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   With his first year of teaching behind him, Darian heads into summer with two goals. One is to finish moving into Argo’s house so he and the sexy sheriff can start their new life together. The other is to write a scholarly book he hopes will bring him tenure and advance his career at Birchwood Academy, the prestigious boys’ school where he works. To that end, with Argo in tow, he takes off for a week at the Midsummer Gay Writer’s Retreat, a workshop led by a controversial but reclusive author who is determined to make a literary comeback.  
 
    Unfortunately, their getaway turns out to be far from relaxing. It’s bad enough that Stuart Lanislaw, a visiting Florida detective, seems a little too interested in renewing his acquaintance with Argo. Before long, the retreat is boiling over with conflict, resentment, and jealousy both personal and professional. When one of the guests ends up dead, the local police brush the incident off as a bizarre accident. Argo and Darian aren’t so sure. With tensions and other violent incidents on the rise, the two must swing into action to prevent another tragedy. 
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    Argo raised a brow at the stack of papers resting on the bed beside Darian’s suitcase. “You’re taking all those printouts?”  
 
    The month of June was coming to an end, and they were packing for a week at the Midsummer Gay Writer’s Retreat. Darian’s bedroom window stood open, and an early morning, lilac-scented breeze wafted through. The sweet scent provided a literal breath of fresh air after a year of nearly constant motion and change for Darian in both the personal and professional sense. The biggest change was yet to come. He and Argo would be moving in together at the end of August—at least, that was the official date. In reality, they were spending most of their time at Argo’s place, preparing for the transition. Darian had already moved some of his stuff over, but plenty remained to sort and pack after they returned from this trip. 
 
    “Yep. Actually, I can’t wait to go through them. Rory just found them last week, and he outdid himself. They’re all reproductions of old newspapers from Wilfred Baine’s hometown, not far from here.” 
 
    “Why not use e-files? Then you could just put them all on a flash drive. Much less luggage to cram in the car.” 
 
    “Paper copies are better for research. For one thing, it’s easier to mark them up and make marginal notes with a pencil. Guess I’m old fashioned. Don’t worry. I won’t ask you to carry them around. I’m used to a full briefcase. Haven’t you noticed my arm muscles bulging?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it…” Argo’s playful pinch to Darian’s left bicep soon turned into a slower caress. “Good old Rory. How are things at the library these days, anyway?” 
 
    “They’re getting back on track. Thanks to you, the bank reversed some of those transfers. Too bad we couldn’t recover more of the digital gift cards, but at least we got some of them.”  
 
    “I can’t believe people still fall for online romance scams.” Argo shook his head. “The one at Birchwood was just one of many. We get calls about similar ones all the time at the station. I send Cutler to take a report, but what else can I do? Most are from overseas, so we can’t prosecute even if we find out the guy’s—or sometimes the gal’s—real name.” 
 
    “Must be frustrating.” 
 
    “It is. Still, in this case the biggest issue wasn’t just gullibility. The guy was married to his job. That’s where the trouble started in the first place. He couldn’t distinguish a real relationship from an illusory one.” Argo gave the pile of printouts a dramatic side-eye. “A warning more people should heed, I’d say.” 
 
    Darian laughed, but he had to agree. A few months earlier, Birchwood’s senior librarian had made the mistake of going online in search of love, only to hook up with a much younger man supposedly stationed overseas on a military mission. The romance hadn’t ended well, especially not for one person who wound up dead after a nasty layer of dust settled.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan to enjoy doing my research, but I won’t let it carry me away. How obsessed could anyone get with a nineteenth-century local scandal, however juicy?” 
 
    “Do I even want to find out?” 
 
    “I suspect you’d find this story interesting, too, from a law enforcement perspective. Apparently a mysterious death occurred on the Baine estate. A lot of people thought Wilfred—the poet I’m researching—was responsible. He denied it to his grave, but didn’t convince many.” 
 
    “Yeah?” As expected, Argo perked up a little. “Who died?”  
 
    “The daughter of another prominent local family. She’d been earmarked to marry him from the time the two of them were children—but, as it turned out, Wilfred wasn’t the marrying sort. He preferred his male friend. Gossip suggested he got her out of the way so she wouldn’t interfere with the relationship he really wanted to pursue.”  
 
    “You’re right. That is kind of interesting. Strictly from a historical perspective, of course. Technically murder cases have no statute of limitations, but investigating after a hundred years is pushing things.” 
 
    “Some readers would prefer that angle to Wilfred’s poetry—most of which was apparently inspired by his love for a man. I’ve been toying with writing a literary true crime book.” 
 
    Argo brightened. “Not a bad plan. Like one of those British period dramas you like crossed with a cop memoir about pursuing and catching a killer who’s eluded him for years.” 
 
    “That’s the basic idea. The challenge would be making the story relevant for modern audiences. My writing style is too scholarly to pull off anything as dramatic as either of those. Plus I’m not sure how you’d even solve a century-old crime. Looking at old letters and diaries, I guess? No telling how Wilfred’s descendants would feel about that.” 
 
    “They’re still around?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Not direct descendants, of course, because he never sired children. Harder to do back in those days if your primary companion was another man. Luckily, a younger brother married and populated the family tree with heirs. Some of them still live on the original property.” 
 
    “So much for not getting drawn in,” Argo said, amused. “Safe to say you’re going to spend our week of rest and relaxation poring through old stuff and figuring out what really happened all those years ago.” 
 
    “Ideally, the retreat will be peaceful and invigorating all at once.” Darian had initially balked at attending a gay writers’ workshop. When his mom Ange had arranged for him to become a paid instructor while he worked on a scholarly publication to cement his chances for tenure at Birchwood Academy, he’d started to come around. The prospect of taking along Argo as his guest made it even more appealing. “At the very least, I can start my list of citations and pull an outline together. Then, when we get back, I can focus on the move. I’m sorry I’ve been a little preoccupied these last few months.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Argo said. “You had a lot going on. Final exams, grading…” 
 
    “Jeanette’s year-end report.” Darian sighed. Even now he could see the wary expression on the Birchwood headmistress’s face when he’d handed in his first performance review. Talk about a true-crime narrative. “That was a challenge, I admit. Most people write about their research, any articles or books they’re written, panels they’ve attended or spoken at. Me? I talked about murders and criminal investigations into faculty, students, and even a stodgy middle-aged librarian.” 
 
    “Plus you solved a couple of cold cases, restored my late uncle’s reputation at the school he loved, and got at least one kid’s life back on track. I’d say you had a productive year.” Argo grinned. “Why hide your talents under a bushel, as they say? Jeanette must know how lucky she is to have you.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt Human Resources or the Board of Trustees would be anywhere near as understanding as she’s been. I downplayed anything controversial and said some stuff about my first year providing me with invaluable insight into the Birchwood community and all its nooks and crannies, plus its unique relationships to the members past and present.” 
 
    “Diplomatic. Good thinking. I knew I wasn’t hooked up with a dummy.” Leaning over, Argo planted a kiss on Darian’s lips that made his knees, and everything in between the two locations, quake. 
 
    “This week will be fun, Argo,” he said when they reluctantly broke apart. “You’ll see. Compulsory poetry writing notwithstanding, we’ll find time for some togetherness out among the stately pines.” 
 
    “I’m tough enough to handle the poetry,” Argo said. “If Lanislaw can do it, so can I.” 
 
    Darian’s enthusiasm faded a little. If only Argo weren’t so keen to see his cop friend, Stuart Lanislaw, at the retreat. Lanislaw claimed he was going there to work on his memoir about being a gay cop on the steamy streets of urban Florida, but Darian suspected there was more to his sudden artistic turn. Lanislaw had made it clear he hoped Argo would move to Florida and join his department—with or without Darian in tow. 
 
    He forced a casual smile. “I’ll be interested to see what he writes. True crime is very hot right now, and I’ll bet he’s got some amazing stories.” Hopefully not any featuring his two moms, he added silently. Not so long ago, Lanislaw had been all too eager to charge Ange and Rikki with murder. If Darian and Argo hadn’t been around to solve the case, one or both women could now be on trial or even behind bars. 
 
    “It’s a different world out in Florida,” Argo agreed with a touch of wistfulness Darian didn’t like one bit. “A lot more exciting. Hotter in every way.” 
 
    Darian mumbled something halfway between encouragement and resignation, prompting Argo to sigh.  
 
    “Between you and Stuart becoming famous authors, I’m going to feel left out.” 
 
    For this statement, at least, Darian had a ready answer. He slid his arms around Argo’s waist. “No way. You’re always at the center of my universe. But you should definitely give the writing a go. Why not? You get free access to all the activities as my plus-one.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Argo grumbled. “I can’t quite picture myself back behind a desk after all these years. I didn’t like it much the first time around.” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of class. More like one of those law-enforcement conferences you showed me pictures of. You enjoyed those, right? Instead of talks on examining fingerprints and taking suspects down safely, I’ll be talking about using metaphor, beating writer’s block, and other technical stuff—one lesson for every day of the retreat, so seven in all. If you come, you can get a taste of what I do at Birchwood all day long, since I’ve restructured some of what I use in my classes so it’s suitable for adult learners.” 
 
    “Not just adults,” Argo reminded him. “A room of gay guys who all think they’re the next big thing in publishing.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t envy you dealing with that level of divatude.” 
 
    “I doubt all of them are divas. Some are just indulging a hobby. Some want to self-publish and just want to develop their confidence and hear some industry tips. They’ll want their money’s worth, though. The sign-up fee was a little hefty.” 
 
    “The resort did look pretty nice from the pictures they posted. It can’t hurt to slip away from everything for a few days. We both need to clear our minds.” 
 
    Darian bit his lower lip. “You’re not wrong, though I should clarify that I wasn’t being literal when I talked about enjoying the deep woods together. I meant looking at the trees and the sky and so on from the safety of the car or our cabin. Not sure I’m ready to get any closer to nature. I might be willing to try a marked trail that’s mostly level.” 
 
    “I can live with those restrictions.” Argo laughed. The site of the retreat, an old campground recently turned into a private all-male getaway, was within driving distance but not close enough for Argo to check on his deputies while they were away. That was certainly one advantage to its remote location.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re looking forward to it, even if it is interfering with our moving plans.” 
 
    “Ah. We have all summer to haul boxes. You just finished school a week ago. Enjoy your time off while it lasts.” 
 
    “True. Most of my stuff is packed already,” Darian admitted. “Just a matter of taking the boxes over to your place and sorting them out.”  
 
    “Piece of cake. You forget I’m known around the station for my ruthless organizing and compartmentalizing skills. We’ll have your possessions sorted and put away in no time. Speaking of packing, are you almost done? We should hit the road soon. We’re supposed to check in before lunch so you can have your orientation with this Hammond dude. He sounds finicky, so you don’t want to be late.” 
 
    “Almost ready. Just a couple more books to throw in the suitcase. This one in particular.” Darian held up a worn copy of the novel Highway to Him, written by the retreat’s featured presenter, Prescott Hammond. “I’m planning to reread it cover to cover during the retreat. It’s not every day you get to meet, much less work closely with, a celebrity of the gay literary scene. I want to learn as much as I can from him. I’m also curious to find out how he knows my moms. They wouldn’t say much when I questioned them.” 
 
    “Didn’t want to influence your first impression of him,” Argo guessed.  
 
    “Maybe.” Darian assumed the friendship between Hammond and his moms, or at least Ange, had sprung up around Hammond’s book, a niche hit with gay readers in in the early ’90s. The story was so racy they hadn’t allowed Darian to read it as a teenager, though when he had finally picked it up he’d found it a bit dated and the main character almost insufferably narcissistic. That was the point, of course, but it wasn’t a book he would ever count as a favorite. Still, no one could deny Hammond’s exalted place among modern gay authors of popular fiction. “Or they were just afraid I’d want to discuss some of those explicit man-on-man sex scenes. Who wants to picture their moms reading all-male erotica? It would be like them peeking into my diary—not that I ever kept one like that!” 
 
    “Good point.” Argo watched Darian stuff the book, along with a paperback copy of The Elements of Style and an academic citation guide into his overstuffed suitcase and force the lid closed. “Are you done with that now? Because bulging arms or not, I want to put it in the car before you think of something else you can’t live without for a week.” 
 
    “I’m done. Thanks.” 
 
    In truth, Darian was relieved when Argo hoisted up the heavy suitcase in one hand and hauled it out to his SUV, which they’d be using for the trip. He wasn’t sure he could have transported it outside without his luggage wheels. Certainly he couldn’t have done so as effortlessly as Argo seemed to. This way, he could avoid the embarrassment of struggling with it and most likely dropping it on the floor. Argo had probably anticipated that. He was simply being a gentleman, as always. 
 
    In truth, Darian was a little nervous about the two of them cohabiting, though for the most part he looked forward to living in Argo’s comfortable log-style house. He’d miss his rented cottage in some ways, and he’d have a little more of a drive to school in the mornings. A bigger concern was that he’d never lived with a partner before, and neither had Argo. He was half-convinced they’d find—or rather, he’d find—some way to screw it up before his current lease expired at the end of August. At least they’d have all summer to figure out what to do if disaster struck. And the lease gave them a transitional period, not to mention plenty of time to move all Darian’s books and odds and ends to Argo’s place. As for furniture, he didn’t have much of that to begin with, since Birchwood Academy had leased him the place furnished as part of his employment contract.  
 
    He assumed the biggest obstacle was the matter of mental adjustment. Weren’t all relationships, whether or not they included roommate conflicts, based on compromise and communication? Luckily, he and Argo had dealt with most of one another’s little peccadilloes in their eight months together. They’d figure the rest out. As Argo was fond of reminding him, it was dumb to pay two sets of household expenses and waste time planning who would come to whose place when they wanted to spend the night together. “The move would be a stress saver,” Argo had insisted more than once. “You’ll see.” Unfortunately, Darian also worried that their new arrangement would bring new kinds of stress. 
 
    Baby steps, he reminded himself as he grabbed two of the lighter bags and followed Argo out to the car. Less pessimism. That was the way forward. Hopefully, any problems that came up would melt away as easily as winter snow on a balmy summer day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, after a quick inventory of their luggage, they were off. Argo drove, coaxing the SUV slightly over the speed limit. Darian gazed out the window, enjoying the lush scenery that flashed past them. What a difference from the icy gray winter and the muddy spring they’d just lived through. All three seasons he’d spent at Birchwood so far had been further marred by Darian stumbling across several dead bodies. Today, rich green leaves fluffed thick rows of trees while the sun blazed white-hot in a clear robin’s-egg sky. Briefly, he thought about Florida, but not with the usual touch of homesickness or sense of loss. He realized that at last, the northern climate was beginning to feel like home. 
 
    On the way, they discussed Hammond’s novel. Argo, slightly older than Darian, had bought it soon after its initial release, though the writing hadn’t impressed him enough to read it all the way through or to hang onto his first-edition copy.  
 
    “What was so controversial?” Argo asked. “Maybe I stopped reading too soon. Was it really that hot?” 
 
    “Not by today’s standards. But the main character went on one mind-blowing road trip. He really did it all.” Darian ticked off some of the more memorable scenes on his fingers. In the space of two hundred pages, Hammond’s protagonist had seduced a large number of men, including some who were supposedly straight and even married. He’d also scammed more than one of his conquests out of money in order to continue his quest for fulfillment.  
 
    “I’ve never liked road trip stories,” Argo admitted. “Besides, I couldn’t get past the first couple of chapters, with that narrow-minded family of his.”  
 
    “The beginning’s rough, for sure, but the story improves from there. You should dive in again. You might like it better now that you’re in a different place yourself.” 
 
    “Nah. When I read a book, I want to escape, not revisit the kind of problems I see every day on domestic violence calls and stuff.” 
 
    “Understandable. Just throwing the idea out there.” Darian could see how the first few scenes might prove unpleasant for Argo—and a lot of others—to read. After being outed and attacked by his intrusive, fanatical family, Hammond’s main character barely escaped his small Southern town alive. Seducing truckers and traveling salesmen in exchange for rides, he went on to hit all the gay hot spots of the era—Provincetown, Miami, New York City, and finally San Francisco, where he found lasting love. Along the way, he experienced every form of sexual experience available to two guys—or sometimes more—in every possible setting from bus stations to upscale art museums. Not until he moved in with a troubled ex-member of a tantric sex cult did he find peace in a simple, existential life. 
 
    Aside from its notoriously explicit descriptions and the main character’s unapologetically antihero personality, the book stimulated outrage because of its title, which implied a religious dimension to his overtly carnal pilgrimage. Of course, that made sense, given the protagonist’s background. It also made sense for Hammond to play up that theme to increase outcry against his book and thus drive sales. The strategy worked. The book became a sensation. His two follow-up novels were milder romances, though still hot enough, but hadn’t sold nearly as well. Hammond had disappeared from public view some years earlier. 
 
    “Do you think the book was autobiographical?” Argo asked. “I mean, Hammond must be one messed-up dude if he really did come from such a screwed up family.” 
 
    “He’s always claimed the story was strictly fictional, at least in public. However, he also avoided interviews and didn’t reveal much about his past. So it’s anyone’s guess.” 
 
    “Can’t blame him for laying low. From the parts I read, he’d be opening himself up to some lawsuits based on the way he depicted his family members and people in his hometown. Especially the preacher.” 
 
    “Yeah, that character was some piece of work, wasn’t he?” In the book, the family’s minister had offered to cure the main character’s so-called deviancy with some methods that seemed unorthodox, to say the least. “That part seemed far-fetched, but life often does.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Argo said, grinning. “Look at us, for example. One year teaching at Birchwood and you’ve already found more bodies on the campus than most people do at the county morgue. Couldn’t make that up and expect anyone to believe it.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Darian grumbled. 
 
    “Well, life throws us some curveballs now and then, for sure. We’ve dodged them all so far.” Argo shrugged. “Getting back to the book, I wonder. You’d know more about it than I would, being an English teacher and all, but don’t most novels start with some kind of personal experience? I mean, a writer usually starts with something that happened to him, right? Trying to make sense of it?” 
 
    “The story is told in the first person, but that doesn’t necessarily mean much. I always have a few students in my classes who demand to know why Edgar Allan Poe wasn’t thrown into prison for whacking his wife with an axe and walling up a dude in his wine cellar. They don’t always pay attention to my lecture about unreliable narrators. Still, with books like Highway to Him, it’s fuzzy. Anyone reading those passionate descriptions can see it’s based on genuine emotions, even if he took some liberties with the details and characters.”  
 
    “Probably a safe bet,” Argo agreed. “Maybe you could ask him at the retreat.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, he doesn’t like to answer questions about his real past. He’ll talk about writing technique, inspiration, and the future of publishing as we move into the 21st century. But that’s about it.” 
 
    “Can’t blame him. Who’d give away their deepest secrets, even if people are paying you? They could even steal his ideas and use them to make money.” 
 
    “I suppose, but contrary to popular belief, idea theft isn’t as big a problem as it sounds. We all interpret our life events differently. Two people could live through—or hear about—the same experience and get something totally different out of it. What one of them wrote would most likely not even resemble the other person’s interpretation.” 
 
    Argo mulled that over. “I wonder if I should try my hand at writing my life story, like Lanislaw is doing. I could call it Confessions of a County Sheriff.” 
 
    “Yeah? You have a red-hot road trip to reveal to the world? Should I be jealous?” 
 
    “Nope. I told you, I’m not into travel stories. Or road-trip hookups. Going on a vacation with you…well, that’s a different story.” Argo took his right hand off the wheel long enough to squeeze Darian’s fingers. “Still, I don’t feel like I’ve done enough interesting stuff to write about just yet. Maybe when I’m old. You can help me edit.” 
 
    Darian was touched that Argo envisioned them spending their old age together. “I’d be happy to,” he said. 
 
    They both spotted the exit sign at the same time. “Last chance to stop until we get to the campground,” Argo observed. “We should probably get some gas before we head for the hills.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Darian said, checking his watch. “We have plenty of time.” 
 
    Already, he was feeling more relaxed about life in general, and he sensed that Argo was too. This trip had been a good idea after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    They parallel-parked on a main street that was almost a clone of the one they’d left behind earlier. A mix of red-brick Victorian buildings and vintage glass-fronted shopfronts offered antiques, household goods, and hardware. Fortunately, the lone convenience store featured a row of reasonably modern gas pumps, though payment had to be made in person at the front counter instead of by swiping a credit card outside. 
 
    “Probably a ploy to sell candy and lottery tickets,” Argo said as they walked inside. Darian nodded in agreement, but he couldn’t really blame the store’s proprietors. He doubted business was hopping in such a small, isolated berg. 
 
    The store did in fact have a few customers. All of them were men. Two stood at the counter, buying assorted snacks and soda, while three others huddled by the coffee station. Darian noticed right away that something was off. The back of his neck prickled, much the way it had on that terrible night when Argo had been shot in a similar store during a botched hold-up. Beside him, Argo’s steps also slowed. He’d picked up on the tension, too. 
 
    What they’d walked in wasn’t another robbery, he realized. It was something much more insidious but perhaps equally dangerous. The guys by the coffee machine, all of them in their mid to late twenties, were snickering and pointing at two older men who were checking out. When one of the group affected a limp-wristed pose and began to speak in an exaggerated, high-pitched voice, the others burst into nasty and vaguely threatening laughter. The customers, though they must have been aware of what was happening right behind them, kept their gazes rigidly focused on the transaction and the cashier as they collected their receipt and left. The mockery and coarse laughter continued for a few moments after the door closed with a jingle. Then the three thugs left, too. 
 
    Darian saw the flush of rage on Argo’s jaw and neck as he strode up to the counter and handed over his credit card. 
 
    “Thirty bucks on pump two. Is there a problem over there?” he asked, tilting his head toward the coffee machine, now deserted. 
 
    The elderly clerk flashed a row of crooked teeth. “Nah. The guys are just having a little fun. We attract some undesirable tourist traffic, as you probably figured out when you spotted that pair.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice conspiratorially. “There’s this campground about half an hour north of here. Used to be family friendly. Scout troops, sleepovers for school kids, and so on. Then some guy from out of state bought it.” He screwed up his wrinkly face in distaste. “Now you could say it’s downright unnatural, what goes on up there.” 
 
    “Yeah? What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t wish anyone harm, not even that looney bunch. We try to mind our own business down here, but we’d prefer they stay out of our town. They can just go up there in the woods, do their thing, and keep away from us normal people. Am I right? Live and let live, but from a distance.” 
 
    Argo feigned an interested smile. “I assume your friends over there would act rough with them if they don’t respect those boundaries?” 
 
    The clerk shrugged. “Well, just between us, it’s happened. Nothing too bad. Spray paint on their buildings. A little sugar in their gas tanks. We do sell packets right here in the store, but it’s not like you need to show ID to buy it. No one’s fault if a customer bought some, tripped, and spilled it in some nancy guy’s car, right? Accidents happen.”  
 
    “You don’t say. Speaking of IDs, here, let me give you mine.” Argo reached into his pocket and tilted his badge. The clerk’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his scrawny throat.  
 
    “Oh, so you’re a cop? Hope you don’t have any reason to think anything illegal’s going on here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing about law enforcement. You hear tips in the strangest places, but even so you’ve got to follow up on them. Including rumors about harassment and trespassing. You don’t know about anything like that, do you?” 
 
    “Nothing I know of. In fact, most local people keep away from that place, except freaks who are into that kind of thing. Can you imagine? Guys running around naked together. Enjoying themselves out in the open, if you know what I mean. Frightening away the wildlife.” He handed Argo his gas receipt. This time he didn’t smile. For the first time he seemed to notice Darian standing behind Argo. “Have a nice day, fellas.” 
 
    Darian tried to lighten the mood as they walked back to the car—or stomped, in Argo’s case. “I’m against scaring animals, but I gotta admit, the rest didn’t sound too bad to me.” He watched Argo slam the fuel nozzle into the SUV and pump the gas with a grimace. 
 
    “Those creeps had better keep their distance from the campground,” Argo said. “I might be on vacation, but I can still put on my sheriff’s hat if I need to. If I find out anyone was denied service or pushed around in any way, I’ll be back and they won’t like it.” 
 
     “It does suck,” Darian agreed. He’d seen much worse displays of homophobia in Florida, of course, but that didn’t make it any less galling. “People fear what they don’t understand. I’ll bet they take the guys’ tourist dollars just the same.” 
 
    They didn’t talk much on the remainder of their drive, their carefree mood dampened. Eventually, Argo pulled the SUV past a green and gold sign that read “Welcome to Hidden Pines.” A narrow dirt road led into a wide gravel parking area surrounded by rustic wooden buildings in various sizes and styles. Theirs was one of four vehicles already there, including two compact cars and a gray pickup. Farther back, Darian could see several old-fashioned square cabins, each painted tidy white except for a small red porch. The cabins were arranged in rows, with just enough space and shrubbery between them to afford reasonable privacy.  
 
    When he and Argo got out of the SUV, he inhaled a strong odor of pine trees and the earthy scent of dirt. Not much different from Birchwood, but somehow even the air tasted of isolation—as any retreat should. 
 
    “Okay,” Argo said, surveying the land by turning in a slow circle. “This isn’t bad. A little nicer than I expected.” He was still on edge, Darian knew, after the unpleasant scene in town. Was he expecting vandals to leap out from behind one of the rustic structures and attack? Hopefully he was way off base. Sadly, Darian couldn’t entirely reject the possibility.  
 
    “Looks like they’re in the process of building an outdoor hot tub.” Darian pointed to an unfinished project to the left of what appeared to be the campground’s central lodge. An unfortunate jumble of plastic pipes and fiberglass panels jutted out from under a canvas tarp. “Doesn’t seem like it will be ready in time for us to use it, though.” 
 
    “No worries. You’re here to teach classes and write your book, remember?” To Darian’s relief, happy warmth flooded back into Argo’s eyes. “Not splash around with a bunch of guys who forgot to pack their Speedos, traumatizing the deer and bears.” 
 
    “Bears?” Darian repeated uncertainly as the door to the nearest cabin opened to reveal a tall, broad-shouldered man with brick-colored hair and a scruffy beard to match. This, Darian thought, must be Aubrey Morris, the new owner of the campground. They had spoken briefly on the phone, just long enough to firm up the details of his teaching assignment for the week and to provide driving directions. These days, Aubrey had said, GPS would fill in the details of the drive and Prescott Hammond would do the same for the workshop. Aubrey himself, he made clear, was not a writer. He was only providing the space for the retreat. 
 
    There would be one other instructor besides Hammond, Darian knew, though Aubrey hadn’t provided any names. If Hammond proved difficult, as famous and financially successful authors sometimes did, he hoped he and this other person could support one another and make sure things ran smoothly. 
 
    “Hey,” Aubrey called by way of greeting, waving a broad, weathered palm as he came down the steps. He was in late middle age, Darian thought, huskily built with a gold hoop ring in his right earlobe. Despite the warmth of the day, he wore black jeans, heavy work boots, and a blue-checked flannel shirt. Pausing, he gave Darian the once-over, too. “You’re Darian Winter?” 
 
    “That’s me,” Darian confirmed. “This is my partner, Argo.” 
 
    Aubrey turned to Argo. “Found the place okay, I guess. You’re here a little earlier than I expected. Still, it’s not a problem. Grab your stuff and come with me. I’ll show you to your cabin and then you can meet Prescott Hammond and his husband.” 
 
    “Oh? I didn’t realize he was married.” Hammond had never mentioned a partner of any sort in the articles and interviews Darian had read to prepare for his new gig, but that wasn’t too surprising considering how much he obviously valued his privacy. A little mystique didn’t hurt where his adoring fans were concerned, either, he supposed, though it was always nice when a public figure modeled a strong, committed same-sex relationship. Their example made things easier for those who came later, his moms always said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He sure is.” Aubrey smirked. “You’ll see for yourself, soon enough.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” Darian exchanged a glance with Argo. He knew they both wondered if Hammond’s husband was anything like the oddball New Age guy in the book with whom Hammond’s main character eventually found lasting love. That would be interesting, if so.  
 
    They chose a few of their lighter bags, which Aubrey didn’t offer to assist with, and followed him to one of the last cabins in the farthest row back. “I thought you’d like to be back here,” Aubrey told them as he climbed the short set of steps, crossed the porch, and inserted the key into the front door. “Gives you a little extra privacy. Prescott and Cole are in the next cabin over.”  
 
    “Great,” Darian said. “What about the other instructor? Is he staying back here, too?” 
 
    “Not here yet, but his cabin’s on the other side. It’s a little smaller than yours, since he’s coming by himself.” Again Aubrey smirked. “Though I wouldn’t be surprised if that changes before the end of the week. Things have a way of happening out here in the woods, and a number of unattached guys signed up. Not to mention some who aren’t single, but who don’t mind making room for more, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “Ah. Just to be completely up front, we’re not into anything like that,” Argo said, probably remembering the strange invitation they’d had from a Birchwood colleague in the spring. 
 
    Aubrey snorted in amusement and motioned them inside. “No pressure either way. I mind my own business and expect my guests to do the same. This is a retreat, after all. The whole point is to hide away from the world and its ridiculous need to judge everyone and everything.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable.” Mindful of another single man who would eventually be arriving, Darian waited to see if Aubrey would mention his own relationship status, but he didn’t.  
 
    Aubrey laughed. “Enticing, I hope, for the sake of my business.” 
 
    Their cabin was clean, sparse in an appealing way, with a sitting room and spacious bedroom. To Darian’s relief, it wasn’t furnished with bunk beds, but rather a soft-looking king-sized bed with a fluffy comforter decorated with a pine-cone motif. A pair of sliding glass doors faced the woods, though nothing was visible beyond a screen of enormous pine trees. 
 
    Next, Aubrey showed them a modern bathroom with a spacious glassed-in shower and a serviceable kitchenette.  
 
    “Meals are in the main lodge, communal style, but you’re welcome to keep snacks and make coffee or tea in here if you want to. Just clean up when you’re done, since there’s no maid service here. I stocked the mini-fridge with creamer and bottled water. There’s a little store about forty miles up the road if you want to stock up on stuff and haul it back.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Argo said, scowling. “We ran across that place.”  
 
    Aubrey shrugged but didn’t react. “You can buy wine and beer in town, too. I don’t have any restrictions on alcohol in the cabins, though I don’t serve it in the lodge in case any guests are struggling with addictions or in recovery. I ask that everyone be respectful of their well-being while in public spaces.” 
 
    Darian nodded. “We’re fine with that.” 
 
    “Figured you would be. You don’t look like troublemakers. Okay, let’s go meet Hammond. You’re probably eager, but I need to warn you. If you’re a fan, I hope he doesn’t disappoint you.” 
 
    Darian and Argo exchanged raised brows as Aubrey led them back outside. Aubrey had already hinted that he wasn’t crazy about Hammond’s husband, whoever he was. Did Aubrey dislike Hammond, too?  
 
    They walked over to the next cabin, and Aubrey knocked. The door swung open almost immediately. Darian recognized Hammond right away, though his hair was whiter, longer, and curlier than in the author photos he’d seen from the nineties. He still wore the same Fu Manchu-style moustache as on his book jacket photo. His watery blue eyes widened briefly as he took in the sight of his three visitors. He seemed to focus his attention slowly as Aubrey explained who they were. 
 
    “Oh, right. Angela Winter’s boy.” Hammond shook Darian’s hand. “Couldn’t believe it when I heard from her again after all these years. Welcome aboard. I’ll try not to run you too ragged this week.” 
 
    “No worries,” Darian assured him. “I’m looking forward to some hard work during the writing sessions. I’m sure I can learn a lot from you.”  
 
    “I should think so, yes,” Hammond said, his manner suddenly lofty. Next, he scanned Argo up and down. “You’re the boyfriend Angela mentioned? Not quite what I expected, I admit. You don’t look like a private school teacher.” 
 
    “Nope. I definitely don’t,” Argo said, clearly amused. 
 
    “Are you going to ask us in, Hammond?” Aubrey prompted. 
 
    “Oh. Right. Yes, of course.” Slightly unsteady on his feet, Hammond moved aside and motioned them through the door. This cabin was laid out exactly the same way his and Argo’s was, though the sliding glass doors faced the woods at a different angle. “Can I offer you boys a drink? I was just about to open a fresh bottle of Scotch. Brought our own with us. Can never trust the swill they stock in some of these local bodegas.” 
 
    Just then they heard an interior door open, and a man stepped out of the bedroom. This, Darian assumed, was the husband. He was a decade or so younger than Hammond, and strikingly handsome. Blond and lean, he could have been a model for one of Hammond’s sexier book covers.  
 
    Hammond brightened at the sight of him, and Darian could see why. Charm radiated off him like heat, filling the room with his presence. 
 
    “My husband, Cole Dalton,” Hammond confirmed. “Darian is the English teacher I told you about. He’ll be one of the two who are moderating for me.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. Hammy knew your mother way back when. Some kind of gay writers’ conference.” Cole stuck out his hand. “Glad you agreed to sign on. Hammy doesn’t like to admit it, but he’s so painfully shy that these kinds of events are difficult for him. He’s going to need all the help you can give him when it comes to facing a crowd. Even if they do all adore him.” 
 
    “It’s my book they adore, not me,” Hammond groused.  
 
    “I was wondering about the other instructor,” Darian said. “I don’t know who he is yet.” 
 
    “Moderator,” Cole corrected. “Our goal is to avoid academic jargon at this event. Too many guys have traumatic memories of school and tyrannical English teachers. No offense intended.” 
 
    “None taken,” Darian assured him. “In fact, Argo told me the same thing this morning, though apparently the desks, and not the teachers, made him run screaming.” 
 
    “Got that right. Not enough room underneath for my legs,” Argo quipped. 
 
    “Your fellow moderator’s name is Kaz,” Cole said. “He just texted to say he’ll be here in about an hour. So you’ll meet him soon.” 
 
    “The rest are coming tomorrow,” Hammond slurred. “The writers, I mean. Hoi polloi. The Great Unwashed. Whatever you want to call them.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go lie down until Kaz gets here?” Aubrey suggested, glaring at Hammond. “I’ll call you when lunch is ready. You’ll enjoy it more if you rest a while first. Meanwhile, Darian and Argo can unpack.” 
 
    Everyone agreed on the plan, with Hammond more than willing to stagger off to his bedroom. Cole didn’t go with him, and he didn’t accompany Aubrey, Darian, and Argo back to the porch stairs. When Darian glanced back, he saw that Cole’s head was turned to one side, his gaze fixed on a framed landscape photo hanging nearby. Darian belatedly realized he was checking out his own appearance in the glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darian and Argo arrived back at the main building before Hammond and Cole, prompting Aubrey to invite them into his office before lunch. To get there, they walked down a short hall and passed a large open room resembling a gymnasium. This, Aubrey told them, would be the center of activity for the writing workshop. 
 
    “My handyman, Greg, will be putting out folding tables and chairs later today,” he said, gesturing as they passed. “In the evening, we can rearrange them for dinner and cards or whatever, or even push them aside if guys want to turn it into a dance floor. I figure they’ll prefer to spend as much time as possible outside, though. That’s the whole point of a campground, after all.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Argo said, though Darian knew he wasn’t likely to take part in any impromptu recreations of the disco era. “Seems like you’ve got plenty of space here for most anything.” 
 
    “It’s been a challenge to get this place up and functioning, I’ll admit,” Aubrey said gruffly. “That room was a basketball court before I had the floors stripped and redone. Generations of kids running amuck had done a number on the wood, let me tell you. Things are coming along, though.” 
 
    They reached Aubrey’s office door and waited for him to unlock it. Darian and Argo accompanied him into a narrow room where every flat surface held stacks of papers and files. Old framed pictures, rustic scenes of leaping trout and prowling bears, covered the paneled walls. The décor clearly dated from before Darian’s birth. Heck, it probably dated from before his moms’ childhoods. 
 
    Aubrey motioned them into seats facing the desk and settled behind it himself. “Darian, since you’ll be a lodge employee for the week, got a few forms for you to fill out. Have to satisfy the good old government grab. While he’s doing that, Argo can take care of the registration. Jot down a next of kin, people to notify in case of unexpected dismemberment or other serious grievous bodily harm, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yikes. I was hoping we wouldn’t need to worry about anything more painful than a paper cut this week,” Argo joked. But Aubrey only shrugged. 
 
    “Have to cover all bases,” he said. 
 
    For a few minutes they said nothing more than what was necessary to complete the forms. Argo finished first and sat staring at the walls and pictures. 
 
    “Great idea to turn an old summer camp into a playground for adults,” he said. “Are you planning to stay open year round?” 
 
    “That was my original plan. In the winter, I figured, we could have cross country skiing, snowboarding, et cetera. Turned out to be a little tougher than I expected, though.” 
 
    “These old buildings must be hard to heat and insulate,” Darian said, suppressing a shiver. Freezing his extremities off certainly wasn’t his idea of a fun getaway, and he fervently hoped it wasn’t Argo’s either. 
 
    “That’s only part of the problem. Energy costs, permits, safety. You have no idea the hoops I’ve had to jump through to certify this joint for legal public occupancy. You’d almost think the powers that be in the town hall don’t want a bunch of gay guys camping out near them. Do they think we’re going to surround them on skis and forcibly convert them? They only wish they were so physically appealing.” Aubrey snorted. “No worries, though. The renovations are still on my agenda. The timeline just got pushed back a bit.” 
 
    “We saw you were building a hot tub out front,” Argo said. “I suppose it won’t be operational for a while?” 
 
    “Yep. At least in that case, I don’t need a permit. Just enough pairs of hands to get the work done.”  
 
    “How many staff members do you have?” Darian asked. 
 
    “Not counting you and Kaz, and Hammond, if you want to call him an employee, it’s just me and Greg Hodge. Greg’s a good guy. Got his mechanical training in the military. He loves this place and believes in it. If only there were more guys like him around. There’s only so much he and I can accomplish, though. No one else will come to work here because they’re afraid of the townies.” Frustrated, he rapped his knuckles on the wooden desk. “Let me tell you something. Before I came here, I managed gay bars in four major cities, scattered in every corner of this country. I never had the kind of hassle and resistance I found up here. Never saw it coming, I admit. Still, I’ll work it out eventually.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” said Argo. 
 
    “I’d almost have been better off to start a bar in the first place.”  
 
    “Any reason you didn’t?” 
 
    “Thought about it. I’d started a bunch of them and I know how to do it and make it profitable. The campground was a challenge, and I’ve always been up for one of those. Also, this seemed like a place I could live. The isolation appealed to me, especially after living in so many cities. I get tired of my fellow man, you know?” 
 
    “I sure do,” Argo agreed. 
 
    “I even looked forward to spending the winter out here, though lately I’ve been rethinking my plan. Now I’m leaning toward a sunnier environment. At least for January and February. No snowboarding camp this year, I’m afraid.” 
 
    At that point they heard Cole shouting down the hall. 
 
    “Hey! Where are you guys? Are we eating lunch or not? Better get out here before Hammy and I turn to bones!” 
 
    “On our way,” Aubrey yelled back. “Actually, I’m thinking it might not be a bad idea to head for a warmer climate—or any kind of climate, really—within the next few days. A whole week of those two is going to try my patience.” He shook his shaggy head in exasperation. “And I’m putting it mildly. Look, I’m all for guys finding true love and creating happy marriages. But the more lovey dovey husbands I see staying here, the happier I am to be single, and the more determined I am to stay that way.” 
 
    “Yoo hoo!” Cole cried again. “Are you three coming or not?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The lodge kitchen proved thankfully more modern, not to mention a good deal larger, than Aubrey’s office. When they walked in, Cole was hovering over a stainless steel table stocked with a sandwich platter, an enormous bowl of salad, and a pitcher of iced tea. Hammond was seated in a chair in the corner, clearly working hard to stay upright. 
 
    “I told him not to bother setting the table,” he said, waving one hand in a helpless gesture. “He insisted.” 
 
    “Why not?” Cole retorted between laying out plates, silverware, and cloth napkins. “Just because we’re in the woods doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy a civilized meal. Aubrey, do you have anything decent we can drink from? These paper cups will do for the tea, but Hammy and I brought a nice bottle of wine from our cabin. We planned to sample it this evening, but no worries. We have more than one, after all, and wine was made to share with friends. Don’t you agree, love?” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Hammond mumbled, though he looked less than happy when Aubrey opened a cupboard and somewhat resentfully handed over five fluted glasses. 
 
    “I searched for a tablecloth, but I couldn’t find one anywhere,” Cole complained as everyone except Hammond pulled up tall stools and helped themselves to tossed green salad and rolls stuffed with cold cuts, cheese, and tuna. “I guess the bare metal will have to do. It’s only for one day, after all. I assume you’ll provide proper dining for your staff once the guests arrive.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about any of that,” Aubrey grumbled as Cole took the plate he’d prepared over to Hammond and balanced it on his lap. “Greg will set up the tables and chairs later. For your information, I do own plenty of tablecloths. I just don’t happen to keep them in here. But thank you for not rummaging around in my linen closet and mixing everything up.” 
 
    “Greg, yes, your scary handyman. Is he coming in for a sandwich, too? I should hide the wine if he does. The last thing you want is a staff member staggering around the grounds under the influence.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time, I’m sure.” Aubrey shot a barbed glance in Hammond’s direction, though Hammond didn’t seem to notice. “But I doubt it. He doesn’t like groups of strangers. He makes most of his own meals in his cabin.” 
 
    “Well, la de da for him, though I can’t say I have a problem with that.” Cole sniffed and returned to the table to pour a tall glass of red wine. Darian hoped he didn’t intend to give it to Hammond, who had clearly had enough lubrication for one day, but sure enough, Cole dutifully ferried it over to the corner and handed it to his husband. When he came back, he poured some out for himself and everyone else. “I find it kills my appetite to eat with unattractive people. Don’t you, Darian?” 
 
    “I try not to be too fussy.” Darian smiled a bit desperately, trying to lighten the mood. Tension was obviously brewing among Aubrey, Hammond, and Cole. He wasn’t even sure who was angry at whom and why, though he felt comfortable making some guesses based on his observations so far. “Anyway, I’ll be too busy to pay attention to the food this week. Argo and I are really looking forward to the workshop.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” Hammond piped up. “This isn’t an opportunity many guys just starting out would get. You’ve only been teaching a year, Angela says.” He punctuated his statement by stuffing most of a sandwich in his mouth.  
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that,” Darian said, though he saw Argo wince at Hammond’s high opinion of his own talents. Darian’s pay for the week was nothing spectacular, which was okay since it came with lodging and food for himself and Argo. If Hammond expected his assigned duties to extend into hero worship, he was going to be disappointed. 
 
    From outside the room came two raised voices, arguing about entry to what one voice called a “restricted area.” Apparently relieved at having an excuse to step away, Aubrey left to deal with the issue. A few moments later he returned with two men in tow. One was a stubble-faced, somewhat wild-eyed man in his forties, whose grubby work clothes suggested he was the handyman, Greg Hodge. The other man stood tall, bronze-skinned and black-haired, with attractive facial features crumpled in rage. 
 
    “Hell of a way to welcome a staff member,” he complained as he stormed past Greg into kitchen. “You didn’t say I needed a security clearance to check in at the front desk, or that it was manned by a troll you found under the bridge.” 
 
    “Greg, it’s all right. This is one of our writing instruct—er, moderators. Why don’t you go and finish preparing for the rest of the guests? They’ll start arriving early tomorrow morning, and I want everything clean and ready for them.” 
 
    Though Greg didn’t seem happy, and flashed Aubrey a defiant grimace, he spun around and left without argument. Aubrey turned back to the new arrival and patted his arm soothingly. 
 
    “Sorry for any misunderstanding. Greg can be difficult, but he doesn’t mean any harm. PTSD from combat, among other issues. I always forget he takes everything I say literally, and earlier I told him we didn’t want to be disturbed at lunch. I meant I didn’t want him pestering me, but that went right over his head. I’ll talk to him later. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” The man opened his mouth as if to complain further, but Cole rushed over before he could begin. 
 
    “You must be Kaz Fasir,” Cole chirped, looking as pleased with Kaz as Greg had looked distrustful. “We spoke on the phone, remember? I thought you’d be older.” He turned to the others. “Kaz is a highly distinguished professor, you know. He’s published a lot of—what are they called, Hammy? Peer edited articles?” 
 
    “Peer reviewed,” Hammond grumbled. Most of his wine, Darian noticed, had disappeared. “Hardcore academic stuff. Darian would know.” 
 
    “He’s a brainiac, in other words,” Cole continued, giving Kaz an overly approving smile. Darian stole a glance at Kaz’s left hand and saw no ring. That didn’t necessarily mean he was single, but Cole didn’t seem to mind either way. He pretended to fan himself with his napkin. “He also writes red-hot man-on-man sex poetry. Hammy read some of it to me when we were…ah, I mean, when we were considering the applicants for the position. Quite impressive, though I admit some went over my head. Some definitely hit the right spot in a lower place, though.” He giggled in a theatrical way that made Darian want to roll his eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Kaz said, pleased. He took his place at the lunch table while Cole enthusiastically served him. “I always try to appeal to the reader, or as I prefer to say, the listener, at several levels. Visceral stimulation is as important to me as the cerebral.” 
 
    Hammond sniffed as Cole laughed louder. “I admit I’m not sure what that means, but it sounds either wonderfully dirty or impeccably highbrow.” 
 
    “That’s precisely what it means.” Kaz raised his glass of wine as the others introduced themselves. “Pleased to meet you,” he said to each in turn. He turned to Darian last. “I’m sure we will work smoothly together, turning out some wonderful writing this week.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Hammond said, shaking his now-empty wineglass to signal for another refill. Everyone, including Cole, ignored the gesture. “The three of us need to sit down as soon as possible and figure out what we’re going to do day by day at this thing. I’ve never been one for rigid schedules, but Cole thinks we need an agenda or the campers will grow restless.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Aubrey said. “Best to set the tone on the very first day. Let people know what to expect.” 
 
    “No time like the present,” Kaz said. He sipped his wine. “To be frank, I’d prefer to work out all those details now. That way I can unpack and use the afternoon to settle in. What better way to do so than over lunch and a wonderful cabernet?” 
 
    Argo finished his sandwich, polished off the last of his iced tea, and pushed his untouched wine toward Darian. “Sounds like my cue to leave. I’ll finish unpacking the car and meet you at the cabin later. I’ll haul in your books and set them up so you’ll be all ready to go tomorrow when your lectures start.” 
 
    “You certainly have him well trained, Darian,” Cole said. 
 
    “I need to take off too.” Aubrey also rose. “Plenty to do before the guests show up. And I really do want to talk to Greg. Cole, come with me and leave our experts to their planning session. Don’t worry about the dishes. I’ll have Greg take care of them later.” 
 
    Cole, though clearly reluctant to go, couldn’t invent a suitable excuse to stay. He trailed after Aubrey and Argo like a scolded child, stealing one last glance at Hammond—or was he winking at Kaz? Darian wasn’t sure. 
 
    When they’d gone, Hammond moved over to the table and took the opportunity to pour himself more wine. He filled the glass all the way to the top. 
 
    “This is what I want to do,” Hammond said. To Darian’s surprise, he sounded more lucid now. “I’ll start each day off with a little speech about writing. That will fire them up and establish a theme for the workshop activities. Then you and Kaz can trade off—one of you will lead the session in the morning, the other in the afternoon. The following day, you switch. Change it up. Poetry and prose, prose and poetry. After you’re both done, they write on their own until dinner. End of the week, they share what they came up with, and I offer critiques to the ones with the most promise.” 
 
    “Since you brought it up, that’s another wrinkle I wanted to iron out with you,” Kaz said. “Shouldn’t there be some minimal competence in writing required to participate? You’ve seen the sort of so-called books that slip through without proper gatekeeping —I mean, I won’t go so far as to call them illiterate, but then again incompetent might be a compliment where some of them are concerned.”  
 
    He turned to Darian for confirmation. “Some writers need a little more nuts-and-bolts work than others,” Darian admitted. “But my feeling is we’re here to provide that. It’s not like we have to grade them or anything. Our task is mostly to encourage the guys to develop their own talents, right?” 
 
    Hammond’s eyes turned flinty. “This retreat is open to any gay man who wants to tell his story,” he snapped. “Don’t be a snob, Kaz. Where would we be if we turned people away based on external factors like class and educational level? Our participants want to speak to the world. We are here to facilitate that.”  
 
    Besides, Aubrey needs to keep his campground afloat, Darian thought. The entrance fee for the workshop had hardly been bargain-basement. 
 
    Kaz bristled. “I’m not surprised a high school teacher might not mind the pervasive lapses in quality. I’m sure you see much worse in your classes, Darian. In fact, I wondered why the mentor positions weren’t reserved for those with experience in a college classroom. It certainly can’t hurt anything to be familiar with the latest theories instructional techniques.” 
 
    Hammond snorted. “Please, Kaz, spare me. Plenty of great writers didn’t go to college at all. You think there’s some kind of certificate you hang over your desk like a dentist before you can crank out a few chapters? Quite the contrary. If you ask me, college beats the creativity out of you. I know mine barely survived my advanced degrees. Not a time in my life I look back on fondly. Anyhow, our writers will find Darian’s expertise more than sufficient.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kaz sneered. “Honestly, what difference does it make as long as they pay? The point is to entertain them, encourage a hookup or two, let them dribble out their deepest, darkest ramblings for posterity, and send them back to their dull little workaday lives.” 
 
    “That’s too cynical, isn’t it?” Darian objected. “I would hope we could offer them something a bit more substantive. Like some real writing skill they can use later, even if they don’t start, much less complete, a publishable manuscript this week.”  
 
    “A publishable book in a week? How could they possibly? It once took me two years to compose a ten-line poem!” 
 
    “Well, they say Voltaire wrote Candide in a weekend,” Darian said. “Of course, he was broke at the time.” 
 
    “So are some of these guys after they paid Hammy’s entrance and manuscript reading fee.” The three of them looked up to see Cole back again. “Don’t let my husband fool you. This retreat is less about the encouraging the production of rough-hewn art than it is love of continued fame and the almighty dollar. How much traction can you get from a book published in the nineties, anyway? I was still in diapers then. And I don’t mean that in a kinky way, alas. I’m being literal.” 
 
    “Is there some reason you’re interrupting our planning session, Cole?” Hammond asked. 
 
    “I just wanted to see if I could do anything to help. I know I’m not on the payroll like these gentlemen, but I want to be involved. What else am I supposed to do all day? Wouldn’t you know I’ve gone and forgotten my knitting bag.”  
 
    Hammond’s face softened and he smiled indulgently. “No worries. Aubrey’s painfully short-staffed with only Greg Hodge to run errands. There are always things he needs to take care of. Lunch to set up, for one thing, tables and chairs to move around. Maybe even pencils to sharpen, though I would think a lot of the participants would bring laptops nowadays.” 
 
    “I heard about someone who wrote an entire novel on his phone while he was commuting back and forth on a train,” Darian said. “I can’t imagine doing that. The screen is so small. Plus I’d develop carpal tunnel syndrome in my thumbs.”  
 
    “You should have seen what I worked with when I was a young, unpublished writer.” Hammond tilted his head back in a wistful pose. “Typewriters, stacks of plain white paper with coffee rings all over them, and endless bottles of correction fluid. People your age probably never even bought any in an office supply store.” 
 
    “Actually, I use it at work now and then, like when I photocopy something with smudges on it,” Darian said. “But point taken.” 
 
    “Well, who cares what devices they write on or with, as long as they’re producing something?” Cole said. “I’ll make sure there are plenty of snacks and coffee in the workshop room. Hammy can never write without those two things on hand.” 
 
    “That should work,” Hammond said. Darian suspected he required other types of liquid refreshment before, during, and after a writing session. Or perhaps the gallons of coffee were intended to soak the edge off. “Thanks for taking care of that detail, Cole.” 
 
    “My pleasure. Aubrey and his dreadful friend Greg would never think of it on their own. Hey, I could put on a tight little maid’s uniform, complete with a little lace headband and a miniskirt?” Cole dropped a theatrical curtsey. “Might help inspire some of the writers.” 
 
    “I have no doubt it would, but that’s not necessary,” Hammond said. He drank most of his wine in a single swallow. 
 
    “All right, fine. I’ll save my little performance just for you, for later. If you don’t need anything else from me, I’m off to find amusement while I have the whole place to myself. See you back at the ranch.” Cole leaned over, kissed Hammond’s forehead, and twinkled out.  
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Hammond said when Kaz and Darian exchanged amused looks. Darian wondered if he and Argo came off as that sappy to other people. In a way, he sort of hoped they did. “He’s really into the newlywed thing. If it makes him happy, why not indulge him?” 
 
    “I take it you’re not as enthusiastic?” Kaz asked. 
 
    “Of course I am. I’m also grateful it became legal before I grew too old to enjoy the perks of matrimony.”  
 
    “How did you and Cole meet?” Darian asked. 
 
    “Through a mutual friend. The attraction was…well, not exactly instant, but powerful. We knew we were destined to be together.” Again Hammond twisted his wedding ring, but his expression darkened. Clearly, that subject was one he didn’t care to talk about. Darian glanced down at his Claddagh ring, the symbol of his growing commitment to Argo. It was still pointing in the direction indicating they hadn’t made things permanent yet. Would that change anytime soon? Like after they moved in together? He felt a tingle of trepidation as the old worries resurfaced. 
 
    Kaz noticed him looking down. “I take it you’ll be taking a similar trip down the proverbial aisle, too?” 
 
    “Argo and I haven’t made any specific plans. Nothing beyond moving in together when we get back from this trip. In fact, we took a break from boxing up my stuff to attend this workshop.” 
 
    “A break. Ah,” Kaz said in a knowing tone. “That’s probably wise. No sense rushing into anything. Always better to give each other time to think, to breathe. Anticipate your doubts, and work through them one by one as they arise. Easier to change your minds in the early stages, before you’ve gone too far to back out.” 
 
    The words struck Darian like a slap. It was as if Kaz had read his darkest thoughts, the ones that kept him on edge when he tried to fall asleep beside Argo or thin out his bookcase. They always flowed from a question he didn’t want to answer—if things were going well for now, and their life together was stable and comfortable, why take a chance by shaking things up? 
 
    “Good grief, Kaz,” Hammond sputtered. “Why don’t you go and pick some wildflowers so you can tear the petals off them? I take it you’ve been unlucky in love. Otherwise you wouldn’t begrudge everyone else’s happiness.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Kaz shot back. “I’m single and I prefer it. Gives me time to pursue my art. That, I hope you realize, is more important to me than any other pursuit in life.” 
 
    “The guy left you high and dry. Am I right?” Hammond laughed and topped off their three glasses of wine. He set the bottle down, empty. “No worries. I used to say the same thing after every failed romance. And there were a lot of them. Then I met Cole, and none of it mattered. It was like someone flipped on a switch and bathed the world in a soft gold light.” 
 
    “Soft gold lights hide the flaws. It’s the bright white kind you’ve got to watch out for. The one that reveals the truth.”  
 
    “I’m curious,” Hammond said, giving voice to a question also flickering through Darian’s mind. “If you really feel that way, why do you write so much love poetry?” 
 
    “I’m driven to write about love because I’ve experienced it in all its forms. I also learned how destructive it can be.” Kaz held up his hands, palms out, and joined them as if they were butterfly wings. “The two qualities always exist side by side, like matter and anti-matter. They must. The tension is what gives the experience meaning. The paradox is what creates art.”  
 
    “I don’t think you mean that literally,” Darian said. “When matter and anti-matter collide, annihilation results. At least, that’s what I’ve picked up from watching and reading science fiction.” 
 
    “I do mean it,” said Kaz. He dropped his hands back to the table. “We all want to find our perfect mate. When we do, he both lifts us up and destroys us in equal parts. It’s life’s greatest conundrum, yet we all know it’s true. We feel the pull in opposite directions whenever we fall in love.” Kaz turned to Hammond, who was listening with a thoughtful look on his face. He’d finished all the wine in his glass. “It was like that for you and Cole, wasn’t it? The spark you told us about before. He is the love of your life. He hurts and soothes you equally, doesn’t he? Sometimes at the same time.”  
 
    “Yes,” Hammond said after mulling it over for a moment. “Our marriage does feel like that on occasion. I thought it was just the age difference—which, let’s face it, does cause problems here and there. I’m glad to know it’s simply a law of the universe. Takes a load off my mind. After all, nothing we can do about that. Like gravity.” 
 
    “Exactly like that. We can fight it all we want. Eventually we give in, or else the strain will tear us in half.” 
 
    “Wow,” Darian said. He, too, had drained his wine, and probably too fast, since he was already feeling its effects. His eyelids drooped, so he shook his head to clear it. “That’s a lot to think about, and here we are just hours away from receiving our first guests. I need to go back to my cabin and rewrite my opening lecture—you’ve given me so much to think about, Kaz.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Kaz gave a curt nod of satisfaction. “I really do wish you well with your partner, Darian. You, too, of course, Prescott. I do believe if our connections are strong, confronting the truth can only make them stronger. If they are not, well…” He lifted his hands again, this time to mimic an explosion. “As Darian said before…annihilation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at the cabin, Darian told Argo about Kaz’s theory of relationships being like matter and anti-matter.  
 
    “He says every relationship tears us apart even while it’s nurturing us. Not like symbiosis, but more like a parasitic infection, I guess.” 
 
    “You academic types make everything so difficult,” Argo said, only half kidding. He was stretched out on the sofa, having unpacked all their luggage and made the place look as much like home as he could manage.  
 
    “Just because it’s a difficult concept doesn’t mean it’s not true. What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m a cop. I deal in practicalities. Who did what and what we need to do to prove it. Evidence. No woo-woo and no New Age touchy feelies involved. I mean, if you’re into abstracts, fine, but my mind doesn’t seem to work that way. I’m not going to change, writer’s retreat or no. Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t want you to change. I didn’t say I necessarily agreed with him. But he’s right about conflict inspiring art.” 
 
    “Good thing, because it sounds like we have plenty of that to go around this week. Most of the guys aren’t even here yet.” 
 
    “Which reminds me. When’s Lanislaw arriving? Has he texted you?” 
 
    “He’s flying into Boston first thing tomorrow. Renting a car. Says he’ll be here in time for Hammond’s opening lecture.” 
 
    “Hope he brought warmer clothes than what he’s used to wearing,” Darian couldn’t resist commenting. “Summer in the Northeast isn’t like summer in Florida. I found out the hard way, and I suspect he will, too.” 
 
    “He’ll probably find it a relief.” Argo fanned himself at the memory of Florida’s humidity, which he hadn’t liked at all—not that Darian minded his discomfort in the least. Thanks to the tropical climate, he hadn’t been in any hurry to accept Lanislaw’s offer of employment. 
 
    “Don’t be too sure. He’ll probably imagine he’s freezing at night, like I did at first.”  
 
    “Well, if he has a rental car, he can drive to the nearest trading post and barter for some flannel pajamas.” 
 
    “Maybe my moms loaned him their northeast survival-gear catalogue. If so, he’s likely to show up wearing snowshoes.” Darian tried not to smile too broadly. He liked the idea of Lanislaw, who had a gorgeous build, staying bundled up. No skimpy bathing thongs or crop tops around here, or the deep-woods bugs would chow down on his bare skin. He might even need a cap to cover up that frosted hair of his.  
 
    Argo laughed at the image. “Good thing we don’t have to worry about how cold it will get here at night.” He reached out and squeezed Darian’s fingers. “At least, I’m not dreading that part at all.” 
 
    “Me either.”  
 
    Yep, Darian thought as Argo pulled him down onto the couch, this was going to be a pleasant week, all right, no matter how lousy the writing or how demanding the guests turned out to be.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, when the sun was at its hottest, the two of them headed for the small lake at the edge of the campground. There, Argo stripped down to the swimsuit he’d worn under his jeans and swam out to the middle and back. Meanwhile, Darian spread out one of the towels they’d brought and jotted some ideas about his upcoming lecture in a spiral-bound notebook. He’d felt confident about his content until Kaz’s discourse on existential matters and the innate inferiority of high-school teaching experience. Hopefully he could come up with a few advanced philosophical angles of his own to include. It had been years since he’d taken a course on metacognition, though. 
 
    “You’re overthinking this,” Argo said when he emerged from the water, dripping and gorgeous. He draped the second towel around his muscular shoulders. “I’m sure the audience will be fine with anything you want to talk to them about. They’d probably find all those nine-dollar words confusing and boring, anyway. Think about it. Are you pitching your lessons to them, or to Kaz?” 
 
    “Both, in a way,” Darian admitted. “And Hammond, too. I don’t want to look like some underqualified guy who got hired only because Hammond hung out with my mom at an academic conference years ago.” 
 
    “You don’t need to prove yourself to them,” Argo said, scowling. “I wish you had more confidence, Darian. You always assume the worst is going to happen.” 
 
    “Only because it usually does,” Darian tried to joke, but Argo had a point. Whether the subject was lecturing about writing or moving in together, his first assumption was that his own incompetence would screw things up in some way. He closed the notebook with a slap. “You know, you’re right. I’m not going to change a thing. I’ll run my workshops just the way I’d planned to. Kaz can complain about my lack of epistemological sophistication all he likes.” 
 
    Argo looked momentarily puzzled. “That’s the spirit.” He tilted his head toward the lake. “Sure you don’t want to change your mind and take a dip?” 
 
    “No thanks. I’m much happier on dry land. That water looks dark, deep, and chilly enough to turn me blue.” 
 
    “You’d feel the shock for a moment, but in this heat it won’t hurt at all. It’ll invigorate you.” Argo stretched out on his towel, extending his bare legs and flexing his toes. “After a few minutes, you’ll be at the perfect temperature. It feels great to get the sun on my skin again. That’s the worst part about winter. All those layers of clothes.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about winter without them,” Darian said. “Or even summer, for that matter. Sorry I’m not more of an outdoorsy type. I figure mankind moved out of caves and trees for a good reason. Keeps your books dry and clean, for one thing.” 
 
    “I see I’m fighting a losing battle here.” Argo laughed. “Okay, a week-long camping excursion is out. Duly noted.” He tapped his forehead. 
 
    On their way back to their cabin, they noticed Cole and Hammond’s sliding glass door standing halfway open. Raised voices came through the gap.  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation again,” Cole was shouting. “I only agreed to come to this godforsaken hellhole because you promised to make some time for me while we were here!” 
 
    “I spend all my time with you now,” Hammond said. “Too much, in fact. I haven’t written anything substantial in months!” 
 
    “This was supposed to be a fresh start. Not only for your writing career, but for us.”  
 
    “Cole, give it a rest. I know things have been a little rocky, but I need to give the participants their money’s worth this week. They’re not just random writers, you know. They’re my fans. Not to mention my future readers when my new book comes out.”  
 
    “Calling them writers is a stretch. You know as well as I do that nothing most of them write will ever get published. They’re coming here for the hookups and nothing more.” 
 
    “How did you get so cynical at such a young age?” 
 
    Cole laughed harshly. “Don’t forget, darling. I learned from the best.”  
 
    From inside, they heard a door slam.  
 
    “Another drawback to roughing it,” Argo said. “Good luck getting away from your partner if he drives you nuts up here, unless you literally decide to run for the hills.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Darian said. 
 
    Within an hour, a knock sounded on their cabin door. Darian opened it to find a surly-looking Greg Hodge bearing a foil-covered baking dish. 
 
    “No dinner at the lodge tonight,” he said. “Too busy getting ready for the guests. Aubrey says to heat this up yourself. Paper plates and plastic forks are in the cupboard.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Darian said, but Greg turned and stomped away while he was still opening his mouth. Argo came up behind him and gazed down at the covered dish. 
 
    “So either Cole and Hammond are still arguing too much to keep up the pretense through dinner, or they’ve made up and sneaked away to celebrate. Either way, a quiet dinner on our own sounds perfect to me. Is that chicken or tuna casserole?” 
 
    Darian lifted one corner of the foil. “Tuna. With crumbled corn chip topping.” 
 
    “Excellent! The perfect end to our first day here.” Argo rubbed his hands in anticipation. “Who knows? If things keep going this well, I might be inspired to write a poem or two before we leave.” 
 
    Darian was less enthusiastic about the meal, but Argo’s contentment made him content, too. And he was not at all opposed to the two of them staying inside for the evening. Things would get busy the following day when the rest of the guests—including Lanislaw—showed up. 
 
    He was also beginning to understand why Aubrey found Cole, and perhaps Hammond, a drain on his patience.  
 
    “I’ll get the plates,” he offered, handing Argo the casserole.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Darian showered and pulled on his sweats, kissed Argo goodbye, and headed out for a brisk run. He warmed up on the grass outside their cabin’s sliding glass doors and then jogged up the path to the lake. As he got closer, he saw a lovely bluish-white mist hanging over the water. The surface lay was still and glassy, nowhere near as gray and threatening as it looked when Argo had dived into it. Only some shrill birdcalls and the steady drone of insects disturbed the silence. 
 
    A few more strides took him past the site where he and Argo had stretched out the afternoon before. When he glanced over, though, his steps slowed and his jaw fell in shock. Two men, both entirely naked, had set up a blanket of their own in the exact same spot and were leaning toward one another, speaking in hushed tones. Though their bare backs were toward Darian, he recognized one of them as Kaz. The other was Cole. 
 
    While he gaped at them, his left foot struck rock, and he stumbled forward with a grunt. Cole and Kaz turned toward him. Neither seemed the slightest bit embarrassed at being discovered. 
 
    Cole lifted one hand in a friendly wave. “Darian! Hello! You’re out early.” 
 
    “Enjoying this beautiful scenery, just like we are,” Kaz added. “Wonderful, isn’t it? Seems all three of us had the same idea.” He gestured toward two neat piles of folded clothes at the corner of the blanket. “Swimming, I meant,” he clarified when Darian blanched. 
 
    Darian had no idea what to say. He actually looked down at himself to make sure he was clothed and wasn’t dreaming. 
 
    “Come on down!” Kaz patted an empty spot beside him. “Rest for a minute! The trail won’t disappear.” 
 
    Too dazed to summon an adequate excuse, Darian trotted toward them, though he remained standing. Neither of them made any effort to cover themselves. He couldn’t help blushing as he noticed how perfect their bodies looked, and how attractive they seemed side by side. It was like he’d stumbled into a photo shoot for a gentlemen’s skin magazine. Only there was no camera crew to signal a professional arrangement rather than a personal—and unmistakably clandestine—rendezvous. 
 
    “Where’s the old ball and chain?” Cole inquired. Darian wanted to ask him the same thing. 
 
    “Still asleep,” he replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “We had a good time out here yesterday, so I thought I’d retrace my route.” He blushed when they smirked at one another. “I didn’t mean it like that. We walked down from our cabin and Argo jumped in and swam around for a while. I stayed on the shore, writing.” 
 
    “We weren’t judging,” Cole said. “Far from it. Make the most of this getaway, I say.” 
 
    Finally Darian did pose the obvious question. “Where’s Prescott?” 
 
    “Alas, my dear husband’s not a morning person. I left him passed out under the covers. He had a few glasses of wine last night. Tall glasses, if you catch my drift.” Cole winced. “Not that I blame him, since I know he’s under a great deal of stress. A lot is riding on this big comeback of his. All these people coming to hear him speak, hoping he can teach them about writing. With your help, of course. Thanks again for taking on the job. He’d be freaking out even worse without you two.” 
 
    “He’ll be okay.” Kaz clasped both his hands around one raised knee. Darian averted his eyes as discreetly as he could. “Once he steps up to the podium and looks down at the crowd, it’ll all come flooding back to him. Like riding a bike.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Cole forced a smile. “Though I have to admit, whenever he gets on a bike, he tips over like a statue in an earthquake. Darian, want to take the plunge with us? You know, get in the lake.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so. I really just planned to run a couple of miles. I’ve been out of practice lately. Too much going on, with the end of the school term and moving into Argo’s house and all.”  
 
    “Why not do both? When was the last time you skinny dipped?” Kaz asked. 
 
    “When I was twelve,” Darian said. “But the water and the air are a lot warmer in Florida. Besides, I’m not a strong swimmer. It might not be safe.” 
 
    “We’ll buoy you up.” Cole laughed at Darian’s panic. “No pressure, no worries!” 
 
    “Sorry.” Darian started to jog in place. “I’d better finish my run now. Don’t want to cool down completely or my muscles will cramp up.” 
 
    “Have fun.” Cole waved him off. The two immediately turned back to one another and resumed their conversation as Darian thudded back toward the dirt trail, moving at a faster pace than he normally kept. 
 
    He told Argo, who was up and making coffee in the kitchenette when he got back to the cabin, about the uncomfortable scene.  
 
    “They claimed to be swimming, or rather skinny dipping, but their hair wasn’t wet at all.”  
 
    “So they were getting their courage up before they dove in. Don’t be so judgmental, Darian.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Darian said, offended. “I was shocked by Cole sneaking off behind Hammond’s back. So much for the newlywed bliss Hammond bragged about.” 
 
    “It could have been entirely innocent. So what if it wasn’t? Their relationship’s not our business.” 
 
    “So you wouldn’t mind if I snuck off to the woods and stretched out naked on a blanket with another guy?” 
 
    “First of all, I’d trust you. Just because you’ve unsheathed the sword doesn’t mean you need to wield it. Listen, Darian. There’s an age difference between Hammond and Cole. Clearly they have a few issues stemming from that, among other matters. We don’t know if they made an arrangement of some kind. In the end, you didn’t catch Cole doing anything beyond some platonic sunbathing.”  
 
    “I agree it’s not my place to say anything. I just think there’s some kind of an imbalance in their marriage that could affect the workshop. You must sense it, too.”  
 
    Argo poured out coffee for both of them. “Let it go for now,” he advised. “If a problem arises, we’ll deal with them later. As soon as you’ve showered and changed, we can go up to the lodge for breakfast. The first guests should be arriving any minute now. I figure you should meet as many of them as you can before your first lecture. Then you’ll be less intimidated.” 
 
    Darian appreciated Argo’s concern for his emotional and professional well-being. He knew Lanislaw wouldn’t be around until later, so that wasn’t the reason for Argo’s eagerness to mingle. Was he just getting into the swing of things? Possibly he was even serious about wanting to try his hand at writing a poem. The prospect got Darian looking forward to the day’s events, too. 
 
    On their way to the lodge, they passed a double-doored storage shed filled with sporting equipment. Someone, presumably Greg Hodge, had propped both doors open, allowing them to glance inside. Most of the items, Darian figured, were remnants of Hidden Pines’ previous incarnation as a boy scout or children’s campground. He spotted, among other implements, a ratty-looking badminton net, some softball bats and gloves, and four canvas archery targets. A line of bows and vintage leather quivers of arrows stood beside them. The tips of the arrows looked sharp and metallic, relics from a time when parents still blithely allowed their kids to play with dangerous or even deadly toys. Times had certainly changed. In fact, he doubted his moms would have permitted him to indulge in target practice even in his late twenties.  
 
    Next, they found Hammond by himself, eating waffles at a picnic table near the unfinished hot tub. He seemed a bit worse for wear. Cole had likely been telling the truth about his late night bender. He had a bag next to his chair with a laptop and some books and writing pads stuffed into it. Darian also noticed the neck of a bottle sticking out. The faint smell of whiskey hovered around the table, though all he had in front of him was a white ceramic coffee mug imprinted with the name of the campground. 
 
    “Mind if we join you?” Argo asked. 
 
    “Please do.” Hammond waved a hand over the table. “I’m not at my best yet this morning. Working on it, though.” He indicated his coffee cup. Darian realized that was where the telltale scent was wafting from. An old trick of alcoholics, he knew. So much for Aubrey’s rule banning alcohol in the campground’s common areas. 
 
    “Argo and I just came down to see if any of the guests had arrived yet,” he said. “Is Cole with you?” Darian ignored Argo’s pointed glance. 
 
    “My dear husband went out for a walk. He’s into fitness and body sculpting, as the young ones often are. He’s after me to join a gym. We even went to one once—some sort of guest pass. Spent the bulk of my time at the counter drinking some wretched juice concoction. I have to say, all those stripped-down, sweaty bodies reminded me of the good old days, when you could still go to bars and enjoy the scenery. And I most assuredly don’t mean the potted palms and picture windows.” He winked. 
 
    “We understand,” Argo said, amused or at least convincingly feigning amusement.  
 
    “You boys weren’t even born when those places were a thing. I feel sorry for you in some ways. You never knew the sheer intoxication of that era. The world was new for us. We owned it. Or we thought we did.” Hammond scowled. “Then it all came crashing down.”  
 
    “Gyms sort of took over the role that dance clubs and bathhouses played before the early eighties,” Darian said. “Or at least that’s what some gay historians think.” 
 
    “I guess the guys are fit and healthy, and that’s not altogether a bad thing. I spent a full day there while Cole showed me all the machines and the yoga classes and whatnot. I can’t deny that he almost persuaded me. Then he said that if I joined, I’d be expected to drape myself over one of those outrageous metal contraptions that was probably inspired by a medieval torture device. So now I let him go alone. It’s good if a couple doesn’t have too many overlapping interests and routines, right? Have to find something to discuss in the evening. If you’ve been to all the same places, you just start watching TV and munching on high-carb snacks. Recipe for disaster, to my way of thinking. Literally.”  
 
    “Darian and I definitely make a habit to tell each other about our days at work. It makes for some lively exchanges.” 
 
    “Hmph. I’ll bet it does. Though teaching a bunch of rich, bratty kids can’t be the most scintillating subject for conversation. Not much more exciting than a plagiarized essay or an injury on the soccer field to talk about, is there?” 
 
    Darian smiled. “Oh, we have our moments at Birchwood.”  
 
    Hammond didn’t seem to be listening. He picked up his mug and peered into it. “Well, guess I’ll go back inside for a refill. See you boys a bit later, when the party really starts.” Hoisting his bag onto his shoulder, he tottered off toward the lodge’s main entrance. 
 
    “Shame, isn’t it?” Darian shook his head. “That amazing legacy, all that potential. Like you said, though, it’s not for us to judge.” 
 
    Just then he saw Cole and Kaz, thankfully clothed now, emerge from the woods at the far end of the clearing. Both wore goofy smiles, but at least their hair was wet this time. Either they’d really gone swimming or they’d realized they had to make it look that way. Darian said nothing, though he knew Argo watching them too. Again he reminded himself that it wasn’t their concern. Instead, by mutual unspoken agreement, they followed Hammond into the lodge in search of waffles.  
 
    Within the hour, as predicted, the aspiring writers started to arrive both singly and in pairs. Some opted to enjoy Aubrey’s breakfast spread before checking into their cabins. Suitcases began to line the walls in the function room, where Greg Hodge and Aubrey had finally finished setting up tables along with a buffet and coffee urn. Hammond seemed to have vanished after refilling his coffee mug, which Darian didn’t find terribly surprising, but Cole filled in for his husband by helping Darian and Kaz greet the new arrivals as they came. Darian found it hard to remember their names, but he did register the fact that most were from the Northeast, though some participants had come from Colorado and one middle-aged couple was from Minnesota. Darian recognized them as the pair he and Argo had seen in the convenience store downtown. He wasn’t sure he should bring up the unpleasant scene, but Argo beat him to it. Raymond and Terry shook their heads in unison. 
 
    “Yes, I must say we were a bit disheartened by the behavior we witnessed at the store. Still, we’ve reached a place in our lives where it’s easier to pity such narrow-mindedness rather than engage with it. We just drove on and decided to sightsee a bit before we checked in. Thankfully, we found some other small towns up the road that were much friendlier and just as picturesque.” 
 
    Darian saw Argo’s jaw stiffen. Even if Raymond and Terry were willing to let the incident go, he knew, Argo had no intention of doing so. He expected to hear much more later. 
 
    Cole approached them with his hand out. Darian had seen him making the rounds, and now apparently it was their turn. “Hello and welcome! Are you two fans of my husband’s novel?” he asked everyone as soon as he’d introduced himself. Raymond seemed especially keen to answer. 
 
    “Definitely! I’ve read it more times than I can even count. That book occupies a special niche in my heart. It helped me come out when I was young, you see. It even inspired me to try my own hand at writing.” 
 
    “So many people say that to Hammy.” Cole gave a theatrical sigh. “It’s a burden he struggles to live up to.” 
 
    “Some people think the book is autobiographical,” Terry piped up. “Are you in it?” 
 
    “Me? Are you nuts? Look at me. I’m not old enough to be in it. I met Hammy much later, after he was already famous. Obviously that’s what attracted me to him.”  
 
    The group laughed, but Darian wasn’t sure Cole was joking. 
 
    “What sort of stories did Highway to Him inspire you to write?” Darian asked. 
 
    The two Minnesotans exchanged indulgent smiles. “Raymond and I love science fiction,” Terry said, “but sadly the engineering and science stuff hangs us up. Neither of us has much experience with that, though we enjoy a lot of those ancient alien shows on cable. So instead we decided to try high fantasy. You know, elves and trolls hooking up with wizards and ogres. Much less research involved.” 
 
    Raymond bobbed his head vigorously. “It’s not as different as you might imagine. Even magical creatures deserve their own coming-out story, don’t you think?” 
 
    “We’ve been working on our book for years. Somehow, we can never seem to get past the middle chapters. We’re hoping this workshop will finally push us over the hump.” 
 
    “What do you two do for a living when you’re not writing?” Argo asked.  
 
    “I work in insurance,” Raymond said. “It’s dull, sure, but it will pay the bills until we make it big. Terry is a clerk in city hall. He gives out permits and dog licenses, that kind of thing.”  
 
    “I can see how those boring jobs would inspire flights of fancy,” Cole said. “You must need an escape hatch from a life like that.”  
 
    Darian winced, but neither of the guys took offense. Perhaps they agreed with him.  
 
    After Raymond and Terry moved on, a broad-shouldered guy with spiky dark hair, who appeared to be in his early forties, physically wedged himself into their conversational circle.  
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” he said, holding his hand out to Darian. “I’m Marc Fresno, from New Jersey. You’re one of the teachers on this junket, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Darian said, shaking Marc’s hand and trying not to cringe in pain. The man’s grip was strong and decisive, almost too much so. “Though I understand they prefer to call us moderators or mentors.” 
 
    Marc rolled his eyes. “Probably think they can charge more if they use fancier words. I get it, believe me. If not for the miracle of capitalism, we wouldn’t have books at all. It’s all about balance sheets, not art, these days.” 
 
    “The cost of the retreat reflects the instruction you’ll be getting from an established, world-renowned author,” Cole informed him testily.  
 
    “Yeah, well, who better to understand the power of turning a profit?” Marc shot back. “It’s okay, though. I suspect everyone here secretly hopes they’ll write some bestseller that will make them millions, even if they don’t want to admit it. Then they can earn the same amount as Prescott Hammond.” 
 
    Darian decided to change the course of the conversation. “What are you planning to write about while you’re here, Marc?”  
 
    Marc snorted with laughter. “What do you think? The only thing that brings in the coin these days. Erotica. Raunchy, no holds barred, the kind that gets banned and makes the author a fortune overnight even if he can’t poke his way out of a wet paper bag with a fountain pen.” 
 
    “I suspect we do have a few writers here who would fit that description,” Cole remarked. 
 
    “I probably do, but that doesn’t bother me one bit,” Marc admitted. “Who cares about graceful prose and elegant metaphor in today’s publishing world? It’s about marketing yourself, plain and simple. Master that and you can outsell Hemingway—or Prescott Hammond, for that matter.” 
 
    Much to Darian’s relief, Marc Fresno quickly moved on in search of breakfast, and Cole decided to go and search for Hammond. Darian scanned the room for Kaz, who also seemed to have drifted away in the growing crowd of newcomers. Instead, his gaze lighted on another familiar figure entering the room. 
 
    Stuart Lanislaw was overdressed in a red and black flannel shirt, stiff black jeans, and brand new tan hiking boots. He stood in the doorway, surveying the bustling scene in front of him.  
 
    “Get a load of his outfit,” Darian remarked to Argo, who spotted Lanislaw too and raised a hand to signal to him. “I think I was right about the outerwear catalog. Everything he’s wearing just came out of the wrapper, guaranteed.” 
 
    “At least he won’t be cold,” Argo said, grinning. “Though with this many guys running loose in the woods, and plenty of them single, I can’t imagine there will be any shortage of heat, even when the sun goes down.” 
 
    Darian had to agree. He hoped Argo didn’t have any ideas about joining Lanislaw in any nature-loving free-for-all. He intended to keep their cabin cozy and their week here temptation-free. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    They crossed the room toward Lanislaw together. Darian still saw no sign of Cole, Hammond, or Kaz. He couldn’t suppress a nagging suspicion the three of them were off somewhere discussing the morning swim.  
 
    He was about to greet Lanislaw when Aubrey emerged from the group milling around the buffet table and beat him to it. He seemed especially eager to greet Lanislaw, though Darian didn’t find that surprising. With his frosted hair and effortless air of confidence, Lanislaw made an impression in any room he entered. Aubrey had touted the benefits of being single. Presumably getting first crack at the most attractive participants was one of them. 
 
    “Welcome to the Midsummer Gay Writers’ Retreat,” Aubrey said, pumping Lanislaw’s hand. “I’m Aubrey Morris, the owner of Hidden Pines. I take it you had no trouble finding the place? We’re a little out of the way.” 
 
    “Great to meet you,” Lanislaw said. “Nope, no trouble at all. It’s been a long day, though. It was still dark when my flight took off from Florida. Then a few more hours in a rental car. Tiring to say the least.” 
 
    “But you made it, and that’s the important thing. Do you need help with your bags?” 
 
    “Nope. Your handyman is taking them directly from my trunk to my cabin. I’m Stuart, by the way. I’m really looking forward to this week. Hope to learn a lot.” 
 
    “Are you a professional writer?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “Probably not the kind you’re thinking of. I’ve worked as a technical scribe for years, but now I want to branch out and be creative. Proofreading computer manuals get boring after a while.” 
 
    Darian and Argo exchanged startled glances. So Lanislaw was using a false identity? That sure put a new wrinkle on his presence, though it explained plenty as far as Darian was concerned. From the beginning, he’d doubted Lanislaw was here to pen a book about his most exciting cases. That brought up another question, though—since Lanislaw had heard about the retreat from his moms, what was their involvement in his little ruse? 
 
    When Aubrey noticed him and Argo hovering nearby, he patted Lanislaw on the shoulder and motioned the two of them closer. “Here’s someone you two will want to meet. Stuart, here, sounds like he’s on the verge of making a career change. Darian’s one of our mentors, and he’ll be more than happy to assist you along your journey.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to work with you. Darian, is it? I’m Stuart.” Lanislaw proved a convincing actor. Darian suspected this wasn’t his first undercover gig.  
 
    Aubrey’s mood darkened as he scanned the increasingly crowded room. “I don’t suppose either of you have seen Hammond recently?” he asked Darian and Argo. “He’s supposed to say a few words to kick things off. I was hoping to track him down and prep him a little beforehand.” 
 
    “Sorry. Last time we saw him, he was on his way here,” Argo said. 
 
    “Well, guess I’d better form a search party of one. Don’t wander too far, any of you. I’ll drag him back in time for the Q and A. Hope to see you there, Stuart.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Lanislaw said, beaming. Nodding, and clearly wishing he could stick around and continue their conversation, Aubrey slipped away and left the three of them alone. 
 
    “Computer manuals? Really?” Darian asked Lanislaw. 
 
    “It was the dullest kind of writing I could think of. Figured no one would ply me for details that way. Let’s not talk in here. As far as anyone knows, the two of you just met me for the first time, right?” 
 
    “We haven’t mentioned you to anyone, no,” Argo said. “You could have warned us, though. Is there something we should know about?” 
 
    “No,” Lanislaw said in a way that didn’t convince Darian, and Argo’s face suggested he didn’t buy it, either. “I just wanted to make a fresh start once I got here. No baggage, no preconceptions from the rest of the workshop participants. This week, I’m Stuart the tech writer, stretching his fiction-writing wings.” His steady gaze supplied the unspoken part—that he trusted Darian and Argo not to contradict his story. “In fact, I think I’ll go and unpack before Hammond’s speech.” He fluttered the front of his checked shirt. “Need to change into short sleeves, for starters. It’s warmer here than I expected.” 
 
    Argo played along. “Sure thing. Good luck with your book.”  
 
    “Thanks. We’ll talk later, I’m sure.” 
 
    “You can count on that,” Argo said as Lanislaw strolled away. 
 
    Darian glanced around to make sure they wouldn’t be overheard. “I knew he had an ulterior motive for inviting us here. The question is, what?” 
 
    Argo thought it over, his expression stony. Was he disappointed in Lanislaw, or by the prospect that, once again, their time away from the pressures of his job would likely turn out to be less than relaxing? “If I had to speculate, I’d say he’s investigating one of his fellow aspiring writers. So I want to know which guy. We’ve got quite a few prospects to choose from.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Darian agreed. The room was even more populated now. He counted about thirty participants milling around, though he still saw no sign of the missing organizers. His best guess was that Cole and Kaz were trying to sober Hammond up in private, at least to the extent that he could deliver his opening remarks. Aubrey would most likely not be pleased when he did locate them. 
 
    Just then, three of the four unexpectedly returned, with Cole the only missing member of the group. Aubrey strode over to a podium with a microphone he’d set up near the entrance, beside a long table with four chairs. Darian wondered if one of them was for Aubrey himself.  
 
    He clapped his hands into the sound system, creating a thunderclap that hushed everyone at once. “Gentlemen, your attention please. If you’d like to grab a seat, I’m about to introduce our featured author, who will share some thrilling never-before-heard details of his writing journey with us and hopefully get you started on your own.”  
 
    “I’m going to sit at the back,” Argo said as the rest of the participants shifted around the room, grabbing folding chairs and arranging them in rows. He vanished into the crowd as everyone was taking their seats. Darian wished they could watch the speech together, but he knew Argo preferred to hover on the fringes of any group, observing the people, alert for any hint of trouble. Besides, Hammond indicated he and Kaz should flank him at the table up front. Like a king with his two advisors in the throne room, Darian thought wryly.  
 
    Aubrey gave everyone a few minutes to settle in. Then he tapped the microphone, making it thump and squeal until the audience again fell silent. He introduced Hammond with some generic phrases referencing his skill and cult status as a gay author. Darian got the sense he had practiced and honed it, most likely with Hammond’s help. “You might be surprised how rarely popularity and quality show up together in the literary world,” he quipped. “But we can all agree that what we have here is a very special author who will lead you all to creating some very special projects this week. Gentlemen, I’m thrilled to introduce Prescott Hammond as our lead speaker and moderator.” 
 
    Happy applause erupted as Hammond stepped up with what struck Darian as disingenuous humility. Immediately he chided himself for the unkind thought. A certain level of theatricality was always part of these sorts of events, after all. The participants expected it. They wanted to bask in the mystique of a successful author’s life…or at least what they imagined that would be like. Accuracy wasn’t the point. 
 
    Hammond opened with the usual tale of how he got started writing. “It wasn’t so much a desire to make a lot of money with my novels, but just to tell stories I thought would give guys like me—like all of us—hope and entertainment. Show them real love is possible. It wasn’t really a given in my day. You’d see a couple now and then who’d been together a long time. They had to hide their passion in their younger years, and sometimes it took a toll. Times were tough, and we were afraid. Thankfully, some found the courage to press on.” 
 
    The writers clapped again. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. Fear or not, we enjoyed hookups, and lots of ’em. With all that disco music thumping, and everyone bumping and grinding to the beat of the Village People, how could it be otherwise? Then things changed again. A shadow fell over our community. A new kind of fear spread—not of being found out when we did come together, but of losing each other. And we did. In droves. Once that happened, I knew more than ever that I wanted to tell a story that would celebrate what it was like to find each other, to love each other—to overcome all the odds and find one person to make each of us whole. I’m happy to say the world was receptive to my message. Well, the people who counted, anyway. That includes all of you.” 
 
    More applause, even louder. 
 
    “I’m sure the workshop participants are eager to ask questions,” Aubrey said, briefly returning to the podium. “Before we begin, a few ground rules. No inquiring about real people or anything too personal. Focus on the book and Mr. Hammond’s writing process. That’s what we’re here to discuss, right?”  
 
    Hands shot up all around the room. Hammond chose which ones to call on, apparently at random. 
 
    The first inquiry was perhaps the most predictable. “Was it hard to find a publisher? I mean, the style was a little out of the mainstream back then, to say the least.”  
 
    “Surprisingly, no. The first thing I did when I finished was look up a couple of agents in a directory I found in a public library. Both of them had ties to our community and were open to the subject matter. The first guy I sent my manuscript to didn’t respond, but the second one took me on right away. Believe it or not, he saw no problem with the theme, either. I was almost disappointed. I worried it was too tame.” 
 
    The audience laughed in appreciation. He was being disingenuous, Darian knew. His mom, Ange, had told him that Hammond had cultivated several prominent gay writers when he’d started out. One of them had suggested the agent who eventually took him on. Darian wondered if there really had been a first contact who had never answered. Again, the dramatizations and omissions made sense from a public relations standpoint.  
 
    “The truth is, controversy equals sales, and that’s the bottom line when it comes to writing professionally. Turns out enough people misunderstood or misconstrued the meaning of the title that I got banned from a few libraries and churches. That alone ensured my sales started strong and stayed that way. You can’t buy such effective advertising!” 
 
    Someone in the center row whistled. Hammond smiled and blushed, clearly pleased. 
 
    “Of course, it’s a lot harder to shock people now than it was back in the early 1990s. What would have raised hackles back then barely creates a ripple in this age of digital freedom. Heck, surfing the internet can bring up stuff I couldn’t have imagined in my swinging days. There are even pictures!” He feigned bugging his eyes out. “Still, be provocative if that’s your thing. Just don’t force it in hopes of shocking people. Phoniness can backfire. You have to stay true to your vision. Don’t worry what anyone else thinks, either for good or for bad.” 
 
    “Next question,” prompted Aubrey. He pointed at Raymond and Terry, who sat holding hands and staring, apparently enraptured by the lecture.  
 
    “We wondered how long it took you to write Highway to Him. Not the actual typing, but from the original idea all the way through mailing out the final draft, which you just mentioned.” 
 
    “It’s tricky to answer that. I could say it took a lifetime, considering how the inspiration built over the course of my formative years. You see, to me the writing process isn’t just sitting down and pouring out a bunch of words. I’m sure all of you who have tried it will agree that experience has to percolate for a long time before you’re ready to express what you’ve learned. First, you need to put yourself out in the world. You have to let your heart get stomped on and you have to let it heal again. Maybe someone will help you with that process. Or maybe you wipe off the dust or blood and try again. Then, one day, you figure the time to tell others has arrived. That’s when you start. Oddly, for me, that part went fast. I completed the first draft in about six months. Did some polishing and sent it off. I’d say it took about a year altogether. But it never seemed like work. Storytelling came as naturally to me as breathing…or doing other things described in detail in the book.”  
 
    More laughter. “Dramatic reading!” someone suggested. 
 
    Hammond chuckled. “Some types of books are best enjoyed in the privacy of one’s own bedroom, right? Bottom line, you can’t rush it. Let it flow. Some tales come out fast, some slow. As a writer, you have to pace yourself in whatever way feels right. I can guarantee every last one of you has as much control over the process as I did back then—probably more, because I had none. And you’ll benefit from more instruction than I ever had, since you have Darian and Kaz to guide you.” 
 
    He glanced at the two of them as though he wanted them to reinforce his words. Kaz had been shifting uncomfortably during Hammond’s speech, clearly wanting to add his own information. Now he seized the chance. He raced to the podium and leaned past Hammond. 
 
    “I’ve been writing for a long time, too. I’ve taken and taught dozens of classes and studied with a lot of master poets at some of the best colleges and universities in the country. I also want to say that—” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have time for an academic sermon,” Hammond cut him off. “This session, not to mention this entire week, is about Highway to Him, not the challenges of modern poetry. Though I’m sure it’s just as hard to cough up ten meaningful lines as it is to write a 350-page bestseller, right?” 
 
    Though the audience didn’t seem to notice, Kaz tensed, clearly furious with Hammond. Darian was a bit shocked, too. He had a feeling that little exchange would inspire some further discussion later. Kaz was not the type to let a public insult go, he suspected. In this case, he would be justified not to. Darian couldn’t imagine himself undermining a fellow instructor’s authority in front of a roomful of students, or mentees, or whatever they were supposed to call the aspiring writers.  
 
    Hammond shifted his attention from Kaz, and Darian realized it was his turn to speak. He kept his remarks brief and kept the focus on Hammond, as was apparently expected. 
 
    “Confidence is the key,” he said, keeping his voice neutral while he flashed Kaz a sympathetic look. “Surround yourself with people who believe in you. Anyone who doesn’t, keep them at arm’s length and don’t discuss your work with them. They’ll only shoot you down, and who needs that? Maintain faith in your work and persevere, and you can’t go wrong, whatever happens as far as agents or publishers.”  
 
    Everyone applauded. Darian got the sense they were as eager to move on from the snafu with Kaz as Kaz probably was. Even Hammond nodded with approval at Darian’s generic encouragement. 
 
    A heavyset guy with an impressive handlebar moustache spoke up next. 
 
    “Is Highway to Him based on real life experiences and people? A lot of readers still comment on some of the unsavory people your lead character gets involved with. Would you say you’ve had encounters with people like the ones in the book?” 
 
    “I told you we weren’t going to drift into autobiographical detail.” Hammond’s voice turned cold. “However, since this keeps coming up, let me say for the record that any attempt to connect me to the characters and situations in my book will lead you nowhere. It’s fiction, pure and simple. The emotions are real, of course, but none of the details.” 
 
    He signaled to Aubrey, clearly ready to end the Q and A. 
 
    “One more question!” Marc stood up before either Hammond or Aubrey had chance to clear the room. 
 
    “Yes?” Hammond paused. His wince suggested he’d encountered Marc earlier.  
 
    “What role does your husband play in your writing career? Is it easier or harder to write when you’re in a committed relationship?” 
 
    Hammond tensed up for a moment, but soon relaxed into an easy smile. A dreamy look crept into his eyes. 
 
    “My husband, Cole, is the best inspiration I ever had. Of course it can be a challenge to balance a home life, a marriage, and a writing schedule. As I said before, if you find someone who will support you unconditionally, he can only speed you on your way. Cole is one hundred percent supportive of me—twenty-four seven.” 
 
    Marc wasn’t finished. His fawning smile twisted just enough to turn into a smirk. “Why haven’t you published anything recently, then?” 
 
    “Cole and I have been married less than a year.” Hammond flushed. “It was sudden. I have new works in the pipeline. Never fear. In fact, I should work on them now. Thank you.” 
 
    With that, he turned and left the room, leaving Aubrey to grab the microphone. “This concludes our opening event. No doubt we all enjoyed hearing from our featured author and we all look forward to getting our pens and keyboards out tomorrow. Please, everyone, feel free to go back to your cabins and rest a bit before dinner. I’d like to invite all of you to enjoy a bonfire right after the meal. We won’t serve any alcohol, but there will certainly be flames, fun, and, with any luck, the beginning of some beautiful friendships. See you then.” 
 
    Noise filled the room as the workshop participants got up and began milling around on their way to the door. Near the back row, Argo stood and moved toward Darian, who beckoned him closer. Everyone, it seemed, was on the move except for Darian’s fellow moderator. 
 
    “He’s got some nerve.” Kaz sat, immobile in his seat, seething. Darian assumed he was referring to Hammond and not Aubrey. An invitation to an evening event, after all, hardly rose to the level of outrageous.  
 
    “I’m sure people thought he was kidding around,” Darian said in an attempt to defuse the situation. 
 
    “The joke will be on him if he doesn’t watch his step,” Kaz said. Just as Argo reached the table, he jumped up and stomped out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nervous about tomorrow?” Argo asked as they made their way across the darkening lawn to the bonfire, which Greg Hodge had just finished building. Aubrey provided a pile of old blankets and tarps for the guests to stretch out on. Hodge gave them a sour look, clearly not pleased at their early arrival, but Argo pointedly ignored him and Darian followed his lead.  
 
    “You mean my opening lecture? Nah. Piece of cake.” He watched Argo shake out a blanket and then joined him on it. They curled into one another instinctively and without the slightest awkwardness. Their bodies seemed to fit like puzzle pieces these days, Darian thought happily. At the moment, nothing could dampen his mood…not even the increasing tension he sensed brewing among Hammond, Aubrey, Cole and especially Kaz. At dinner, the four had kept scrupulously separate, with Aubrey taking his food back to his office and Cole and Hammond sitting alone and then heading back to their cabin, presumably for the rest of the evening. Kaz had sat with Darian, Argo, and a few other participants at a corner table, listening politely to the guys at his table but not engaging in conversation himself. Darian suspected he was still angry at the way Hammond insulted him during the Q and A session. 
 
    “The food was good, at least.” Argo patted his stomach contentedly. “Barbecued ribs, chicken, and potato salad? Can’t beat that for a rustic summer meal, even if it did feel like we were back in the high school cafeteria for a while.” 
 
    “Let’s hope everyone calms down and gets too absorbed in writing to keep these petty quarrels going,” Darian said with a sigh. “I guess time will tell. For now, we can kick back and enjoy the bonfire.” 
 
    Soon others straggled over from dinner and joined them. Greg Hodge, grumbling to himself, retreated into the growing darkness while the circle grew. Someone brought marshmallows and long wooden skewers. Many were drinking soda or bottled water—no alcohol, out of deference to Aubrey’s sobriety rule. Though he wouldn’t have said no to a beer, Darian was grateful he wouldn’t need to deal with hung-over writers at the workshop the following day. At one point Lanislaw, of all people, appeared with a guitar and began strumming and singing folk songs. It was like a scene from an old Frankie and Annette beach movie, Darian mused, only with an all-male cast. Lanislaw had even altered his song so the pronouns in it were exclusively masculine.  
 
    Soon quite a crowd had gathered, singing along and chatting. He saw no sign of Hammond, Cole, or Kaz though. Aubrey strolled by a few times, as if to check on things, but didn’t stop to talk to anyone. Still, Darian found it hard to care what any of them were up to when Argo slung an arm over his shoulder and Darian casually reached up and threaded his fingers through his hand. The heat from the fire warmed every bit of him. As fun as this part of the retreat felt, he definitely looked forward to getting back to the cabin later. No sooner had he drifted off in a peaceful reverie when a stocky figure stepped between him and the glow of the flames.  
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” a loud voice boomed. “I’m Marc. Remember?” 
 
    “Yep,” Argo said as Darian wrenched open his eyes. “The aspiring erotica author.” 
 
    Marc chuckled. “So you were paying attention after all.” He turned his head. “You’re Darian, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” A bit resentfully, Darian sat up straighter. “And this is my partner, Argo Sullivan.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Marc. “You guys are cute together. So how’d you meet?” 
 
    “At work.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Marc eyed Argo with a mixture of skepticism and fresh interest. “You’re not a teacher, too? Wait. Let me guess. I can tell you work out a lot. Phys ed? ROTC?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” said Argo. “I couldn’t teach for more than an hour or two without blowing my top. Darian’s the one with all the patience in our household.” 
 
    “Yeah? So were you taking a writing class from him, like we’ll all be doing tomorrow?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Darian said when Marc turned to him instead with a look of expectation. Secretly, he was thrilled Argo used the word household to describe their new arrangement. It sounded so comfortable and normal, but not in a boring way. 
 
    “I’d love to hear it when you have some time.” Marc grinned. “Not now, of course. Later, like over a meal or something.” 
 
    “Collecting material for your book?” Argo asked bluntly His eyes narrowed, and not just because of the heat from the fire.  
 
    “Not necessarily.” Marc shrugged. “I’m sure you know it’s tough out there for us single guys, especially the ones like Darian and me, who are into books and writing and all that introverted jazz. I just figure, if there’s hope for me I’d better get some tips from someone who beat the system, played the market, or however you want to put it.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the book Darian should write, then,” Argo said. 
 
    “Oh, I know some guys would be into me for my looks.” Marc puffed out his broad chest humorously, and Darian noted he was in reasonably good shape, with a smudge of blue-black stubble around his jaw. Attracting suitors shouldn’t have been a problem. “But I want something deeper, you know? Some kind of intellectual as well as physical connection. Unfortunately, I tend to assume the worst about people. They sense it and get turned off.” 
 
    “Hard to believe,” Argo muttered. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder—why is this such a deal breaker for me? I mean, look at Hammond, right? He’s at least as cynical as I am, and he’s a lot older and saggier. How’d he bag a dude like Cole? Wait, don’t say money. I’m not exactly broke, even if I’m not a famous author yet.” 
 
    “Fame,” Darian suggested. “People are drawn to success and celebrities. For some of them, reflected limelight is just as good as the real thing.” 
 
    “Nah, you can’t tell me Cole likes being in that guy’s shadow. I get the sense when I watch them together that some other agenda is in play. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we wouldn’t know,” Argo said. Darian felt his arm go rigid over his shoulders. Their bodies shifted apart when Argo moved. His guard was going up, his cop instincts kicking in. The chitchat seemed innocent enough to Darian, but was he missing something? “We haven’t spent much time with them.” 
 
    Marc laughed and stepped back. The heat from the fire returned to fill the space between them. “Yeah, makes sense. Why would you? You’re all set in that department. Listen, forget I brought it up. Just call me a writer doing research. Like Hammond said, we’ve got to find something new and groundbreaking. Hey, how about a serial killer romance? That would be different, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he disappeared into the darkness. Lanislaw went on playing the guitar. The guys around the flames were talking, singing, and feeding each other marshmallows. Argo leaned back and moved his arm back up Darian’s shoulders. But the talk of serial killers had hit a little too close to home and spoiled the mood.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Darian emerged from the bathroom in his robe, rubbing his hair with a towel, to find Argo already dressed and seated at the dinette. He tapped his fingers on the table in thought. 
 
     “So what was with that guy last night?” Argo asked as Darian dropped into a chair beside him. “The marshmallows weren’t the only thing getting grilled out there.” 
 
    Deciding to play devil’s advocate, Darian shrugged. “Probably just making conversation. Trying to get the most out of the workshop.” 
 
    “By using us as a source of dating tips? Or material for his stories?” Argo scoffed. “Take your pick. One’s as believable as the other.” 
 
    “Is it really so bizarre? You have to admit, we’re a cute couple. I wouldn’t mind one of the writers here basing a novel on our relationship. As long as it wasn’t too racy, I mean. That would be a little weird.” 
 
    “So you bought his spiel about wanting to become a professional writer?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. He could just be dabbling. So what if he is? Plenty of these guys came to this event to try something new. And it’s not hard to imagine they’d want to hook up with someone while they’re here. Why not? It’s the perfect setting. “ 
 
    “I’m glad you said so. Because I’d bet money that guy’s never written a word before he came here. He doesn’t seem anything like the people at your school.” 
 
    “There are different kinds of writers.” Darian’s confident tone faltered.  
 
    “Nope. He was manipulating the direction of our discussion. I know how to do that myself, so I can spot it in someone else. Gotta tell you, he got my hackles up.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Darian did a quick mental replay of their conversation with Marc Fresno at the firepit. Sure, the dude might just be socially awkward, like many other writers both published and aspiring. On the other hand, he agreed with Argo. Marc had attempted to squeeze information out of them. What, he couldn’t imagine. “Could he be a Hammond fanboy, trying to dig up something he can profit on, or post on social media for kicks?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Argo didn’t seem convinced in the slightest. 
 
    “Well, whatever his deal is, as you said in a different context, it’s not for us to pass judgment on. He’s here to learn, and I’m here to teach. I’d like to remind you that you, Arthur Sullivan, are not here in any official capacity at all. You’re here as my plus-one. This time, I’m at work, not you. So I insist you relax. I don’t suppose you started writing that poem you promised me in the car?” 
 
    “I made no such promise.” Argo feigned offense. “Besides, the workshop hasn’t officially begun yet. I need instruction along with inspiration.” 
 
    “It just so happens you’re in luck. Your assigned cabin mate can provide both of those things…simultaneously.” 
 
    Argo brightened. “No embarrassing personal questions required?” 
 
    “Nope.” Darian got up from his chair, moved over one seat, and settled himself on Argo’s lap. “Well, okay. Just one.” 
 
    Argo leaned forward, brushed his lips against Darian’s neck, and started to say “Go for it” when someone banged on their cabin door.  
 
    “Damn,” Argo whispered as they pulled apart, startled. “Is that Marc with another series of questions, this time about our bedroom habits?” 
 
    “No way,” Darian said, though he decided to peer out the window to be sure. He angled his head so he could see who was standing on their porch. He failed to suppress a groan. “Time for the proverbial good news and bad news. It’s not Marc. It’s Lanislaw.” 
 
    “Did he bring the guitar with him?” Argo asked, less irritated by the intrusion than Darian would have liked. 
 
    “No, though it looks like he brought breakfast.” 
 
    “You’re right. That is good news.” As Argo got up to open the door, Darian wondered if he had really misunderstood him or was only pretending to. Lanislaw’s arrival on their doorstep at such an inopportune moment didn’t strike him as worth celebrating. 
 
    Some of Darian’s annoyance faded when Lanislaw held up a cardboard box. It contained three tall take-out coffee cups, complete with lids, a few bananas and oranges, and a heap of fluffy, sugar-glazed pastries. 
 
    “I got to the lodge early and raided the buffet,” Lanislaw explained as he walked in and set the box on the table. “Thought we could eat here and catch up a little. We won’t be able to talk freely once the workshop begins.” 
 
    “Speaking of work, let me get dressed,” Darian said. He hastily retreated to the bedroom, stripped off his robe, and pulled on the clothes he’d set out to wear to his first class. Nothing as formal as he’d wear to teach at Birchwood, but no stretched-out t-shirt with a lame slogan on it, either. He’d opted for a crisply pressed blue polo shirt, tan khakis, and polished brown loafers with tassels. Pausing to examine himself in the mirror, he took pride in the contrast between his outfit and Lanislaw’s ultra-casual rope sandals, acid-washed cutoffs, and salmon Henley. Yet somehow Lanislaw still looked hotter than he did. No one ever said life was fair. 
 
    “Darian and I wondered if you were going to serenade us from the doorstep,” Argo said when Darian returned. Lanislaw had taken the seat he’d vacated, forcing Darian to move one spot over. Darian picked up a Danish and mentally penciled in another jog around the lake to burn off all these calories. 
 
     “That was some impressive plucking last night,” he said. “A singing cop. Who knew?” 
 
    “Ahh, no big deal.” Lanislaw waved a dismissive hand. “It’s been a while since I’ve played for anyone but myself. The guitar is actually Aubrey’s. I spotted it in his office and asked if I could tune it up for him. He keeps an old karaoke machine stashed in the corner, too.” 
 
    Argo groaned. “Great. Another musical blockbuster event to look forward to.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully no one else noticed and it’ll stay hidden until we leave. As for the guitar, my performance was a whim. Just thought it might be fun to relive my own summer camp days from way back when. The setting seemed perfect.” 
 
    “You were pretty good,” Darian admitted grudgingly. 
 
    “Took some lessons when I was a kid. The instructor was cute, and I thought it would make me more popular at parties.” Lanislaw shrugged, but Darian didn’t doubt the strategy had worked to perfection. He’d probably inspired a few new admirers the night before, too. “Anyway, I’m not here to discuss the merits of my acoustic performance. I’m more interested in what you think about this retreat so far—both of you. Interesting group of people, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Very,” Argo agreed. “I have to say, though, they don’t seem like the type of guys you normally hang out with. Darian and I have been wondering what prompted you to enroll in this workshop.” 
 
    “I already told you.” Lanislaw grinned in a way he had to know would fool no one. “I figured Prescott Hammond and Darian would help me polish my memoir. Okay, Kaz too, though poetry’s not exactly my thing.” 
 
    “I didn’t imagine a writing retreat was your thing, either,” Argo said. “Are you sure you came here just to get in touch with your creative side?” 
 
    “Of course I did.” Lanislaw, suddenly evasive, tore a doughnut into quarters.  
 
    “Okay, then. I suppose you’ll tell us when the time is right. I just hope it’s before you land yourself into some kind of trouble, since you’re probably counting on Darian and me to bail you out.” 
 
    “Me? Got that backwards, I think. Or am I misremembering a certain sequence of events at an upscale hotel in Florida?” 
 
    “You might be,” Darian put in, annoyed at Lanislaw’s implication. He and his fellow cops had been all too eager to arrest one or both of his moms for murder until he and Argo had basically stepped in and solved the case for them. “And speaking of Florida, why did you get my moms to recommend me for the position here? Seemed totally random at the time, but then I started thinking it through, and I realized it couldn’t possibly be a coincidence.” 
 
    “Because I thought you’d enjoy it.” 
 
    “Come on, Stuart. Bottom line, there’s some reason you wanted me and Argo here with you. Nothing short of a notarized statement would convince me otherwise.” 
 
    Lanislaw’s confident grin never flickered. “Enough shop talk. How have you two been? How’s the big move going?” 
 
    “Fine,” Argo said. His upper body relaxed, though Darian still saw the wariness in his eyes. He had no doubt Lanislaw saw it, too. “We’re thinning out Darian’s books, much to his displeasure.” 
 
    “I’m not opposed to thinning them out. I just don’t want to discard something and then discover I need it for my next year’s classes. I’d have to order a new copy and pay again.” 
 
    “Trouble is, my shelves will only hold so much. I’ve already installed a whole new set in the study. And they’re still not enough.” 
 
    “Being together is all about compromise.” Lanislaw sounded wistful as he peeled an orange. 
 
    “We’re finding that out,” Darian said. “We can do it, though.” 
 
    They chatted some more about inconsequential things, after which Lanislaw excused himself. He slipped away ahead of them, thinking it best they not be seen in public together. As far as the retreat was concerned, he stressed to them, he was just one of many aspiring writers with no connection to anyone else there. 
 
    “We both know how people are around cops,” he reminded Argo. “They act differently around you. I’m sure you’re not planning to flash your badge around, either.” 
 
    “Correct, but I’m not even here to write anything. I’m strictly a plus-one,” Argo told him, pausing to wink at Darian. “I plan to keep it that way.” 
 
    Frankly, Darian didn’t have any objection to treating Lanislaw as a virtual stranger, and he told Argo so as they walked across the grass to the lodge. “Lanislaw is a slippery eel, isn’t he? I can’t help thinking he’s using my mother’s academic connections for his own nefarious purposes, even if we don’t know what they are yet. I’m not very happy with him at the moment.” 
 
    “If that’s true, and it very well might be, both your moms would understand,” Argo said, though Darian didn’t necessarily believe that. They never hesitated to make their feelings clear about Darian’s involvement in any of Argo’s cases, though in recent months they’d come to admire Argo’s skills as well as his ability to shield Darian from serious bodily harm. “Lanislaw’s definitely hiding something, but we have to trust his motives. Or if not trust, then at least give him the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    As they moved past the rec storage shed, raised voices caught Darian’s attention. Argo noticed, too, and the two of them turned the corner to see what was happening. 
 
    Kaz was standing at the door with a bow in his hand. One of the battered canvas archery targets leaned against his right leg. Greg Hodge stood beside him, fists clenched in fury.  
 
    “You took that without my permission,” Greg shouted. “You have no business going into my shed on your own. Don’t you know this stuff is dangerous?” 
 
    “Not to me,” Kaz snapped. “I was on the archery team at my private school and again in college. I probably know more about target practice than you do. Guaranteed I’ve had more professional training.” 
 
    Hodge wasn’t impressed. “The shed is off limits to guests.” 
 
    “Well, good thing I’m staff, then.” 
 
    “You’re staff for the writing part. Not the recreational stuff! That’s my job! Only mine!”  
 
    They both jumped back, startled, when Argo stepped between them. “What’s going on?” he demanded, shifting effortlessly into cop mode. 
 
    “He was using the bow and arrows without authorization!” Hodge gestured wildly as his rant continued. “Aubrey says I’m supposed to make sure the guests don’t take any of this stuff out—especially the weapons! They’re dangerous in the wrong hands.” 
 
    “That’s exactly my point,” Kaz persisted. “Mine are exactly the right hands. I know what I’m doing and I assure you, no one was in the slightest danger.” 
 
    “Why were you out here playing Robin Hood now?” Argo asked. “Isn’t everyone at breakfast? You and Darian will be starting the workshop soon.” 
 
    “I got here early and had some fruit and herbal tea. I prefer to eat light and exercise my body in the morning, not sit around poisoning my blood with caffeine and sugar. Yesterday, I noticed these canvas targets and thought it might be refreshing to give it a try after all these years. What’s wrong with that? Or more to the point, what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    Argo raised his shoulders and repositioned himself between Kaz and a fuming Greg. “All right. I take it you’ve finished your practice for now. Is it okay if Greg puts the equipment away while you come back to the lodge with us?” 
 
    When Kaz seemed to hesitate, Darian added, “It’s almost time for the workshop anyway. Hammond might want to meet with us before we start.” 
 
    Though Kaz didn’t exactly embrace the prospect of relenting to Greg, he didn’t object either. Grumbling what sounded like curse words under his breath, Greg snatched up the target and stomped into the rec shed. The door slammed behind him. 
 
    “That guy has some major problems,” Kaz told Darian and Argo as the three of them walked back to the lodge. “But then, everyone here does. I heard some gossip about our fearless leader, Hammond. He grabbed an early meal, too, by the looks, but it sure wasn’t fruit juice he was pickling himself with.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Darian said. 
 
    “Last I saw, Cole was trying to funnel some coffee down his throat in Aubrey’s office.” Kaz scowled. “I’d like to say a few words to Hammond about his obnoxious partner if I didn’t think he’d fire me on the spot. I wouldn’t want to leave you alone to deal with them all week, though, Darian.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Darian wondered what had happened after the lakeside chat he’d witnessed between Kaz and Cole. Kaz had not seemed to find Cole’s company objectionable then. 
 
    “My pleasure. You and I need to stick together this week, or we’re going to endure an unpleasant stay, to say the least.” 
 
    Darian flashed back to Marc’s strange curiosity at the firepit. “About Hammond and Cole…Argo and I were wondering what the attraction is between them. Besides the obvious, I mean. Beauty will only take a guy…much less a relationship…so far.”  
 
    “Don’t be so sure. For some people, appearances alone matter,” Kaz said. “Did you know Cole showed up at my cabin last night? It was long after the bonfire. I guess Hammond had passed out by then and he was bored. Apparently he got the wrong idea after we went swimming together—which, I assure you both, is all that happened. When I didn’t invite him in, he made up a dumb story about how he got lost in the dark. He was wearing this thin kimono thing with nothing underneath. The porch light made that very obvious.” 
 
    “Wow.” Darian feigned surprise. 
 
    Kaz snorted, pleased to have shocked him. “When I still didn’t answer, he tried to play it off like he and Hammond decided to invite me over for a drink. To talk about the workshop, you know.” 
 
    “Did you go?” Argo asked. 
 
    “I did. Probably shouldn’t have, but the way I saw it, Hammond is my employer this week and I wanted to seem cooperative. Plus I’ll admit I was curious what Cole had in mind. Was he using me to torment Hammond? Was he afraid to be alone with him? Or were the two of them looking for some…ahem…adventure?” 
 
    The same possibilities occurred to Darian, too. He recalled Argo speculating about Hammond and Cole enjoying an open relationship. “What happened?” 
 
    “Not much. Hammond was already three sheets to the wind. They poured me a couple fingers of Scotch and babbled on about nonsense for nearly an hour. I pretended I was having a great time. Then I said I needed to call my significant other back in New York and they cut me loose. That was a lie, I’m ashamed to say. I’m kind of between boyfriends right now. However, I didn’t want to offend them. It seemed the easiest way out of the situation.” 
 
    “Quick thinking,” Darian said. He couldn’t help reflecting on a similar embarrassing proposition he’d rebuffed at Birchwood Academy by using Argo as an excuse. 
 
    “I’m not going to tolerate any funny business this week,” Kaz said, raising his voice for emphasis. “I’m all for enjoying the retreat and opening our minds, but I draw the line at sexual harassment. Granted, they didn’t go that far last night, but all I can say is they better not. I’m immune to pretty boys like Cole, not to mention overrated, washed-up drunks like his husband.”  
 
    When they reached the lodge, they found Aubrey waiting for them at the door. “Hammond’s running late,” he informed Darian and Kaz. “Bad headache. Cole will hustle him over as soon as possible, but meanwhile you’ll have to start without him.” 
 
    “So the liquid breakfast I saw him knocking back didn’t agree with him after all,” Kaz muttered, prompting Aubrey to dart a warning look in his direction. 
 
    “We’ll deal with Hammond later. Right now, I need one or both of you to get into the rec room and keep the guests busy. Some of them are already at the tables.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Darian said. “I was going first today, right after Hammond’s opening remarks, so my activity is ready to go. We’ll just lead with that, and Kaz can do his poetry exercise after lunch as originally planned.” 
 
    “That should work.” Aubrey sighed in obvious relief. Argo offered Darian a supportive smile, while Kaz rolled his eyes in exasperation.  
 
    “Someone needs to get this workshop’s fearless leader under control, or we’re going to have a lot of guys demanding their money back in a day or two,” he told Aubrey. 
 
    “Let me worry about that,” Aubrey said.  
 
    “All yours, bro. If you’ll excuse me, I want to go back to my cabin and touch up my workshop plan. I’m getting the sense I may need to stretch it out a little. You’ll be okay on your own, Darian?” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Darian said, determined to ignore the fluttering in his stomach. 
 
    Moments later, Darian was at the podium alone, with Argo once again seated at the back of the room. He thought about making some excuse for Hammond, but decided to plunge ahead as though this had been the plan all along. With luck, the participants wouldn’t notice the change in the schedule. 
 
    “I thought we’d start the workshop with something easy…or deceptively easy. Let’s write a letter. Address it to your future author self—the you that’s already completed whatever project you intend to pound out during this workshop. You can play the role of your ideal reader, the one you hope will read your work and send you a fan letter at some point down the road. Or you can write as yourself—as you are today, looking ahead to that magical day when you’re published and famous. Either way, congratulate your future self on what he wrote and tell him what your favorite parts of the book were. Tell him what the novel meant to you, the reader. Tell him what emotions or memories your story stirred up in him. Let’s take fifteen minutes and do it now. Don’t stop to think or censor yourself. Just write.” 
 
    He heard a ripple of amusement go around the room. Marc Fresno, seated near the front, chewed his ballpoint pen and smirked. Lanislaw, smack in the middle of the room so Darian couldn’t help looking right at the frosted tips of his perfectly styled hair as he lectured, nodded and flicked on his laptop. Nonetheless, everyone dutifully concentrated on the assigned task. 
 
    “Okay, time’s up,” Darian called out after a while. “Anyone like to share?” 
 
    “I told my future self he owed me money for stealing my ideas,” someone shouted, and the room broke into relieved laughter. 
 
    “I apologized for putting so much pressure on my future self,” the guy with the handlebar moustache said. “But I also told him it was okay to make mistakes, that we’d get through the process together.”  
 
    “Great advice,” said Darian. “Encouraging ourselves is important. All too often we let the inner critic cut us down before we’ve given ourselves half a chance. Then we never make progress.” 
 
    “That’s always been my problem,” said Raymond, one half of the meek middle-aged couple Darian and Argo had first encountered in town. “I’ll write a little bit, but then I worry it’s terrible, or I fret about what someone might think of me if they saw it. I don’t mean my prose is explicit or tasteless in any way. Quite the contrary—I aspire to literary fiction that uses lofty metaphor in place of crude idiom. Yet I fear falling short.” 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Darian said. “We have to set aside that mindset. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy.” 
 
    “How do you overcome your fears?” Marc piped up. “You’re our instructor, so presumably you know. What’s the secret?” 
 
    “I’m happy to confess that I’m as insecure as anyone else in this room when it comes to my writing,” Darian replied, “never mind any other areas of life. Most of my work is academic in nature. You might imagine advanced degrees and a teaching career would give a guy confidence—excuse him from berating himself too much. But nope. It just opens up a whole new avenue of second-guessing. Now, in addition to comparing yourself to your imaginary ideal, you have to contend with a whole universe of writers who came before you in your field. Critics who are waiting to pounce and tear apart your ideas just to make themselves feel superior. Experts who have already covered the subject better, you think, than you ever could if you lived a hundred years.”  
 
    Lanislaw raised his hand. “So what’s the point? If it’s so painful and nerve-wracking, why do it in the first place?” 
 
    “Excellent question. Certainly we could all get through life without scribbling more than a check now and then to pay our bills, or a grocery list. Yet writing well is a dream for everyone in this room, and a good many other people besides. Who wants to answer that?” 
 
    “We want to create something lasting,” Raymond said. “Something that will speak to future generations. Who wouldn’t want to invent a character the world recognizes...like Sherlock Holmes or Huck Finn. It’s like they really existed, right? As long as they live on, the author lives on. We all want to exist forever, even if we don’t last long enough to enjoy all the money that will roll in.” 
 
    Cheerful laughter filled the air, and Darian began to relax. This was going much better than expected. He’d even managed to distract the writers from noticing that Hammond hadn’t shown up for the kick-off event. 
 
    No sooner had he completed the thought than the door to the rec room banged open to reveal Hammond and Cole. At first Darian thought they were standing close together in a show of affection. Then he realized Cole’s arm around Hammond’s waist was the only thing holding him up. 
 
    “Stories that will last an eternity?” Hammond bellowed. “Books that will keep you alive forever?” He flung out one arm in an exaggerated wave, but nearly lost his balance and dropped it to his side again. Instead, he cackled out a nasty laugh. “You think any of you are ready for that? Darian, back away from the podium! This is my event, and the opening speech is mine to give!” 
 
    Breaking free of Cole’s grasp, Hammond lurched toward Darian, hands extended as if he intended to shove him out of the way. The stale scent of old whiskey flared around him. At the back of the room, Argo tensed up at his desk, prepared to rush forward and take control of Hammond if necessary. Thinking fast, Darian stepped aside and yielded his spot to Hammond, who gripped both sides of the lectern to prevent himself from falling over. Darian discreetly covered his nose and mouth to block out the alcohol smell. 
 
    “Delusional, every one of you!” Hammond shouted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Some of you possess potential, even a sliver of talent.” Hammond drew each syllable out, bending closer to the podium. Either he worried his voice wouldn’t reach the mike or he was in danger of crumpling to the floor. “Sure, I’ll admit that. Trouble is, the world will never know because they’ll fall asleep before they get to the parts worth reading—assuming there are any, of course.” He paused to chortle at his own remark.  
 
    Marc Fresno raised his hand but didn’t wait to be called on. “Seems a little early in the workshop to be passing judgment on our drafts, don’t you think?”  
 
    Hammond attempted a dismissive wave and almost lost his balance again. “Your current drafts may not be done, or for that matter you might not even have started them. Trust me, I’ve slogged through plenty of amateur writing samples over the decades. How many more do I need to see? Every one of them has the same problems as all the rest in the stinking heap. I feel as though I’ve given this same speech dozens of times, and no one ever seems to listen. This may be your last chance to buy a clue, gentlemen. I hope you’re ready to take me seriously.” 
 
    Marc, far from mollified, stood up behind his desk. Darian saw Lanislaw, seated beside him, tense up. “You’re basing this offensive crap you’re spewing on a bunch of samples from some other workshop? You’ve got some nerve, Hammond, I’ll give you that much. I’m not sure just what else you have to offer us, though, if I’m being perfectly honest.” 
 
    “Not to mention, we haven’t revised our stories yet,” Raymond pointed out, while his partner Terry bobbed his head in support. “Bound to be a few rough edges in the early days. All a matter of sanding and polishing, isn’t it?” 
 
    A nervous but hopeful murmur of agreement went around the room. The comment, presented so innocuously, gave Hammond a perfect way out of an escalating situation. Darian desperately hoped he would take it and spare himself any further embarrassment.  
 
    Naturally, he didn’t. If anything, he became even haughtier. “I assure you, I can tell whether a manuscript deserves to go in the recycle bin from reading the first few sentences. I know it’s not what most of you will want to hear, considering your sad little productions will probably fall into that category, but take my word for it.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Marc’s voice grew louder and harder. “Give us one good reason why we should.” 
 
    During the tense exchange, Cole hovered near the door, twitching as though he longed to leap forward and join the debate. Finally, he couldn’t restrain himself for another moment. He rushed toward Hammond and joined him at the podium. 
 
    “You really dare to question Prescott Hammond’s judgment? He has years of experience, several bestselling books, and an enduring classic to back him up. All of which is more than you have or ever will, might I add!” 
 
    “No one asked you, pretty boy.” Marc, still on his feet, braced both hands on his desk as if preparing to lunge forward.  
 
     “Hey, Marc. Can we dial this down a bit?” Lanislaw started to rise, too. 
 
    Argo was already halfway across the room. “I’d say that’s an excellent idea,” he said as he stepped in front of Darian. 
 
    Cole blanched, but Hammond didn’t back down. “You don’t talk to my husband like that! Apologize!” he shouted at Marc. 
 
    “Like hell I will! I paid good money for this so-called seminar and so far all I’ve had in return are insults, drunken rants, and watching you two idiots slobber over each other. Darian tried to teach us something useful, but you wouldn’t even let him finish. I think I speak for everybody here when I say this isn’t going to fly for an entire week!” 
 
    “Here, here,” someone called from the audience. 
 
    “Well, at least Hammy and I have each other to slobber over,” Cole shot back after he’d taken a moment to gather his courage. “I can’t help but notice you came here alone. Is that why your stories are so dry? You don’t have any recent experience to draw on. Or possibly any at all.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t seek inspiration by traipsing through the woods naked and sneaking into other guys’ cabins after dark. Come to think of it, you’re not a writer, so you probably don’t, either. Were you collecting information for your husband to use in his work? Or was he just too damn drunk to realize what was going on?” Marc turned to the other writers for approval, but most stared in shocked silence. Darian caught Kaz’s eye, wondering if he had told Marc about the incident in his cabin or if Marc had been doing some spying of his own. Kaz’s frozen expression betrayed nothing. 
 
    Hammond lurched from behind the podium and flung himself in Marc’s general direction, cursing and swinging. Argo quickly intervened, pinning his wrists, while Lanislaw jumped to his feet as well and blocked Marc. To Darian’s relief, Marc seemed content with the verbal blows he’d landed. Though he remained standing, he folded his arms across his chest and smirked while Argo and Darian steered a struggling Hammond into the nearest chair.  
 
    “Everyone remain seated, please,” Argo called to the crowd, though his warning seemed unnecessary. The workshop participants looked on silently, shocked but captivated by the drama playing out in front of them. Cole, on the other hand, picked up where Hammond left off. He charged toward Marc with both fists clenched, but slowed when Lanislaw planted himself in front of the object of his wrath. Darian almost admired the way he shifted gears.  
 
    “I’m getting Aubrey and telling him what you just accused me of, Fresno! You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t kick you out of this workshop on your sorry ass!” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Marc said, much calmer now. “We’ll see who he sides with—a paying guest or a mooching drunk. Also, remember that accusations are warranted if the person is, in fact, guilty. You might want to remind your husband, too.” 
 
    Darian hurried toward Cole. He summoned the calming voice he often used with overly emotional students. “Go and get Aubrey. We’ll look after Prescott.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Cole glanced back at Hammond and rushed out of the room. Hammond squirmed in his chair as if he wanted to jump up and follow, but Argo’s firm hand pressing on his shoulder made him think better of that plan.  
 
    “Sit tight while we figure this out,” Argo grumbled in Hammond’s ear. “Obviously you’re not feeling well. Darian, maybe you could keep everyone busy so we can get Mr. Hammond some help.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sure thing.” Struggling not to appear as dazed as he felt, Darian turned back to the rows of aspiring writers. “Sorry for the interruption, gentlemen. I…uh…I hope you’d all like to keep going. We were off to a great start before…uh….” 
 
    “Yeah, before that loudmouth stormed in here and wrecked everything,” Marc noted. Both he and Lanislaw were back in their seats now. Darian knew it was driving Lanislaw crazy not to assist Argo at the front of the room. However, he had to maintain his detached author persona so he wouldn’t blow his cover. 
 
    While the room buzzed with nervous conversation, Raymond spoke up.  
 
    “What if we paired off and shared what we wrote earlier—you know, our letters to ourselves?” he suggested. “We could use that as kind of a warm-up. I’m sure we all want to get back to our writing as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The guy with the handlebar moustache raised his hand. “Let’s share our letters and have the other person answer them. You know, like role-playing.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Terry said, waving in enthusiasm. “Why don’t we all choose a partner right now?” He winked at Raymond. “Preferably someone you don’t know too well. That way he can give you honest feedback.” 
 
    Darian watched, relieved, as the men grabbed their writing materials, shifted their chairs around, and paired up. Lanislaw scooted his chair closer to Marc Fresno’s. Marc was still grinning with satisfaction over the chaos around him, a chaos he’d helped create. When everyone was occupied, Darian and Argo hoisted Hammond back to his feet and steered him out of the room. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Hammond demanded. 
 
    “Somewhere you can lie down,” Argo said. “Sleeping it off is probably the best thing. You’re beyond the stage where a few cups of coffee would help.”  
 
    Aubrey and Cole met them in the hall. Aubrey’s face was a thundercloud, and Cole’s cheeks were bright red. 
 
    “I heard about what happened,” Aubrey said gruffly. He motioned for Argo to follow him. “Let’s get him out of sight. This way.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aubs,” Cole said as they entered Aubrey’s cramped office. Argo and Darian steered Hammond over to the ugly green plaid sofa under the window and deposited him on it. He immediately curled up as if he’d fallen asleep the minute his body hit the cushions. “Please don’t be too hard on him. He didn’t mean to cause trouble. Things are stressful for him right now.”  
 
    Aubrey slowed his steps and glared over his shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t even bother pretending we’re buddies now, or even that we’re on the same side. You promised to keep an eye on him!” 
 
    “I tried! But you know how headstrong Hammy can be!” 
 
    “Can you even imagine how much money I’ve sunk into this ridiculous venture of his? He wanted to make a literary comeback, he told me. We could both profit off his name and that damned book of his, he promised. I went along with it because I fell for his crap about being a famous author who had at least one more bestseller in him. Kaz is right. Before long, guys will start demanding their money back!” 
 
    “They won’t,” Cole insisted. “Sure, we have a few troublemakers in the group, but doesn’t that always happen when you bring strangers together?” 
 
    “Your husband’s remarks were out of line,” Argo said when Aubrey turned and looked to him for confirmation.  
 
    “There, you see?” Aubrey flung both hands up in exasperation. “I’m counting on him to conduct himself at a professional level, but it’s only Day One and the whole retreat’s already going up in flames.” 
 
    “We can probably steer the workshop back on track,” Darian said. “If Hammond sobers up and apologizes, he could still smooth things over. Guaranteed he’s not the only person here who’s struggled with substance abuse. If he comes clean and explains himself, we might be able to turn this unfortunate event into a teaching moment.” 
 
    “I promise to talk to him,” Cole said. 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Aubrey retorted. “You talk to him way too much. Indulge him. Here I thought you’d be a positive influence, but now I wonder. I’ve known Prescott for years. He wasn’t like this until he hooked up with you.” 
 
    “How dare you? You act like I seduced him—corrupted him.” 
 
    “Didn’t you? Listen, Cole, I don’t care what you two get up to. Play your little games. Be as codependent as you like. None of that matters to me. But don’t put my business and my livelihood at risk!” 
 
    “I can’t believe you think his alcoholism is my fault. He’s a grown man, after all.” 
 
    “Of course it’s your fault. Do you know why he drinks the way he does now? No? Well, I’ll do you a favor and tell you. It’s because whenever he looks at you, it isn’t your face he sees. It’s his friend Roger’s.” 
 
    Neither Cole nor Aubrey moved for a moment as the words hung between them like a blast of frigid air. Then Cole gasped and staggered back as if he’d been slapped. 
 
    “Why should he?” he wailed, sounding near tears. “Roger was one of the most caring men in the world. Hammy knows perfectly well he would have wanted the two of us to be happy.” 
 
    “And I want that too, but for entirely different reasons. As far as Roger is concerned, whatever agreement you two came to, and whatever you did afterward, is your own business. We’ve all done things we’re not proud of, including me. I have no interest in judging you.” 
 
     “I have no idea what you’re talking about. And stop mentioning Roger! It’s cruel and unnecessary!” 
 
    Aubrey scoffed. “All I have to say to you is this. Get Hammond back on his game or I’ll make sure you won’t be around to remind him of Roger. The survival of my business is more important to me than the success of your little fly-by-night marriage. I want to make my priorities completely clear.” With a sweeping gesture, he banished them all. “Now, everyone go and leave Hammond with me. I’ll get him sobered up and shake some sense into him. Cole, you go back to your cabin and stay there. You’ve caused enough trouble. Let’s give Darian and Kaz a chance to repair the damage.” 
 
    Outside the office, Cole swiped at his eyes in an attempt to stem the steady flow of tears. To Darian, his grief and shock seemed sincere. “I’m sorry you had to witness that,” he mumbled between sniffles.  
 
    “What did Aubrey mean?” Darian inquired as gently as he could. “Who’s Roger?” 
 
    “Roger was my husband before Hammy. That was how Hammy and I met, in fact. They were friends.” 
 
    “So Roger was also quite a bit older than you?” Argo asked.  
 
    “Yes. Aubrey’s not the first one to make snide remarks about our relationship because of the age difference. But Roger and I genuinely loved each other.” Cole swallowed hard and dragged his wrist across his cheeks one last time. Finally he seemed to regain control of his emotions. “Then he...he passed.” 
 
    “What happened?” Darian prompted.  
 
    “He was killed in a break-in—a home invasion, they called it. Those things happen all the time in Florida. Roger had an office in the house. Being a doctor, he had plenty of prescription drugs in the cabinets. That’s probably what they were looking for. They weren’t expecting him to be there, most likely. When he confronted them, they bashed him over the head and ran away. He died from his injuries.” 
 
    “That’s horrific,” Darian said, shocked. A murder in Florida…was Roger the key to Lanislaw’s presence? Beside him, Argo effortlessly shifted into investigative mode.  
 
    “I take it you weren’t around when his happened?”  
 
    Cole shook his head, too choked up to speak at first. “No,” he croaked out when he found his voice again. “But you know what? I wish I had been. Then the cops might have left me alone instead of making my life a living hell after I found him.” 
 
    “They suspected you of being involved?”  
 
    “You bet they did. You see, I’d been out with friends that night. It was totally innocent. Just dancing, gossiping. Roger was older and didn’t party, but he didn’t mind if I enjoyed myself. Of course, the cops tried to say I was out picking up a new guy, preparing for life without Roger long before he was dead. Somehow, according to them, I either sneaked back home and killed him or hired someone to do it. But who? And how? That was the part they never could prove, so they had to back off after a while.” A smug smile flickered across his face. Then he seemed to realize the impression he made and bowed his head. “I hope they’re happy. I still suffer from nightmares about that night and the way they treated me.” 
 
    But not about the condition he’d found Roger in? Darian wondered about Cole’s word choice. “The police always question the spouse first. I doubt it was anything personal.” 
 
    “Oh, it was personal all right. You should have heard the names they called me. Gold Digger. Gigolo. Black Widower.” Cole looked up again, baring his teeth in anger. “Roger was my husband. Why shouldn’t I be his beneficiary? Those vultures acted like there was something unusual about that arrangement. They kept asking me the same questions over and over again, trying to trick me into blurting something out. I knew better than to engage with them, though. I asked for a lawyer. They were even more convinced of my guilt then.” 
 
    “But they never charged you?” Argo asked. 
 
    “Never.” Again Cole’s bravado faded, and his eyes welled up with tears. “I know if poor Roger could see how they hounded me, he would turn in his grave. Okay, so our relationship wasn’t perfect. Neither was he, but he was mine all the same. I still miss him to this day.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.” Darian continued to wonder about Lanislaw. Could he be here because of guilt over the way his fellow officers behaved at the time? He recalled their pursuit of his mom when they thought she’d killed a romantic rival at a Christmas party. To that extent, he could sympathize with Cole—assuming he really was innocent and not just stringing them along.  
 
    Argo remained in cop mode. Darian had no doubt he was memorizing every word of the exchange so he could relay it all to Lanislaw. “Any idea who the killer might be? A disgruntled patient? Someone Roger had trouble with before?” 
 
    “My husband treated a lot of patients. His practice specialized in treating people with addictions. Not to mention people who had to get counseling as part of their parole or probation. Violent types. It’s not beyond reason that one of them scoped out his office during an appointment and waited until they could break in and grab some of the goods. And to answer your next questions, yes, I told the cops all this. They only half listened. Why let the facts interfere with the story they’d built up in their minds?” 
 
    “Where does Hammond fit in?” 
 
    Cole sighed as though the mention of Hammond’s name provided immediate comfort. “Hammy was Roger’s friend for years. Just friends, of course—they weren’t exes or anything, though there were plenty of rumors about their connection, too. He came to the funeral and stayed a few days to help me clear out Roger’s things and deal with the insurance papers and so on. He was devastated, too, so we comforted each other. After a month…well, things happened. But like I told Aubrey, I know Roger would approve. He genuinely cared about people and wanted them to be happy. If I didn’t believe that, I would never have accepted Hammy’s proposal.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with moving on. We understand.” 
 
     “I’m glad to hear it, assuming you’re being honest. As far as what Hammy thinks about the whole mess, I suppose Aubrey’s right. Hammy drinks out of guilt over finding love at Roger’s expense.” Cole wrinkled his nose. “How is that for irony? I went from an addiction counselor to a drunk. Hardly a step up, is it? But I honestly thought I could help Hammy through his struggles. I still think so.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence followed. Darian started to excuse himself to go back to the workshop when Argo spoke. What he came out with made Darian’s mouth drop open. 
 
    “Okay, Cole, I don’t want to sound insensitive here. But let’s be honest. Roger and Hammy—er, Hammond—haven’t been your only husbands.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” Cole snapped, apparently caught off guard. Angrily he wiped away a fresh gush of tears. “Oh, don’t bother to answer that. People love to dish the dirt at these sorts of events, and Hammy is a famous writer. There’s always one superfan or another who knows too much for his own good and can’t wait to share what he uncovered.” 
 
    “So it’s true?”  
 
    “You’re referring to my first husband, Evan. A wonderful man. I adored him. He was my first love, in fact. But he was an addict, and I’m not talking just alcohol. Strong stuff, the kind that can land a guy in prison for years. That was how I met Roger. He treated Evan for a while, and at one point it seemed like he was really making progress. Then, one night, everything changed. Evan fell off the wagon, and I guess you could say the wagon ran right over him. He took his own life.” 
 
    “And this time Roger was there to pick up the pieces with you,” Argo surmised. 
 
    “Yes. He was so kind, especially when people started blaming me for—” Suddenly Cole stopped talking, and his eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. I know what this is about. You two want to write a book about my case. You want to implicate me all over again, even though I’ve never been charged with so much as a speeding ticket.”  
 
    “No, no,” Darian hastily assured him. “We’re only trying to figure out what’s happening here. We want to help both you and Hammond.” 
 
    Cole ignored him. “Publish one word about me and Hammy and I will sue you into oblivion. He can afford it! Besides, I just told you. I loved Roger, and I loved Evan. You think they were so innocent? Both of them took advantage of me. You think I don’t realize I’m arm candy? Okay, I figure, work with what you’ve got. But I have goals and ambitions of my own. You probably don’t believe me. Well, who cares? Guys can think what they want about me. That’s not my problem, is it?” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to upset you,” Darian said, dazed. “Really.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. And now you’d better run back to your teaching post, don’t you think? Hammy won’t appreciate you grilling me instead of doing what you were hired to do. I’ll see both of you later—if I can’t avoid it, that is.” 
 
    Whirling, he stormed away down the hall and disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Whew,” Argo said when he was gone. “I can definitely see why Lanislaw’s latched on to this one.” 
 
    “Argo, how did you know that? About Cole’s first husband—Evan?” 
 
    “While you were at lunch with Hammond and Kaz, I took a break from unpacking and ran a quick background check on my laptop. Though it wise to find out exactly who we were cooped up with for the week.” 
 
    “I…uh….why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I saw no reason to. But I admit, the reports made for interesting reading. Besides, I thought you’d want to be there when I sprung what I’d learned on Lanislaw for the first time.” 
 
    “So you knew he wasn’t telling the truth about why he was here.” Darian almost smiled with triumph, but stopped himself in time. “You don’t trust him any more than I do.” 
 
    Argo shrugged. “I don’t know anything for sure. I’m just gathering information in case it becomes useful. As far as Lanislaw, I’m willing to go along with his ruse…for now. But I reserve the right to change my mind.”  
 
    Darian shook his head, bewildered. Then he checked his watch. “Cole’s right about one thing—I do need to get back to the workshop.” 
 
    Argo nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    Behind them, a boisterous argument erupted inside Aubrey’s office. Thanks to the closed door, the words were muffled, but the gist of the conflict was clear enough. Hammond denied he’d done anything wrong, while Aubrey screamed at him to get his act together or get off his property. Darian and Argo hurried away just as Hammond started loudly defending Cole’s honor. 
 
    Lanislaw would be furious to miss all the excitement. The thought gave Darian enough satisfaction to provide a touch of guilt.  
 
    Thankfully, Raymond’s—or was it Terry’s?— letter-swapping exercise had filled the gap perfectly. Darian slid back behind the podium and the lesson continued as though no interruption had occurred. No one mentioned either Hammond or the scene he’d made. From down the hall, the muffled argument between Hammond and Aubrey continued on and off for the next forty minutes or so. 
 
    At noon, Darian thanked the writers for their hard work and sent them off for their lunch break. He watched them all rush off, no doubt eager to discuss the morning’s events over sandwiches and iced tea. Only Lanislaw seemed inclined to linger, but Marc Fresno shepherded him away, still chattering about the letters they’d exchanged.  
 
    While Darian was gathering his notes, Kaz reappeared. 
 
    “I heard about what happened,” he told Darian and Argo. “Talk about crazy! This is shaping up to be some seminar, isn’t it? We could just write about this retreat and never run out of material.”  
 
    “That’s for sure,” Darian agreed. 
 
    Next, Aubrey stepped into the room. His expression was haggard and his bushy hair was more disheveled than usual, as though he’d been tugging at it in frustration. 
 
    “Hammond’s out like a light again. Can you guys help me drag him back to his cabin? I’m tired of my office smelling like a brewery.” 
 
    “Sure,” Argo said. 
 
    “Not me,” Kaz said. “If I’m going to run the afternoon session on my own, I need some coffee and food. As you know, I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night, though at least I didn’t end up as bad as my host.” 
 
    They returned to the office and found Hammond still stretched out on the couch, red-faced and breathing heavily. 
 
    “Let’s drape his arms over our shoulders,” Aubrey told Argo. Soon the four of them had set off on the path to the cabins, with Darian leading the way and Hammond stumbling along in a near-comatose state. Darian didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone quite that drunk. How much liquor had he and Cole stashed in their cabin, anyway? 
 
    Since his hands were free, it fell to Darian to knock on the door. No one answered. 
 
    “Cole! Open up!” he shouted. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Probably enjoying his beauty rest,” Aubrey grumbled. Leaving Argo to balance Hammond on his shoulder, he used his master key to pop the cabin door. They all went in together, dumping Hammond in the nearest chair. They saw no sign of Cole.  
 
    “Maybe he went for a walk,” Darian suggested.  
 
    “Well, we can’t leave Hammond here alone,” Argo said, though Aubrey seemed inclined to do just that. “Let’s find him.” 
 
    “Probably out back.” Darian gestured toward the sliding glass panels facing the tree line. As he reached for the handle, he spotted something outside. He blinked twice to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. 
 
    “Argo,” he said softly.  
 
    Argo turned, followed Darian’s line of sight, and cursed.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Cole’s nude body lay halfway between the sliding glass doors and the woods, face down with his limbs splayed out in four directions. An arrow protruding from the center of his back pinned him neatly to the ground. His grotesque position reminded Darian of a desiccated butterfly in a display case. He tamped down a wave of nausea as Aubrey pushed his way past Argo so he, too, could peer outside. 
 
    “What the hell?” he whispered. 
 
    Argo put a hand on Aubrey’s arm, not just to offer comfort but to warn him to step back. Despite everything, Darian once again found himself admiring the effortless way Argo took charge in such situations—a good thing, since there had certainly been plenty of them since they’d met.  
 
    “Aubrey, stay with Hammond while I check this out.”  
 
    Speechless, Aubrey simply nodded while Argo slid the door open. Darian swallowed hard and followed him outside. “I’ll come with you.”  
 
    Argo didn’t object when Darian moved forward, knelt, and touched Cole’s wrist. Despite the warmth of the afternoon, his skin felt still and icy.  
 
    “It’s too late,” he told Argo, who nodded grimly. 
 
    “I could tell from inside, but I knew you’d have to check.” Argo’s gaze followed the perpendicular line of the arrow’s shaft. “Well, we can say one thing for sure. This was no suicide. Better move away now.” 
 
    As Darian got to his feet, a nearby rustling sound caught his attention. He motioned to Argo, who tensed up and started scanning the trees around them. 
 
    “Go back inside,” he ordered Darian. “He might still be out here, taking aim at us.” 
 
    “Only if you come with me,” Darian said. “He can’t shoot two arrows at one time.” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Argo barked. Darian recognized that tone as the same one he’d used in the convenience store the night he’d been shot. Instinctively Darian’s gaze dropped to the waistband of Argo’s jeans. With a sinking feeling he realized he wasn’t carrying his gun. And why would he? They were supposedly on a peaceful vacation at a writer’s retreat, where the only required weapon was a dictionary and possibly, in case of emergency, a thesaurus. “Do what I say, now!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    The underbrush crunched again. Whoever was making the sound was coming closer. Darian stood frozen in place, as exposed and defenseless as Cole. Well, at least he had clothes on. His body would be spared that indignity if worse came to worst. 
 
    Nearby, Argo squared his shoulders and positioned himself to leap forward. Whether he was planning to tackle Darian to the ground for his own safety or take off in pursuit of the intruder, he had no idea. And thankfully, he didn’t have to find out. A clump of leaves and branches parted and Greg Hodge stepped out with both hands in the air. His face was ghostly pale as he took in the bizarre scene in front of him.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he demanded. 
 
    “Someone used Cole Dalton for target practice. Beyond that, we can’t say for sure,” Argo informed him. “Keep your hands where we can see them and come toward me slowly. Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t! I saw you two standing around outside Hammond and Cole’s cabin and came over to see what you were up to. I didn’t expect…this.” Greg’s left hand began to shake and he thrust it into his hip pocket. 
 
    “Hands up,” Argo reminded him. Greg complied. “What were you doing in the woods?”  
 
    “Same thing I do every few hours.” Greg’s eyes frosted over. “Make the rounds, keeping an eye open for trespassers, fallen trees, or wild animals. You think it’s easy maintaining a place like this? I’m the only groundsman, you know. I came back out as soon as I finished setting up lunch for the guests. I didn’t want to be in their way while they ate.” 
 
    “Did you notice anyone else walking around here?” 
 
    “I did, actually.” Greg’s attention shifted toward Darian. “That other teacher guy. Kaz. I saw him walking toward the lodge about half an hour ago. Thought it was odd, since all of you were supposed to be together, writing those damn books of yours.” 
 
    “Slight change of plans,” Darian said, unnerved by Greg’s accusatory gaze.  
 
    “Yep. Thanks to Hammond,” Aubrey’s voice broke in. Darian turned to see him coming down the steps of Hammond and Cole’s back patio. He grimaced when he passed Cole’s body but continued on to stand between Argo and Greg. “He’s fallen asleep for the moment, thankfully. Well, isn’t this just great? I assume Cole’s….?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Argo said, bowing his head momentarily. “Sorry.” 
 
    Aubrey cleared his throat before continuing. “Kaz wanted to touch up his talk for the afternoon. We knew he was going back to his cabin.” 
 
    Argo turned back to Greg. “I don’t suppose Kaz was carrying a bow when you saw him? And he was…ah…fully dressed?” 
 
    “Nothing out of the ordinary.” Greg gave an angry shrug. “I woulda stopped him and asked otherwise.” 
 
    “And speaking of weaponry,” Aubrey cut in before Argo could ask a follow-up question, “How did someone get hold of that arrow in the first place? Why wasn’t the sports shed locked?” 
 
    “It’s always locked, but you know as well as I do that the wood’s rotted. It’s easy enough to jimmy the side open. In fact, your friend Kaz did just that first thing this morning. I told you, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” Aubrey scowled and took his phone out of his pocket. “Okay, time to call the cops. They can sort out who was where and at what time. If you want my opinion, it was one of those creeps from the village. They’re always sneaking on my property, sabotaging stuff. Tell them, Greg.” 
 
    “It’s true. That’s one of the reasons I walk around as much as possible. Trying to discourage them from causing trouble.” 
 
    Argo held up a hand to stop him from dialing. “Why don’t you let me handle the necessary phone calls? You should go back and see to Hammond. Better if he doesn’t wander out here before someone can break the news to him. Either way, it’ll be ugly. Greg, go to the lodge and make sure no one leaves the dining room until the authorities give the okay. Don’t tip them off that anything’s wrong. Make up a story about a maintenance issue if they press the issue. A power line down, a bear on the loose, something like that.” 
 
    “Wait just a minute,” Greg Hodge exploded. “Who are you to demand we do anything? You’re a guest here.”  
 
    “He’s not just a guest,” Darian said while Argo slid his ID out of his jeans. “He’s an off-duty sheriff. We need to let him handle this. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “This isn’t my jurisdiction, technically, but it would be best if I took charge while we wait for the locals to arrive. Darian, will you go with Aubrey? I’ll just be a few minutes here.” 
 
    To Darian’s relief, Greg and Aubrey seemed too stunned to argue. Greg headed back to the lodge, shaking his head in wonder, while he accompanied Aubrey back past Cole’s body and through the sliding glass doors. 
 
    Darian saw at once that they were too late. Hammond sat crumpled in a different chair than the one they’d left him in. His shoulders rocked back and forth as violent sobs wracked his body.  
 
    “How could this happen?” he wailed when he saw them come in. “Who would do such a thing to Cole? And why?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Darian said. “We’ll find out, though. For sure.”  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, Prescott. Come with me now. I’ll move you to another cabin.” Aubrey stretched out a hand, but Hammond batted it away. 
 
    “Sorry? Are you serious? You hated Cole. Hated seeing us happy.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t.” Aubrey pulled his hand back and briefly balled it into a fist. “Prescott, get your head together. You’re making this harder on everyone, including yourself.” 
 
     “No! I want to be with Cole’s things.” Pushing himself upright in the chair, he scanned the room for something to hold onto. He settled on a well-worn green sweatshirt draped over the back of the sofa and clutched it close to his chest. Darian’s own heart ached for him as tears streamed down his hollow cheeks. He seemed to have aged ten years in less than an hour.  
 
    “Aubrey’s right, you know,” he said gently. “It’s not safe here. Whoever did this might still be lurking. Besides, you shouldn’t be alone.” The cops, when they arrived, would insist on searching the cabin, too. It would be better for Hammond not to be present when that happened. 
 
    “Prescott, stand up and walk back to my cabin. Making a scene isn’t helping,” Aubrey tried again. Darian blinked at the harsh choice of words, though in such extreme cases he supposed the direct approach was necessary. But Hammond only doubled up in the chair, submerged too far in a drunken crying jag even to respond.  
 
    Darian went into the bedroom and grabbed a blanket. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying. Most likely he’s in shock,” he said when he returned and draped it over Hammond’s quaking shoulders. 
 
    “Maybe it’s for the best that he’s out of it,” Aubrey reasoned. “He won’t feel the real pain until later. This is the second time for him.” 
 
    “You’re talking about his friend Roger. Cole…ah…mentioned the circumstances under which they met.”  
 
    “Yep. Prescott never saw Roger’s body. But sometimes what we imagine is worse than what’s there.”  
 
    “Maybe not in this case.” 
 
    They turned when Argo entered the room. “Okay, the cops are on their way. We should clear the scene so the forensics team can process it as soon as they show up.”  
 
    “Can you help me haul Prescott to my cabin? It’s not far.” Aubrey asked him. “I’ll sit with him until he’s sober enough to answer questions. Spoiler, though. It might be a while.” 
 
    Argo nodded, and they hoisted Hammond up without dislodging the blanket. The fight had gone out of him, and he shuffled along as numbly as he had on the way to Aubrey’s office. “We’ll have to play it by ear, I guess. Let’s take him through the front. That way we won’t have to walk past Cole again.” Argo motioned for Darian to open the door for them. From the road, they heard more than one siren approaching. 
 
    “Good luck keeping the guests in the lodge with all that racket,” Aubrey grumbled as they hauled Hammond the short distance to his own cabin and dumped him on the sofa. 
 
    “They’ll find out about it eventually,” Darian said. He leaned in the doorway while Aubrey bent down and adjusted the blanket around Hammond’s chest. Dizziness crept over him as the full horror of the afternoon’s events sank into his consciousness. The image of Cole’s skewered body would linger in his mind’s eye for a long time to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As expected, when he and Argo emerged from Aubrey’s cabin, the sirens were louder and many of the retreat guests had already gathered nearby, pointing and whispering. Greg stood in front of them, holding his arms out as though preparing to contain the group if it suddenly surged forward. Fortunately, everyone seemed content to hang back. Familiar faces dotted the crowd—Marc Fresno, Raymond and Terry, handlebar moustache guy. All of them were craning their necks, trying to see what was going on. Thankfully, the position of the cabin hid Cole’s body from public view.  
 
    Spotting them, Lanislaw pushed his way to the front, dodged Greg, and hurried over. “Do I even want to know?” he asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Let’s just say your surveillance of Cole Dalton is at an end,” Argo said grimly. “Along with Cole himself, unfortunately.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Game over, Stuart. Darian and I now have a good idea why you’re here, and it has nothing to do with seeking literary fame. 
 
    Lanislaw blushed but listened, open-mouthed, while Argo tugged him off to the side and summarized their gruesome discovery. Though it seemed hours had passed since he had first glanced out the window and spotted Cole, Darian realized with a start that it had really been less than half an hour. Somehow, no matter how many crime scenes he stumbled across, he never got used to the disorientation. In a way, he hoped he never would. He had no desire for his heart to grow that cold. 
 
    “I have an important question for you,” Argo told Lanislaw when he finished describing the scene. “Where is Kaz?” 
 
    Lanislaw blinked. “Kaz? He was eating lunch with the rest of us when we heard the sirens. I admit I didn’t wait around for either him or Marc. But I assume they wandered up here with everyone else.” 
 
    “Go and find him. Bring him to me.” 
 
    At first, Lanislaw looked as though he wanted to object to Argo giving him orders, just as Greg had earlier. Then, thinking better of it, he nodded and took off. 
 
    “You think Kaz saw what happened?” Darian asked him when they were alone again. “Or do you suspect him of….” 
 
    “It’s not my job to suspect anyone. Like I told Aubrey, this isn’t my jurisdiction. I’m just securing the scene as a courtesy to the people in charge. They’ll want to talk to Kaz, so it makes sense to keep him close at hand.” 
 
    “Okay, good point. And here’s another one I’m sure you’ve already thought of. Remember what I saw that first morning we were here, when I went out for a jog around the lake?” 
 
    “Kaz and Cole by the water, looking cozy.” 
 
    “Exactly. You probably also remember what Cole was wearing.” 
 
    Argo nodded. “The same thing he’s wearing right now.” 
 
    “So I can’t help but wonder if he and Kaz were heading back there before the afternoon session started.” 
 
    “Planning a quick little dip, you mean. Definitely occurred to me, too.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one word.” Darian smiled uneasily. “Good to know great minds think alike.” 
 
    “So do twisted ones, unfortunately. Look, here he comes.” 
 
    They fell silent while Kaz made his way toward them with Lanislaw in tow. Kaz’s face was haggard with fear. 
 
    “Stuart just told me what happened. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. You’re an undercover cop? And Cole’s dead?”  
 
    “I’m an off-duty sheriff, not an undercover cop.” Argo glanced at Lanislaw, keeping his expression neutral. Lanislaw, in turn, kept his mouth shut. “As for Cole, I’m afraid it’s true. And from what we’ve heard, you were in or at least near your cabin when it happened. We’ll have to tell the police when they get here, Kaz. They’re going to want to question you.” 
 
    “Me? I didn’t see a thing! I was at my desk, working on my lecture for this afternoon. For all I knew, Cole was at the lodge with Hammond.” 
 
    “You didn’t spot anyone walking around when you returned for lunch?” 
 
    “Well, just that awful handyman, Greg Hodge. He glared at me like I wasn’t supposed to be in my own cabin, but I ignored him and continued on. We didn’t speak.” Kaz paused and wiped a hand over his face. “What happened to Cole…could it have been an accident?”  
 
    “That’s not for us to say,” Argo informed him. “At this stage, though anything’s possible. Just tell the cops the truth about everything you know.” 
 
    “Of course I will! I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    “They’ll be glad to hear that.” 
 
    “I need to sit down,” Kaz said. He staggered away, clearly overcome with emotion. Lanislaw muttered something about keeping an eye on him and followed. 
 
    “It might be an accident, sure,” Argo muttered as he watched the two move onto an open grassy area. Kaz drew his knees up to his chest and rested his head on them. He went perfectly still, as though striking a yoga pose or trying to gather enough strength to stand up again. Lanislaw knelt nearby, saying nothing but watching intently. 
 
    “Can somebody tell us what’s going on, please?” a voice yelled from the group of onlookers. It sounded like Marc Fresno.  
 
    “A man’s been injured,” Greg Hodge shouted back. “Everyone stay where you are until the police and the ambulance get here. There’s nothing you can do. Now be quiet!” 
 
    “He’s a real charmer, that one,” Darian said. “What possessed Aubrey to put him in charge of the whole campground?” 
 
    “At least he’s keeping everyone contained,” Argo observed. “In this case, it’s not such a bad thing that they’re afraid of him.” 
 
    “I guess. Argo, what Kaz said about it being an accident…he didn’t seem to know about the arrow. Otherwise he wouldn’t have asked. Marksmanship like that would have to be deliberate, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “If he did know, he was smart not to blurt it out. Because he must remember that the two of us, along with Greg, saw him practicing his technique this morning. We also heard him brag about his extensive training in the sport. Soon he’ll be repeating all that for the cops, too. Or, if not, I will.” 
 
    While they talked, the wail of the sirens crescendoed and stopped. One set of car doors slammed, followed by another and then a third. Presently an older man in uniform appeared, accompanied by two younger cops and a pair of EMTs rolling a gurney. 
 
    “Here they come,” Darian said. By then Argo was already striding toward them. He held his ID up in front of him and kept his other hand extended in greeting. 
 
    Within minutes, the investigation was underway. Chief Winthrop Creed was stout, gray-haired, and, if Darian were being totally honest, dull-eyed. He seemed more than content to let Argo direct the scene. The EMTs went off to inspect the body, while one officer stepped away to summon more backup. The other kept the crowd of guests contained and cautioned them not to speak about the situation until it was time for formal interviews.  
 
    “How can we talk when we don’t know what in hell is going on?” Marc Fresno demanded, but no one offered an answer. Lanislaw, still seated on the grass beside Kaz, watched the proceedings in silence.  
 
    “I’ve lived in this area all my life,” Creed said as he jotted down Argo’s statement in a tiny notepad with crisp pages that looked unused. “Been chief of police for the last twenty. Never saw anything like this before. We’ve had a few killings here and there, but it’s usually hunting accidents or domestic stuff. To be honest, that’s what I figured this was going to be.” 
 
    “It’s too early to determine the exact cause yet,” Argo told him. “You’ll need your county medical examiner for that. I assume you called out a forensics team, too?” 
 
    “We’re working on it,” Creed grumbled. When he stopped talking, his jaw and lips kept moving. Darian wondered if he was counting down the seconds until his retirement. 
 
    “I understand,” said Argo. “Should I leave you to it, then? The last thing I want is to get in your way.”  
 
    Creed seemed about to wave him off, but stopped and sighed instead. “Listen, Sheriff. Why don’t you and me talk in private? You can show me the…uh…crime scene at the same time. I can start taking statements when we get back.” He raised his voice to the uniformed officer managing the crowd of guests. “Don’t let anyone go yet, Leon.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Chief,” Leon called back amiably. 
 
    Argo gave Darian a quick eyebrow lift as the two set off for Hammond’s cabin. He was already frustrated by Creed’s inefficiency, Darian could tell. Personally, he was relieved that the locals seemed content to step aside and listen to someone with experience in murder investigations. Another reason for their cooperative attitude might be the nature of the crime—particularly its location. Judging by what he and Argo witnessed at the convenience store, plenty of the townies probably suspected the writing retreat was a cover for wild gay orgies or worse. It made him wonder how the chief and his cronies planned to spin Cole’s death. Would they use it as an excuse to close down the campground? Or would they try to say Cole had brought violence on himself by coming to such an event in the first place? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lanislaw dithered for a while, but in the end he came clean. Of course, he asked the cops to keep his real identity secret from everyone except us.” Argo leaned both arms on the table and toyed with his coffee cup. He had returned to the cabin a few hours after Darian and the rest of the workshop participants had been sent to their quarters with strict orders not to discuss the case with one another. Darian had endured a long afternoon of solitude while he waited for an update. He’d even been too distracted to work on Rory’s research materials. Once again, the mysteries of Wilfred Baine would have to wait. 
 
    “And the locals agreed to go along with him?” Darian asked, surprised. 
 
    “Believe it or not, yes. If you want the truth, I think they found the whole idea of an undercover cop from Florida exciting. They probably think Cole was some kind of drug kingpin or gang leader. Not that Lanislaw would encourage them in that fantasy.” 
 
    “Of course not, no.” Darian shared Argo’s weary smile. 
 
    “Gotta admit, I enjoyed seeing Chief Creed’s beady little eyes bug out when he discovered not one, but two vacationing cops camped out on his turf.” 
 
    “Lanislaw probably figured they’d run a background check on everyone here, anyway,” Darian said. He went to the counter and returned with the coffee pot, refilling his and Argo’s cups. “His true line of work was bound to come out.” 
 
    “You’d think so.” Argo scowled. “When it comes to Chief Creed, though, I’m not so sure he would have bothered. I wasn’t too impressed by what I saw at the station. He seems to think this was all the result of someone horsing around with an archery set.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Darian sat down heavily. It was exactly as he had feared. Cole’s nudity gave the townies license to speculate he’d been killed during some kinky interlude in the woods. In fairness, Darian couldn’t really rule the possibility out, considering what he’d seen at the lake. However, he didn’t believe for a minute that Cole’s death was unintentional. “Whoever shot that arrow knew what he was doing. He must have aimed directly at Cole’s back.” 
 
    Argo drained his second cup of coffee and rubbed his neck irritably. “I can see why you’d reach that conclusion, and I don’t mind admitting I’m leaning in the same direction myself. But like I said before, this isn’t my territory and it sure as hell isn’t my case. I got Chief Creed started and gave him my impressions so far. I assume you and everyone else at the retreat did, too. Meaning my part in this sorry little drama is over.” 
 
     “Okay, yeah. Whatever you say.” 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Argo sounded stern, but Darian caught him biting back a smile. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that in the past, you’ve had a hard time walking away from a case involving people you know. And it’s doubly frustrating when the people in charge don’t seem particularly competent or motivated.” 
 
    Argo’s fidgeting told Darian he’d struck a nerve. “I can’t deny I’m less than impressed with what passes for an investigative team out here. Still, it’s not my place to criticize other departments. I wouldn’t tolerate it at my station. And on the bright side, it doesn’t look like they’re going to shut down the workshop. So you can keep teaching—as best you can, anyway—and we can try to salvage what’s left of our quiet forest getaway.” 
 
    “I’d wondered if they’d let us continue. I suppose it makes sense, since they won’t want anyone leaving the premises before they get some answers. But wow, it’s going to be hard to pick up as though nothing happened.” 
 
    “So don’t.” Argo shrugged. “Use today’s events to your advantage. Let the guys write about what they’re experiencing and how they feel about what’s going on around them. Might be cathartic.” 
 
    “You know, that’s a good idea. We definitely use the same method at Birchwood. It’s sort of a therapeutic technique.” Darian paused. “Wait a minute. Did you pick up that trick when you went in for counseling? After you got shot? If so, this is the first time you’ve ever talked to me about it.” 
 
    “Sorry. Privileged information.” Winking, Argo mimed locking his mouth and throwing the key away. He stood to claim the last of the coffee as a sharp knock sounded on their cabin door. Darian opened it to find a stressed-out Aubrey. 
 
    “I need to talk to Argo,” he said. Without waiting for an invitation, he strode to the kitchen table and grabbed a seat. “I’ve just spent an hour with our idiot police chief. It’s no secret he doesn’t like me, or any of us, for that matter. He’d be happy to close this whole place up and toss us all in jail on some drummed-up charge. Argo, if what you said about having homicide experience was true, you’ve got to help me figure this out!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start from the beginning,” Argo prompted Aubrey. “First, how’s Hammond doing?” 
 
    “Better. Once he got a little more coherent, the cops took him to the station so he could answer some questions. Our friend with the frosted hair volunteered to go with him and help out. Can’t say why. Gathering material for his crime thriller, I suppose.” 
 
    “Could be.” Argo’s expression gave nothing away. The subtle shift in his posture and attitude showed Darian he was summoning his interview persona. That side of Argo never betrayed a touch of judgment or emotion. Facts only. And it always seemed to work. “I can imagine how stressful this must be for you. I assume nothing like this ever happened here before.” 
 
    “You can say that again. And here I thought running this place would be a cake walk compared to the bar I had out in Colorado.” 
 
    “A gay bar?” 
 
    “Sure. What else?” Aubrey grew defensive. “It was a classy place, though. More like a neighborhood pub than a meat market. Still, it got tiresome, so I sold up and came here. Seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    “How long have you known Hammond?” 
 
    “Oh, since we were kids. Well, in our twenties, anyway. Thirty-five years, off and on. We didn’t keep in contact regularly.”  
 
    “Until recently,” Darian spoke up. “This writing retreat was his idea, right?” 
 
    “Yup. He heard about me buying the campground and got in touch with a business proposal. I figured, why not? The workshop sounded like a surefire money-maker to me. I swung at the first pitch.” 
 
    “When was that?” Argo asked.  
 
    “Probably six months ago. Right around the time he and Cole got married. He said he wanted to make a literary comeback, like some aging ’80s rock star. Hell, maybe the whole thing was Cole’s idea. New husband, new life, fresh start and all that muck.” 
 
    “It’s great you stepped up to support him,” Darian said. Argo’s subtle nod encouraged him to continue. “Just out of curiosity, how did you and Hammond meet all those years ago? The world was a different place for guys like us back then.” 
 
    “Damn right.” Aubrey smiled fondly at the recollection. “We started talking at a party. That was long before he’d written any of his books. He was still a college kid then—really full of himself, as I recall. Privileged. I was just the opposite. Yet somehow we hit it off.” 
 
    “Sounds fun. Were you two… you know…close?” 
 
    “Lovers, you mean? Nah. We did better as friends and we both realized that. The physical attraction didn’t click. I’m nothing like Cole, as you can plainly see. Besides, Hammond never said it out loud, but he always thought he was too highbrow for me. For all I know, he still does, with all his advanced degrees and published books. Still, I wouldn’t trade places with him.” Aubrey grimaced. “When I agreed to let him run this workshop, I didn’t realize how much he drank. If I had, my decision might have been different. Or at least I would have set some stricter ground rules.” 
 
    Argo rejoined the conversation, his gaze as sharp and focused as the sight on a rifle. So much for standing down and letting the local cops handle it. Investigating came as naturally to Argo as breathing. And Darian wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. “How about Cole? When did you meet him?” 
 
    “Not until they showed up earlier this week. I mean, unless you count video chats on the computer while Hammond and I worked out the logistics. I saw Cole in the background. Once he even pranced past the screen naked. He acted like it was an accident, so I pretended not to notice. I’m sure that disappointed him.” 
 
    “Wow.” Darian feigned shock. In truth, he had no trouble imagining Cole doing exactly what Aubrey described. “What was that all about?” 
 
     “Just another of Cole’s stupid stunts.” Aubrey shrugged. “He used his looks to his advantage. Then again, Hammond might have egged him on. Lording his sweet young thing over me, rubbing my single status in my face. Little do they know, I prefer it that way.” 
 
    “Cole’s behavior didn’t give you pause about going into business with them?” Darian asked.  
 
    “Why would it? The seminar is just for one week. You can put up with anything for that long. Bottom line, his book came out a long time ago, but it still sells. I followed his career a bit. Who wouldn’t? An old friend makes it big. I figured this venture could help both of us—my campground and his writing career. As for them making me jealous, it didn’t work. The thing is, I’m past all that. I got my share and I’m done with romance. Good riddance.” 
 
    “If Hammond really did put him up to it, they must have had a strange marriage, for sure,” Argo commented, flashing Aubrey a salacious smirk. “What did you know about their relationship before they got here?” 
 
    “Only what Hammond told me. They got together after his buddy Roger died. Nasty business. Cole found Roger bludgeoned to death after a home invasion, as you probably heard. Hammond came to offer Cole a hand in sorting out Roger’s affairs. I guess he offered other kinds of comfort, too. Next thing I knew, they were together. Maybe it was inevitable, though. Cole needed someone to lean on, and Prescott was lonely. He’d had plenty of lovers, but no one special enough to stay with, much less marry. And as I’m sure you’ve noticed, none of us is getting any younger.” 
 
    “So the marriage was Hammond’s idea?” Darian pressed. 
 
    “Well, actually, no. To hear Hammond tell it, Cole kept going on about how he needed to marry again for security and legal protection. The cops suspected he had some role in the attack on Roger, you know. Not that they could prove anything. Eventually Prescott went along with the plan. He wanted an heir to administer his estate if something happened to him—keep his literary heritage alive and so forth. Or be there to guard the plug if he fell into a coma. You hear about things like that. Guys our age—Hammond’s and mine, I mean—might need someone to look after us. Younger husbands are a safe bet. Het guys marry younger women for the same reason, right?” 
 
    Argo nodded. “Makes sense. Were you at the wedding?” 
 
    “Nope. No one was. They eloped, if it’s still called that if you don’t go far from home. They felt a private ceremony would be more tasteful, considering what became of Roger. I figure people would have gossiped either way, so they might as well have gone all out. But they didn’t consult me, so whatever.”  
 
    “Do you think Hammond regretted his decision?” Darian asked. “Marrying Cole at all, I mean, not just the type of ceremony. Cole thought Hammond’s outburst signaled grief over Roger’s death, but I wonder if it also resulted from Cole’s…ah…flamboyant behavior.” 
 
    “It might have. You heard me confront Hammond in my office, but he didn’t open up to me.” Aubrey shrugged again. “Then again, he’s not exactly articulate when he’s in that condition. His emotional well-being isn’t my concern beyond how it impacts the workshop. And I’ll tell you the exact thing I plan to tell him—he better not try to call the retreat off. Okay, we can pause things a bit while he gets his head together, but I’m not giving refunds. Sounds harsh, but so be it. My decision is final.” 
 
    Darian set down his coffee, speechless. Aubrey expected Hammond just to go on teaching and lecturing as though nothing had happened? 
 
    “Anyway, being busy might push him over the hump,” Aubrey said, softening when he read Darian’s reaction. “Hopefully, if Argo helps them, the cops will get everything sorted out quickly. Like I told you before, it’s no mystery who did this. Townies. Sure, they play the role of friendly rustic types, but only if you’re like them. At first, they couldn’t have been happier about someone buying this old campground with a plan for fixing the old wreck up. Once they figured out what my business was all about, though, I’ve had nothing but trouble from them. That’s another reason I want to get this behind us and carry on. I won’t let them win. You see where I’m coming from here, don’t you?” 
 
    “You think someone tried to send a message?” Argo asked. “Wanted to scare off you and your guests?” 
 
    “Damn right I do. Who knows? Maybe they didn’t intend to kill Cole, but their prank got out of hand. Hate crimes are ugly, but they’re not as rare as people would like to think, even in this day and age.” Slapping his hands on his thighs, Aubrey stood up. “And now I need to get back to the lodge and see how Greg’s coming along with the food. He was pretty shaken up by what happened, though he’s trying his best to hide it.” 
 
    Argo and Darian followed Aubrey to his feet. “I imagine Chief Creed has some questions for him,” Argo said. “He showed up near the scene, after all. And the sports shed was under his control.” 
 
    “Yeah, they talked to him. That’s another reason I want to check how he’s doing. Greg suffers from PTSD, you know. That’s why he seems a little off at times. But he’s totally loyal to me, and to this campground. I promise you he wouldn’t do anything to harm one of the guests, or by extension, me. Now, can I expect to see you two at dinner? I want everyone present and accounted for. Not only should we stick together at a time like this, but I want to make it clear that the retreat will continue exactly as planned, with all scheduled meals and events moving forward.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Argo promised. 
 
    “What about Kaz?” Darian asked. “Anyone checked on him lately? He’s probably taking this hard. Seemed like he and Cole were becoming friends.” 
 
    “Friends?” Aubrey snorted. “Cole Dalton saw only two kinds of people—those he could use to his own ends, and those who wouldn’t fall for his garbage. He didn’t want or have any friends. Still, I’ll make sure Kaz is at dinner. In fact, I’ll go and talk to him right now.” 
 
    Argo held the cabin door open. After Aubrey sauntered out of earshot, he closed it again and turned to Darian. 
 
    “So? What did you make of that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Darian frowned. “My mind’s kind of a blur. We only know of two people who weren’t in the lodge when it happened. Yet the cops obviously haven’t arrested Kaz or Greg.” 
 
    “They didn’t recover the bow, either, and I assume they searched. Kaz may be the experienced archer, but Greg probably knows some good hiding places.” 
 
    “Could they be working together? Seems hard to believe after that scene we witnessed this morning. I’d be more inclined to suspect Greg set Kaz up out of spite.” 
 
    “Murder seems extreme for a dispute about borrowing sports equipment, but we’ve unearthed stranger motives.”  
 
     “True. Argo...could Aubrey be right? It’s possible an outsider sneaked onto the grounds while everyone was at the lodge, stole a bow and arrow from the shed, and took a pot shot at Cole. They might not have meant to kill him. When they saw him hit the ground, they panicked and ran away.” 
 
    “Could be. But given what we know about Cole, it’s also possible someone traveled here for the express purpose of confronting him.” 
 
    Darian thought about it. It wasn’t beyond belief that Cole had hooked up with someone in town—or someone online—who was curious, so to speak. Then the guy regretted the encounter, or wanted to make sure Cole kept his mouth shut. Someone married? Or in a position to lose everything if Cole outed him? 
 
    He was still mulling the possibilities over when he saw Argo cross the room, pick up the little notebook he used at crime scenes, and flip it open. Darian bit back a grin. Argo would soon be churning out pages at a rate that would put the workshop participants to shame.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Greg absented himself from dinner, but despite the events of the afternoon, Aubrey seemed to be in good spirits. He moved from table to table, chatting briefly with the writers.  
 
    “He doesn’t seem too broken up by what happened,” Raymond remarked as soon as Aubrey had left Darian and Argo’s table.  
 
    “Why would he?” Raymond’s partner, Terry, pointed out. “One big distraction’s out of the way now, right? Maybe he figures Hammond will get back on track now. Just in time to save the workshop.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a cold one?” Raymond asked, smirking. “By all means, my love, keep talking.” 
 
    The remark got everyone speculating about Cole’s death again. Most of the writers had gone through the same mental exercises as Darian and Argo, it seemed. Opinions split equally between the death being a hate crime or a revenge killing perpetrated by someone bearing a grudge. The two of them listened politely, saying little, as the men at their table traded increasingly outlandish theories. 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, that guy with the frosted hair and the flannel shirt seemed kind of suspicious,” announced the man with the handlebar moustache. His name, Darian had learned, was Ivan, and he was writing a tell-all memoir about his days in a gay outlaw biker gang. “Looked out of place from day one. Plus I haven’t seen him around since the cops took off. They must have hauled him in for questioning, don’t you think?”  
 
    “He sure didn’t strike me as a real writer,” Raymond said, lowering his voice and glancing to the left and right. “You could tell just by looking at him that he’s involved in shady stuff.” 
 
    “What if he was really here to supervise some kind of drug deal?” Terry suggested. “Or what about this? I’ll bet he’s a confidential informant, secretly working with the police. That’s why they took him into town on the sly.” 
 
    “Possible, but here’s a totally different perspective.” Phillip, an aspiring mystery author, waved his fork in excitement. “What if this crazy bow and arrow thing is a hoax, designed to make the retreat more exciting? You know, like those murder dinners and cruises you can buy tickets to. Didn’t that whole episode this morning seemed overly theatrical? Like a script, albeit a bad one from some homegrown theatrical troupe run by the Chamber of Commerce. Still, maybe the idea was to inspire us to write more passionately and to add more suspense to our stories.” 
 
    “Are that many people writing mysteries?” Raymond asked skeptically. “Seems a lot of trouble to go to, considering the majority of the participants are doing memoirs of great loves they lost in the 1990s.” He darted a meaningful glance at Ivan, who wrinkled his nose in offense. “Not Terry and I, of course. We’re working on a science fiction epic. But the same principle applies. Solving a murder wouldn’t be relevant.” 
 
    “Don’t forget poetry,” Terry added, discreetly motioning toward a nearby table where Kaz sat, morosely shoveling food in his mouth and ignoring Marc Fresno’s attempts to engage him in conversation. “Some of us are here to flex their muse’s gossamer wings.” 
 
    “Same applies, right? Poetry is just another way to mourn for a great love lost,” Raymond said. “Staging a murder doesn’t fit.” 
 
    Ivan had moved on to more whimsical reflections. “That’s the trouble with writing about the past, isn’t it? Hurts to revisit all the things you should have said and done…or things you did say and regret bitterly, years later. Chances not taken. If only, if only.” He sighed.  
 
    “I still say this whole thing stinks like a dead fish.” Phillip turned to Argo somewhat desperately. “What do you think? Cole’s death can’t be real, can it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but no way would real cops take part in a ruse like that,” Argo said bluntly. “Besides, I saw the body. It wasn’t a joke.” 
 
    “That brings up another possibility,” Raymond said. “Could someone have committed the murder in order to snag a hot topic to write about? I mean, an author being involved in an actual crime would certainly sell books.” 
 
    This theory set off a new round of debate and counterargument, which Argo and Darian chose not to engage in. Just as things began to heat up, with Ivan and Raymond visibly getting on one another’s nerves, a hush swept over the dining room.  
 
    All eyes were on the door as Hammond shuffled slowly inside. Lanislaw lagged a few steps after him, his expression tense. Behind Hammond’s back, he raised one hand in a beckoning gesture. 
 
    Argo, we need to talk. Lanislaw mouthed the words.  
 
     Argo immediately rose. 
 
    “Give us ten minutes,” he whispered to Darian. Lanislaw turned and left again, with Argo following him outside.  
 
    “How do you put up with it, Darian?” Terry asked after Argo and Lanislaw had disappeared. “Does he ever smile?” 
 
    “Sure he does—when he’s not brooding over a dead body.”  
 
    Hammond wandered around the room awkwardly until Aubrey hurried over and guided him to a table. The next thing Darian knew, one person began clapping and before long, supportive applause engulfed the room. Hammond offered a frail wave and bent over the plate of food Aubrey slid in front of him.  
 
    “Thank you for your kindness, everyone,” he called without getting up from his chair. His voice sounded much steadier than it had that morning, though it quickly grew hoarse with emotion. “I just want everyone to know how much Cole would have appreciated it, too. He was a practical man, who would have wanted us all to go on. I loved him for that, you know.” He paused to catch his breath. “I loved him very much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terry and Raymond, who had leaned over to listen in, blanched in unison. At that point, another person stepped through the door. Chief Creed marched to the center of the room and clapped his hands for attention.  
 
    “We just received the medical examiner’s preliminary report,” he announced, keeping one hand in the air like a conductor readying his orchestra. “We already knew how Cole Dalton died—an arrow through his back, puncturing his vital organs. What we don’t know yet is how it happened. The coroner figures someone was playing around with arrows and cracked off a shot at close range, though we don’t have any information yet on who did it and why. Therefore, we’re appealing to the public for leads both here and in town. If anyone thinks of anything, or even hears a rumor that might bear on the case, I’m asking you to please come forward right away. I’ll be leaving a stack of my cards on the table. You can leave a tip anonymously if you prefer. Now, any questions?” 
 
    Marc Fresno raised his hand and stood up. Beside him, Kaz slouched down and rested his face in his palms. 
 
    “You used the words ‘playing around,’” Marc said. “Are you implying Cole’s death was accidental?” 
 
    “We haven’t ruled anything out yet,” Chief Creed said, jutting out his bottom teeth bulldog-style. “Death by misadventure is one possibility we’re exploring, though, yes.” 
 
    “Goodness. Sounds positively medieval,” Raymond whispered with glee. Terry shushed him.  
 
    Marc’s cheeks reddened with anger. “And covering up for someone is another, I assume?”  
 
    “We need evidence before we can move forward with an accusation of any kind,” Creed snapped. “But I will say this. These things often get solved when somebody talks. Most perps can’t help it. Human nature—guilt, maybe, or just the desire to brag—pressures them to tell others about what they did. Might take time—years, even—but it will happen. And you can take that right to the bank.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so. You’d be amazed how long people can hold secrets.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re speaking from experience—Mr. Fresno, is it?” 
 
    “Correct. And I sure as hell am.”  
 
    This time, the chief ignored him. “All right, then. Back to the case. Thank you for your cooperation, and enjoy your evening as best you can.” 
 
    “Can you believe that guy?” Raymond shook his head in disgust. “Enjoy our evening? With a crazed killer stalking us?” 
 
    “He makes a solid point, though.” Phillip looked up from some notes he’d been taking with a pencil on a paper napkin. “They can’t just charge one of us without proper evidence, thank goodness. And we all have alibis, don’t we? We were right here, watching Hammond try and fail to sabotage poor Darian’s lesson plan.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Raymond said archly, directing a pointed gaze in Kaz’s direction. “As we were saying about poets before, they’re prone to fits of intense emotion.” 
 
    “You think it was Kaz?” Ivan leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Why would he?” 
 
    “Who knows? Jealousy? Lust? Revenge? The usual motives. It’s worth looking into, though, right?” 
 
    “Also, what if he was enjoying some…you know…substances to help his creative process along?” Terry chimed in. “Maybe he suffered a fit of temporary madness.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Phillip said, waving him off. “Every murderer claims insanity. You’d be surprised how seldom that defense flies in a real court of law.” 
 
    “Hallucinations, then. Drug-induced paranoia. Happens all the time.” 
 
    The group was still discussing the finer points of criminal defense strategies when Argo returned, thankfully without Lanislaw. Darian stood up to intercept him near the buffet table. 
 
    “Want to head back to the cabin?” he suggested. “We can get some desserts to take back with us.” 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same question. I told Lanislaw to meet us there in half an hour. The three of us need to talk.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly what he wanted to hear, but before Darian could think of a reason to object, Aubrey joined them.  
 
    “Anything to report?” he asked Argo. “As I expected, that damn chief is stringing us along. He knows very well who did this, but he’ll never turn in one of his cronies.” 
 
    “We ought to keep an open mind,” Argo said. “I’m confident the cops are doing their best. They either have an idea who’s been sneaking up here and causing trouble, or they’ll find out soon.” His cool gaze drifted over Aubrey’s shoulder to where Hammond sat, poking at his plate of food. “You keeping an eye on Hammond tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m having him stay in my cabin. Why? You don’t think he’s in any danger, do you?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but he shouldn’t be alone. This is going to be a rough night for him.” 
 
    “Suicide, you mean? No, not Hammond. He’s way too narcissistic. I suppose that’s a good thing, in this case. Trust me. He’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Argo said. 
 
    “Did you mean what you said about Chief Creed’s department, or were you just reassuring Aubrey?” Darian asked as Aubrey sauntered away. 
 
    “Nope. I trust the locals to handle this phase. It’s their territory and they know the people around here. They’ll figure out the right questions to ask.” 
 
    Darian nodded. Was that why the chief had emphasized the likelihood of an eventual confession? Did he already have an idea who crept onto the grounds and nocked up the deadly arrow?  
 
    Maybe the whole thing really had been a mean-spirited prank that spiraled tragically out of control. Darian couldn’t help but suspect much more lurked beneath the surface. Unfortunately, the water was too cloudy for him to make out even the shadow of what it might be.  
 
    On their way out, he and Argo passed the table where Kaz and Marc Fresno still sat. Kaz seemed to have shaken off his earlier despair. He gestured dramatically as he spun a yarn for Marc Fresno, who listened with his head tilted sideways in intense concentration. While Darian watched, Aubrey joined them, too, placing one hand on each of their shoulders. 
 
    He bent down, and the three of them shared a laugh that made the back of Darian’s neck prickle.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    When Lanislaw showed up at their cabin just after dark, he seemed eager to get down to business.  
 
    “I can’t comment on the case in any official capacity,” Lanislaw said as they sat around the table, just as they had when Aubrey came calling. “What I can say is that Cole’s first husband, Evan Price, was assumed to have died by his own hand. An apparent overdose. It made sense, considering his history of addiction. But there were questions, at least as far as I was concerned. Nothing that’s happened since his death has changed my mind.” 
 
    “Especially not Cole marrying the doctor who was treating Evan for his drug habit,” Darian said. “Cole told us himself,” he added when Lanislaw raised a brow in surprise. 
 
    “Correct. They hooked up soon after Evan’s death. Suspiciously soon, I might add.” Lanislaw grimaced. “Think about it. Younger addict, unstable in every way you can think of, versus older, financially secure man. For a guy like Cole, that would be an easy choice.” 
 
    “Cole said you and your colleagues checked up on his alibi at the time,” Argo said. “Harassed him was the way he described it.” 
 
    “Not me personally. I followed the case from a distance and got copies of all the records. Read them thoroughly, trust me.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Argo said. 
 
    “Cole was the one who found Evan’s body,” Lanislaw said, seeming not to notice the way Argo was scrutinizing him. “He said Evan had struggled with bipolar issues for years. Plus he endured the usual pressures about being an out gay man in Florida. Darian knows as well as I do that it isn’t the most welcoming environment.” 
 
    Darian couldn’t deny that. He’d been extraordinarily lucky to have two moms who would support him no matter what his sexual preference turned out to be. Plenty of people weren’t as fortunate. “So his relationship with Cole was rocky?”  
 
    “According to Cole, no. I read the statement he gave at the time. He claimed that despite Evan’s substance abuse, they got along fine, and he’d convinced Evan to get treatment. He’d been thinking about going back to school to become a social worker. Cole claims he supported Evan wholeheartedly in his academic pursuits. Not that Cole had any real interest in academics. In fact, he didn’t have much interest in anything at all. At the time, he was working in a surf shop by the beach.” 
 
    “Now why does that not surprise me?” Argo muttered.  
 
    “The whole thing struck me as a bit mysterious. I know it can be hard to predict suicides, but Evan didn’t seem to be at a particularly low point in his life. No one, not even Cole, could identify any triggering event that might drive him to suicide.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Darian said. “If Cole had something to do with his death, wouldn’t he set things up a little better? You know, make up a story about Evan relapsing?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Cole’s crafty. He knew it would raise our suspicions if the pieces fell in place too easily. I can’t prove anything, of course.”  
 
    Darian nodded. It wasn’t so long ago an apparent suicide at Birchwood turned out to be something very different. Still, sad as the situation was, troubled people like Evan often walked close to the edge of a metaphorical cliff. It didn’t take much for them to topple off. 
 
    “Grief can cloud people’s memory,” Argo pointed out. “They claim not to realize how much pain their loved ones were in, possibly because of their own guilt for not intervening. It’s not too surprising the case went nowhere.” 
 
    “It didn’t—until Cole took up with Evan’s former addiction counselor, Dr. Roger Braddock. At first, people figured he was just helping Cole through his loss. Then, the next thing you know, they moved in together. A few days later, they went to the town hall and got a marriage license.” 
 
    “From what we heard, the honeymoon didn’t last long,” Argo said. 
 
    “Correct. A break-in happened at Roger’s house. Supposedly the burglars went looking for drugs or valuables. Roger startled them and they killed him. Once again, Cole walked in and found the body of his husband.” 
 
    “Twice in a row.” Darian whistled. “What are the chances? No wonder your colleagues were interested in talking to him. Quite a stretch for him to claim harassment.”  
 
    Lanislaw snorted. “Naturally, Cole offered an alibi. He was at a popular night spot with plenty of witnesses who saw him partying and dancing, drunk enough to be a public nuisance. Almost as though he was making sure he’d be remembered. That left Cole completely in the clear both times…with a financial windfall to help him along. Convenient, don’t you think?” 
 
    “And then came Hammond,” Argo said.  
 
    “Exactly.” Lanislaw nodded. “As I guess you already know, Hammond was an old friend of Roger’s. From what we understand, after Roger was murdered, Hammond showed up to look after his old friend’s effects. He was named executor of the estate, though Cole was the main beneficiary. Apparently, Hammond considered it his duty to look after Cole, along with the rest of Roger’s possessions. Cole had no objection. Hammond has his flaws, as we’ve all noticed, but he’s also a successful author who’s done well for himself. And I’m sure we don’t have to wonder what was in it for Hammond. Younger guy, charming and…ah, energetic, shall we say? Looks hot on Hammond’s arm. Win-win for both of them. Too bad Evan and Roger got the short end of that rather crooked stick.” 
 
    “Sounds cold.” Darian shook his head. “On the other hand, I can see how it could happen. The two of them came together to share their grief, and...well, human nature took over. Obviously Hammond didn’t blame Cole for Roger’s murder.”  
 
    “I guarantee you Cole convinced him he had nothing to do with it. Remember that excellent alibi? Hammond would have believed him, same way my colleagues were forced to.” 
 
    “I can see how Cole would want some security after losing two husbands in a row,” Argo said. “It’s not necessarily suspicious. And now we’ve come to the crux of the matter. Hammond is definitely still alive. And Cole very much isn’t.” 
 
    Lanislaw’s mood instantly darkened. “Don’t I know it,” he grumbled. 
 
    “So what do you think happened? You traveled all this way because you were convinced you’d nail Cole for his roles in Evan’s and Roger’s deaths, and instead he ends up pinned to the ground naked while everyone except Kaz and Greg Hodge are in the lodge in plain view.” Leaning back in his chair, Argo crossed his arms over his chest. “I assume you’ve developed a theory, Detective?” 
 
    “Sorry to say I haven’t. Nothing I can back up, anyway. Cole’s death blindsided me as much as it did you.” 
 
    “Could someone here know Roger or Evan?” Darian wondered. “Maybe Stuart isn’t the only one who suspected Cole caused their deaths. Maybe somebody decided to take revenge instead of waiting for the law to catch up to him.” 
 
    “I considered that possibility,” Lanislaw said with a sigh. “I did some background checks online while I was in town helping the local cops. Neither Kaz nor Greg Hodge has any connection to them that I could uncover. Like you said, they’re the only workshop participants who don’t have alibis. Even if that weren’t the case, you and I seem to be the only guys from Florida.” 
 
    “Of course, people move around,” Darian said. “We also wondered if Cole might have made a local enemy. Or hooked up with someone over the internet and agreed to meet him here. Only the rendezvous didn’t go as planned.” 
 
    “All possible. Or Chief Creed is right and it was a bizarre accident.” Lanislaw drummed his fingertips on the table and pushed his chair back. “Well, I guess we’ll have to see what happens next. Meanwhile, we should probably rest up for a long day of writing tomorrow. We got a little off track today, to say the least. Looking forward to sampling Kaz’s teaching technique and comparing it to yours, Darian. No way could his be worse than Hammond’s.” 
 
    “So you really are planning a book?” Argo didn’t hide his skepticism. 
 
    “Yep. In for a penny, as they say. I still haven’t told anybody at the retreat that I’m a cop. Let them go on thinking I’m a disgruntled middle management type trying to make my mark writing thrillers. Your mom, Ange, helped me develop my cover story and put in a good word for me with Hammond and Aubrey. She told them I was a promising writer who’d come to her wanting help with a career change. They bought it, and I’m not doing anything to disabuse them of that notion. I assume you won’t either.” 
 
    The three of them stood, but Argo took a casual step sideways and blocked Lanislaw’s path to the front door. 
 
    “We’ll keep your secret under one condition. Tell us the truth about why you’re so committed to this investigation, especially now that your original suspect is dead. Even if he did arrange Evan and Roger’s deaths, you can hardly put him in handcuffs now. Yet here you are. I have to wonder why.” 
 
    Lanislaw’s lips thinned in a forced smile. “I told you before. I couldn’t get my department to back me up, so I took some personal time and went for the next best thing...working a side gig with the two sharpest detectives I could think of.” 
 
    “That’s flattering, but there’s more going on here and we both know that.” Argo’s gaze didn’t waver. When Darian saw Lanislaw flinch, understanding struck him like a lightning bolt. 
 
    He took a chance. “You knew Evan…didn’t you?” 
 
    It took Lanislaw a moment to answer. “I did, yes. I dated Evan when we were both in college. He dropped out when his habit got the best of him, but I still cared about him. We fell out of touch and I moved on with my life, became a cop. And then, one day, I found out he was dead. Suicide, they said. I needed to learn more, so I got the files and studied them on my own. At the time, I suspected Cole was behind it. When I heard what happened to Roger Braddock, I had no doubt.” 
 
    “You could have told us all this from the beginning,” Argo said. “We might have been able to save Cole if you had.” 
 
    “I realize that now. I made a mistake…but not about Cole’s involvement. Sure, Evan had his demons. Doesn’t everyone? But he thought he had found a purpose in going back to school. He was looking forward to going into social work and addiction counseling as a career. He would have had more freedom in that kind of environment. Being gay isn’t necessarily a problem among more progressive types. He seemed genuinely fired up about his future. At least, that’s the way I saw it.” 
 
    “But the fact remains that Cole is dead. What do you hope to gain by continuing?” 
 
    “Two things,” Lanislaw said, his voice turning fierce. “First, by finding out what happened to Cole, maybe I can figure out what happened to Evan and why. Second, I want to know who stepped in and took the law into his own hands. I can’t forgive that, and not just because it was wrong. I wanted to take Cole down myself.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful what we say,” Darian promised. “We’ll help you get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. If you hadn’t agreed, I would have continued on my own. It means that much to me.” 
 
    After Lanislaw left, Darian and Argo faced each other. 
 
    “This is downright nuts,” Argo said. “You were nicer to him than I was inclined to be. It would have been within your rights to say no to his ridiculous scheme.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d say this, but I feel sorry for Lanislaw. Guilt is gnawing at him. And he wants to know how Evan really died. Now I do, too.”  
 
    A few minutes later, Lanislaw buzzed Argo’s phone. Argo pressed the speaker button and held it up so Darian could listen in. 
 
    “You might want to come over here,” Lanislaw whispered. “Someone’s in Hammond’s cabin.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not Hammond himself? Or Aubrey? Maybe he forgot his favorite footie pajamas.” 
 
    “The lights are off and whoever’s in there is using a flashlight. I can see it reflecting off the windowpanes. Aubrey or Hammond would have just turned on the lamp.” 
 
    “Hard to argue with that logic,” Darian whispered. Argo nodded. 
 
    “Don’t go in,” he told Lanislaw. “We’re coming. Stay on the line.” 
 
    Argo handed Darian the phone and moved into the bedroom. Darian heard him open the drawer of the bureau. Moments later he emerged holding his gun. His handcuffs formed a telltale circle in the hip pocket of his jeans. 
 
    “So you did bring it,” Darian said, unnerved while he watched Argo flick the safety off. 
 
    “Yeah. Best to be prepared for anything, I figure.” 
 
    Including a killer on the campground, Darian thought, paling. 
 
    Without another word, he led the way outside. They moved quietly across the lawn until they spotted Lanislaw crouching in the bushes near Hammond’s porch. He tilted his head toward Hammond’s window. Sure enough, the muted glow of a small light bobbed and flickered behind the half-drawn curtain. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Argo mouthed as he brought his gun around in front of him. He kept it pointed at the ground as the three of them crept toward the door. A single strip of yellow tape, tacked up by Chief Creed’s men almost as an afterthought, hung perpendicular to the threshold. The intruder had simply unstuck it and let it drop. They guy was either amazingly bold or a total fool as far as Darian was concerned. Whichever it was, he was about to find himself staring down the impeccably steady barrel of Argo’s service revolver. 
 
    “Let me go in first,” Argo whispered. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Lanislaw snapped back, and Darian saw that he, too, had armed himself. A small silver pistol glinted in the moonlight. He heard Argo grunt in disgust. 
 
    “Cover me, then,” he suggested, and this time Lanislaw nodded and stepped to the side. Darian had no objection to dropping back and watching as Argo took a moment to balance himself and then kicked open the door. Lanislaw charged in behind him as he stormed through, bellowing. 
 
    “Hands up! On your knees!”  
 
    Someone shouted from inside, though in all the confusion he couldn’t immediately identify the voice. “What the hell?”  
 
    Darian slipped into the cabin to find a familiar figure face-down on the rug. Lanislaw hovered over him, gun aimed at the center of the intruder’s back, while Argo clicked his handcuffs into place. Nearby stood Hammond and Cole’s desk, its drawers pulled out and emptied onto the floor. A sheaf of loose paper and a number of spiral-bound notebooks lay fanned out in a semicircular pattern. 
 
    “Marc!” Darian blurted, shocked, as Argo rolled his prisoner into a seated position. Marc scowled but didn’t resist.  
 
    “I’m going to stand you up slowly,” Argo told him, hooking one hand under his arm. “Then I’ll search you to make sure you didn’t swipe anything from the scene of an investigation.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Marc sneered. “And you can put the gun down, Stuart. I’m not going to fight you.” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” Lanislaw said, not moving. 
 
    After hoisting Marc to his feet, Argo patted him down but found nothing except a cell phone. He flicked on the camera app and scrolled through the pictures. “Quite a few shots of Hammond here,” he noted. 
 
    “All taken from a distance.” Marc shrugged. “So I’m a fan. Sue me.”  
 
    “You might think this is a joke, but there’s a very good chance we’ll do just that,” Argo said. “You’re trespassing on a crime scene, at the very least.” 
 
    “The crime happened outside, as you very well know, and the cops already gave this place the once-over. They’re the ones who dumped all this stuff on the floor, not me. I was just picking through it—discreetly.” 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “Same thing you are. Searching for anything those bunglers missed. Trying to crack the code of the loving couple who might not have been so loving after all.” 
 
    Lanislaw spoke up before Argo could ask another question. “What makes you say that? And why are you so interested in their relationship?” 
 
    “I have my reasons. I’m a writer just like you, remember? I’m in search of material. Look, guys, I know you could easily call Chief Cuckoo or whatever his name is and have him speed down here to arrest me. But I’m going to offer you a more beneficial alternative. How about we cut a deal? I tell you what I’m looking for, and you forget about this little escapade.” 
 
    Argo glanced at Lanislaw, who raised a brow. “I’ll listen to you,” Argo said. “Then I’ll decide.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I’m researching Hammond’s personal connection to his book—Highway to Him. I want to find out how much of it is based on his experiences, and how much came exclusively from his imagination. Now, you might be wondering what that has to do with Cole’s death. Maybe nothing beyond giving me an opportunity to sneak in here while Hammond is drowning his sorrows over at Aubrey’s cabin. Then again, Cole was Hammond’s husband. Hammond might have confided in him. He might have written something down, possibly as a way to gain leverage over Hammond. I figured it was worth a shot.” 
 
    “You mean something scandalous?” Darian asked. “Like what? Hammond never claimed the book was anything but fiction. What would the scandal be? Unless you think Hammond didn’t write it himself.” 
 
    “No, he’s definitely the author. I don’t have any doubt about that. Still, I want to write a book about the book. What Hammond was really like in those days. Where he got his ideas. Who his lovers were. How they factored into his plot. You see, I’ve been a freelancer for a long time. This retreat was supposed to lead to my big break. I spent a lot of money to get here. All I want is my money’s worth.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t help you with literary investigations,” Argo said. He motioned for Marc to turn around and undid the cuffs. “Get out and don’t come back in here. Next time I will have the local cops arrest you.”  
 
    “Thanks.” When his hands were free, Marc gave the three of them a mock salute. Then he was gone. 
 
    “Okay, that was weird,” Argo said, putting his cuffs back in his pocket. “What’s the consensus? Was he lying?” 
 
    “It’s just bizarre enough to be true,” Lanislaw said. “Marc was one of the names I ran through the computer at the police station. Nothing much came up. He seems to be telling the truth about being a freelance writer—one who hasn’t published anything yet.” 
 
    “Well, there is some money in that sort of writing,” Darian admitted. “False memoirs are kind of a cottage industry, and so is exposing publishing scandals. But Highway to Him is a novel. If anything, Hammond always insisted it wasn’t based on real people. So I don’t see what Marc’s trying to prove.” 
 
    “Could he be one of those superfans you hear about?” Lanislaw asked. “You know, obsessed. A stalker type. Maybe he’d like to take Cole’s place at Hammond’s side.” 
 
    “Maybe, but he couldn’t have killed Cole. He was at the workshop with the rest of us. You were his writing partner during that session, as I recall,” Darian pointed out. 
 
    “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” Argo said. “Besides, it’s hard to imagine Marc would kill to gain access to Hammond or his desk. There are easier ways to accomplish either goal. In any case, we’ll need to thwart any other unwelcome guests. I’ll call Aubrey down here to padlock the door. These locks are too easy to pick, as Marc just helpfully reminded us. Stuart, you should go back to your cabin if you want to maintain your cover. Marc won’t say anything. I’ll say Darian and I went for a moonlit stroll and noticed the door swinging open.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lanislaw agreed. “I guess I’ll see you two in the morning. Fresh start, okay? I won’t conceal anything else from either of you. I hope you’ll do the same. Honest communication in both directions.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Darian said, but Argo only shrugged and took out his phone, summoning Aubrey and Greg Hodge to lock up the cabin. Darian only half-listened. Could they trust Lanislaw? A two-way street might lead them to the answer. But he worried they were speeding down a dead-end road toward a blood-spattered brick wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
     The next morning, they met Raymond and Terry walking toward the lodge for breakfast. 
 
    “We thought we’d get an early start,” Raymond told them. “I don’t know about you, but I can’t stand lukewarm waffles and coffee that’s been sitting out for more than twenty minutes. A happy stomach means a happy writing session, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Don’t believe a word of that,” Terry cautioned them. “Raymond kept me up half the night chattering about all yesterday’s excitement. He’s wants to make sure we grab ringside seats in case more of the same happens today.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” Darian grimaced. “Safe to say the workshop didn’t go the way any of us expected.”  
 
    “We don’t blame you, Darian,” Terry hastened to assure him. “Your lesson was wonderful. I feel more motivated to write than ever. Still…I admit I thought about packing up and leaving. Raymond, here, talked me out of it.” 
 
    “I told Terry we’d be crazy to run off less than halfway through the week,” Raymond confirmed. “And now that we know Argo is a cop, what is there to worry about? I, for one, feel much safer having you around.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it,” Argo said. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t prevent what happened.” 
 
    “How could you, though?” Terry asked. “Especially if it really was an accident, like the police chief said at dinner. Someone taking a prank too far.” 
 
    “Surely you didn’t fall for that line of rubbish.” Raymond scoffed. “More like a hate crime, if you ask me. Of course the locals would want to cover that up.” 
 
    Terry glanced around nervously. “At least whoever did it will be laying low. He won’t dare to come back up here for fear of getting caught this time. Don’t you think so, Darian?”  
 
    “Terry, don’t be naïve,” Raymond continued before Darian could answer. “If we’re dealing with a hate crime, there’s no telling what could happen next. The killer could be hiding nearby, plotting another strike against this campground even now.” To Darian’s surprise, he didn’t seem at all dismayed by the prospect. If anything, he sounded a bit giddy.  
 
    “Not too pleasant to think about,” Terry muttered, paling. 
 
    “Darling, we’re writers. We have to face the unpleasantness in life so we can interpret it for the masses. That’s what great literature is all about it, isn’t it? Trying to make sense of the world and all the ugliness in it.” 
 
    “How is your book coming?” Argo asked, clearly eager to change the subject. 
 
    “Didn’t we tell you? We switched from fantasy back to science fiction,” Raymond told him proudly. “You know, like one of those flashy movies where the handsome captain flies off in his rocket shop with a sassy-tongued space babe. Well, in our version, the babes are all guys. We’re thinking it could be a major motion picture or even a cable series someday.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Darian said, amused.  
 
    “Doesn’t it, though? We hope to finish the outline before we leave the workshop. I don’t suppose you have any show biz contacts, Darian?” 
 
    “Not me. I teach at an isolated private school, a long way from Hollywood. You should ask Hammond.” 
 
    “We tried,” Terry said with a theatrical sigh. “Guy is totally stuck up. He as much as rolled his eyes at us. He’s into the artsy side of things. All that angst and gloom! What’s wrong with good old-fashioned entertainment, though? That’s what I’d like to ask him if I could ever get a word in edgewise.” 
 
    “Maybe Phillip has the right idea,” Raymond mused. “All this would be the perfect setup for a mystery novel. He still thinks the whole thing was faked, like some warped kind of dinner theater. Tasteless, true, but he has a point about murder being profitable. Not to mention Terry wouldn’t have to be anywhere near as scared.”  
 
    Terry bit his lip. “Neither prospect is very comforting when you think about it.”  
 
    Reaching over, Raymond took his hand and pulled him closer as they walked. “Don’t worry. We can still leave whenever we want to. And we will, if we have any reason to. Unless the police find a way to prevent us. And we’re both completely innocent, so why should they?” 
 
    When they got to the lodge, they found Hammond waiting at the door to the buffet. Kaz stood beside him, trying to smile. His eyes still had a hollow, almost haunted expression.  
 
    “Darian, glad you’re here,” Hammond said. “I want to talk to you and Kaz over breakfast. Aubrey’s set up a table for us in a back room, where the three of us can chat privately.” He directed a pointed glance at Argo, deliberately excluding him.  
 
    “I’ll grab some breakfast with Terry and Raymond and catch you later,” Argo said with a wink. “I’ve got some stuff to do on my own anyway.”  
 
    Smug and satisfied, Hammond waited until he’d walked away. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, beckoning to Darian and Kaz. “Both of you. Right now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Hammond led Kaz and Darian to a back room that held a fold-out card table, three uncomfortable-looking metal chairs, and a few shelves stuffed with outdated office supplies. The table had already been set with the same disposable plates and plastic cutlery Aubrey used in the main dining area. As they settled down facing one another, Greg Hodge appeared pushing a wheeled cart.  
 
    “If you want anything else, you’ll have to go out to the buffet and find it yourselves,” Greg muttered while he set out platters of toast and scrambled eggs, a pot of coffee, and a collection of fruit slices. “Aubrey’s sending me out to the sports shed as soon as I’m done here. Boarding the damn thing up once and for all. About time, too. Tried to tell him. People stomping in and out without supervision, someone was bound to get hurt.” He paused to glare at Kaz, who hastily averted his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure the police will be relieved to hear that.” Darian felt a stab of concern for Hammond. Did Greg need to allude to Cole’s unfortunate demise? 
 
    Hammond, however, sounded more detached than traumatized. Darian wondered if the full impact of his loss had registered on him yet. Argo often talked about the deep shock affecting the victims of violent crime. “No doubt they’re doing all they can,” he said after clearing his throat. “And Aubrey is absolutely right to ensure the rest of the guests’ safety as well as preserve any possible evidence that might lead to the culprit.” 
 
    “Oh, the cops searched in there all right.” Greg turned away without bothering to pour any coffee for them. “Didn’t find anything as far as I know. Not so much as a fingerprint.” 
 
    “We have to be patient,” Kaz said. “They’ve got to uncover a clue eventually…right?” 
 
    Greg didn’t respond, and Darian had no answer either. Hammond sat quietly, staring off into space. He waited until Greg had trudged off before he spoke again. 
 
    “Safe to say the unfortunate events of yesterday left both of you shaken and uncertain,” he announced as he poured some coffee into a paper cup. His hand shook only a little as he passed the carafe to Kaz. “Obviously there’s no denying that the entire concept of the retreat has suffered a grave setback. However, I’m committed to moving forward with all the events we originally planned.” 
 
    Kaz exhaled in relief. “So you’re not canceling the rest of the sessions.” 
 
    “It’s not just a matter of economics, though of course that’s Aubrey’s fixation. It’s a matter of helping the writers who entrusted me with finding their voice. Their stories may not meet the standards of high art, but what they’re working on means a lot to them. That’s what I choose to focus on instead of the incalculable personal loss I have suffered. I hope I can count on both of you to support this ongoing endeavor.” 
 
    “Of course you can,” Kaz said. “I’m sure Darian agrees that the show must go on.” 
 
    The two of them gazed at Darian expectantly until he nodded. “Yes. I do.” 
 
    “Great!” Kaz raised his cup. “Here’s to a fighting spirit. It’s not going to be easy for you, Prescott, and we can all see that. Still, you have so much to offer. Your example alone will teach them what it really means to be a writer.” 
 
    “I see it the same way,” Hammond acknowledged sadly. “I’ve made mistakes in my life, but at least I can contribute to the world in some small, indirect way.” 
 
    “Oh I think you’ve already accomplished much more than that,” Kaz said. “No one who’s read it will ever forget Highway to Him. You’ve made a mark that will outlast all of us.” 
 
    Hammond fidgeted. “All my other novels bombed, though. In a way, my initial success proved a curse, as I’ve spent my whole life trying to recreate that happy accident. Can I tell you the truth? Being a famous writer didn’t work out the way I imagined it would. It was much lonelier than I expected, for one thing.” 
 
    “I’m surprised to hear you say that.” Kaz smirked. “In the book, the main character seems content to be on his own. Sure, he finds love at the end, but I always felt he’d be okay even if that hadn’t happened.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why he was a character. Not me. Not sure why I need to keep reminding people of that, especially my fellow writers.” 
 
    Darian saw his chance to redirect the conversation onto a useful path and spoke up. “So the book really wasn’t autobiographical? I’ve definitely heard rumors to the contrary.” 
 
    “Rumors? More like nonsense. I tried to make it exciting for readers. Maybe because my own life wasn’t terribly interesting, not even to me. That’s the whole purpose of fiction, isn’t it? You can retell your own story the way you wished it would be rather than the way it was.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t write fiction.” Darian feigned chagrin. “I’m a scholar who’s expected to focus on literary criticism and history. As I mentioned, right now I’m working on the biography of an obscure author. I find value in it, but I have no illusions my work will change anyone’s life, much less many people’s perspectives, like yours did.” 
 
    “Not every career leads to fame and glory,” Hammond said philosophically. “We need people like you, Darian, to document the continual struggles and occasional triumphs of the creative set. Anyhow, it makes sense you’d follow in your mother Ange’s footsteps. Wise choice, if you ask me. Teaching is a calling. Earn a steady salary with benefits. I could never do it, I’m afraid. Not a deskbound type.” 
 
    “Thankfully, I do manage to wrench myself out of my chair every now and again,” Darian said. “What about you, Kaz? One could say you’ve found a way to do it all. You teach, research, and still find time to express yourself artistically. It can’t be easy, but it must be satisfying.” 
 
    “Kaz doesn’t have much choice when it comes to pursuing an academic career,” Hammond said. “The only way to make a living as a poet is to be born into a trust fund.” 
 
    Anger flashed in Kaz’s dark eyes. “And how do you know I wasn’t?”  
 
    “Well, bully for you, if so.” Some of the humor faded from Hammond’s voice, and the muscles in his face tightened. “Some of us clawed our way up.” 
 
    “If you had to live those early years over,” Darian jumped in, “writing the book and striving to replicate its success, even knowing the frustration that lay ahead, would you?” 
 
    Hammond folded his arm over his chest and bowed his head. He went silent for a few moments while he considered the question. “Yeah, I guess I would. Highway to Him changed my life in a lot of ways, and not all of them were positive. Still, it’s something I’ll always be proud of. And like you said before, I’ll be remembered for it. That’s more than most people can say, even at the end of very long lives.” 
 
    “Now you’re sounding like a poet,” Kaz said. “Do you believe we all experience one significant moment from which our future flows? That an entire life comes down to either a great mistake or a great triumph? Meaning if we could undo one or the other, we would all be in a different place right now?” 
 
    Darian could imagine what Hammond was thinking. If he could relive the day before, perhaps he could have stayed with Cole and prevented him from meeting his death. Or maybe he would go further back and stopped himself from taking those early-morning drinks before the workshop started. Or further still, and walked away from his first taste of alcohol years before. Then again, would he ever have met and married Cole if he hadn’t lived out the sometimes unpleasant experiences that led him to write the book? 
 
    “Well, that’s the tragedy of existence, isn’t it?” Hammond asked. “Once we recognize the mistakes we made, it’s too late to change a single one of them. Or, put a less elegant way, what’s done is done. Don’t bother feeling sorry for me. I’ve been through other losses. I’ll adjust to being widowed, too. And in any case, I didn’t ask you two here in order to throw a pity party for myself. I want to get this workshop rolling. Kaz, you never got to lead your session.” 
 
    “True. Things got a little hectic, to say the least.” 
 
    “All right, then, you’re on deck this morning. What were you planning to lecture about yesterday, before the curtain came down unexpectedly?” 
 
    “I was going to talk about metaphor and description,” Kaz said. “We were going to analyze some samples from established poets, and a few prose authors as well, and then create and share our own attempts.” 
 
    “Solid plan.” Hammond nodded. “Darian, you can take the first session off if you want to. Go back to your cabin and do some prep for the afternoon write-in. Safe to say we’ll all want to tweak our lecture notes, considering...you know.” 
 
    “Prescott’s right. You went above and beyond yesterday, covering for both of us.” Kaz paused to dart Hammond an accusatory glance, but Hammond didn’t seem to notice. Darian thought it likely he’d forgotten most of his disastrous opening remarks, considering the altered state he’d been in. “Then you spent several more hours assisting the cops. You and Argo deserve some time to yourselves.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Darian said. He didn’t bother to remind them that Argo had announced running some errands of his own, but in truth he had no objection to getting back to his long-neglected research. The printouts from Rory still sat in his luggage, the ghost of Wilfred Baine silently crying for his attention. “I don’t mind sitting in on your session, but if you really don’t need me…” 
 
    “Everything’s under control,” Kaz assured him brightly. “Nothing at all to worry about.” With that, he turned to his breakfast. 
 
    Hammond seemed content to do likewise. “Best to swallow our sorrows and carry on marching. At least, that’s what my grandpappy used to say.” 
 
    Darian longed to inquire about the connection between Hammond’s real-life grandfather and the brutish zealot who tormented the youthful protagonist of Highway to Him. But he expected Hammond would only remind him again that the story was fiction, not autobiography, and decided not to shatter the peaceful mood finally settling over the table. Lapsing into an agreeable silence, he reached for a cantaloupe slice.  
 
      
 
      
 
    For the rest of the morning, Darian immersed himself in reading, pondering, and taking notes. It took real effort to focus on Wilfred Baine’s nineteenth-century escapades and not drift off into speculations about Cole’s death and who might have caused it. Finally, he allowed himself a break from his studies. During those interludes he felt free to indulge his increasing curiosity about what happened while everyone—or almost everyone—at the retreat huddled together, writing in sync. He still couldn’t shake the image of Cole’s nude, impaled body and feared it would be burned into his consciousness forever. At the same time, the persistent vision raised questions he couldn’t answer. First and foremost, why was Cole naked? One obvious possibility was that he was going out to meet someone, either for another swim or for some other activity facilitated by nudity. If he’d been going to the lake, though, why not stay dressed until he got there? The path through the woods was strewn with stinging insects, scratchy twigs, and piercing brambles. He hadn’t worn shoes or sandals, either. 
 
    The alternative was that he’d stripped down inside the cottage, maybe in preparation for a shower or a change of clothes, only to be lured outside and shot down accidentally or in an amazing feat of marksmanship. And though he hated to admit it to himself, Darian realized that almost all of those possible scenarios led to one main suspect—Kaz. After all, Kaz had been Cole’s skinny-dipping partner and maybe more. He was also comfortable with a bow and arrow and had no problem liberating archery equipment from the sports shed when the urge seized him.  
 
    As for a motive, several sprang to mind. Jealousy would be the most obvious. Maybe Kaz suffered a humiliating rejection from Cole, or maybe he caught Cole enjoying a sky-clad tryst with someone else. Who, though? Greg Hodge seemed unlikely. That led him back to an interloper from town. 
 
    Was it possible Chief Creed had stumbled onto the answer after all when he suggested a horrific prank taken too far? He wondered what Lanislaw’s take on the various theories might be. No doubt he was turning over the same ideas while he pretended to work on Kaz’s exercises in imagery and metaphor. 
 
    Stymied and frustrated, he went back to the relative comforts of Baine family drama. From the articles Rory culled for him, he got the sense there had been plenty of spectacle a century earlier. It was a wonder Wilfred found any time to write, a quandary Darian could definitely relate to. 
 
    An eventual glance at the wall clock told him lunch would be in progress back at the lodge. After the meal, it would be his turn to lead the workshop before turning the aspiring authors loose for the evening. Hopefully, Argo would be back from his mysterious errand as well. A quick text confirmed that he was on the road, five minutes away from the campground. Darian used a paperclip to mark his spot in the article he was reading, stacked up his notes and photocopies, and left the cabin. 
 
    Instead of going to the lodge, he headed for the parking lot. He got there just in time to catch Argo pulling in. The tension building in his stomach and shoulders faded when he caught Argo’s smile through the windshield.  
 
    “Missed you,” he said, wrapping his arms around Argo the moment he stepped out of the SUV. 
 
    “Same,” Argo said, leaning into his embrace. A few minutes passed before their conversation resumed. “Hey, I brought you a surprise.” Argo reached into the passenger seat and produced a bag with a cactus logo on the front. An alluring spicy scent wafted between them.  
 
    “Tacos?” Darian guessed. His stomach rumbled on cue as Argo removed two objects bundled in white paper and handed him one.  
 
    “I spotted a place in town that looked more promising than whatever hash Aubrey was slinging for lunch.” They ate while they strolled toward the lodge. As Darian knew, wolfing down a meal while in motion was second nature for Argo. “Breakfast wasn’t too impressive.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. The conversation wasn’t great, either.” 
 
    “Anything I should know about?”  
 
    “Considering you’re off duty, probably not,” Darian teased. “But seriously, no. We mostly talked about the workshop. Hammond’s determined to keep it going. I think he’s still in shock.” 
 
    “Understandable. You’d be surprised how effective people’s inner defense mechanisms can be. They carry on normally for days at a time. Then, all of sudden, reality hits. It isn’t pretty, but it’s all part of the grieving process. I’ve seen it enough to know.”  
 
    “Am I allowed to ask what you were doing in town? Aside from buying us this very welcome and delicious treat, of course.” 
 
    “You’re allowed. I’ll even answer. Fact is, I was chitchatting with the locals. Wanted to find out if Aubrey might be right about someone sneaking up here with malicious, or even murderous, intent.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. There are some nasty specimens skulking around, but they’re strictly low-level thugs. It doesn’t seem likely they’d take things as far as our mystery archer did. Sure, they talk a tough game, but if anything, a lot of them seem kind of scared to come up here. You’d think Bigfoot was lurking in these woods to hear them tell it.” 
 
    Darian laughed bitterly. “Maybe that’s a good thing. Who knew Bigfoot was gay?” 
 
    “That might explain why no one’s ever spotted a baby Bigfoot in the wild. For all we know, the poor dude’s been hiding outside the lodge this whole time, listening to the lectures and planning to write his own epic as soon as he can snag a laptop from one of the cabins.” 
 
    Having finished their tacos, they tossed the crumpled wrappers in the trash can near the picnic tables. It struck Darian as odd that no one was outside eating, considering lunch should have been in progress by then. They stepped through the front door to a chorus of complaints. 
 
    “A total fiasco!” Raymond’s plaintive wail rose above the rest of the voices. He turned to Argo and Darian as they approached, clearly pleased to gain a fresh audience. “Not so much as a bag of chips or a cheese platter. Honestly, I’ve never worked as a caterer, so I don’t presume to understand all the ins and outs of feeding a roomful of people. I’d certainly expect Audrey to be a bit more on top of things, though.” 
 
    “In fairness, he’s dealing with a lot just now,” Terry reminded him. “He said he was making sandwiches as fast as he could. And it’s not his fault Greg Hodge ducked out on his responsibilities. We all know Greg’s a little…well, special.” 
 
    Raymond sniffed. “Peculiar, you mean, and that’s saying something in a crowd of artistic types.”  
 
    “No one’s had lunch yet?” Argo asked, while Darian tried to suppress his guilt over the tasty meal they’d just enjoyed.  
 
    “We sure haven’t.” Marc Fresno joined the group. “Plenty of people aren’t happy about it, either, I can tell you. We worked up quite an appetite after an hour creating metaphors with Kaz. Nearly everyone mentioned gourmet food at least once while we were brainstorming.” 
 
    “It’s more than an inconvenience for me,” another man spoke up. “I’m diabetic, and I need to eat at certain times.” 
 
    “Why don’t we try to find out what’s going on?” Darian suggested. “Maybe we can help Aubrey carry the stuff out, at the very least.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Raymond said, though why no one else had offered similar assistance, Darian couldn’t imagine. Perhaps they felt that as paying guests, they shouldn’t be expected to contribute anything beyond their entrance fee. Fair enough, he supposed, but Terry was right that they were dealing with some extraordinary circumstances at the moment.  
 
    He and Argo moved through the crowd and made their way to the kitchen. Darian noticed that Lanislaw wasn’t around. Had he slipped away to eat by himself in his cabin? Or was he taking advantage of the distraction to indulge in some discreet sleuthing? 
 
    They did, however, run into Kaz. He wasn’t crazy about the idea of offering to assist Aubrey with lunch preparation. 
 
    “I signed onto this gig as an instructor, not a waiter. Been there, done that when I was in grad school. You didn’t really believe the crap about the trust fund, did you? I just wanted to get Hammond’s goat.” Chortling, Kaz pointed to Hammond, who stood nearby, expounding to three of the hungry writers. “Just look at him. Using this latest setback to garner more sympathy for himself. All part of his new branding as a widower. Have to give him credit, though. He’s as skilled today at self-promotion as he was back in the days of Highway to Him. We can all learn from his example, even if his literary talent might not be all it was cracked up to be.” Smirking, he moved out of their way. “Meanwhile, I’ll leave you to your volunteer work. Maybe Aubrey will give you each an extra brownie to reward you for your altruism.” 
 
    “Impressive sense of community spirit,” Argo observed as Kaz sauntered away. “Must be a poet thing.” 
 
    “More like a jerk thing,” Darian muttered. 
 
    They found Aubrey in a state of near-mania, struggling to assemble sandwiches while a huge pot of soup bubbled on the stove and a row of salad fixings lay unchopped on the counter. A pen jutted from behind his ear, as though he’d been interrupted while at work in his office. 
 
    “I don’t suppose either of you have seen Hodge? Never showed up to prep for lunch. Serves me right for assuming everything was running smoothly for a change.” 
 
    “I saw him early this morning,” Darian said, stirring the soup while Argo stepped up to take charge of the salad. “He was on his way to board up the sports shed.” 
 
    “Can’t imagine why a simple task like that would take more than half an hour.” Aubrey scoffed. “Slacking off again, most likely.” He paused, gazing down at the long, serrated bread knife in his hand. “At least, I hope that’s all he’s up to.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Argo asked. 
 
    Aubrey sighed. “Greg’s been known to sneak off into the woods and drink himself into a stupor. Self-medicating, they call it. He thinks I don’t notice. Out of respect for his personal issues, I haven’t confronted him, but this is the last straw. When he turns up again, I’m giving him an ultimatum. One more misstep and I’m putting him on the first bus out of town. He probably can’t help himself, but I’ve had enough of his nonsense.”  
 
    “Did you know Greg had an alcohol problem when you hired him?” Darian asked. 
 
    Aubrey nodded and went back to slicing bread. “He assured me it was under control. Guy’s had a rough life. Like I told you before. Veteran, combat injuries, PTSD, the whole nine yards. Felt it was my duty to help him climb back on his feet. He’s part of the reason I don’t allow any alcohol in the dining room or in the common areas. Shows you what a fool I was to believe him.” 
 
    Argo broke a head of lettuce into bite-sized chunks and tossed them one at a time into the salad bowl. “Sounds like he has demons he can’t control.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Aubrey grunted. “Let’s hope they’re just metaphorical, like the ones Kaz was talking about in his lecture this morning.” 
 
    Darian glanced up from the soup pot. “Wait. Are you saying he might be involved in what happened to Cole?” 
 
    “What a diplomatic way of putting it. Hell, I don’t know any more than you do. But didn’t you tell me he stepped out of the woods right after you discovered the body? It’s not inconceivable he had some kind of flashback to his army days, wigged out with one of the bows from the shed, and ran off to hide it somewhere.” 
 
    “I assume you told Chief Creed all this,” Argo said quietly.  
 
    “Not exactly.” Aubrey’s face reddened until the color matched his bushy beard. “I mean, he already knew you’d seen Greg near Hammond and Cole’s cabin. I didn’t want to make extra trouble for him. I didn’t see any evidence of drinking.” His voice dropped. “I screwed up, didn’t I? Should have told the cops my suspicions.”  
 
    “No point in playing the what-if game. If Greg fled the campground, where would he go?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine he’d go very far,” Aubrey said. “No family nearby. No close friends, either. I guess if he was really scared, he might have walked out to the road and tried to hitch a ride. Let’s face it—looking as rough as he did most of the time, who would pick him up? And he’d never get in a car with a townie. Instinct tells me he’s still on the grounds somewhere.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Argo said. “We need to locate Greg as soon as we get this food served. Assuming he’s still on the premises, that is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Working quickly, the three of them got the food ready and carried it out of the kitchen. Seeing them, the guests burst into applause. 
 
    “Finally,” someone called out. “Hallelujah.” 
 
    “Apologies for the delay, gentlemen,” Aubrey boomed as he led the small procession to the buffet table, the sandwich platter held triumphantly aloft. “Ran into a few technical difficulties, but we appreciate your patience.” 
 
    “Told you he was doing his best,” Terry told Raymond in a stage whisper. “The least we can do is be supportive. Don’t forget a man died.” 
 
    “No chance of that,” Marc Fresno added. 
 
    Aubrey paused to scan the room as the applause dwindled and a collective tension rose in its place. “On another matter, I understand there have been some security concerns. Let me assure everyone that we’re taking every precaution to block trespassers from the grounds. I’ve also ordered the sports shed boarded up to prevent any further misuse of the equipment. I want to thank all of you for standing by me and believing in this resort, this community, and yourselves.” 
 
    Ivan raised his hand. “What assurances do we have that more hate crimes aren’t being planned? How do we know we won’t be attacked in our own cabins, the way Cole obviously was?” 
 
    “Nothing about the incident involving Cole was obvious,” Aubrey corrected him. “We still have no reason to assume it was anything but a prank gone horribly wrong. Most likely it was teenagers from town, playing with the bows and arrows. We can’t let an unfortunate, even tragic, accident ruin this event after Prescott, Darian, and Kaz worked so hard to make it a success.” 
 
    Suddenly Hammond himself appeared at Aubrey’s side. He held up both hands for silence, then clasped them in front of his chest once he had everyone’s attention. The fingers of his right hand went to his left and spun his wedding ring around. He cleared his throat, but his voice still emerged husky with pain. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how tough the last couple of days have been. My heart’s been ripped out, stomped on, and set on fire. Then someone emptied an ice bucket over it. I’ve been hurt so badly I’m almost numb.” 
 
    He spoke slowly haltingly, but with such emotion that Darian, along with everyone else, stood captivated. He suspected they were all thinking the same thing he was—what if any of them had found his partner, husband, or boyfriend skewered with an arrow—or dead from some other horrific cause? He remembered when Argo had been shot. How could he forget it? Even now, in his dreams, he heard that sharp snap as the bullet fired, smelled the acrid smoke, and saw Argo slump over with lead in his shoulder. A murmur of sympathy rippled through the group, their hunger momentarily forgotten in the face of Hammond’s agony.  
 
    “Yet, in my darkest moments, I found the will to go on. I realized life is bigger than me. It’s bigger than my grief. It’s bigger than the love I had for Cole. Lest you think I say that to diminish what we had, I say it to elevate our connection. What is writing, what is any art, except to celebrate the resilience of a person to bounce back after unspeakable tragedy? What is it for if not to lead us out of our despair? My suffering isn’t unique. Our community heals not by wailing or crying, though we can be quite effective at that. We do it by telling our stories to those who come after us. We do that by setting those thoughts, those words, and those feelings down on paper. I hope you’ll join me in celebrating life. In writing our tales for those who will come after us. We don’t know them yet, but they’ll know us. And one day the words you write may help someone just like I’m trying to help you now.” 
 
    This time, the applause was more decisive. Then, finally, people began to move toward the buffet.  
 
    “Impressive speech,” Marc Fresno remarked as he took his place in line. 
 
    Kaz slid into the spot behind him. “I know, right? Tragedy has remade Hammond into a decent human being. At least, that’s what he wants us to think.”  
 
    Argo signaled for Darian to follow him outside.  
 
    “Let’s check the sports shed first,” he suggested. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darian got a bad feeling the moment he saw the stack of boards and the little pile of tools lying in front of the shed. The door stood cracked, but no sound came from inside. 
 
    “Looks like he never started the work,” he told Argo, who drew his gun from the waistband of his jeans. “Stay back,” he ordered Darian. “He could be holed up with a weapon.” 
 
    “So you think he killed Cole?” 
 
    “Whether he did or not isn’t my concern. My first priority is to neutralize any possible threat. I’ll call you once I make sure the coast is clear.”  
 
    Darian took cover behind a nearby tree while Argo crept forward in defensive mode. Time seemed to come to a standstill while he waited, though thankfully he heard nothing to suggest a scuffle or a stand-off. Eventually Argo came back out. His face told Darian everything he needed to know. 
 
    “He’s in there, all right,” Argo confirmed. He tucked his gun away and took out his phone instead. “I have to call Chief Creed.” 
 
    Darian started to ask what happened, but decided it would be faster to see for himself. Without giving Argo a chance to object, he approached the shed. Careful not to touch anything, including the door or its frame, he leaned forward and peered inside. 
 
    Greg Hodge was lying on his stomach, stretched out on the dusty wooden floor between the heaps of old sports equipment. An arrow exactly like the one that had killed Cole Dalton protruded from the center of his back. Greg’s arms were bent at the elbows, his hands trapped underneath his chest.  
 
    He turned away and almost crashed into Argo, who had stepped up behind him. Startled, Darian gasped and jumped back. 
 
    “Cops are on their way,” Argo said. “I told them I’ll stay here and guard the scene.” 
 
    “What about Aubrey? We need to let him know.” 
 
    “Soon. First, I want you to find Lanislaw. I didn’t see him at lunch, so I assume he’s in his cabin. Can you walk over there and check?” 
 
    Fear flashed through Darian. “You don’t think he’s—?” Then he reconsidered. If Argo had reason to believe Lanislaw had also been killed, he wouldn’t send Darian to a possible crime scene alone. He pulled out his own cell phone. “Why don’t we just call him?” 
 
    “Because I want to know exactly where he is. I need boots on the ground for that. His cabin’s not far. Stay out of the open as much as you can, and keep your back to the wall when you knock on his door. I don’t think you’re in any danger, but it never hurts to be cautious.” 
 
    As nervous as Argo’s warning made him, Darian nodded and slipped back into the cover of the trees. Heart thumping, he darted from one safe spot to the next until he got to Lanislaw’s cabin and knocked. The moment the door opened, Darian gratefully darted inside. 
 
    “Darian, I’m glad you’re here,” Lanislaw said without waiting for either a greeting or an explanation. “There’s been a development you and Argo should know about.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly. How did you find out? Argo’s calling Chief Creed right now. Did you already tell him?” 
 
    “Chief Creed? I didn’t think he’d really care, unless he’s planning to leave his current position and go into literary criticism.” 
 
    “Literary criticism….? What?” 
 
    “Well, why else would he take any interest? You read the whole thing, I assume.” Lanislaw blinked, clearly flummoxed. “Hang on. Somehow I don’t think we’re talking about the same thing. Give me a sec.” 
 
    Turning, Lanislaw used a tissue to lift a handful of computer printouts from his desk. Holding them in a way that wouldn’t transfer his fingerprints, he offered them to Darian. “Somebody left these on my chair when Kaz gave us a ten-minute stretch break. After the first few pages, I knew I needed to study them in much more depth. That’s why I didn’t stick around for lunch. I’ve been reading nonstop for the last forty-five minutes. Careful not to touch the paper directly. We may need to dust the surface later, though I suspect whoever left them made sure there’d be nothing to find.” 
 
    More bewildered than ever, Darian adjusted the tissue and scanned the top page. He appeared to be holding the draft of a story, no doubt produced by one of the writers at the workshop. Though inelegantly written, the opening scene seemed to feature a Key West setting, a tidal wave of free-flowing alcohol, and a gang of sweat-slicked male bodies gyrating under a shimmering disco ball. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I figured the mystery author left you a copy, too. I thought that’s why you came.” Lanislaw sounded impatient. “What else is going on?” 
 
    “Argo sent me to fetch you. He needs you to come to the sports shed. He’ll tell you the rest when we get there.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” Lanislaw grabbed the papers back. “We’ll talk about this later. You and Argo need to take a close look. Meanwhile, I’m not letting it out of my sight.” 
 
    He slipped the pages into a manila envelope and carried it with him to the shed. Aubrey had arrived by then. He stood alone, pale, tight-lipped, and shaking a little.  
 
    “Do you feel like you’re going into shock? Do you need a blanket or anything?” Darian asked him. 
 
    “No.” Aubrey seemed offended that Darian would suspect him of such weakness. “I’ll be fine. I just want a minute to…adjust.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lanislaw wanted to know. 
 
    “Greg Hodge is dead.” Argo gestured in the direction of the body. “Killed by an arrow through the chest.” 
 
    “How could this be? And how am I going to run this place on my own? Greg was…well, obviously we had our differences, but he was my rock when it came to keeping the campground up and running.” Incredulous, Aubrey turned and stared at Lanislaw. “Why is he here? Did you see what happened, Stuart?”  
 
    “I’m afraid I didn’t,” Lanislaw said, wide-eyed. Darian realized that with Aubrey present, Lanislaw wasn’t going to give any hint of his experience in law enforcement. He was still undercover as a writer, albeit a nosy one. “I was in my cabin…going over a story.” 
 
    “It’s too soon to tell what took place here,” Argo informed them. “And don’t worry about Stuart. He’s here because I asked him to come. What I need you to do, Aubrey, is go back to the lodge and keep everyone occupied until the cops arrive. They’ll stay busy with lunch for a while, considering they started late. Can’t let them swarm the scene like last time. Since we can’t do anything for Greg, I’ve asked Chief Creed to approach without sirens. With any luck, the writers won’t notice anything’s going on.” 
 
    “They’d better not,” Aubrey growled. “I’m close to having a mass exodus as it is. This damn workshop’s going to ruin me! All thanks to Hammond and his crazy idea for a comeback!” He paused to rub both palms over his face. Darian understood his frustration, even if it seemed a tad mercenary under the circumstances. Aubrey’s livelihood was on the line. “Which reminds me, I’ll need to break the news to Hammond. He was just starting to recover from the shock of Cole’s death. No telling how far this will set him back.” 
 
    “No reason to reveal anything to anyone yet,” Argo said. “Chief Creed should make the official announcement. Just take control of the situation as best you can. Darian, Stuart, and I will be back to help as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Poor Greg. Always in the wrong place at the wrong time. I should have never sent him out here by himself. Don’t tell me this isn’t a hate crime! I’d say we need to start investigating the investigators.” Dejected, Aubrey trudged away. 
 
    Argo motioned Darian and Lanislaw toward him.  
 
    “This isn’t an official opinion, of course, but I’m not sure Greg died the same way Cole did. Lanislaw, take a quick look and give me your impression.” 
 
    “Okay.” Lanislaw nodded and handed Argo the envelope that contained the manuscript. “But while I do, take a look at what’s in here. Darian will fill you in.” 
 
    “Be careful of fingerprints,” Darian said as Argo, puzzled, pulled open the flap. Lanislaw had helpfully left the tissue tucked into the top corner. “Lanislaw said someone dropped this on his chair during the workshop. He thinks it could be meaningful.” 
 
    Argo handed it back to Darian. “Take a picture of each page with your phone and send me a copy. We’ll deal with it later.” 
 
    Just then Lanislaw returned, wincing. “Not a pretty sight, is it? But I’m inclined to agree with you that this scene looks different. For one thing, the position of Greg’s body and the…ah…depth of the wound suggests he fell forward onto the arrow. Whether that was after, or instead of, it being shot into his body is an open question.” 
 
    “Wait.” Darian glanced from Lanislaw to Argo. “Are you saying this could have been an accident, too? Or a suicide?” 
 
    “It’s possible Hodge could have stabbed himself, either by tripping or deliberately. Aubrey said he was a combat veteran. He probably knew that Roman soldiers fell on their own swords when they ran out of options in battle. It’s also possible someone stood toe to toe with him and rammed it through his rib cage. Either way, his weight would have pushed the entire shaft through him when he hit the floor.” 
 
    “That fits.” Lanislaw nodded. “You know what else fits? One more body connected to Cole Dalton, the Black Widower. Even after death, he’s racking up fresh victims.” 
 
    “I agree. This is definitely about Cole. If it was suicide, it might well be because Aubrey’s hunch was right. Greg killed him and was overcome with guilt, or plain old fear of going to prison. And if it was murder…well, that might also be because Greg was responsible for Cole’s death. You know, someone who wanted revenge for taking Cole out. What do you think, Stuart? Plausible?” 
 
    “Considering how little we have to go on, one theory’s as useful as another at this stage,” Lanislaw began. Suddenly he stopped speaking and his eyes clouded over. “Hold on a second. No way are you implying what I think you are. I made that remark out of frustration. It wasn’t a threat.” 
 
    “No? So you weren’t hell-bent on punishing the person who prevented you from nailing Cole for the two deaths in Florida? Because what happened to Greg sure resembles payback to me.” 
 
    “I might be on leave, but I’m still sworn to uphold the law. I was—and am—convinced that Cole set up both Evan and Roger’s deaths, and I wanted like hell to bust him for murder. But stabbing a stranger, and a troubled one at that, with an arrow because he smoked Cole before I built a case? Come on, Argo. That’s nuttier than some of the stories the guys are writing at the lodge.” 
 
    “Speaking of the lodge, I didn’t see you at lunch. You sure you weren’t down here, confronting Greg about Cole?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” Lanislaw kept his voice level, but Darian could tell he was seething underneath that cool surface. “I already told Darian I was in my cabin studying that manuscript. I suggest you do the same. Then come and talk to me—unless you’re planning to have Chief Creed haul me in for questioning. I’m sure he’d get a thrill out of taking down an openly gay cop.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to share any of this with Creed just yet. It’s not like I have any real evidence, and I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. In fact, you should probably get back to the lodge before he gets here. But don’t make me regret my decision, Stuart.” 
 
    Scoffing, Lanislaw pivoted and stormed away. Darian knew he must resemble a goldfish as he stood beside Argo with his eyes bugged out and his mouth gaping open. 
 
    “You’re not serious,” he said, echoing Lanislaw’s tone of disbelief. “You can’t really suspect he killed Greg!” 
 
    “Why not? Because he’s a cop? Aubrey’s right about one thing in this whole mess—not to count anyone out, even if they carry a badge. I’ve seen some corruption in my day that would curl your hair like a watch spring.”  
 
    Darian didn’t doubt that. “I’m sorry. I know this has to be hard for you. We probably should have just stayed home and worked on moving my stuff into your place.” 
 
    “It’s okay. We’ll get this resolved one way or another. Then we can go back to focusing on the future.” Unexpectedly, Argo reached over and gave Darian’s hand a squeeze. His big thumb rubbed over the band of the Claddagh ring. The corners of his mouth lifted in a weary but genuine smile. Darian couldn’t help but smile back. No matter how dire the situation, Argo could always make him giddy. “I’m still looking forward to it, I promise.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Reluctantly, Darian held up the manila envelope and felt Argo’s fingers slip away. “Now I guess I’ll get busy with my assignment. I admit I’m curious about what’s in here, and why Lanislaw thought it was so important.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Argo grumbled, sounding unconvinced. “Convenient of him to find it just before we discover Hodge’s body, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You mean someone planted it as a distraction? Not Lanislaw himself, surely…though I do wonder why someone would give it to him and not Kaz, Hammond, or even me. If the writer wanted Lanislaw’s critique specifically, why not just ask him outright? That’s the whole point of a workshop, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re the English teacher, so I’ll reserve judgment until you’ve studied it. But let’s keep our minds open. We don’t want to miss anything, even if it leads us in an unwelcome direction.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. You’re okay to wait here for Chief Creed and his minions?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Argo tapped the butt of his gun, still protruding from his waistband, to emphasize the point. “They’ll be here any minute, and they’ll want to talk to you soon. Better get moving so you can get that read first.” 
 
    “Okay.” Biting his lip, Darian hurried back to their cabin. This time, he moved his Wilfred Baine materials completely off the desk and set them on the floor. A quick search of the kitchenette cabinet turned up an unused pack of yellow dishwashing gloves. Being careful to touch only the edges of each sheet, he spread out the story and used his phone to snap an image of each page. As requested, he uploaded all fifteen photos to Argo. It would probably be a while before Argo got a chance to access them. Even now, he was most likely busy filling Chief Creed in on the latest catastrophe and watching as Greg’s body was examined and taken away. Before long, Creed would summon Darian himself to give his account of what he had seen at the sports shed. He would have to work fast. 
 
    Pulling up his chair, Darian grabbed a pencil and a piece of scrap paper on which he could take notes if needed. Then he settled down to read the digital images he’d captured.  
 
    He’d already skimmed the first page, but this time he paid closer attention to the details. The writing still struck him as a bit slapdash and, in places, downright awkward. A rough draft, perhaps, or the product of a beginner who could visualize the action in his head but didn’t yet have the skill to translate his vision into words. Presumably the unknown writer signed up for Hammond’s workshop to remedy exactly that weakness. 
 
    Still, the description proved adequate to set the scene. Having grown up and come out in Florida, Darian could picture the beachfront bar, the steam rising from bared, sweat-slicked skin, the impossibly perfect male bodies writhing to a disco-style beat. The following paragraphs introduced an attractive but nameless couple who drank heavily, danced wildly, and observed the decadence around them with wonder and no small degree of envy. Through the exchange of some stilted dialogue, the characters revealed that they had met only a few days earlier. Each had traveled to Florida in search of excitement and capital, not necessarily in that order. 
 
    Many of the other men on the dance floor, one of them pointed out, had come to pursue more carnal delights. Surely, he reasoned, those goals could be combined to yield tangible rewards. 
 
    Darian wasn’t naïve enough to be shocked by the concept of hustling in a busy tourist area. Closeted and married men provided a steady stream of income to others who were down on their luck or just looking for thrills. What the two guys in the story were planning, though, struck him as more sinister than a simple cash-for-kink exchange. 
 
    Uneasy, he scrolled to the next page.  
 
    “At that sweltering nightclub,” he read, “three men met. The fateful night that followed would change their destinies, not to mention the lives of several people who weren’t even present. For one of them, it would mean the end of the world. For two of them, it would bring a future as bright as the swollen full moon hovering over the ocean. But it would also be a future drenched in blood.” 
 
    From there, the plot and the prose alike became leaner, tighter, and more chilling. The two characters zeroed in on a tipsy middle-aged patron who touted himself a swinger. Pretending to fall for his dubious charm, they arranged to go back to his guesthouse and continue the party in private. 
 
    Suspense built as the three strolled along the beach, flirting and laughing in alcohol-fueled camaraderie. Darian forced himself to read the tale’s gruesome conclusion, in which the two younger men cheerfully bludgeoned their victim to unconsciousness, or worse, in his rented bedroom. Afterward, they helped themselves to his cash, watch, and jewelry. As a final indignity, they left the man’s wedding ring, hidden in the top drawer of the bureau, on his blood-soaked bare chest. Afterward, they slipped away into the night as though nothing had happened. 
 
    His fingers felt numb as he swiped past the last page and closed the viewing app on his phone. Despite all the true crime he’d read and even witnessed firsthand, the story repulsed and sickened him. Something about the matter-of-fact, even crude, method of laying out the steps before, during, and after the killing made him think he wasn’t reading fiction at all. To him, it sounded more like someone recounting a real-life murder.  
 
    Who had written the story? And who had left it for Lanislaw to find and peruse? Darian didn’t agree with Argo that Lanislaw might have written and planted it himself. In the first place, he didn’t believe Lanislaw would kill Greg for interfering in his case. Second, the manuscript’s coarse structure and vocabulary didn’t sound remotely like Lanislaw’s precise, well-educated voice. Years of ferreting out student plagiarism based on speech patterns and rhetorical anomalies convinced him he was right about that. 
 
    So where had this strange account come from? Even if one of the workshop participants made it up, had he based it on rumors, or a confession he’d heard during the retreat? 
 
    Worse, had the information somehow leaked out and led to not one, but two additional deaths—so far? Would more follow? 
 
    He almost jumped out of his seat when the phone buzzed beside him.  
 
    As expected, it was Argo. Chief Creed had arrived at the sports shed, and he wanted to talk to Darian.  
 
    “Now,” Argo added, apparently at Creed’s prompting. 
 
    “Understood,” Darian replied. But the truth was that he didn’t understand any of it. Not at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13  
 
      
 
    Darian’s interview with Chief Creed took place in the front of his cruiser, with Creed behind the wheel and Darian in the passenger seat. The questions were routine, almost formulaic, and took less than fifteen minutes. Since none pertained to the pages Lanislaw found on his chair at the workshop, Darian didn’t feel at all guilty for not mentioning them. 
 
    Creed jotted down Darian’s responses in the crisp little notebook Darian suspected he’d purchased specifically for this case. His attitude struck Darian as nonchalant, as though he were investigating a bicycle theft instead of two mysterious deaths. “I guess that’ll do for now,” he said, tucking his notebook away in the breast pocket of his short-sleeved uniform shirt. “Someone will be in touch if we need any more information from you. You and Sheriff Sullivan are free to go back to the lodge. I’ll take things from here.” 
 
    After they stepped out of the car, Creed strolled toward the paramedics gathered to transport Greg’s body. Darian heard him whistling an upbeat show tune. 
 
    Argo wasn’t surprised when Darian filled him in on the conversation. “Creed’s satisfied that this wraps up the mystery with a neat little bow. As he sees it, Greg killed Cole and then killed himself with an identical arrow. Case closed, he says.” 
 
    Darian blinked. “Uh…I can see a few holes in his theory, and I know you can, too.” 
 
    “Of course I do. But like I said before, this isn’t my jurisdiction. Come on. Let’s head back and see how much misinformation has made its way to the dining room.” 
 
    They fell into step together. As curious as he was about what the cops and medical personnel might find as they examined the sports shed, Darian was glad to leave the disturbing scene behind. “Not that we care, since it’s not our case. Right?”  
 
    “Not that it ever would have been yours,” Argo reminded him.  
 
    “I meant as an academic exercise. Especially since there seems to be a literary angle. Two, if you count the manuscript Lanislaw found.” 
 
    “I took a quick look at what you sent to my phone. Not my area of expertise, like it is yours, but not exactly a soothing bedtime story, was it?” 
 
    “That’s putting things mildly. The fact that someone left it for Lanislaw to find adds another wrinkle. I mean, if there is some connection between the story and what happened to Cole and Greg, why him? No one here is supposed to know about his involvement.” 
 
    “You’re assuming Lanislaw is telling us the truth. I’m still not convinced he is.” 
 
    “I don’t think he wrote it, if that’s what you’re getting at. And in the end, it might be a random event. One of the writers trying to impress him—or flirt with him. Not too hard to imagine that frosted hairdo inspiring a crush or two.”  
 
    Argo scoffed. “That would be a bizarre way to come on to a guy. You’d think a sappy romance would work better. Still, you never know with these artistic types. But I’m also open to the possibility that it wasn’t left for him the way he claimed. What if it just ended up on his chair by accident, or what if he swiped it from someone and doesn’t want to admit it?” 
 
    “Which still brings us back to the question of who wrote it. I can’t shake the impression that it wasn’t just describing a fictional situation. The style seemed too gritty, more like true-crime journalism. I wonder if any of the characters represented someone here at the retreat.” 
 
    His idea caught Argo’s attention. Darian saw his steps visibly slow. “You mean it was written to blackmail someone?”  
 
    “Or expose someone’s unsavory past. Right away, Cole comes to mind. Rolling closet cases at beachside bars seems right down his alley. Did one of his escapades got out of hand, and one of the writers here found out?” 
 
    “Or Hammond found out. He’s dy—er, longing to write another controversial novel. Could he have written those pages, based on something he learned about Cole?” 
 
    “But if that were the case, wouldn’t Cole want to take Hammond out, and not vice versa?” Darian felt his head begin to spin all over again. “I mean, publishing that—or giving it to a cop from Florida—could open Cole up to murder charges. If he’s the kind of sociopath described in that story, his first instinct would be to protect himself. Yet he was the one who wound up dead.” 
 
    “Hammond might not be the only one who knew. Cole probably wasn’t as discreet as he should have been.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of Kaz.” 
 
    “Why not? They were hanging out together at the very least. Did Cole blurt something out? Kaz and Greg were the only two without alibis when Cole was killed.” 
 
    Darian shook his head. “You’re forgetting that Kaz couldn’t have killed Greg. He’s been running the workshop all morning in full view of everyone.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten.” Argo sighed. “Is Creed right about Greg? Maybe he did kill himself and Cole, too, though I can’t imagine what the motive was.” 
 
    “Unless Greg and Cole had some prior association.” They had almost reached the lodge. No one was at the picnic tables outside, suggesting that the workshop had resumed despite Darian’s absence. “Argo, could Greg have been one of the guys Cole preyed on?” 
 
    The two of them came to a halt at the same instant and turned to face each other. Argo’s narrowed eyes and rigid jaw told Darian he was listening intently.  
 
    “Try this on for size. Years ago, Greg is wandering around the country, displaced and troubled. He wouldn’t be the first veteran who got through his tour by hiding his sexuality, even from himself. He’d be exactly the kind of guy Cole and his accomplice would target.” 
 
    “But he can’t be the victim in the story. That guy sure didn’t live to tell any tales.” 
 
    “Who knows? Cole likely had other victims. Or the story took some artistic liberties. Either that or they left the guy in the hotel for dead, but he actually wasn’t. They’d have fled the area as fast as they could, so they might not have heard about his recovery. Plenty of possibilities.” 
 
    “So you think Greg wrote the story?” 
 
    “Could be. Or he told it to one of the writers, who developed a draft. It’s not hard to imagine. Phillip, for one, thinks the whole retreat is a murder-mystery game. Why not take advantage if a ready-made plot drops in your lap?” 
 
    “And Greg—or whoever—left it out for Lanislaw? Like you said before, though, why him? No one is supposed to know he’s a cop.” 
 
    “But someone who’d run into him in Florida might. Think about it. If many years had passed, Lanislaw might not even recognize Greg. For all we know, the doctors reconstructed his face after the beating. Then again, like you said, Lanislaw might be fibbing about where he got it. Maybe he broke into Greg’s quarters and didn’t want to admit it.” 
 
    “Or he found the manuscript in the sports shed?” Argo raked his fingers through his hair as if he was trying to tame his thoughts at the same time. “You know, all those pieces kind of fit.” 
 
    “And here’s another idea. What if the accomplice in the story was Evan? Lanislaw’s first love. Did whoever left him the pages know about their relationship, too?” 
 
    “Okay. This is starting to make a weird kind of sense, but we need to take this slow. We need some facts to go on, not just theories.” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk to Aubrey? He says he knew Greg for years. Looked out for him. Maybe Greg let something slip to him, or Aubrey noticed an odd reaction when Greg first laid eyes on Cole.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Let’s go.” Grasping Darian’s hand, Argo hurried to the lodge. 
 
    “What about Lanislaw?” Darian asked as they pushed through the front doors together. “If we’re right about Evan, he won’t want to hear what we have to say.” 
 
    “He’s a cop. He’ll accept the truth. We’ll talk to him after we’re sure we’re on the right track.” 
 
    They stepped inside, noticing the leftover lunch fixings and several barrels of trash still in the lobby. The retreat guests, however, had all moved to the function room. On their way to Aubrey’s office, Argo and Darian noticed the writers at their desks, all staring at the podium where Darian should have been standing. Holding court in his place was Hammond himself, who was reading out loud from a worn paperback copy of Highway to Him. His booming, melodramatic voice held his audience rapt. Even Lanislaw, tucked away at the very back of the room, seemed to be paying close attention. Briefly, his shrewd blue eyes flicked toward Darian and Argo. Then they cut coldly away. Despite his ambivalent attitude toward Lanislaw, Darian hoped his idea about Evan was wrong. 
 
    They found Kaz pacing in front of Aubrey’s desk, gesticulating wildly while Aubrey pretended to study some paperwork. Argo motioned for Darian to hang back so they could listen in on the tail end of the heated conversation. 
 
    “An ambulance just went by and you’re telling me to relax? What’s wrong with you, Aubrey? Do you think I’m an idiot? You’re lucky none of the guests noticed—mostly because I was keeping their eyes on their drafts, I might add.” 
 
    Aubrey sighed but didn’t look up. “An accident. Greg got hurt working on the shed. Nothing to affect the workshop. Let me handle it.”  
 
    “You’re going to handle it? That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence, Aubrey. Just answer one question—is Hodge coming back?” 
 
    A tense silence followed.  
 
    “Greg’s gone, isn’t he? I knew it. The ambulance wasn’t blaring its sirens. That means there’s no emergency transport. In other words, it doesn’t matter when he gets to where he’s going. It’s all the same to him.” 
 
    “No one can know,” Aubrey replied at length. 
 
    “Even though we might all be in danger?” Kaz’s voice trembled with audible fear. “This whole workshop idea was insane! No, I take that back. You and Hammond are insane. It was bad enough when Cole ended up skewered like a shish kabab. Now someone’s taken out Greg, too? Who’s going to handle the maintenance? Take care of the grounds? Don’t expect me to serve lunch and empty the trash cans every day for the rest of the week!” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to do anything, Kaz. I’ll hire some new guys to help out.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How? Townies won’t come up here. Even if they were willing, we can’t trust them. You’ve said it yourself over and over.”  
 
    “I told you to leave all that to me. We’ll function without Greg. Just keep on with the writing.” 
 
    “You expect me to carry on like everything’s normal? Talk about asking a lot!” 
 
    “I know I am. But my whole future’s riding on this event. It’s Hammond’s big comeback, remember? I need to get the campground out of debt.” 
 
    “So it’ll all be worth all the pain in the end? Why do I find that hard to believe? I suspect Cole and Greg Hodge might disagree, too.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Quit the retreat! Pack up your laptop and go wherever you want, but I can tell you that Creed’s deputies are lining the roads in and out of the resort. You’ll be arrested if you try to get past. If you have nothing to hide, on the other hand, I suggest you stay right here.” 
 
    Darian and Argo instinctively drew back as Kaz stomped out into the hall. Spotting them, he paused. His face was flushed with anger as he stabbed a finger in the direction of Aubrey’s open door.  
 
    “The writers are going to demand refunds, you know. The funny part is Aubrey can’t give them. He’s blown every penny he took in. You and I will be lucky if we get a dime from this, Darian. And now we have to contend with a killer slinking around among us?” 
 
    Argo opened his mouth to respond, but Kaz went right on ranting. 
 
    “Okay, I know what you’re going to say. There’s safety in numbers. If we all stick together, he’s hardly going to take all thirty of us out at once. Oh, wait. How do we know he won’t switch from arrows to something a little more twenty-first century? You’ve heard of a little thing called mass shootings, haven’t you?” 
 
    After he’d blown past them with the force of a summer storm, they continued into the office. Aubrey leaned back and sighed. 
 
    “He’s not exactly wrong. This is going to be a financial disaster. If Creed shuts us down, I really won’t have any way to recover what I’ve invested into this little project.” 
 
    Without waiting to be asked, Argo pulled up a chair and sat down. Darian did the same. “I don’t think he will. He believes Greg killed Cole and then himself.” 
 
    “Suicide? Greg?” Aubrey considered the idea. “Much as I don’t want to agree, I can’t say it’s the most improbable theory I’ve ever heard. What about you?” 
 
    “Darian and I both think the idea’s worth considering. First, though, we need some additional information about Greg’s background. We hoped you could provide it.” 
 
    “I can try. It’s true I’ve known Greg for years, but I can’t say he ever confided in me. He was a wounded person on many levels, as you know, but he was a loyal worker. When I bought this place, I hired several people to help with the upkeep. I couldn’t pay much, so the staff drifted away. Only Greg stayed.” Aubrey laughed bitterly. “Well, I’d like to think he stayed because he couldn’t imagine himself anywhere else. The truth is, maybe he just didn’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “So he never discussed any lovers or past relationships with you?” Darian asked. 
 
    “None I ever knew of, and apparently he’d cut off ties with his family. He wasn’t much for interactions with other people. He especially hated the townies.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate on that?” Argo prompted. 
 
    “They tormented him whenever he went to the general store. He put up with it for a while, until one time a bunch of yahoos roughed him up and called him queer. He didn’t dare to fight back because with his combat training, he knew he could kill them with his bare hands if he lost control. That was it for him. He never went back to town, even if I offered to go with him. Ranted about buying a gun, though obviously I forbade that. Too dangerous with guests around. Greg was always paranoid that they’d come up here and finish what they’d started, though.” 
 
    “You mentioned vandals sneaking onto the grounds, so he wasn’t wrong.” 
 
    “Never said he was. We’ve definitely experienced problems. Stuff stolen. Sports shed broken into, canoe smashed up, equipment knocked off the shelf. I figure they were teenagers from the village. Or drunken morons, trying to prove a point. I’m not scared of them, and Greg definitely wasn’t. They’d have been shaking in their shoes if they’d known his background.” 
 
    Darian glanced at Argo, who gave a subtle nod. “That’s exactly what we want to explore. Argo and I suspect that both Cole and Greg’s death are connected to something that happened years ago, most likely in Florida. Had Greg spent any time there that you know of?” 
 
    Aubrey nodded. “He wandered around quite a bit after he got out of the military. Whenever I pressed him for details, he’d mumble lame excuses. After a while, I stopped asking. I’ve interviewed a lot of guys for jobs in the bars and clubs I’ve owned, and I’ve learned to interpret that reaction. It usually means they’ve been institutionalized—either in a mental hospital or a jail. Often both in quick succession. That explanation fit my impression of Greg.”  
 
    “We also think hospitalization played a role,” Argo said. “But in a more traditional sense.” 
 
    While Aubrey listened, looking increasingly stunned, Argo laid out the theory he and Darian had developed. He left out Lanislaw’s part in the unfolding drama, as well as Evan’s name. When he finished, Aubrey sat back in a slack-jawed daze.  
 
    “Gotta be honest here. That sounds totally crazy, like the stories those guys in Hammond’s workshop come up with. On the other hand, it makes a weird kind of sense. I just remembered something else—Greg’s expression when he first saw Cole sashay out of Hammond’s car. I figured he just found Cole attractive. Most guys do. But it could have been recognition.” Aubrey rubbed his beard in thought. “And as far as hanging around in bars and hooking up with strangers, that fits too. Greg struggled with addictions to alcohol and worse.” 
 
    “That might explain why he reacted so badly to the guys hassling him in town,” Darian said. 
 
    “Sure does. It also explains his fear of strangers, his over-sensitivity to criticism…probably even his fanatical need for rules and order. I assumed his PTSD resulted from what he’d suffered in the military. But maybe his scars came from a different sort of war.” Aubrey turned his head and discreetly brushed the side of his hand across his cheeks. “So then what? Poor guy killed Cole and was consumed with guilt, so he punished himself?”  
 
    “Looks that way,” Argo admitted. 
 
    The three sat in silence for a few minutes. Darian wondered if, like him, Aubrey was torn between revulsion and pity. Greg had done a terrible thing, but as far as Darian could see, he was as much a victim as a villain. And in the end, he atoned by administering to himself the same method of death he had meted out to Cole. 
 
    Finally Argo stood, and again Darian followed his lead. 
 
    “I’ll share this information with Chief Creed, but I’d appreciate it if you kept things to yourself for now. He’ll follow up in whatever way he thinks best. Most likely he’ll let the retreat continue undisturbed.” 
 
    “What does it matter now?” Aubrey waved his hands helplessly. “I’m sunk, and so is this campground. Kaz is right—the writers will probably stampede away as soon as they find out what happened. As for me, I’ll be moving on. I’ve been broke before and no doubt I will be again. Still, I know how to get by. I can call in some favors, borrow on credit. I’ll survive.” Beneath his thick red beard, his chin trembled. 
 
    “Best of luck,” Darian said sincerely.  
 
    Instead of answering, Aubrey nodded and offered a quick wave as Darian and Argo slipped out and closed the door. 
 
    They returned to the function room just as Hammond wrapped up his reading. His book held aloft, he stepped down from the podium like a preacher offering benediction after a triumphant sermon. Darian thought of the main character’s evangelical background and wondered again how much of the story was actually based on Hammond’s life. 
 
    “You’ve been the most delightful audience I’ve ever addressed,” Hammond declared as they applauded and whistled. “You have inspired me to write, which is the highest compliment I could pay anyone. In fact, I’m off to do so right now!” 
 
    More applause followed him out the front door. Only when he was strolling down the path to the cabins did the clapping give way to a buzz of excited conversation. 
 
    “Inspiring is certainly the word of the day,” Raymond said as he and Terry hurried excitedly over to greet them. “This was an amazingly productive writing day. We’ve come up with an entirely new direction for our novel.” 
 
    Taking turns, the two described the plot of their interstellar romance. In the current version, a futuristic gambler-hero with a tyrannical alien mother was trying both to swindle and to win the hand of a spoiled but wealthy space prince. Darian listened patiently, amused by the tolerant smile frozen on Argo’s lips. 
 
    “Sounds great,” Argo said as soon as he could get a word in edgewise. “Seems like a lot of guys have come up with interesting ideas over the past couple of days. What was that mystery story we heard about, Darian?” 
 
    “Oh, right. We didn’t get all the details, but someone described a really graphic scene about a murder at a gay guest house in Key West. Argo thought the author would like a cop’s perspective just to sharpen the viewpoint, so we were hoping to find out who it was. Any ideas?” 
 
    “Not really.” Raymond bit his lip. “Phillip comes to mind, but that doesn’t really sound like his writing style. He’s into those bloodless, locked-room puzzle stories with some doddering old English vicar questioning the suspects over tea.” 
 
    “That fellow with the frosted hair is writing some kind of cop story,” Terry added, “but from what he said it’s not really a mystery. More about the cop’s personal life. Lots of judgmental boyfriends and ill-fated crushes and that sort of angst.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve already talked to him,” Argo said, disappointed. 
 
    “Those are the only two crime stories we’ve seen so far. Oh, I did critique the first chapter of a romance about two guys on an archaeological dig. It was a little sappy, if you want the truth. Then that hairy guy, Ivan, shared some of his memoir. Terry and I thought that would be fun, since it involved an all-gay motorcycle club—but it wasn’t very exciting. Mostly about him looking after his mother, interspersed with a few scenes about tinkering with carburetors and drag racing. And I don’t mean either of those terms in a metaphorical sense, alas.”  
 
    “Now that should have turned into a crime story,” Terry said. “The mother character was quite a dragon. Not a jury in the world would convict him.” 
 
    Raymond heaved a heartfelt sigh. “So many of us have complicated relationships with our mothers. Perhaps there’s a nugget of truth in all those Freudian theories after all.” 
 
    Darian suppressed a smile, grateful for his own family situation. Both his moms were awesome, even if they had somehow managed to involve him and Argo into a murder plot over the Christmas break…and now had apparently done so a second time. 
 
    “We could use that in our book,” Terry suggested. “Since our character’s mother is already an alien warrior queen. What if she’s also a literal dragon of some sort?” 
 
    “Love it! Come on, let’s go work on it right now while the idea is still fresh! See you later, boys. Thanks for all your help, Darian. We’ll definitely mention you on the dedication page!” 
 
    Arms linked, they scurried off, already planning their cover design. 
 
    “Okay.” Instantly Argo grew serious again. “So we’re still at a dead end as far as who wrote the story, but let’s put that aside for now. Time to deal with Lanislaw.” 
 
    They found him standing near the podium, chatting with Marc Fresno. He didn’t even pretend to be happy to see them. 
 
    “Stuart, we want to talk to you,” Argo said. 
 
    “As you can see, I’m talking to Marc. Can it wait?” 
 
    “Not really. Will you excuse us, Marc?” 
 
    When Marc didn’t move, or even respond, Argo pivoted to the direct approach. “Let’s go to your cabin, Stuart. Now.” 
 
    This time, Lanislaw gave in. He apologized to Marc, managing to imply he was mostly sorry for Argo’s rudeness, and set off without waiting for Darian and Argo. They had to walk briskly to catch up and then keep up with him. No one spoke until they were inside his cabin. He offered them neither refreshments nor a seat, so the three of them remained standing. Darian glanced around the room and spotted a copy of Highway to Him on the desk. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a Hammond fan, Stuart.” 
 
    Lanislaw shrugged. “I was comparing the book’s writing style to the sample I shared with you. I’m not an expert, I admit, so I’ll defer to you on that subject.” 
 
    “I’m glad you brought the story up,” Argo said. “That’s actually why we’re here. Darian and I went through it, and though we still don’t know who wrote it, we think it might be relevant to the case. We also think it has a connection to you.” 
 
    “Oh? Are you going to accuse me of writing it, before or after I skewered Greg Hodge?” 
 
    “No. Darian’s convinced the prose is too sloppy and awkward to be yours. And as far as killing Greg, I no longer think you were involved. I won’t apologize, though. You’re a cop, so you know I had to consider all possibilities.” 
 
    Lanislaw sighed, and his expression softened. “All right. I accept that, especially since I brought it on myself in some ways. And I appreciate the compliment, Darian. I’d also like to think I could write way better, even if I’m not a professional.” 
 
    “That being said, what concerns us most is the content and not the technique. This might be hard to hear, Stuart, but we’re doing you the courtesy of telling you before we go to Chief Creed. Let’s all sit down.” 
 
    “Okay.” His curiosity clearly piqued, Lanislaw motioned toward the cabin’s small sitting area. He took the desk chair for himself and left the sofa for Darian and Argo. “Go on.” 
 
    They shared their theory, taking turns. This time, unlike with Aubrey, they spared no detail. Darian watched Lanislaw recoil when Argo named Evan as Cole’s possible accomplice in the brutal attack. 
 
    “No. Not Evan. He was a gentle, loving person.” 
 
    “But you said yourself he had a drug problem,” Argo pointed out. “Being in an altered state could have caused him to act out in ways he normally wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Plus Cole could have manipulated him,” Darian added. “He was an expert, as we all know.”  
 
     Lanislaw was shaking his head in denial when someone knocked on the door. 
 
    “We’re kind of busy,” Argo called out. 
 
    “I know that,” Marc’s voice answered. “And I know why. I can save you some time, if you’d care to listen to me.” 
 
    Argo seemed about to refuse him entry, but Lanislaw got up and ushered Marc inside. 
 
    “I ran into Raymond and Terry at one of the picnic tables,” Marc said, striding to the center of the room. “They told me you two were asking about a story someone wrote. One featuring two psychopaths and lots of blood.” 
 
    That was far more description than he had provided, Darian knew. Argo picked up on the discrepancy, too.  
 
    “True,” Argo said cautiously. “You know something about it?” 
 
    “I should.” Marc smirked. “Considering I’m the one who wrote it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    While everyone stared, Marc leaned over Lanislaw’s desk and picked up the paperback. “Ah, the venerable classic. I suppose Hammond’s impromptu performance today prompted you to reread it?” 
 
    “Actually, I want to get it autographed,” Lanislaw fibbed.  
 
    “Oh, yeah? Funny. Wouldn’t have pegged you as a superfan. You’re a Hammond follower, though, aren’t you? But it’s not because of any literary aspirations. Kind of hard to balance a writing career with a full-time gig as a homicide detective.” 
 
    “So you know who I am. Well done. Might I ask how you found out? I keep a low profile for a reason.” 
 
    “Let’s just say we have some mutual acquaintances.” 
 
    “Are you a cop, too?” Darian asked. 
 
    “He’s not a cop,” Argo said. “Too much of a maverick. P.I. would be my guess.” 
 
    “Got it one. Knew I wouldn’t slip past you for long, Argo, which is partly why I decided to come clean. I have the utmost respect for my bros in blue—and their sidekicks.” Marc paused to wink at Darian. “Time we started helping each other so we can get this case sorted out.” 
 
    “You might be too late,” Lanislaw told him. “Darian and Argo think they’ve unraveled the whole sordid knot. I have my doubts, though, so I’d welcome any alternate theory.”  
 
    “We were talking about the story,” Argo reminded him. 
 
    “The story, right. Well, first off, I apologize for the inelegant prose. English wasn’t my strongest subject in college, though that could have been different if I’d had more teachers like Darian. I also have to admit that I wrote fiction, in the sense that I can’t absolutely verify the words that were spoken, the precise sequence of events, or the exact motivation of the individuals involved. But thanks to over a year of in-depth research, I’m reasonably sure I conveyed the gist of what happened.” 
 
    “What’s your interest in this case, exactly?” Lanislaw asked. “I’m assuming someone hired you.” 
 
    “Correct. Before you ask the inevitable question, I can’t break my client’s confidence without permission. Still I’m willing to tell you what I know so far, excluding any details that might compromise that privilege, providing you three do the same.” 
 
    “No way. You tell me everything and I’ll decide what happens afterward.” Argo stood up, his hands snapping into fists at his sides. “Marc, if that’s even your real name, we have two dead guys and maybe more to come. Your client’s rights end where Stuart’s and my duties as law enforcement officers begin. So you can tell us what you know right here and now, or I’ll put you in cuffs and let Chief Creed haul you downtown for questioning.” 
 
    The confrontational tone was a mistake, Darian saw at once. Though he could understand Argo’s anger and frustration, Marc felt no such empathy. His jaunty smile faded and his voice hardened. 
 
    “On second thought, there’s been some kind of misunderstanding after all. I did write the story, true, but it was just a writing exercise. I developed it all in my own head and typed it out for kicks. I’m not really sure how it ended up on Detective Lanislaw’s chair. Must have accidentally tumbled out of my laptop case.” 
 
    “Keep it up,” Argo snarled. “My patience is now officially worn most of the way through. There might be one or two threads left, but that’s about it.”  
 
    “How about this scenario?” Lanislaw suggested. “Hammond hired you to find out if Cole was cheating on him. In the course of your investigation you uncovered some other tidbits that cast a whole new light on their relationship.” 
 
    “Nope. To tell you the truth, I found Cole of far less interest than you did, Stuart. Just another shallow pretty boy with terrible taste in men. Lots of those around, though for some reason I can’t seem to catch one for myself.” 
 
    “Okay, enough.” Argo took out his phone and steadied one finger over the screen. “Time to call in the deputies. Marc can sleep in the jail tonight. Sorry it won’t be as comfortable as your cabin. While you’re away, Stuart and I will keep an eye on your stuff. I have no doubt we’ll find some interesting items tucked away in your luggage.” 
 
    “You can’t toss my room. You two have no jurisdiction here.” 
 
    “True enough, but Aubrey owns the place. I don’t think he’d hesitate to give us permission once we explain the situation. Why wait for Chief Creed to go through all the hassle of search warrants? He’s eager for this investigation to end so he can get back to saving his campground.” 
 
    “Is that what you think his motivation is?” Marc laughed. “I suppose you also think he’s desperate to find out what happened to his longtime friend, Greg Hodge.” 
 
    “I’m satisfied with both assumptions unless you can enlighten us otherwise.” 
 
    Marc shook his head pityingly and then heaved out his barrel chest with a deep sigh of surrender. “You drive a hard bargain, Argo, though anything less would have disappointed me. Okay, you win. Better sit back down, because this might take a while.” 
 
    At that point, he stopped and stared. A figure had appeared on the other side of Lanislaw’s sliding doors, pounding the glass with his fists and shouting. 
 
    “It’s Hammond,” Darian said, astonished. Lanislaw hurried over to let him in while Argo kept an eye on Marc. 
 
    “I need help!” Hammond wailed as he stumbled inside. “Someone just tried to kill me!” 
 
    “What?” Darian was the first to ask.  
 
    “Come on! I’ll show you!” Whirling, Hammond dashed the short distance back to his cabin while the four of them followed. He pointed to an arrow, identical to the ones found piercing Cole and Greg Hodge, sticking out of the wall that faced the woods. “It came from behind one of those trees,” he said, breaking down in sobs. “Someone wanted to murder me the exact same way he killed my poor husband.”  
 
    “Tell us exactly what happened,” Argo ordered. “Go through it step by step.”  
 
    “It all went down too quickly for me to register everything,” Hammond replied testily. “I’ll try to piece it all together, though. I came back from the lodge and poured myself a drink. Then I stared out at the trees for a while, watching a squirrel jump around in the branches. Finally I opened it to step outside.” 
 
    “Any particular reason why?” Argo asked him. “For reasons you’ve just pointed out, that area can’t have pleasant associations for you.” 
 
    “Besides, aren’t you supposed to be staying in Aubrey’s cabin?” Darian added. 
 
    “You’ll think I’m insane, and perhaps rightly so, but I…I sensed Cole’s spirit nearby. I wanted to be with him—to tell him about the wonderful reading I enjoyed this morning with the workshop participants. It was what he wanted most for me, you know—for me to get back to my writing, to dazzle my fans the way I used to in the old days. Many years have passed since I felt as confident about my abilities as I did this afternoon when they all applauded me.” His expression grew wistful, then tightened. “As for staying with Aubrey, you have no idea how dreadful that’s been. He hovers over me like a mother guarding a sickly chick. Bossing me around, asking me if I’m all right—making sure I don’t drink anything.” 
 
    “What a shame,” Marc said sarcastically. Darian realized Hammond’s primary motivation was probably the need for a drink, rather than any desire for an otherworldly communion. He recalled Cole mentioning the stash of expensive bottles the two brought with them. 
 
    Hammond flashed Marc a look of disgust. “All right, so I had another reason. I decided to retrace Cole’s last steps. Relive his last moments. It’s not as though the police have been any help.” He paused to squint at Argo. “I imagined I’d see something the rest of you missed…something that could give me answers about what happened to my husband. All of a sudden, something whistled past my ear. At first, I assumed an insect or a bird hit the glass door. Then I heard a thud and saw an arrow imbedded in the wall, inches from my shoulder! Well, I didn’t hang around to see who fired it. I’d seen all of you walking toward Stuart’s cabin earlier, so I ran over as fast as I could.” 
 
    “Not a wise move,” Lanislaw pointed out. “He could have shot at you again while you were out in the open.” 
 
    “What can I say? I panicked. Instinct told me to seek help.” 
 
    The whole group moved forward to gape at the arrow. Argo knelt down and examined the shaft, the entry point, and the ground immediately beneath it. “No one touch anything,” Argo warned. “Chief Creed will want to bag it. He might get a fingerprint.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” Hammond fumed, “but wouldn’t any self-respecting killer wear gloves? They always do on television. Anyhow, I need to sit down. This whole day has been too much for me, and my knees are starting to shake. Will one of you pour me something to settle my nerves?” 
 
    “By all means,” said Argo. “Darian, why don’t you get Prescott his drink? I’m going to call Aubrey.” He dialed while Lanislaw and Marc steered Hammond inside. Darian found the used shotglass and whiskey bottle already on the kitchenette counter. He brought the refill over to the coffee table. “Better get up to Hammond’s cabin,” Argo was saying into his phone. “There’s been an incident.” 
 
    Darian heard a burst of profanity come through the tiny speaker. It wasn’t directed at Argo as much as to fate in general. Then the line went dead. 
 
    When he showed up a few minutes later, Aubrey was still raging.  
 
    “This is getting out of control. You said you had it all figured out, Sullivan, and now this!” 
 
    “All figured out?” Hammond inquired, peering over the edge of his glass. “Was there a break in the case? Since when?”  
 
    “We’re doing everything we can. For what it’s worth, I actually do have it figured out. Well, most of it, anyway.” Argo seemed unusually calm. But then, Darian knew he often did things like that to de-escalate a tense situation. The louder the other person became, the more laid back Argo got. It generally worked wonders. Not this time, though. Aubrey lost control. 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you? This place is my livelihood, my last chance! It’s all I have. Now, thanks to you, I’m going to lose it all. A third attack? The perp still running around loose in the woods? The lawsuits alone will finish me, never mind the lack of future business.” 
 
    “Aubrey, stop these histrionics,” Hammond snapped. Fresh sweat glistened on his forehead. “I can’t believe how selfish you are. You’re going to lose your campground? Well, get in line for a tissue. I lost my husband! The one true love of my life!” 
 
    Argo held up a hand for silence. “I already told you, Chief Creed has no reason to shut the retreat down. Contrary to appearances, this isn’t an unsafe space—at least, not for the rest of the guests. The intended victims have all been dispatched according to plan. All that’s left now is the cleanup, though I suspect this latest incident complicates things.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about?” Aubrey demanded, while Hammond tossed back the last of his drink and swallowed hard. 
 
    “Why don’t you all take seats?” Argo suggested. He remained standing, but Aubrey perched on the edge of the sofa beside a fidgeting Hammond. Lanislaw and Marc glanced uncertainly at each other, but found chairs. Since there were only two, Darian leaned against the desk they’d caught Marc pilfering earlier.  
 
    “I’d also like to know what’s going on,” Hammond chimed in when everyone was settled. “Should we hang around here with a crazy killer on the loose? All he’d have to do is open the slider and pick us off like wooden ducks in a shooting gallery.” 
 
    “None of us are in any danger,” Argo said. “Believe it or not, the arrow in the wall has convinced me of that. Quite the opposite effect than it was supposed to have.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Hammond retorted. “It missed me by no more than inches!” 
 
    “Exactly,” Argo said. Turning to Lanislaw and Marc, he offered a quick nod. Lanislaw picked up on the signal at once, his neatly contoured brows rising. A split second later, Marc’s mouth curved in a cynical grin. Their reactions frustrated Darian at first, since it seemed they were all in on some private joke he’d been left out of. Then, all at once, the solution started to gel in his mind, too.  
 
    “It all comes down to who shot the arrows,” Darian said. “Or maybe ‘shot’ isn’t the right word in all three cases.” 
 
    “It definitely isn’t,” Argo confirmed. “Words matter, don’t they? Especially at a campground full of writers.” 
 
    “You said it was Greg Hodge,” Aubrey grumbled. “Taking revenge on Cole for attacking him all those years ago.” 
 
    Hammond blinked. “Cole? Attacking Hodge? What for?” 
 
    “Shut up, Prescott. Argo and Darian came to my office and explained the whole thing.” Aubrey looked up at Argo. “Go ahead and tell him, too. Convince him the same way you did me.” 
 
    “Well, it couldn’t have been Hodge,” Marc pointed out. “Not this time.” 
 
    “Not any time,” Argo said. “He was never supposed to emerge as the most likely killer. But then, only the three of us had the opportunity to read Marc’s story.” 
 
    “Story? What story?” Hammond asked somewhat desperately. 
 
    “No worries. I’ll be sure you get a copy later. It’s quite promising, as rough drafts go,” Marc beamed. “Oh, I know it’ll never attract a following like Highway to Him. Still, I’d say its influence will be felt by plenty of people for many years to come.” 
 
    “Darian and I interpreted what we read according to the best information we had at the time,” Argo said. “We failed to take one element into account, though. The author was kind of sketchy about exactly when the events he described took place.” 
 
    “Yeah, my bad,” Marc admitted. “I admit I should have done more digging into late-1980s fashion and slang. I pictured the whole thing in my head so clearly that I just assumed the reader would do the same.” 
 
    “A common mistake in first drafts,” Darian said. 
 
    “Could someone please explain the relevance of a manuscript critique to the murders, both completed and attempted, on my property?” Aubrey exploded.  
 
    Ignoring him, Argo continued. He focused his attention on Hammond. “Like many crimes, this one unraveled because of simple bad timing. I assumed Aubrey texted or called you the minute Darian and I left his office, filling you in on our new theory of the case. For some reason, he didn’t. Any particular reason why?” 
 
    “I turned my phone off during my reading,” Hammond replied, clearly offended that Argo would assume otherwise. “I planned to check my messages later, but I got distracted when someone tried to kill me. No thanks to any of you, I might add.” 
 
    “You idiot,” Aubrey said under his breath. “I did text you.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t get it, obviously.” 
 
    Marc laughed at Aubrey and Hammond’s mutual horror. “Bottom line, you miscalculated. Didn’t you, Hammond?”  
 
    “Miscalculated what? This is really getting tiresome, boys. I’m about ready to ask you all to leave my cabin.”  
 
    “You imbedded that arrow into the wall just a little too late,” Argo said. “Thanks to Darian and I taking off after the wrong scent, you no longer needed to keep up the ruse of a hidden assassin. Gouging a hole in the siding and shoving in the arrow tip wasn’t very swift, either, if you’ll excuse the inadvertent pun.”  
 
    “Well done, Darian,” Lanislaw said. “You might make a writer of him yet.” 
 
    “Anyhow,” Argo said, clearly fighting back a blush, “I’m pretty sure forensics will back up my preliminary findings. You cleaned up some of the sawdust and other particles that fluttered to the ground, but not enough to fully disguise what you did. I figure the tool you used can’t be very far away, either. In the woods, most likely, or even somewhere in this cabin.” 
 
    Sighing, Hammond gazed into his shotglass, the perfect picture of misery. Darian would have felt sorry for him if he hadn’t already predicted the excuse he’d try to float, and what Argo’s response would be. He proved correct on both counts. 
 
    “Very well. You’ve caught me fabricating the arrow attack. I’m sure even someone as unimaginative as you can understand why I did it, Argo. It’s ready-made publicity for my next book. True, I had no idea Greg Hodge had been revealed as the actual killer. If so, I would have jettisoned my foolish, alcohol-fueled plan. I hope you can forgive me. Aubrey, I’ll be happy to pay for the damage to the cabin. I’ll also be happy to compensate all of you for keeping this information to yourselves, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I have no interest in pursuing a vandalism case,” Argo said, but Hammond’s visible relief at his words proved short-lived. “I’m not willing to ignore multiple murders, though.” 
 
    “You really are off on a wild tangent, Sheriff. And here I’ve been feeling guilty about the amount I drink. Are you sure you haven’t been sneaking into this cabin and helping yourself while I’ve been staying with Aubrey?” 
 
    “Absolutely sure. However, you probably are tired of listening to my voice. Why don’t I let Darian pick the narrative up from here? I get the sense he and I are on the same wavelength. Darian, why not start with Cole, and the way we all misjudged him? I’d say we all share some guilt where he’s concerned.” 
 
    Lanislaw straightened up in his chair, startled. Despite the nervous flutter in his stomach, Darian nodded. After taking a deep breath and a moment to organize his thoughts, he plunged ahead. 
 
    “I think what Argo is referring to is the way we all pegged Cole as a typical gold-digger…and worse. In reality, you were the one who was after his assets. What he inherited from Roger Braddock, a doctor with a thriving private practice and an upscale home, was likely a substantial sum. Meanwhile, you needed an infusion of cash.” 
 
    “I can confirm that,” Marc said. “He’s been in debt for years…until recently.” 
 
    “Total garbage. I had plenty of money from my book. Highway to Him has been a perennial bestseller for three decades. Which is more success than any of you will ever get from your paltry scribblings, let me tell you.”  
 
    Marc shook his head. “Nah. The book generated a lot of income at first, but it dwindled as the content became more dated. Happens all the time. Don’t bother to deny it, Hammond. I’ve been shadowing you for a while now, though I’m sure you never knew it.” 
 
    Hammond blanched. “But why?” 
 
    “We’ll get to that in due time,” Marc assured him. 
 
    “Roger Braddock was your longtime friend,” Darian continued. “You knew how much he was worth. You planned ahead, like any good novelist mapping out a saga with a huge payoff—and I do mean that literally in this case. Roger probably mentioned Cole and Evan to you, maybe in the context of wishing he could seduce Cole away from his first husband. So you encouraged Roger to court and then marry Cole. Of course, first he had to push Evan out of the way. As his therapist, it wouldn’t have been difficult for him to manipulate Evan into a relapse, even an overdose. You gave him tips on exactly how to do that, and Roger was willing to play along. His reward—Cole—seemed well worth the risk. I’m sorry, Stuart.” 
 
    “So am I,” Lanislaw said fiercely. “Sorry Roger’s dead. Otherwise I’d wring the truth out of him myself and make sure he paid for what he did.” 
 
    “Well, the good news—or the bad, depending on your perspective—is that he eventually paid the ultimate price. You arranged Roger’s death, Hammond, making sure Cole wouldn’t be implicated so he could inherit his older husband’s entire estate.” 
 
     “I always suspected it was a hit,” Lanislaw said. “We didn’t have much to go on at the time. Our cold case unit might be able to revisit his death and get somewhere with it this time.” He bared his teeth in a sharklike smile when Aubrey and Hammond exchanged a nervous look. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t I mention that I’m a cop, too? Came all the way from Florida just for the purpose of meeting you and your late husband. There’s more to our connection, too, but I won’t get into all that right now. Plenty of time to explain later.” 
 
    “When Roger died, it seemed only right for you to look after Cole in his hour of need,” Darian went on. “People suspected Cole, being so much younger than you, was behind Roger’s murder. In truth, you didn’t mind if they gossiped, because it made him cling harder to you for support and protection. It must have amused you to know it was actually the other way around. Now you had Cole and Roger’s fortune. Life was looking good—for a while. Soon enough, though, you needed more money—and the best way to get it was to kill Cole and claim what was left of Roger’s money for yourself.” 
 
    “There’s always insurance, too,” Marc said. “Lots of it, most likely. Just the thing to get you out of your financial hole.” 
 
    “You’re wasting your talents on academics, Darian. You should go into churning out potboilers,” Hammond snarled. Sweat was pooling on his forehead now. A few droplets snaked down into his eyebrows. He swiped at them irritably.  
 
    “It would be interesting to learn where Aubrey was when Roger Braddock died,” Argo said.  
 
    “As it happens, I can help with that, too,” Marc volunteered. “You’ll find the answer interesting.” 
 
    “What do you know about anything, Fresno?” Aubrey demanded. “I’ve suspected from the beginning that you’re behind some of this mayhem. Setting others up to take the blame for what you did, is my guess. Prove me wrong!” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that challenge, and happily so.” Marc smirked. “The fact is, I’m very interested in the two of you—but not because I’m a fan of your work, Hammond. I’m more interested in the story behind the story, as it were. And how Aubrey fits in. Which he definitely does.” 
 
    “Madness,” Aubrey shot back. “Hammond and I are acquaintances, yes, but I wouldn’t call us especially close friends. I just hired him to teach a workshop. The connection between us is strictly economic at this point.”  
 
    “That’s somewhat true, but there’s so much more. Trust me, I know. Okay, yeah, you two looked a lot different when you were young. Acted a lot different, too. It was what, the late ’80s, early ’90s? You were still practically teenagers, having a great time. From what I hear, the Florida party scene back then was out of this world. Literally something from an alien planet. Sometimes I’m sorry I missed it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” Aubrey ground his teeth audibly. 
 
    “No? Luckily, I do, so let me fill you in. I’ve been looking into some old reports that describe plenty of unsavory goings-on down there. Mostly low-level robberies, drug and prostitution deals gone bad, and other petty stuff that happens in a party atmosphere. But buried in all the muck was a description of something way more serious. A wealthy guy on a business trip wanted to frolic with other guys. He ran into two who invited him to hang out—then they rolled him and stole his valuables, including a Rolex and a diamond ring, not to mention a large wad of money. He wasn’t in town just to buy carved coconut heads and dolphin magnets, if you know what I mean, so he had a big bankroll with him. No one ever found that cash again.” 
 
    “That’s all very sad,” Hammond said, squirming, “but it happened many years ago, as you said yourself. What can we do about it now? Aubrey, I want to leave now. Kaz and Darian can complete the workshop in my absence, but I’m checking out.” 
 
    “I think not,” Argo said. Casually, he moved sideways to block Hammond’s path to either the front door or the glass sliders. 
 
    “Sit down, Prescott.” Aubrey’s voice sunk to a growl. “Let Mr. Fresno finish. I, for one, would like to hear the end of this ludicrous fantasy he’s spinning. You should listen, too. It might make a good plot for your comeback novel.” 
 
    Marc nodded and went on. “The rich guy they rolled? He died a few days later from his head wounds, sustained when they beat him senseless in his hotel room. Sure enough, turns out he was married. He had children, too. They were very young at the time, but now they’re adults who want answers. They don’t care if he was gay or not. He was their dad, and he was murdered. They can afford to investigate until they get them.” 
 
    “So those are your clients,” Darian said. “They were smart to hire you, Marc. You’re damn good at what you do.” 
 
    “So are you,” Marc said. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I wish I’d had more English teachers like you.” 
 
    “We can help you, too,” Lanislaw spoke up. “Florida cold case detectives are damn sharp. A few of them owe me some favors.” 
 
    “Tell us what happened to the guys who ambushed him,” Argo prompted. 
 
    “Oh, right. Well, they used that blood-soaked money to start over. They didn’t stick together, since that would have been too obvious. One of them went into business. He knew the gay community well and he knew how to throw a party. He bought a couple of venues—bars, nightclubs—and made a name for himself. He kept moving. What if someone from his Key West days spotted him? He couldn’t take the chance. Changed his appearance, too. Put on muscle, grew a beard. It worked, for the most part. Then, like everyone, he started getting older. He wanted to slow down and settle somewhere. So what was his next venue? A remote campground. By then, he wasn’t worried about being recognized.” 
 
    “And the other guy?” Lanislaw asked. 
 
    “He went a different route. Used the money to buy an education. Discovered a talent for writing. Funny. So many authors have been accused of fabricating events and excitement to sell their memoirs. This guy did the opposite. He disguised his adventures—and his crimes—as fiction. You have to read between the lines.”  
 
    “Luckily, we have an English teacher on our team. I suspect a close reading of Highway to Him will fill in a lot of blanks,” Argo said with unmistakable pride.  
 
    “Killing is a way of life for these two,” Marc said. “I’ve known for a while. It was just a matter of proving it.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the matter of proof. I suppose the four of you think you’re terribly clever,” Hammond said. “But there’s one thing you’re forgetting. Aubrey and I couldn’t have killed Cole or poor Greg Hodge. We have alibis for both of those deaths, as Darian and Argo can personally attest. Now can we end this ridiculous game of charades? I really would like to pack my things and hit the road.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Aubrey joined in with obvious relief. “So sorry to disappoint you fellows. I suppose that’s what you get when you overstep your bounds. Better go back to strumming your six-string by the campfire, Stuart. You make a better folk singer than you do a detective.”  
 
    The mention of the guitar made Darian’s mind ping. He remembered what Lanislaw had seen in Aubrey’s storeroom when he’d borrowed the guitar. 
 
    “The karaoke machine,” he blurted. “They recorded their voices. That’s how Hammond killed Cole. It was just like Phillip said, after all—the murder was all so staged and theatrical. All it took was pretending to be drunk, closing Aubrey’s office door, and turning on the machine. We thought they were inside, arguing, when Hammond was really slipping out the window and heading over to take care of Cole.” 
 
    “How’d you lure him outside, Hammond?” Argo asked. “Suggested a little hanky panky out in the open air? Had him close his eyes as part of what he thought was a kinky game? Or did you just surprise him while he was sunbathing? His being nude worked out in your favor. We assumed he was up to something illicit, like cheating on you. But you actually used his trust in you to take him by surprise.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hammond said. He choked a little on the last syllables.  
 
    “We assumed whoever shot him with the arrow was an expert marksman. He didn’t have to be. You fired at such close range you couldn’t possibly have missed.” 
 
    Argo stopped and Darian picked up where he left off. “When it was Greg’s turn, they switched roles. Hammond blathered on to me and Kaz at breakfast, making sure to distract us, while Aubrey hid in the shed and waited for him to show up with his tools. Again, the element of surprise was the key. Greg trusted Aubrey just like Cole trusted Hammond. Getting up close and personal was almost too easy.” 
 
    “A quick thrust right through the heart with an arrow. Stabbing him in the back would have been more fitting.” Marc held up his phone. “May I do the honors?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t take the deputies long to get here,” Darian said. “Most likely they’re still on the grounds.”  
 
    “You idiot,” Aubrey said again, but by then Hammond was sobbing too loudly to hear him. He was crying for himself, Darian suspected, and not for his victims. His crocodile tears were still flowing when Chief Creed and his team appeared on the steps. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    They sat in front of the TV in Darian’s mostly-boxed up living room with a Sunday football game playing. Their team was losing, but neither of them minded as they enjoyed an after-lunch treat of warm apple pie with rocky road ice cream on top. Darian would finish moving in soon and things were going well. Best of all, the violence lay behind them. He and Argo had stayed at the campground until the weekend, long after the last of the writers had gone, but at last they had turned all their findings over to Creed and headed home to rest.  
 
    After Argo had revealed Aubrey and Hammond as the killers, and Creed had seized the karaoke machine and other assorted pieces of evidence, the two killers had quickly turned on each other. To hear Aubrey tell it, he was Hammond’s brainwashed dupe. According Hammond, Aubrey was a bully who forced him into all manner of nefarious deeds. “No matter,” Argo had said after the pair landed in jail, awaiting trial not only locally, but in Florida as well. “They’ll be charged equally, no matter whose idea the killings were. Most likely it was fifty-fifty the whole time, and in any case there are enough victims to go around.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Darian could only shake his head in wonder. “So they were having an affair on and off for years? All Hammond’s other relationships were just a smoke screen. Amazing they could be so patient.” 
 
    “To them, the money was worth all those decades of planning and sneaking around. They’d almost made it when Gregory got in the way. Poor guy. He never had much love in his life, and his psychological damage prevented him from recognizing Aubrey’s sociopathy. He thought his boss really cared for him.” 
 
    Aubrey had eventually admitted that he and Hammond planned to flee the campground, abandoning Greg there while the two of them started over in the Caribbean. Greg had made things difficult by becoming too attached and knowing too much about their secret relationship. In hindsight, Aubrey’s offhanded remark about Greg being “always in the wrong place at the wrong time” made a macabre sort of sense. Greg hadn’t just wandered in front of a stray arrow. He’d been lurking and eavesdropping from the moment Hammond and Cole arrived at the campground. Thus he had to go.  
 
    Luckily, Marc Fresno located Greg’s long-lost sister, who hadn’t heard from him in many years but vowed to give him a dignified funeral and peaceful resting place. She had been genuinely distraught over his sad fate. Aubrey had, it turned out, encouraged Greg to turn his back on his family in order to keep him in thrall.  
 
    Darian wondered how Greg’s sister, the tourist’s children, and Lanislaw felt knowing their loved one’s death had resulted from love—not for other people, but for money. Maybe, as far as Hammond and Aubrey were concerned, that was the only real kind.  
 
    All of that seemed too painful to keep talking about, though, so now that they were home, they preferred to concentrate on packing, planning, and sorting out Darian’s mountain of books. There was one other bright spot they’d referred to only in passing, not wanting to jinx a potential good thing. After they had said their goodbyes and headed out of the campground, Darian was sure he’d heard Marc Fresno and Lanislaw making plans to have dinner together off-site. No doubt their meeting would revolve around charging Hammond and Aubrey with their Florida crimes. Hopefully they’d find some time to discuss more pleasant topics, too. 
 
    The game shifted to halftime, and Darian was about to suggest they make another pot of coffee when the doorbell rang. Rory Zinski, the Birchwood librarian who was helping Darian with his research, stood holding a cream-colored envelope in both hands.  
 
    “Sorry to bug you on a Sunday, but this couldn’t wait. It’s amazing news for you, Darian.” Rory peered around Darian’s shoulder at Argo. “Oh, hey, Argo. Hate to interrupt, but you’ll understand why in a minute.”  
 
    “Not a problem,” Argo called across the room. “Come on in. Have some pie.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” Rory beamed and stepped inside. He surveyed the heaps of boxes and crumpled newspapers scattered around his feet. “How’s the move coming along?” 
 
    “Fine. We figure another week or so and we’ll be all moved over to Argo’s. I’ll miss this place, but not too much. Plenty to look forward to in my new digs.”  
 
    “Got that right,” Argo said with a grin. He went to the kitchen to get Rory’s food. 
 
    “So what’s up?” Darian prompted. 
 
    “Remember that inquiry you had me run on rare volumes and letters from Wilfred Baine? Well, I got an amazing response.” Rory popped the envelope and pulled out a letter on letterhead stationery. “It came to the library, so I opened and read it. I had to wait until my shift ended for the day, but as soon as we closed at noon, I rushed right over.” 
 
    “An actual letter?” Darian held it up as though it were some rare artifact. “Who writes letters anymore?” 
 
    “No kidding,” Rory said, laughing. 
 
    Darian skimmed the text with growing excitement.  
 
    Dear Birchwood Academy Library, 
 
    We are flattered and honored that one of your faculty members is doing research on our illustrious family member, the late Wilfred Baine. It is well past time his poems and life got the attention they deserve. We have consulted with the appropriate people who help us manage our estate and received the okay to proceed. Therefore our proposition to continue the research is as follows.  
 
    We would like to invite the researcher to our home at his earliest convenience to visit the Baine library, where all of Wilfred’s papers are housed pending interest from a museum or library. The papers are mostly uncatalogued, so we would be interested in having your faculty member consult with us on this project. He is welcome to stay in the house as our guest while he evaluates the scope of the work. It is a large house with ten functional bedrooms, so accommodating him presents no problem at all. Please contact us forthwith and let us know when we might expect to hear from him. We look forward to it immensely. We can almost picture our ancestor, Wilfred (actually our uncle a few times removed) smiling down at us as we compose this missive. 
 
    Sincerely,  
 
    The Baine Family  
 
    A phone number and address followed. 
 
    Darian could hardly believe his eyes. The note read like it came directly from the nineteenth century. Of course, he would accept the offer first thing Monday morning. 
 
    “Argo!” he shouted, leading Rory into the living room. Argo came out of the kitchen holding Rory’s coffee in one hand and pie in the other. “You won’t believe this! It looks like moving might be delayed a little after all.” 
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    After graduating from college, Stephen Carlyle figures he’s in for the dullest summer of his life, staying with his eccentric uncle and assisting him in his antiquarian bookstore. Before he can despair over his new role as a bookstore clerk, his uncle announces that they have been hired by a nearby manor house to catalog a rare book collection. Though he isn’t looking forward to the trip, upon arrival Stephen is amazed at how beautiful Fairbourne House is—all except for the front gate, which has been cast in the form of a frightening serpent and is reputed by the gatekeeper to have strange and even deadly powers that protect the family.

Inside the house, he meets the late owner’s two sons. Justin seems friendly and eager to court his friendship, if not more. In stark contrast, the older brother, Roark, is angry and sullen. Soon Stephen finds a strange old book bound inside another volume, rumored to be a powerful spellbook that can unleash deadly havoc both at Fairbourne House and beyond. Torn between two brothers competing for his affections, Stephen must figure out which one to trust before he becomes a sacrifice in the fulfillment of an evil scheme.

Note: this story contains scenes of male/male romance, though there is no explicit language or description. 
 
      
 
    Enjoy this sneak peek at Chapter 1! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Vibrant blue water filled the screen, so clear and warm Stephen could practically feel himself floating in it. Clouds as fleecy and white as pillow stuffing drifted through a perfect turquoise sky. 
 
    In the foreground, his three friends stood by the ship’s rail, shirtless and smiling as the tropical wind ruffled their hair.  
 
    A brief text accompanied the photo. 
 
      
 
    Weather hot but lovely. Food is amazing. All of us have gained five pounds at least. What’s stuffed inside those tiny swimsuits is even finer. Hope Uncle Vernon feels better.  
 
      
 
    Stephen flicked off his phone with a grimace. Every one of his college friends, it seemed, was off doing something fun except him. Three were on an all-male cruise to celebrate their graduation, others were starting exciting new careers in Boston, Chicago, and even London, and one had even landed a role in a television commercial. Meanwhile, Stephen was minding the front desk at his Uncle Vernon's used—or antiquarian, as he insisted they call it—bookstore. Despite the cultured terminology, the place felt dingy, cramped, and always dusty, no matter how much he wiped the shelves and vacuumed the floor. It had taken his uncle decades, and his family nearly two centuries, to amass their vast inventory. The volumes ranged in age from fifty to a hundred and seventy years old. They were bound in covers made of cardboard, fabric, vellum, and leather. Some of the pages, though brittle and discolored from age, were edged with gold, silver, or red. Those pages contained poetry, biographies, novels, and nonfiction on every conceivable subject (though Stephen figured a few of those contained at least some fiction). Their values ranged from a few pennies to hundreds of dollars. Uncle Vernon kept three or four others in a special temperature-controlled safe in his office, claiming he could eventually sell them for even more, providing the right buyer presented himself. The store and its dilapidated contents were his uncle’s whole life. Unfortunately, this summer they had taken over Stephen’s life, too. 
 
    Even now, Uncle Vernon was fussing over the faded Victorian prints that hung above the old-fashioned cash register.  
 
    How much lousier could this summer get? 
 
    “Stephen, I hope you can find a few minutes this afternoon to take out the stepladder and brush off our pictures. The glass is looking rather murky.” 
 
    “Do I have to do it today?” Stephen rolled his eyes in secret. After his heart attack, mild though it had been, Uncle Vernon needed help both at the store and at his tiny, antique-filled house. So far, he'd been happy for the company, though Stephen knew that would change when his uncle discovered the other reason he was here. Thankfully, that moment was still a long way off. At least, Stephen hoped so. “I wanted to spend a couple of hours on the computer—you know, putting more books online.” 
 
    Uncle Vernon pursed his lips in disapproval. “You can swim the Internet later, Stephen. Making sure the store sparkles for customers must be our first priority.” 
 
    “You mean surf the Internet. And what customers are you talking about? No one’s been in here for days, except Geoffrey. And he doesn’t care about dust.” 
 
    “Whatever it’s called, you knew exactly what I meant. And as far as customers are concerned, one might stroll in at any moment. So you might as well get busy now. I’m going to take yesterday’s orders to the post office. The line always starts to grow after noon.” 
 
    Stephen’s irritation shifted to concern. “Are you sure that’s wise?”  
 
    “Young man, I suffered a heart attack, not two broken legs. And it was a mild one on top of that. I shall be perfectly fine strolling three blocks with four light packages in my hands. Even the doctors told me I should indulge in light exercise. The sunshine and fresh air will do me good.” 
 
    Considering the dust and gloom inside the shop, not to mention the acidic smell of old, deteriorating books, Stephen was inclined to agree with Uncle Vernon. Before he could answer, the shop door opened and Geoffrey Benton, their steadiest and most devoted customer, entered. Today Geoffrey had put on a brown pinstriped suit, probably left over from his days as a college history professor, along with a light blue shirt and a sporty pink bow tie. The outfit was far too formal for the shop, not to mention too hot for a brilliant June afternoon, but of course it wasn’t the store itself that Geoffrey was devoted to. 
 
    “Good morning, Geoffrey,” Vernon said without any particular enthusiasm, which instantly deflated Geoffrey’s mood. He made a visible effort to rally. “Lovely to see you, but I was just on my way to the post office. Why don’t I bring us back some luncheon? Sandwiches, perhaps, on French baguettes? Possibly something with pesto.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Geoffrey go with you?” Stephen suggested. “He could help carry the parcels. After all, you wouldn't want to drop anything and damage either the books or the food.” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” Vernon boomed, causing Geoffrey to flash Stephen a silent expression of thanks. “I’ll just go and gather up the packages, shall I? I trust you printed out the labels this morning.” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Vernon. The orders are right on your desk, taped up and ready to go.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Stephen reassured Geoffrey as Vernon disappeared into his office at the back of the store. “He’ll come around. Give it some time.” 
 
    “Will he? The man is maddeningly oblivious. This isn’t easy for me, you know. I’m not naturally outgoing. And as far as giving him more time, your uncle and I are old men, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Time is running out for both of us.”  
 
    Stephen sighed. Doling out romantic advice to lovelorn geriatrics was just another indication of how thoroughly his summer had gone down the tubes. “I can talk to him if you want. Nudge him in the right direction.” 
 
    Geoffrey took a horrified step backward. “No! Never! I would die of embarrassment, and I could certainly never set foot in this shop again. Please, Stephen, promise me you’ll do no such thing.” 
 
    “Okay. I promise.” That vow, at least, was easily made. Aside from any other considerations, he didn’t want to risk Uncle Vernon losing his one steady customer. Besides, Geoffrey would be an ideal ally when the time came to broach a certain sensitive subject. 
 
    His uncle soon returned with several square packages in his arms. Geoffrey dutifully fell into step behind him. 
 
    “Back in a jiffy,” Vernon called cheerily over his shoulder as he swept out of the store with Geoffrey close on his heels. “Don’t forget the picture frames.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it.” Relieved to be alone for a while, but figuring it would be easier to tidy the shop without Uncle Vernon critiquing his every move, Stephen went to the closet and pulled out the rickety stepladder. Uncle Vernon meant well, he reminded himself as he positioned it under a row of dingy oval frames. His uncle just couldn’t fathom anyone not being as into those smelly, mildew-stained old books and prints as he was. Still, even he must have noticed that their only visitors were a few elderly collectors, retired academic types like Geoffrey, and the occasional misdirected tourist. Almost none of them ever bought anything, though they had no problem scattering the merchandise around for Stephen to pick up and put back, assuming they hadn’t damaged it in the process. At least Geoffrey treated everything with care, mostly because he was too busy mooning over Uncle Vernon to turn the brittle pages of the books he pretended to study. 
 
    Clutching a bottle of watered-down cleaning solution in one hand and a rag in the other, Stephen clambered up the wooden rungs. Balancing carefully, he squirted at the powdery layer of grime and bit back a sneeze as a cloud of dust and cobwebs blew into his face. Okay, so maybe Uncle Vernon was right about this part of the store. Probably no one had tidied the two pictures up since they’d originally been hung in 18-whatever. 
 
    Chemical smells assaulted his senses as he swiped his rag over the antique glass. In the end, he succeeded mostly in smearing all the dirt over to one side. Hoping Uncle Vernon’s sixty-eight-year-old eyes wouldn’t be sharp enough to notice, Stephen balled up the rag and clambered back down the ladder. When he turned to set the spray bottle on the counter, someone entered the store.  
 
    This customer, unlike any of the others he had seen so far, wasn’t some doddering old professor or pretentious collector. A tourist, most likely. He seemed to be dressed for a casual, though decidedly upscale, outing—bright gold polo shirt, the collar upturned jauntily, neatly pressed tan khakis, and brown loafers without a single scuff. All that was missing was a pair of designer sunglasses perched on top of his artfully tousled dark hair. 
 
    “Uh…hi.” Stephen tossed the crumpled-up rag on the chair behind the counter. “Welcome to Carlyle Books.” 
 
    Saying nothing, the newcomer scanned the walls and shelves with a curious air. Stephen pegged him as probably only a couple of years older than he was, 25 at most. No way was anyone that age—or that cute—interested in Uncle Vernon’s inventory. Maybe he’d come in to ask for directions.  
 
    “Are you lost?” Stephen asked. 
 
    The customer’s brown eyes narrowed slightly. “How could I be lost? Didn’t you just tell me the name of the store?” 
 
    Okay, so maybe he was a little pretentious after all. 
 
    “I guess I did. I thought you might be looking for the brick museum. A lot of people ask about it.” 
 
    “I know where that is.” 
 
    “All right, then. Just asking.” 
 
    “Would it surprise you to hear that I came to browse through old books?” 
 
    Stephen shrugged. “Not really. I mean, we are a bookstore. An antiquarian bookstore, my uncle always reminds me. He’s pretty particular about that term.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him.” His customer turned in a slow circle, as if appraising the store’s fixtures and atmosphere as well as its contents. His shrewd gaze moved from the floor-to-ceiling shelves of books to the framed nineteenth-century prints Stephen had just been sneezing over. His attention settled on the open laptop on the desk. 
 
    “The computer seems a little out of place in here. If not for that and the wall sockets, I might have believed I’d stepped through some kind of portal into a time before electricity and wireless access.” 
 
    “Oh, we have both of those things.” Stephen couldn’t tell if he was being friendly or condescending. “In fact, almost a quarter of our books are online now.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, I assume.” The guy glanced at the laptop again, and Stephen nodded. “You haven’t worked here long, then. Otherwise they would all be online by now.” 
 
    “I’m just here for the summer. My uncle is the owner.” He started to brag that Uncle Vernon had gone to the post office to send out a few of their many lucrative Internet orders, but quickly thought better of it. Granted, this guy didn’t look like he’d come to rob the place, but you never knew nowadays. His uncle had stressed caution to him over and over. First rule of retail, he often said. Never say more than you have to and never leave the till unguarded. Not that there was anything in it right now. 
 
    “You’re a Carlyle, then.” That sharp gaze darted above Stephen’s head to the picture on the wall, depicting a white-haired gentleman in the stiff, high collar that probably caused his cranky expression. “Is that your ancestor?” 
 
    “Yes. Maynard Carlyle, the founder of Carlyle Books,” Stephen said with a touch of pride. “One of my grandfathers, though I forget exactly how many greats. This store has been here a long time.” 
 
    “The current owner is Maynard the third, then? Or fourth?” 
 
    “Actually, none of the above. His name is Vernon.”  
 
    “Pity. Seems you’d want to keep the name going along with the business.” 
 
    “Maynard’s a little old-fashioned for the twenty-first century.” He chanced a smile. “I’m Stephen, by the way.” 
 
    “Family heritage is so important, don’t you think? It would be nice if you stayed in business for another hundred years. With you at the helm someday, perhaps.”  
 
    “I guess so.” Secretly horrified at the thought, Stephen glanced down at his laptop and chewed his lower lip. The customer laughed, and Stephen wondered if he was genuinely amused or just making fun of him. 
 
    “Anyhow, I didn’t mean to distract you from your work, Stephen. I’ll just poke around, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Sure. Go ahead.” Stephen returned to his computer and picked up the first of a dozen books he’d set aside to list for sale online. Discreetly, he watched the young man wander between and around the many overstuffed shelves. Their store didn’t attract shoplifters as far as he knew, but his uncle had assured him that rare book thieves did exist, and some first editions were worth hundreds of dollars—assuming anyone wanted to buy them, which Stephen frankly found hard to believe. Keeping an eye on him wasn’t exactly a chore. In a different setting, Stephen might have felt up to chatting—or maybe even flirting, given a little encouragement. But at the moment, the guy actually seemed interested in Uncle Vernon’s old books. Go figure. 
 
    Eventually, he emerged from between the shelves with a small red book in his hands. Stroking his fingers over the gilt-edged pages, he flipped it open and began to read in a strong, clear tone, as though he had been asked to present in English class. 
 
    “The lady strange made answer meet,” he recited. “And her voice was faint and sweet. Have pity on my sore distress, I scarce can speak for weariness. Stretch for thy hand, and have no fear.” Finishing, he raised his head. “It’s Coleridge. ‘Christabel.’” 
 
    “A favorite of yours?” Uncle Vernon had taught him to act interested even in the dullest subjects the customers wanted to read about. That attitude helped sell books, at least in theory. 
 
    “This poem fascinates me,” he said. “The Lady Geraldine clearly infiltrated Sir Leoline’s castle for malevolent purposes. When she changes into her nightgown, Christabel sees something shocking. One interpretation is that her skin is scaly, like a serpent’s. In another scene, she’s described as fixing snakelike eyes on Christabel and her father. And then there’s the dove Bard Bracy saw about to be devoured by a snake in the garden. All symbolic.” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Stephen agreed.  
 
    “Legend has it that when Lord Byron read it aloud at a party, his fellow poet, Shelley, ran from the room screaming.”  
 
    “Over a poem?” Maybe he was screaming in boredom, Stephen thought, though he didn’t dare to say it out loud. 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, Coleridge left it unfinished. I sometimes think it might have been because the ending he envisioned was so terrible, so horrifying, that he couldn’t bring himself to write it down. Just imagining it freaked him out.” He gave Stephen a wry smile. “Cynics prefer to say that Coleridge’s substance abuse problems likely played the biggest role.” 
 
    Or just plain procrastination. Stephen himself had plenty of experience with that. “Anything’s possible,” he conceded. 
 
    “Then again, he never finished ‘Kubla Khan’ either. In that case, he claimed a visitor arrived from Porlock and broke his concentration. Nothing too scary about that.” 
 
    “If he was telling the truth. Maybe it was just an excuse because he couldn’t think of a good ending. The same might go for ‘Christabel.”’ 
 
    “Maybe so. It could depend who the visitor was, too. You know—maybe he was one of those people who come barging in and make it impossible to do your work.” He traced his finger along the spine of the book. Then he carried it over to the desk and held it out. “I’ll take it.”  
 
    Stephen flipped over the cover to check the price Uncle Vernon had penciled in, but his strange customer had already taken out his wallet and handed him a twenty-dollar bill. His gaze turned so intense it unnerved Stephen a little. 
 
    “Tell me something,” he demanded. “What would you do if you ever came across a book that was evil?” 
 
    “Evil?” Stephen blinked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Could you resist it? Would you fight it? Or would you let it slowly take you over…like Christabel did with Geraldine in the poem?” 
 
    “Books can’t be evil. They’re just paper and glue, mostly. Anyway, you said the poem has no ending. So we don’t know what Christabel did.” 
 
    “Forget the poem. I’m asking what you would do.” 
 
    The guy’s intense stare began to annoy him. Trying to freak him out, obviously. Maybe he wasn’t so different from Uncle Vernon’s other customers, after all. 
 
     “First, I’d look the title and publication date up on the Internet.” Stephen pointed to his computer. “Then I’d price it and put it on the shelf. Just like I do with all the rest.” 
 
    Those dark eyes frosted over. He placed the twenty on the counter. 
 
    “Keep the change,” he said. “Consider it a tip for indulging my Porlockian patter. Good day, Stephen.” 
 
    After he left, Stephen held the bill up to the light, half expecting it to come up counterfeit. Luckily, this one looked real enough, even if the guy himself seemed a little too good—or maybe a little too weird—to be true. Who willingly paid double for a musty old poetry book? 
 
    Still, Stephen had to admit, he liked the way the guy said his name—softly, like it was also part of a classic old poem. Too bad he hadn’t offered his own in return. 
 
    Just another day in Used Book Land, he mused, tossing the money in the till. Otherwise known as the Land of the Lost.  
 
    Soon Uncle Vernon and Geoffrey returned, having exchanged their load of boxes for a bag of delicious-smelling sandwiches and three cans of orange soda. They dragged two chairs up to the front counter and spread the napkins out to form a makeshift tablecloth. 
 
    “I thought you deserved this, since you’ve been working so hard,” Vernon said, handing Stephen one of the sodas. He popped the others for Geoffrey and himself. “Do you remember when you used to come and visit during school vacations? I’d put up a sign and we’d walk to the corner store, just you and I. I’d buy you a comic book and any snack you wanted. You never asked for candy, though—orange soda it was, every time.” 
 
    “I remember. That was a long time ago.” Stephen smiled. The loving gesture filled Stephen with affection and warmth, not to mention a salting of plain old-fashioned guilt. His resentment at being stuck in the store faded, at least for the moment. “Thank you, Uncle Vernon.” 
 
     “Now you’ve finished college,” Vernon said wistfully. “Who ever knew time could go so fast?” 
 
    “Andrew Marvell, maybe,” Geoffrey suggested. Uncle Vernon ignored him. 
 
    “Just wait until you’re old, like Geoffrey and me. Then you’ll watch the days slip away like water dripping down the sink. Faster and faster. Nothing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” said Geoffrey. “Here’s to making every moment count.” 
 
    The three of them clicked their cans together like champagne glasses.  
 
    Uncle Vernon sipped from his can and winced a little. “I see they’re putting just as much sugar in this stuff as before. Thought people were eating healthier these days.” 
 
    “You should, certainly,” Geoffrey reminded him, prompting a withering look from Vernon. 
 
    “Anyway, never mind that. Did anything happen around here while I was gone?” 
 
    Stephen took a long swallow of soda, which really was too sweet for him now that he was an adult. Then he started to tell him about his strange young customer, his dramatic reading of Coleridge’s creepy poem, and his apparent belief in evil books. At the last moment, he stopped himself.  
 
    “We had a sale,” he settled for saying. “A Coleridge book. It was marked eight bucks, but the guy insisted it was worth twenty. Paid up without argument. And yes, I checked to make sure it wasn’t a fake bill.” 
 
    Uncle Vernon beamed. “Obviously a collector. Well done, young man.” 
 
    “Sales have been slow, I take it?” Geoffrey offered both of them a sympathetic gaze.  
 
    “I’m afraid so, though Stephen’s idea of selling things on the computer has worked out remarkably well. Don’t think I can’t see the irony. Those damnable machines are what killed the public’s appetite for books in the first place. Now we’re using them to simultaneously preserve and annihilate this store and hundreds more like it.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Uncle Vernon,” Stephen objected, though privately he didn’t see the transition to digital texts—and modern attitudes—as a bad thing in any sense of the word. “There are still people around who want what we offer. A lot of them are looking through our web listings now, and we’re getting good prices, at least for the moment.” 
 
    “So you can keep the place going for a while,” Geoffrey said, making Stephen want to kick him—right after he kicked himself. The orange soda must have gone to his head. 
 
    “We would have gone under when I had my heart attack if Stephen hadn’t arrived to help out,” Uncle Vernon grumbled. “As it was, the place was shut down for almost three weeks. Put quite a dent in things, I don’t mind admitting. And frankly, I’m not sure what I’ll do when Stephen moves on at the end of the summer.” 
 
    Geoffrey glanced from Vernon to Stephen. “I thought he hadn’t made any definite plans yet.” 
 
    Stephen started to answer, but Uncle Vernon cut him off. “He hasn’t, but he can’t stay here forever. Nothing for him to do in this town. He’s a college graduate now, and with a degree in business besides. He needs to go out in the world, find a job and a boyfriend. I can’t be the one to keep him from that.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Geoffrey said solemnly, gazing at Stephen. “Everyone should have a partner in life, or at the very least a steady companion. I’m glad you think so, Vernon.” 
 
    “Well, someone his age should, certainly,” Vernon said, picking up his soda again. “Best to get that over with before you get old and set in your ways, like me.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Vernon, surely you don’t think one has to be a certain age to fall in love,” Geoffrey pressed on, a bit desperately. “It can happen at any age, and it can turn out quite well if both people are willing to work at it.” 
 
    “Well, there you are,” Vernon said. “Who has time to work on such things? I don’t certainly. Keeping this store afloat takes up all my time, and then some. It’s not as though I can afford to hire an assistant. Stephen’s father is taking care of his expenses while he’s here. Another reason this can’t go on long-term. My brother would never agree to that, and I would never ask him to.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Uncle Vernon. The summer’s only begun. Everything will work out eventually.” Stephen spared a meaningful glance for Geoffrey as he said it, but by then Geoffrey had slumped over his sandwich, despondent. 
 
    Not noticing, Vernon lifted his eyes to the portrait of Maynard, gazing sternly down on them. “We inhabit a world far removed from the one Maynard Carlyle knew,” he said solemnly. “The past exists only in echoes…and the books in our store, of course. As long as Carlyle Books still exists, we can still hear the voices of those who came before us. And I intend to make sure it exists at least as long as I do.” 
 
    Crumpling his sandwich wrapper, he stood and marched to the back office as Stephen guiltily cleared away the remains of his own lunch. However he might feel about the store and its contents, this place was Uncle Vernon’s dearest possession in the world as well as a link to the days of his own youth. He’d be devastated by its loss unless Stephen did something to soften the blow. He’d have to talk to his father about that as soon as possible. 
 
    Then again, a lot could happen in two months. He glanced at Geoffrey, still munching his sandwich in gloomy silence. Time to get that particular horse on the track, and fast. 
 
    “Thanks for your help with the packages,” Stephen said cheerfully. “I know Uncle Vernon appreciated it, even if he forgot to say so.” 
 
    Geoffrey shook his head sadly. “Every time I think I’ve taken a step forward, I find myself being kicked back into the gutter. And the worst part is that he doesn’t even realize he does it.” 
 
    “We’re just going to have to double down,” Stephen said. “Frankly, I think—” 
 
    He froze when Uncle Vernon stuck his head back through the door. 
 
    “By the way, Stephen, please make some time this afternoon to finish cleaning those pictures. The frames are an utter disgrace. Somehow the dirt has now migrated to one side.” 
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