patrol cars. “Mom, you’re pretty amazing, you know?” Seth said, smiling.

      “I’m so sorry I kept ignoring your phone calls today,” Nikki said. “I was mad at you, and that was childish of me.” She looked at Jackie. “And I’m so sorry I was so judgmental of you, Jackie!”

      Jackie smiled. “I think we could have made this a little easier on you by giving you a warning. I’m sorry. I’m also sorry I lied to you, Seth, about why I wanted to come to Maple Hills. I misled you.”

      Seth nodded at her, but he did not really smile. “It’s okay, Jackie. I understand,” he said, but he did not go to her. He stayed beside Nikki, offering her an occasional hug.

      “All right, let’s get out of here,” Hawk said. “We kind of have to go by the station first. We all will have to give our statements.”

      “Great,” Seth moaned.

      “It’s been such a long day,” Nikki complained.

      “Really? You don’t get to say that,” Tori mumbled. “We were kidnapped.”

      “I was arrested,” Jackie added.

      “Nikki and I got into a car chase,” Hawk said. “I think it’s been a long day for all of us. How about after the station, I buy us all some hot chocolate. But none of that commercial stuff. I want the good chocolate.”

      “You mean you want me to start up our hot chocolate maker at the shop,” Nikki said.

      “Yes, please,” Hawk said with a wink, escorting the group to the car.

      Nikki sat beside Seth in the back seat. She noted that Jackie sat upfront instead of taking the seat beside Seth where Tori now sat. As they drove, Nikki felt Seth grab her hand. “Thanks, Mom,” he said again.

      Nikki felt like she could breathe again. Jackie was out of jail. Her son and Tori were safe. And Taylor was being escorted to the local jail after having confessed to the murder. Now all Nikki had to worry about was how in the world she was going to get everything ready in time for Thanksgiving.
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      Nikki stood around the island bar in her kitchen, one hand gripping a potato and another gripping a small kitchen knife. Beside her was Seth, attempting to do his best with the potato peeler she had handed him a moment ago after he had come close to slicing his finger peeling the potatoes with a knife. “And here I thought you had some Southern charm left in you, Seth,” Nikki teased her son.

      “I can peel a potato just fine,” he insisted. “It’s just been a while is all.”

      “Sure,” Nikki said with a slight laugh. It was Thanksgiving morning, and they were busy with meal preparation. It had been a very pleasant morning thus far, filled with their Georgia traditions. It had been a while since Nikki had been able to spend some honest alone time with Seth, so it had been a lovely morning for her.

      “So,” Seth said as a moment of silence threatened to pass between them. “What’s the word on Taylor?”

      Nikki nearly sliced her own finger in surprise. It had been a few days since Taylor’s arrest, and Seth had avoided any talk of the woman. She had been waiting for it, though. He had given his statement to the police about the kidnapping, but the two of them had yet to speak on the rather sensitive and traumatizing experience. “What do you mean?” Nikki asked.

      “I mean, what’s going to happen to her?” Seth asked. “Have you heard anything from Hawk?”

      Nikki sighed slightly. Taylor was a very sad case. “Well, Hawk seems to think that, whatever prison she gets sent to, if she doesn't get jail time because the jury acquits, she will be given some psychiatric attention. And let’s be honest, after everything she did and everything she went through, that’s what she really needs.”

      “I agree,” Seth says. “Honestly, I don’t even think I’m upset with her for what she did to Tori and me. Is that weird? I don’t know, I guess I feel more sorry for her than angry at her. When she had Tori and me, it just didn’t seem like it was something she wanted to be doing.” Seth put down the potato and peeler. “It didn’t seem like that was her, you know? She must have apologized to me a million times while she had us, and it was to the point where I think she was trying to apologize to herself…if that makes sense.”

      “Of course,” Nikki said, and at that point, Seth seemed ready to drop the conversation. She did not want to pry, so instead she offered a change in subject. “So with all the craziness this week, I don’t think I really had much of a chance to ask you how school is going?”

      Seth laughed and smiled, picking back up the potato peeler. “Well, honestly, it’s pretty boring compared to Maple Hills! But college is good. I’m on the pre-med track as a biology major still, so nothing’s changed there. But I have been thinking about adding a forensic minor.”

      Nikki smiled proudly. “Wow, really? That’s a big change!” She stepped forward and kissed her son on the cheek. “I’m so proud of you, Seth.”

      Seth grinned and gave her a gentle shove. “Okay, easy there, Mom.” He picked up another potato, rolling his eyes as he examined the one potato he had managed to peel compared to the four that Nikki had already done. He got to work on the second. “Jackie wanted me to tell you that she was sorry she couldn’t stay for Thanksgiving. She didn’t want to stay in Maple Hills any longer. She said the longer she stayed here, the more at risk she was of being accused of murder again.”

      Nikki laughed. “Oh, poor Jackie. I guess it wasn’t the most pleasant stay for her, huh?”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Seth said. “Especially since half the time she was here she was in jail.”

      Nikki sighed and then grew a bit more serious with Seth. “I really am sorry she left, Seth. And I’m sorry for the way I acted. I know you liked her, and I was really judgmental of her. She was your way of letting go of that awful ex-girlfriend of yours and moving on, and I just blew up in your face and made her uncomfortable.”

      “No, I think we’re the ones who owe you an apology, Mom. I probably should have given you a heads up, and I admit it was a little weird. And, so you know, Jackie and I broke up before she left—”

      Nikki’s uncontrollable smile interrupted Seth. He crossed his arms and shook his head at her. “Sorry!” Nikki said. “Okay, I’m sorry. But, come on, Seth! She was practically my age!”

      “Geez, Mom, give me some credit. I wasn’t dating a dinosaur!” he teased, and Nikki gave him a friendly shove with her elbow.

      They continued peeling potatoes; they were nearly done. “I am glad to see you moving on, though, Seth.”

      “Me too,” he admitted. “And I think I’m moving on in a healthier way now.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Nikki questioned, but before he could answer, the front door opened.

      Tori came stumbling in, her arms full of groceries. “Ugh!” she moaned. “The grocery store on Thanksgiving Day is a nightmare!” She then scurried over and plopped the grocery bags down on the bar. She smiled at Seth, her eyes sparkling slightly as she dug around in the bags. “Okay, Seth, I got the cream cheese.” She pulled the cream cheese from the bag. “And the barley that you asked for.”

      “Thanks, Tori,” he said, smiling back at her with the same longing gaze that she was wearing.

      “Okay,” Tori said, still wearing a goofy grin. “I’m going to run to the guest room real quick and change, but then I’ll be right back to help!”

      She skipped off, and Nikki watched Seth as he watched Tori leave with a pleasant look on his face. She felt her jaw starting to hang open; Seth’s gaze towards Tori lasted much longer than expected, and when he turned back to face Nikki, he blushed. “What?” Seth asked.

      Nikki’s wide mouth formed into a smile. “You like her!”

      Seth’s eyes widened. “Mom, hush.”

      “Oh my goodness!” Nikki exclaimed excitedly. “When did this happen?”

      “Well, um…” Seth mumbled and kept looking back down the hall as though he was worried that Tori would emerge any second. “We spent a good bit of time together…you know…since my girlfriend was kind of in jail. She’s really, um, nice and... Stop looking at me like that, Mom!”

      “Oh wow!” Nikki could hardly contain herself. “You like her! And from that look she gave you, she likes you too! Oh my goodness! This is exciting!” Nikki gave him a gentle punch in the arm, and he grimaced. Since he was giving her a hateful look, she just had to tease him. “You like Tori, you like Tori, you like Tori—” she sang.

      Seth countered with a bit of singing mockery of his own. “You like Hawk, you like Hawk, you like Hawk.”

      They then stopped, their faces both incredibly red. After a momentary stare down, they both burst into laughter. “Happy Thanksgiving, Seth,” Nikki said, still laughing.

      “Happy Thanksgiving, Mom.”
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