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CAST
OF
CHARACTERS
The Geezer Squad
Christopher Matheson (Chris): Retired FBI agent. Recently married to Helen Clarke-Matheson, his high school sweetheart and first love. Father to three girls and stepfather to Helen’s daughter. They live on the family farm in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia with his mother.
Helen Clarke-Matheson: Lieutenant in charge of homicide with the West Virginia State Police. Recently married her high school sweetheart. Has one daughter, Sierra, from a previous marriage. Stepmother to Chris’s three daughters. 
Sterling: Eccentric German shepherd. Retired law enforcement canine. Banned from local casinos for cheating.
Doris Matheson: Chris’s widowed mother and grandmother to his daughters. Director of the Bolivar-Harpers Ferry Public Library. Her late husband was Kirk Matheson, captain of the West Virginia State Police’s local troop. She’s dating Elliott Prescott. 
Elliott Prescott: Founding member of the Geezer Squad. He’s dating Doris Matheson. He could tell you what he did before he retired, but then he’d have to kill you.
Francine Duncan: Retired investigative journalist from the Associated Press. Divorced children and grandchildren living with her. 
Ray Nolan: Established cyber warfare task force after 9/11. Retired from Homeland Security after he took a bullet in the back from a home-grown terrorist. Lives with his daughter and her family. 
Jacqui Guilfoyle: Retired medical examiner from Pennsylvania. Widowed with no children. Lives alone in elegant home on a mountaintop overlooking Shenandoah Valley. 
Bruce Harris: Retired state attorney general. Owns a winery in Purcellville, Virginia. His wife is an architect with her own firm in Leesburg. Has son in law school—much to his disappointment. 
Characters in Order of Appearance
Sky Belmont: College student and aspiring actor. Ten years ago, she disappeared while filming The Heist, an independent movie in which she had a starring role. Her four housemates were members of the cast and crew of the film.
Donald Brewster: Private investigator determined to find Sky Belmont. He’s not allowed to say who hired him.
Mason Kemp: College student. Production manager for The Heist. Close friend of Sky Belmont’s housemates.
Stuart Leonard: Sky Belmont’s ex-boyfriend. He saw her the night she disappeared. 
Gene Tobin: Sky’s obsessed fan. He’s seen every production she’s ever been in. He was the last one to see her alive.
Jonathan Penney: Mysterious multi-millionaire lurking in the background. He financed the independent film meant to launch Sky’s career. 
Ripley Vaccaro: FBI agent. Chris’s former partner. She’s retiring. This will be her last case. 
Iain Collins: FBI agent transferred from New York’s RICO division. Ripley’s junior partner. 
Dr. Olivia Paxton: Medical examiner with the FBI.
Red Lawson: Helen’s father. Retired train engineer. Lives in Florida. His wife died four months ago. He’s visiting for the holidays. 
Sierra Clarke: Helen’s seventeen-year-old daughter. Chris’s stepdaughter.
Dylan Van Patten: Sierra’s first serious boyfriend. Sophomore at Shepherd University. He’s studying business administration. He’s terrified of dogs.
Emma (8 yrs old), Nikki (11 yrs old) and Katelyn (15 yrs old): Chris Matheson’s daughters.
Chompers: Young Jack Russell terrier dog. The twelve-pound pup so wants to be a big dog. Loves to intimidate Dylan.
Thor: Female fifteen-pound tan and white rabbit with long floppy ears. Usually seen wearing frilly pink clothes.
Sadie (Doberman) and Mocha (Golden Labrador): Doris Matheson’s entourage. Sadie is a retired law enforcement canine. Mocha is a retired search and rescue dog. 
Carly Van Patten: Dylan’s mother. Married to Timothy Van Patten. They own several businesses and real estate. 
Timothy Van Patten: Dylan’s father. Married to Carly Van Patten. They own several businesses and real estate.
Victoria Valentine: Event planner living in Virginia. There was a character by her name in Sky Belmont’s unfinished movie. Her husband is Alec Moore. He’s missing. 
Alec Moore: Victoria’s husband of two years. He’s missing. Victoria claims he’s an American secret agent and the Chinese got him.
Gil Mellon: Victoria Valentine’s bookkeeper.
Thomas Kincaid:  Victoria Valentine’s virtual assistant. Police say he was at her home the night her security system reported a break-in.
Melody Glass: Film student. Wrote and directed The Heist. She played the role of Victoria Valentine. Also one of Sky’s housemates. 
Tamara Ward: One of Sky’s housemates. Melody Glass wrote The Heist for her to star in as Patty Dae, but Sky Belmont got the role. Was she jealous enough to commit murder?
Kimberly Dixon: Another housemate of Sky Belmont. Managed the movie’s distribution and marketing. A marketing major with a minor in political science. She played Julie Forth in The Heist.
Darcy Willis: Fourth housemate of Sky Belmont. Business management major. She managed the movie’s accounting and bookkeeping. Her grandfather owned the house they lived in. She claimed he was living his golden years on a cruise ship. She played the role of Eve Hollows in The Heist.
Julie Forth: Lives in Washington, DC. She works for a company selling security systems to retail companies. There was a character by her name in The Heist. She reports her boyfriend Ben Strait missing after he fails to keep their date.
Ben Strait: Julie Forth’s boyfriend.
He’s missing. Owns a consulting firm specializing in federal funds to county and local governments. Allegedly, he leaves a package in his apartment for Chris Matheson.
Eve Hollows: Stockbroker and financial manager living in Baltimore. She does not report the disappearance of her husband Bram Salem. There is a character by her name in The Heist.
Bram Salem: Eve Hollows’s missing husband. She says he was the best husband in the world.
Patty Dae: Owner of Seize the Day Parachuting and Skydiving School. In Leesburg, Virginia. Extreme sports enthusiast. Her character was in The Heist. Her boyfriend Chuck LaBuff ended their relationship with a text.
Chuck LaBuff: Owns charter plane service. He was dating Patty Dae but ended their relationship with a text saying that he was moving to Alaska. Sold his plane to Jonathan Penney.
Biff Jackson: Friend of Chuck LaBuff. Owns charter plane service next door to Chuck. Now he’s dating Patty Dae. 



EPIGRAPH
“Life’s a balancing act. You have multiple roles and goals, and you can do it all - just not all at once.”
Denise Morrison, an American businesswoman



PROLOGUE
Charlottesville, Virginia - Nine Years Ago 
Chris Matheson pushed through the glass door of the coffee shop. The federal agent took off the mirrored sunglasses he had put on when he stepped out of the hotel into a blinding flash of morning sunlight. He waited inside the door to allow his eyes to adjust to the interior light before stepping into the dining area to find an empty table.
Winter was giving way to springtime. Colorful blossoms appeared first just in time for the university’s spring break, which would start in a few days. Students filled the diner across from the hotel to cram in one last bit of studying for mid-term exams. 
A somber mood washed over Chris while he took in the sea of youthful faces before him. Sky Belmont would have been taking her last mid-terms. She’d be a graduating senior—if she were here.
“Crap! I’m late!” A young man sitting at the counter slammed his laptop lid shut and snatched a bookbag from where it rested between his feet. After stuffing the laptop into the bag, he raced past Chris, who hurried to fill his vacated seat.
“What will you have, hon?” The server behind the counter scooped up the saucer containing the paper napkin and crumbs from a pastry, along with the coffee mug the student had left behind. She pocketed the single dollar bill he had stuck under the cup. 
“Coffee and sausage and egg sandwich.” Chris extracted his cell phone from the inside pocket of his sports coat and thumbed through his messages. “Small orange juice, too.” He pulled down on his jacket to make sure it lay smoothed across his back. He didn’t want the students behind him to notice the bulge of the weapon he wore. 
After his coffee arrived, he took a cautious sip while studying the diners in the mirror that filled the wall behind the service counter. He searched for one student in particular.
“He’s over there,” he heard hissed into his left ear.
A blond-haired young man rushed to snatch the seat on Chris’s other side a split second after a customer left with her friends. Waiting diners quickly filled the three stools they had vacated.
“Good morning, Brewster.” Chris followed the private investigator’s line of sight in the mirror to a slightly built man with enormous eyes behind thick eyeglasses. He constantly blinked, which added to his odd appearance. The student occupied a small table in the corner. His overstuffed bookbag filled the chair across from him—presumably to discourage anyone from joining him. 
Don Brewster’s bright boyish face glowed with enthusiasm. “How did your interview go with Mason Kemp last night?” He gestured to the server for a cup of coffee.
“How many times do I have to tell you I can’t discuss an open investigation? As a former police officer, you should know that.”
Through the mirror, Chris kept his focus on the young man in the corner while taking a bite from his sandwich. He let out a breath of disappointment. He was growing to hate restaurant food. 
The bureau was not happy about his request for a transfer out of undercover work after he had gotten married. He had been one of their best operatives. He was one of the few able to dive deep undercover for years. 
Many a new federal recruit would dream of the thrilling life of an undercover federal agent. Chris had lived that life—dancing with danger and death. The work was grueling, both mentally and psychologically. 
Such was not the life for a family man with a wife and two small children. Since starting his law enforcement career two decades earlier, his auburn hair had lightened with an equal mixture of silver, which almost matched the hue of his eyes.
For choosing to walk away, the FBI sent Chris out into the field to investigate one dead-end case after another. 
The only reason the bureau had agreed to step into the case of Sky Belmont, a missing college girl, was that a multi-millionaire named Jonathan Penney had pulled a few law enforcement strings in Washington. 
Chris had never heard of Jonathan Penney before he had arrived in Charlottesville and interviewed some of Sky’s friends. While the man had not risen to the level of star maker in Washington, he had some juice. Chris suspected that the FBI would have thumbed its nose at the state police’s request for help otherwise. 
“We’re investigating the same case,” Private Investigator Don Brewster argued while buttering his toast. “Working together instead of independently can only help. Besides, isn’t the chief aim to find Sky?”
Chris rolled his eyes in the investigator’s direction. His doggedness in tailing him since his arrival in Charlottesville wasn’t the only thing that annoyed him. His youth rubbed Chris the wrong way. He wasn’t thirty years old—if that. Whatever Brewster’s client wasn’t receiving in experience, he was getting in persistence. Don Brewster had been waiting for him in the hotel lobby the afternoon Chris arrived from Washington and had been tailing him ever since.
“I’ll tell you what I know when you tell me who your client is?” Chris cocked his head as he looked him up and down. “Can’t be Sky’s family because she has none. She grew up in the foster-care system. I can’t see Jonathan Penney hiring someone as green as you. A millionaire philanthropist like him would have invested in an entire PI firm to find Sky.”
“That’s a little cliché, don’t you think, Matheson? Maybe Jonathan Penney believes in giving young people just starting a chance.” Don shot him a charming grin. He had perfectly straight white teeth. His blue eyes sparkled. A lock of his blond hair tumbled onto his forehead. He looked like he belonged on a beach with a surfboard. “Did the production manager’s story change any since the state police questioned him in October?”
“No,” Chris said. “Sky got into an argument with her housemates. She left and walked to her boyfriend—”
“Ex-boyfriend,” Don corrected him. “Stuart Leonard.”
“She walked to his apartment and asked to stay the night,” Chris said. “He refused because his current girlfriend was coming over. I talked to him yesterday afternoon. I believe him when he says he’s kicking himself. The woman he was dating at the time was jealous of Sky and he freaked out, trying to get rid of her before she arrived. If he had known that Sky was going to go missing—”
“He had nothing to do with it,” Don said in agreement. “The GPS in Sky’s cell phone records confirms she had made it back to the house shortly after eleven that night. Whatever happened to her happened there.”
“Her housemates say that if she arrived back at the house, they did not hear her come in.”
“What college students are all tucked into bed before midnight?” Don’s face screwed up with frustration. “Something smells. That house belongs to one’s grandfather. Darcy Willis. She moved in her freshman year. She’s a senior now. The neighbors claim they didn’t even know the old man had a granddaughter. One day, she’s there, and he isn’t. She told everyone that he was living out his golden years on a cruise ship.”
“I hear a lot of folks do that.”
Don squinted at him. “And leave their beloved gardens behind?”
“Gardens?”
“Old Man Willis had some beautiful gardens in his backyard. He used to be a chauffeur. Spent some forty-five years driving a rich guy around up in Jersey before retiring. Neighbors say he told them after spending over four decades behind the wheel of a car, he wanted to soak up the sunshine in the great outdoors. He fussed over his flowers and vegetables all day long.”
Chris cocked his head at him. “I didn’t notice any garden in the back.”
“Because those girls let them go,” Don said. “Most of the neighbors and friends I’ve interviewed said he never would have left his gardens in the hands of someone who wasn’t going to take care of them.”
“Are you thinking that they offed the old man and Sky found out about it?”
To Chris’s surprise, the investigator didn’t disagree. “We’ll never know until we get a look inside that house. When are you going to get a search warrant?”
“We have no evidence to prove that Sky made it inside. We have no proof that anything happened to her in that house. Her housemates say she did not return after leaving Tuesday evening.”
“They’re lying.”
“The last person to see Sky Belmont alive is that man.” Chris jerked his chin toward the young man eating alone in the crowded diner.
“Gene Tobin doesn’t have it in him.” Don’s face twisted with frustration. “What evidence do we need to get a judge to sign off on a search warrant to look inside that house for Sky, or evidence of what they did to her?”
Chris took the last bite of his sandwich and chewed in thought. He thought back over the many cases that he had worked undercover—infiltrating organized crime and even the Mexican drug cartels. During the years, he learned many tricks to achieve the goal of justice.
Keeping one eye on the mirror to not lose sight of the near-sighted young man, Chris leaned toward Don and lowered his voice. “I once worked a case where the investigators couldn’t get a warrant. It was a murder-for-hire case. We needed the shooter. We suspected he had dumped the body at his grandmother’s farm. She had a lot of land with plenty of places to get rid of a body. We couldn’t get a search warrant. Then, I learned the grandmother was cooking meth in a double-wide trailer at the back of the property. We could get a search warrant for that. During the search, we uncovered evidence of three bodies burned in a firepit behind the meth house. Evidence from three separate hits. When given the choice of going to jail for cooking and distributing meth or flipping on her grandson—granny flipped like a pancake.”
“You’re saying that if I can find evidence of something else illegal happening inside that house…”
“If you can get law enforcement inside that house for a legitimate reason, and there is evidence of what happened to Sky in plain sight—” Chris shrugged his shoulders. “She disappeared seven months ago, man. That’s a lot of time to cover up a crime.” 
Chris studied the slightly built suspect in the mirror. “Stuart said something had been up with Sky for weeks leading up to her disappearance. She didn’t talk about it. Something weird was going on and it came to a head that night.” He nodded his head at the reflection in the mirror. “She was an actor gathering a following. Maybe she was being stalked by an obsessed fan.”
“My investigation into Gene Tobin shows he attended every performance of A Doll’s House last spring when Sky was starring in it. It wasn’t until the night she disappeared he grew the guts to talk to her.” Don flashed a crooked smile that was guaranteed to make most women weak in the knees. “What are you waiting for? Go interrogate him. Sky’s the limit.”
Chris cocked his head at him. “Had you ever met Sky?” His phone buzzed before Don could answer. He lifted a finger to signal for him to wait. He connected the call and pressed the phone to his ear.
His supervisor’s tone was anxious. “Matheson, we need you to come in now.”
“I’m working on—”
“Get back here now, Matheson! You’re going back undercover.” 



CHAPTER
ONE
Dulles International Airport, Virginia - Present Day
“Mom, are you sure you want to do this?” Justin Taylor felt like a killjoy asking his mother to reconsider her decision. Despite that feeling, he could not stop the twist in his stomach when he saw a helicopter, only big enough to carry a pilot and a passenger, lift from one of the four helipads outside and fly off. His full-size SUV was more substantial than the flying school’s helicopters.
While he felt like he was going to lose his breakfast, his mother was grinning broadly and holding two thumbs up alongside his granddaughter—her great-granddaughter. The girl was documenting the event for her friends on social media. 
What seventy-six-year-old woman takes helicopter flying lessons? 
“I wouldn’t have paid all that money to the flight instructor if I wasn’t sure I wanted to learn to fly a helicopter,” the elderly woman said.
“She wouldn’t have put ‘fly a helicopter’ on her bucket list if she didn’t want to do it,” Justin’s daughter said.
“Just because you write something on your bucket list doesn’t mean you’re legally obligated to go through with it,” Justin said. “Like number seven. Have a one-night stand with a rock star? Since you don’t know any rock stars, that’s not likely to happen.”
“Day’s still young, Sonny.” Beatrice jumped out of her seat when a man wearing a flight jacket stepped out of the instructor’s office and called her name. “That’s me!” Waving her arm, she trotted as fast as her orthopedic shoes could carry her across the waiting area.
The young man eyed the enthusiastic student and her family with a mixture of amusement and dismay. His student’s wrinkled face glowed with excitement. The paperwork on his clipboard confirmed that the elderly student had been through the required hours of classroom instruction, as well as the minimally required hours of simulation flights. Plus, as Beatrice noted, many hours of watching online videos detailing how to fly a helicopter.
He held out his hand for her to shake. “I’m Rusty, your flight instructor.”
“I certainly hope they don’t call you Rusty because that’s the condition of your helicopter,” Justin said with more than an ounce of concern.
“Don’t pay any attention to him, Rusty,” Beatrice said. “He’s always cranky before the caffeine kicks in.” She pointed out the window at the three small aircraft parked in the helipads. “Which helicopter am I going to fly? I hope it’s the red one. I always wanted to have a red car, but my late husband Derrick didn’t like red cars. He thought they were too flashy. Please let me fly the red one.”
Ignoring the roll of Justin’s eyes, Beatrice and Rusty went through the doors and crossed to the red helicopter.
After what Beatrice considered an exceedingly long and much too detailed instruction about the pedals and controls inside the cockpit of the small aircraft, they finally started the engine. Gently, it lifted off the ground.
Justin held his breath as the helicopter sailed toward the trees that made up the wooded area separating the international airport from the freeways and planned communities across northern Virginia.
The red aircraft went out over the trees. There, it halted. It hovered above the trees for several minutes.
“I guess he’s teaching her how to hover,” Justin’s wife said.
Then, the helicopter jerked around and zig-zagged back toward them. As it drew near, it swayed in the air. It jerked back and forth as it closed in on the helipad from which it had lifted. They could see Beatrice holding onto the stick, her face pinched with determination. Next to her, Rusty was bent over with his head between his knees.
Once the helicopter was about four feet above the pad, Beatrice landed the helicopter with a plunk. It collapsed to the ground with a loud smash.
Sensing something was wrong, Justin rushed toward the aircraft, careful to duck below the propellors, which were slowly rotating to a stop. 
“They were only up in the air for about seven minutes,” his daughter complained. “What happened, Gram?” she asked as Beatrice climbed out of the cockpit. 
They could hear the flight instructor throwing up in his seat.
“Mom, what did you do?” Justin watched while Rusty stumbled out of the cockpit and staggered into the building.
“I saved our lives, that’s what I did.” Beatrice jabbed a thumb in the flight instructor’s direction. “Rusty lost it after I pointed out a dead body hanging in the trees over there.”
Beatrice’s granddaughter and great-granddaughter watched Rusty drop into a chair and place his head between his knees.
“You saw a dead body … hanging … in the trees?” Justin felt the color drain from his face.
“I guess I shouldn’t have pointed it out to Rusty. He lost his breakfast—right there in the cockpit. I had to take over the controls and fly us back while he was having a hissy fit.” Beatrice shook her head. “Clearly, moxy isn’t required to become a pilot.” She took out her phone. “I’m deleting number four from my bucket list—joining the mile-high club with a pilot.” 
“Mother!”
“You said my bucket list wasn’t a legally binding contract.”



The chilly December air cut through Special Agent Ripley Vaccaro’s black trench coat to send a shiver throughout her body when she slid from the driver’s seat of her SUV. 
Federal vehicles lined the wooded strip of land running next to Dulles International Airport’s runways. Crime scene investigators scoured the area for evidence. Agents shouted to be heard above the rustle of the trees dancing in the wind.
Clad in a coat with “FBI” emblazoned across the back, a slender young man with thick auburn hair and a stubble mustache and beard broke away from a group of forensics officers to hurry toward her. “Special Agent Vaccaro, thank you for coming. I’m Special Agent Iain Collins.” 
He stuck out his bare hand to shake hers, clad in a black leather glove. His grip was firm.
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m looking forward to working with you.” In his mid-thirties, Special Agent Collins looked fresh despite the freezing wind. His rosy cheeks gave him a boyish appearance.
Pushing past the inclination to shiver against the gust of wind that cut through her like a knife, Ripley said, “I’m afraid the pleasure will be brief, Collins. Three weeks from Friday and I’m out of here.” She followed the tall, lean agent as they trudged through the several inches of packed snow to duck under a crime scene rope. 
Several feet inside the roped-off area, the medical examiner and her assistants carefully lowered a dead body by a rope and pulley from the top branches of a tree. Two forensics investigators worked their way down through the branches of the tree while monitoring the body’s progress. 
“He was in a tree? Is it a suicide?” Ripley turned to look up and down the nearby runway. “At an airport? Suicide or murder?”
“Definitely a murder,” Agent Collins said. “A student spotted him during a flying lesson. One forensic officer found his identification in his jacket pocket. The medical examiner thinks you might provide an official ID.”
Once the dead man reached the ground, the assistants stepped aside to allow Ripley to examine him. 
He resembled many corpses she had seen during her career as a federal investigator specializing in homicides. Male. Dressed in gray slacks and brown work boots. He wore a khaki winter jacket, which was riddled with holes and brown blood stains.
After what had to be several days of decomposition, he bore little resemblance to how he appeared in life. In the cold December month, wild animals had made a meal of him. Ripley recognized bullet wounds among bite marks on his face. 
There was not enough face for her to go by to identify him. 
“How long has he been here?” Ripley asked the medical examiner, Dr. Olivia Paxton, who kneeled next to the body to examine it.
“At least a week. I’ll know more when we get him back to the lab.”
“A week? No one saw him hanging in that tree?” 
“This side of the airport has the smaller runways for helicopters and small aircraft,” Special Agent Iain Collins said. “Depending on the wind direction, most aircraft don’t fly over this side of the airport.” 
The medical examiner held up one of the dead man’s hands to show that something had chewed his fingertips off. “It’s a miracle that his body is mostly intact. Every bone appears to be broken. That’s what happens to a body when you toss it out of an airplane.”
“How do you know he came out of a plane?” Ripley looked up into the tree. She saw where the freshly chopped bare branches were at the very top.
The medical examiner pointed to where the tree branches touched the sky. “If you were going to kill yourself, would you exert that much energy to climb up to the top of that tree?” 
“Forget I asked.”
Dr. Paxton continued. “Looks like a shot to the mouth did a number on his teeth. That will make identification via dental records difficult.”
“What makes you think I may know who he is?”
“The forensics officer attaching the rope to lower him found this in his pocket.” The medical examiner held up an evidence bag containing what Ripley recognized as the gold shield of a federal investigator. It also contained the picture identification in the leather case. 
Ripley felt her heart skip a beat when she saw the picture in the identification. Her fingers shook when she reached for the bag.
“I believe you two used to be partners,” Dr. Paxton said. 
Ripley Vaccaro’s heart sank into the pit of her stomach when she read the name.
Special Agent Christopher Matheson.




Lexington, Kentucky
“Pizza’s here!” Debit card in hand, eleven-year-old Nikki Matheson leaped from the bed and bound across the motel room to the door.
His tall ears erect, German shepherd Sterling watched while the girl peered through the peephole to confirm that it was indeed a delivery person with the pizza she had ordered. Bathed in the light from the lamp above the door, a middle-aged woman in a red and green jacket waited. She clutched a thermal carrier containing their dinner.
Nikki released the chain lock, turned the deadbolt, and opened the door. “Hi!”
The woman’s eyes bulged. 
 The auburn-haired girl held out the card. “They said you take debit cards.”
The door to the next room at the roadside motel flew open. The gleeful sounds of a children’s movie exploded into the parking lot. Three small children emerged from the room. “Pizza!” one exclaimed. They looked as if they were about to pounce on the woman to steal the food for themselves.
A cry erupted from inside the room. “What did I tell you about keeping the door shut?” 
“I want pizza!” one youngster whined in protest when her mother yanked them back inside. 
After shooting an apologetic glance at Nikki and the pizza delivery person, their mother slammed the door shut. The door and walls of the room vibrated from the parents shouting at the herd of small children to be heard over the movie.
The delivery woman referred to the name on the takeout order. “Nikki?”
“That’s me! Here’s my dad’s card.” She pointed over her shoulder at one of the two beds inside the room. “He’s right over there.”
The woman leaned into the room to see a German shepherd lying prone across the foot of the bed nearest the door. His unblinking gaze was on them. A man filled the rest of the bed. She couldn’t see his face because he had pulled up to a blanket to cover himself. Was it because he didn’t want her to see his face?
She ran the card through the takeout place’s tablet. “What brings you and your dad to Lexington?”
“A horse, of course.” Nikki signed the tablet with her finger and handed it back to her. “He’s just retired from racing. He’s a black stallion.”
“How long are you staying here?”
“Just tonight. We were supposed to leave this morning, but Peanut body-slammed Dad. Then we got to ride to the hospital in an ambulance with lights and sirens and everything. It was awesome! Tomorrow, we’re going to try again.” The girl took the debit card and the box. “Thank you for the pizza.” Unaware of the look of concern filling the delivery person’s face, she closed the door. 
After securing the chain lock, turning the deadbolt, and locking the door, Nikki trotted across the room to her bed. “Want some pizza?” She adjusted the volume of the television to hear the superhero movie she was watching over the racket in the next room. Remembering the debit card, she opened the top drawer of the nightstand between the two beds and returned it to his wallet. 
Realizing she hadn’t heard a response, she asked, “Are you asleep?”
When he didn’t reply, Sterling pawed at his leg. 
“Dad, are you okay?”
“I got body slammed by a horse. Of course, I’m not okay.” Slowly, Chris Matheson pulled the blankets down. The right side of his face and jaw was swollen. His right arm was in a sling and secured to his chest to protect his dislocated shoulder. 
The motel stay had not been planned. They only had the clothes on their backs and Sterling, a retired law enforcement canine.
Chris was glad he had worn a button-down flannel shirt. His shoulder was so badly injured that the nurse at the emergency room had to take a pair of scissors to his undershirt to remove it. If they had done the same to his outer shirt, he’d be driving home to West Virginia wearing nothing but his outer jacket over his riding pants.
“It could have been worse.” Nikki opened the box and took out a slice of pizza, which she gave to Sterling. The impromptu overnight stay meant they didn’t have dog food for the dog, which granted him the privilege of sharing at the pizza party.
“We could have driven seven hours to get trampled to death by a horse?”
“Now you sound like Helen.” She held out a slice to him. “Pizza?”
“I’m not hungry.” 
He jumped when he heard banging on the door. Wondering who would visit them since they didn’t know anyone in Lexington, they waited in silence until they heard a door open and “hello” uttered in a stressed-out tone from the next room.
“Maybe now that they got some pizza, those kids will quiet down some,” Nikki said.
“If they’re anything like you and your sisters, I doubt it. Food provides energy. Energy in kids produces noise.” Moving carefully to not jostle his injured shoulder, Chris pushed up on his good arm to sit up against the headboard.
She took a big bite of the pizza. “I think your ego got hurt worse than your shoulder.” While chewing, she gazed at him imploringly. “I told the trainer that we’ll stop by to look at Peanut again in the morning.”
He cocked his head at her. “One ride to the ER in an ambulance wasn’t enough?”
“I thought it was fun,” she said. “I’ve never ridden in an ambulance before. Did you see all the trucks and SUVs clearing the way for us?”
Chris narrowed his silver eyes. “I was too busy being unconscious to notice.”
She frowned. “You promised I’d get a racehorse for Christmas to train for my 4-H project next year.”
“Peanut’s motor runs too fast for you. It runs too fast for me. It runs too fast for anyone. Tomorrow, we’ll go back home, and I’m sure we’ll find another racehorse for you.”
With a pout, Nikki took another slice of pizza from the box. 
Focusing on the door adjoining the room next door, Sterling uttered a low growl from deep in his chest.
Chris let out a pained sigh. “What did Nonni say when you called her from the hospital?”
“Nothing.” She bit out her answer.
“Nothing?”
She lifted a shoulder. “She didn’t answer the phone. I left her a voicemail.”
“Did you try calling Helen?”
Nikki nodded her head. “I left her a voicemail, too.”
Chris lifted his eyes to the ceiling. “Did you actually talk to anyone back home to tell them what happened? That we weren’t getting home tonight? That we were spending the night here and going home tomorrow?”
The girl hesitated, as if to recall whether she had indeed spoken to her grandmother or her stepmother. She shook her head. 
Chris searched the room for a clock to check the time. Darkness had fallen over Lexington. If things had gone as expected, they would have been home in Harpers Ferry before dark. “What time is it?”
Nikki found the clock radio on the nightstand. It read 8:23.
Sterling stood up on the bed.
“If Nonni and Helen don’t check their voicemails, they’re going to be worried.” The loud noises from the next room had stopped. He cocked his head to listen. He could hear familiar slow stealth movements from the other side of the wall.
Nikki shrugged her shoulders in a sign of indifference. “So what if they get worried? What are they going to do?”
The battering rams smashed through the two doors of the room with the ease of a fist through paper. The SWAT team descended into the room to surround them. 
One man whisked Nikki up into his arms and carried her out of the room—a pizza slice gripped in her hand. She screamed in terror. “Dad!” 
Spotting law enforcement badges on the armored uniforms, Chris shouted, “Police, Nikki! Do what they say!” 
He sprung from the head of the bed to grab Sterling by the collar with his good hand. Intent on defending his master, the hundred-pound dog lunged toward the invaders. “Sterling! Stand down!” The excruciating pain from his shoulder and assorted bruises from the fall sent shockwaves throughout his body. 
In a split second, the intruders surrounded Chris and the dog. They pointed ten weapons at him and the German shepherd. One move and both would be dead. 
“Police! Show me your hands!” the leader of the team demanded. “Raise your hands where we can see them!”
Opting for pain over having his brains splattered across the room, Chris forced his right arm up out of the sling. It felt like a butcher’s knife being plunged into his shoulder.
“Do you know why we’re here?”
“My mother didn’t check her voicemail.”



CHAPTER
TWO
Harpers Ferry, West Virginia
After Doris Matheson checked her voicemail, Elliott Prescott boarded a small private flight to Lexington. The gruff, muscular older man had been a family friend and had become quite close to Chris’s mother in recent years. He arrived at the hospital in time for them to release Chris after repairing his dislocated shoulder a second time. 
With Nikki and Sterling in the back seat of Chris’s dual cab truck, Elliott drove them straight home—stopping only for toilet breaks and trips through fast-food restaurants. 
Upset that Chris refused to give Peanut a second chance, Nikki declared her father had an issue with forgiveness. Unconscious from a very strong pain medication, Chris didn’t notice. He was so out of it he didn’t notice the country western music that Elliott played on the radio, to his and Sterling’s delight during the many hours on the road.
The German shepherd had mastered the technique of changing the radio stations on the console’s touchscreen. To Chris’s horror, his dog loved country western music, which he hated. When traveling together, the dog and master had an ongoing battle with the music.
Chris didn’t awaken until Elliott drove through the security gate and ascended the long drive up the hill to the Matheson’s century-old farmhouse and barn overlooking the Shenandoah River. 
An assortment of vehicles filled the driveway. Elliott’s SUV parked next to Doris Matheson’s blue Malibu sedan. Helen’s SUV plus her West Virginia State Police cruiser rested in front of the workshop next to the barn. Helen’s teenage daughter Sierra had parked her small blue vehicle next to her boyfriend’s silver sports SUV. 
Ray Nolan had parked his wheelchair-adapted van next to the handicapped ramp leading up to the back porch. He was a member of Chris and Elliott’s book club, which was restricted to law enforcement retirees.
“Ray’s here,” Chris noted.
Francine Duncan, another member of their group, rushed out onto the porch to join Ray. “And Francine’s with him. She must have sniffed out a story.”
“I’d say so,” Elliott said. “Your check engine light is on.”
Chris groaned. “Add take the truck in for an oil change and inspection to my to-do list.”
A dark, full-size SUV with government tags that Chris recognized as belonging to the FBI stood out among the pack. His former partner, Ripley Vaccaro waited for his arrival. She was not alone. An attractive young man with an ultra-short beard and mustache stood beside her on the porch. He wore a black leather jacket with a stylish red wool scarf.
Chris groaned when he saw Frank Lawson, his father-in-law, among the mob rushing to welcome the travelers home. “Aw, man! Red came up from Florida?”
“He thought you were dead and came up for your funeral,” Elliott said. “It’s okay that you’re alive. He was going to come up for Christmas anyway. Since Denise died, the poor guy’s got no one down in Tampa. Better for him to be up here with family.” 
Embarrassed by the attention, Chris suffered through tears of joy from his family, who elbowed their way to help him climb out of the truck.
The pain medication wearing off, Chris couldn’t hold back a groan when Helen threw her arms around his shoulders to hug him. Her dark locks tickled his nose. She pulled back and noted the bruises on his face. “Looks like Peanut did a number on you. Is there any place you aren’t hurting?”
A crooked grin crossed Chris’s lips. “There is one spot.” Seeing Helen’s father, a mountain of a man, within hearing distance, he leaned to whisper into her ear. “I’ll let you kiss me there later.”
“Always the smartass.” Despite her chastising tone, he saw the corners of her mouth kick upward. There was tenderness in her dark eyes. She gave him a tender kiss on the lips and looped her arm around his waist to escort him across the driveway.
Sierra’s boyfriend, Dylan Van Patten, appeared on his other side and slipped his arm around his waist. “Let me help you, Chris.”
At that very moment, Sterling jumped out of the truck and pushed his way between the two men to take his place next to his master. Upon seeing the German shepherd, Dylan threw up his arms and let out an involuntary shriek. Elliott led Sterling, displeased to be separated from his master, into the house by his collar.
While making his escape, Dylan spun around only to come face to face with a yapping twelve-pound Jack Russell terrier rushing to join the welcome party. That avenue cut off; he darted behind Sierra.
“It’s only Chompers.” Scooping up the fur-covered ball of energy, Francine rolled her eyes. The retired investigative journalist found the sight of the six-foot-tall man with wavy blond hair using his petite teenage girlfriend as a human shield against the furry beast humorous.
“Dylan is terrified of dogs,” Doris explained to her in a low voice while scrubbing her fingers over the squirming dog’s head. “Every time he’s over here, the pack has to play musical rooms to make sure none are in the same room as he is.” With a giggle, she scratched Chompers behind both ears. “I think Chompers knows it, too. He never fails to slip through the door to chase Dylan across the room at least once a visit.” 
Relief filled Dylan’s face after Doris captured Chompers, and he resumed escorting his girlfriend’s stepfather across the driveway. “Sierra said someone from your past, back when you were with the FBI, may have tried to whack you. I didn’t know you were into such big cases. Were you in the organized crime division of the FBI?”
Helen shot her daughter a chastising glare. “Sierra exaggerated a bit.” 
The seventeen-year-old girl’s cheeks flushed. She grasped Dylan’s arm and tugged him toward the house. “It looks like Chris is fine, Dylan.”
In his wheelchair, Ray waited on the porch. “Looks like that Peanut was one tough nut to crack,” he chuckled. “Huh, Chris?” 
“I have a feeling it’s going to take a long time for me to live this down.” 
“A very long time.” At sixty-six, Doris Matheson exuded a timeless beauty. Wrinkles added character, not age. Her thick blond hair framed her lovely face. The widow of a West Virginia State Police captain, she volunteered much of her time to her church’s mission work and animal welfare causes. As if having a full-time job as director at the library and volunteer work was not enough, Doris also taught yoga and swam three miles, four times a week. “We tried to call you when Ripley told us about your body being found out by the airport.”
Picking up on the vibes of excitement, Doris’s Doberman pincher and a yellow lab waited to greet Chris into the house. They were not alone. A fifteen-pound French lop-eared rabbit clad in a maroon lace wrap named Thor watched from the kitchen doorway on the opposite side of the mudroom. 
The Doberman Pincher named Sadie and the yellow lab named Mocha were Doris’s entourage. The retired law enforcement canine and search and rescue dog followed her everywhere. 
As had become their habit, Sierra escorted Dylan past the dogs and downstairs to the finished basement and closed the door to protect him from the four-legged family members.
Doris ushered Chris to the first seat at the kitchen table in the expansive country kitchen. He uttered a heavy sigh of relief when he dropped into the chair. It felt good to be home at last. Never had the walk from the driveway felt so far. 
His oldest and youngest daughters, fifteen-year-old Katelyn and eight-year-old Emma, followed Sierra and Dylan downstairs. The children would not hear Ripley and her partner explain the catalyst that had prompted the Amber Alert for Nikki and the nationwide search for their father.
“Oh, Christopher, I am so glad you’re home,” Doris gushed while pouring a glass of orange juice for him. “You would not believe what we’ve been through.” 
“At first, we didn’t believe it was you because you were going south to Lexington.” Helen sat in the chair nearest to him and grasped his hand in both of hers. 
“We tried to call you, but the phone went straight to voicemail,” Doris said. “The last place the GPS picked up was in Lexington.”
“Which was where I told everyone we were going,” Chris said.
“Everything got turned off after Peanut stomped on Dad’s phone,” Nikki said from the mudroom where she hung up her coat and took off Sterling’s service vest.
A retired cyber-security expert, Ray chuckled. “You got body slammed by Charlie Brown’s horse.” The heavy-set man in thick eyeglasses uttered a hearty laugh. 
Even Chris had trouble fighting the smile working its way to his lips as he envisioned the horse as a cartoon character body-slamming him in an animated slapstick manner.
“We tried to call Nikki’s phone,” Doris said. “That went straight to voicemail, too. At that point, we thought the killer had taken it and turned it off.”
“Nikki left her phone here,” Chris said.
“I’m not into phones and stuff. The battery has probably run out.”
“Nikki, you must have been terrified when the SWAT team broke into the motel room with all of their weapons and armor.” Clad in a bright thick sweater with Rudolph’s face, his red nose made of a red ball of fur, Francine plopped down in front of a dish of Christmas-colored Hershey kisses. She plucked three from the dish and lined them up to eat one at a time.
“I almost peed my pants,” Nikki said with a broad grin. “It was as awesome as the ride in the ambulance. I can’t wait to tell my friends all about it.” She rushed downstairs to tell Emma about her adventure.
Chris chuckled. “I aim to please.” 
Finished with his dinner, Sterling strolled across the kitchen to his bed, which rested next to Thor’s. With a heavy sigh, the German shepherd lay down. Happy for the return of her best friend, Thor climbed into bed with him and curled up against him.
Frustrated by his big, bad mentor’s neglect, Chompers growled his unhappiness.
Doris shook a finger at the little dog. “If you played nice, he’d pay attention to you.” 
With a round of barks, Chompers bounced in a circle around their dog beds to demand that Sterling play with him.
Doris sighed. “I can’t help but feel sorry for Chompers. He so wants to be a big dog.”
Mocha and Sadie looked at the gathering as if to ask their guests, “Can you believe that?”
Ripley Vaccaro sat quietly across from Chris. She introduced Iain Collins, who reached across the table to grasp Chris’s good hand with a powerful grip. “It is such a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Matheson, though not in these circumstances. I certainly regret the circumstances. A man was murdered. We thought he was you and while it’s great to find out that it was not you—there’s still a family out there who’s missing a loved one.”
While the young agent rattled on, Chris gazed into his face. The prominent cheekbones and firm jaw. He had seen this man before. “Excuse me, Iain, but … have we met?”
Iain’s jaw dropped. A slow grin filled his face. “We have. I’m flattered that you remember me. It was years ago. I was a newbie—right out of the academy. They assigned me to the RICO division up in New York.”
“He just got reassigned to Washington’s home office,” Ripley said. “He had to hit the ground running with this case. His stuff is still up north at our Manhattan office.”
“You were out in the field—already a legend at that point,” Iain continued. “I was doing leg work at the bureau. I couldn’t believe my luck when they sent me out with the team to round up your collars on that …” His voice trailed off. “I can’t remember the name of your collar. It was a case involving a missing woman… It was up north. Could it have been Connecticut?”
“The Simmons case,” Chris said.
“All I got to do was go in with the team to make the arrest. I’m sure for you it was just another day at the bureau. Back then, I felt like part of the Justice League.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere with Matheson,” Ripley said with a snicker.
“Sorry.” Iain backed up to take a seat in the chair next to Ripley. “Excuse me for gushing. Carry on. Back to the case. Chris, what can you tell us about what happened?” 
“I had a dozen weapons aimed at my chest,” Chris said. “If I hadn’t grabbed Sterling’s collar to pull him back, they would have shot him.”
“It was an honest mistake,” Ripley said. “We found your identification on a dead man, and your family couldn’t contact you and Nikki.”
“It was Doris and my decision to request an Amber Alert for Nikki,” Helen said. “We couldn’t take a chance with her life. If you and she had crossed paths with a psychopath who had abducted Nikki—”
Chris lifted his good hand. “I wouldn’t have wanted you to do anything different—except.” He cast a glance at Doris and then Helen before adding, “Check your voicemails.”
“Do you know how many voicemails I get a day telling me that the warranty on my ten-year-old Malibu is about to expire?” Doris asked.
“Why didn’t you answer the phone when Nikki called from the hospital?” 
“I don’t answer the phone when I don’t recognize the number,” Doris said.
Chris asked Helen, “What’s your excuse?” Guilt crossed her face. 
The corners of Ripley’s lips curled in a slim smile before she asked, “How many times did Peanut body slam you?”
“Once was enough.” Rubbing his shoulder, he shot her a snarky grin. “Thank you for calling back that BOLO before the cavity search.”
“That’s what partners are for.”
“Okay, so the SWAT team didn’t take out Chris,” Francine said around a Hershey kiss. She crooked her finger at Ripley. “Tell us about finding the bullet-riddled body with Chris’s federal ID on it in a wooded area out by Dulles International Airport.”
“Does the murder of this stranger matter?” Helen’s father asked. Since his early childhood, Frank Lawson was called “Red” because of his bright red hair. Over the years, silver had dulled the shade to a light brown. Still, the name stuck.
“The victim must have stolen Chris’s badge,” Red continued. “He most likely picked the wrong person’s pocket or was involved in something else that got him killed. His murder has nothing to do with Chris. Let the FBI investigate this poor man’s death. We’ll move on and enjoy Christmas.” 
“A man was murdered,” Ray said.
“But it’s not our job to investigate his murder.” Red gestured at Ripley. “It’s her job. This guy probably never even met Chris. One of his low-life associates probably killed him. The FBI will sort it out.” 
Doris swatted at Helen’s hand when she reached for a piece of chocolate candy from the bowl before wagging a finger at Chris. “Helen and I were so upset when they told us you were dead that we ate two enormous bags of Hershey kisses and an entire tub of chocolate chip cookie dough that was meant for the church Christmas pageant. If I don’t fit into the new dress, I bought for the big New Year’s Eve party at the Clarion, Christopher, it’s your fault.”
“Hey, I didn’t start the nasty rumor that I was dead.” Chris pointed across the table to Ripley. “Blame her. She started it.”
“Well, if you hadn’t let your pocket get picked, then that thief wouldn’t have had your ID on him when he got offed. Then, I wouldn’t have thought he was you and started any nasty rumors.” Ripley pointed back at him. “Which makes it your fault.”
Chris made a circle in front of his face with his good hand. “Couldn’t you tell by looking at his face?” 
“His face was gone,” Ripley answered. “He’d been shot eighteen times. He had a federal agent’s badge with your name and number on it. When I called Helen and Doris, they realized they hadn’t heard from you, and you hadn’t come home. You know what happened after that.”
“It wasn’t necessarily Chris’s ID,” Ray said. “All the guy had to do was get his hands on a federal badge and identification. Some identity thieves are savvy enough to make phony IDs that look very real. Once he got his hands on an ID, all he had to do was swap out the picture and adjust the expiration date on the ID. Eazy peezy.” 
After the attacks on September eleven, two-thousand-and-one, Ray had been assigned to set up a cyberwarfare task force with Homeland Security. His work was brilliant enough for Al-Qaeda to place his name on a hit list. A homegrown terrorist itching to make a name for himself shot Ray in the back in the parking lot of a Chuck E. Cheese following his granddaughter’s birthday party. Ray’s daughter dropped the terrorist with the nine-millimeter Glock she carried in her purse. Luckier than his attacker, Ray ended up in a wheelchair. After he retired, his daughter and her family moved into his home to help care for him.
“How many people take the time to check the ID and the badge number to see if it’s real?” Elliott asked. 
Iain Collins took his phone from a case he wore on his belt and put it to his ear. “Collins here.” He pushed up from the table and stepped away from the group to take the phone call. 
“The important question we need to answer is this. Who did the killer intend to take out?” Helen asked. “You or the guy pretending to be you?”
“Why would someone want to kill Chris?” Red shot a telling glance in Chris’s direction.
“He was an investigator with the federal government,” Helen said.
“But now he’s retired,” Red said. 
“Some people have long memories.”
“We’ll be right there.” Iain disconnected the call and turned to Chris. “Who is Victoria Valentine?”
Chris gazed at Iain with a blank expression while there was a chorus of “Who?” from around the room.
“You have her listed as your spouse.” Iain gestured toward Helen. “Helen is your second wife, correct? Could Victoria Valentine be your first wife? And you neglected to change your emergency contact in your personnel file at the Office of Personnel Management. 
“Spouse?” Helen gasped. “As in wife?”
Iain nodded his head.
Helen reached over to the bowl of Hershey’s kisses and grabbed a handful to comfort herself. 



CHAPTER
THREE
Ripley and Iain left with a promise for Ripley to meet Chris and Helen the next morning to meet Victoria Valentine. They tasked Iain with gathering more information about the case, including learning how she had ended up listed as Chris Matheson’s wife in his federal personnel file.
Chris and Helen went upstairs to their spacious bedroom suite that occupied the third floor of the farmhouse. He wanted nothing more than to shed his clothes, climb into bed, and sleep.
With Chompers close behind them, Sterling and Thor followed. Even the reindeer antler hats Katelyn had put on Chompers’s and Sterling’s heads failed to diminish Dylan’s fear of dogs—especially the German shepherd. 
Shedding Chris’s clothes proved to be a painful ordeal. Helen tried to help, but every part of his body ached.
Curious by the sight of Helen bent over Chris sitting on the bed, the pets cocked their antler-adorned heads from one side to the other. Her gentle touch failing, Helen’s face pinched with agitation. Finally, she threw up her hands. “You told me that there was one place where you didn’t hurt. Where’s that?”
He shot her a wicked grin.
“An hour ago, I was gamed for that. Unfortunately, your cries of agony have killed the mood.” 
Moving at an extremely slow pace, he got his good arm out of the shirt. Exhausted from the task, he dropped flat on his back across the bed. 
Helen pulled his riding boots off his feet and looked down at him. Clad in the riding pants he had worn to Kentucky the morning before, he lay across the bed with his eyes closed. He took in a deep breath. He began drifting off to sleep. “You should take off your pants.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way, Helen, but I have a headache.”
“I remember when all I had to do was ask to get you out of your pants.”
“That was before Peanut came into my life.”
Helen looked over at Sterling, who arched an eyebrow at her. Thor the rabbit pressed next to her buddy. The antlers on Chompers’s head bobbed up and down as he chewed on a dog toy he had found in a corner of the room. With a sigh, Helen took the boots to the closet they shared and tossed Chris’s shirt down the laundry chute. She returned to the bed with an ice pack she had prepared. 
Helen stretched out next to him and held the ice pack across his shoulder. She gazed at him with her soft, dark eyes. Twenty-four hours earlier, she thought he was dead, and his daughter had been abducted.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured. 
“Doris and I should have checked our voicemail.”
He chuckled. “You won’t get any argument from me there.” He could feel her staring at him. He turned his head and opened his eyes. “What?”
“What would have happened if someone had killed you?”
“You, Mom, and the Geezer Squad would have hunted the bad guy to the ends of the earth and brought the full force of hell raining down on him.”
She propped herself up on one elbow. “And after that? What about your girls?” Her expression was serious.
The silence stretched between them.
“If we’re lucky, whoever killed this guy was targeting me and they think they carried out a contract on me,” Chris said.
“In which case, an innocent man died in your place.” 
“Ray hasn’t picked up any chatter on the web about the Russian mob or drug cartels celebrating. If they had carried out a contract on me, someone somewhere would toot their horn about it.”
Helen pursed her lips. “If anything happens to you, which we have to admit is a possibility if someone hunts you down, then what happens to your girls?”
“What do you want to happen?”
“I consider you and the girls to be a package deal.” A slim grin crossed her lips. “Just like Sierra and me were for you. I want to make it official—no questions about anything if something awful happens.”
Chris felt his breath catch. “You’re talking about legally adopting three children.”
“I know. How do you think Doris will feel about it?”
Chris let out a laugh. “She’ll be relieved. Believe me, helping grandkids with math was not on her bucket list.”
She uttered a sigh of relief. “Then that’s what we’ll do. We’ll talk to Bruce about how to get started.”
There was a knock on the door at the bottom of the stairs. The door cracked open, and Sierra called up. “Mom, are you up there?”
His little claws pitter-pattering across the wood floor, Chompers scurried to the top of the stairs and yapped his response. Sterling let out a heavy sigh and rolled his eyes. Little brothers! He seemed to say.
After inviting Sierra inside, Helen climbed off the bed as Chris adjusted the ice pack on his shoulder and propped up onto a couple of pillows. 
Sierra stopped at the top of the stairs to pat Chompers on the head. “How are you feeling?” she asked Chris. 
“I’ve had worse falls than that.”
“How many more do you have to go?”
“I think I crossed that hurdle a long time ago.”
“What hurdle?” Helen asked.
“Chris told me you’re not a real equestrian until you’ve fallen off a horse more than one hundred times.”
“He didn’t fall. He was thrown.” Helen shot a glare in Chris’s direction. 
After suffering a serious fall in her youth, Helen was terrified of horses and horseback riding. Ironically, it was a love that Sierra had and shared with Chris. It was with great trepidation that she finally gave in to permitting Sierra to have a horse of her own and take riding lessons from Chris. 
Sierra said, “To change the subject—”
“Thank you,” Chris interjected.
“Dylan and I are getting ready to leave to go to a party and … he wanted me to check to see if you two are still meeting his folks for dinner tonight.”
Helen gasped. “I completely forgot!”
Chris was confused. “Dinner? With Dylan’s parents?”
“I told you about it last week,” Sierra said. 
“Sierra and Dylan want to spend Christmas together. We thought that before we approved something like that, it would be a good idea to meet his parents,” Helen said.
“Meeting the parents?” Chris smirked. “Does this mean your mother and I should start putting money away to pay for a wedding?” 
Sierra’s cheeks turned bright pink. “We’ve been seeing a lot of each other,” she demurred. “We just celebrated our six-month anniversary, and we have committed not to see other people. With Christmas coming up, we’d like to spend it together.”
“But this will be our first Christmas as a family,” Chris said. “We can’t celebrate without you.”
“I’ll be here,” Sierra said. “We were going to split the day up—spend half here and the other half at his folks’ house. They’re really nice. They live in a big stone house out in Shepherdstown. Dylan’s room is enormous.” She glanced at the room that occupied the top floor of the farmhouse. “It’s almost as big as yours. Should I tell them you need to reschedule?” She frowned at the possibility.
“Yes,” Helen said at the same time that Chris said, “No. We can’t stand them up.” He slid to the edge of the bed.
Helen hurried to his side. “It’s not standing them up if we reschedule.”
“When are we going to reschedule for? We’re booked up completely between now and New Year’s Day.” He looked over at Sierra. “Tell them we’re on for dinner.”
“Remember. You can’t take Sterling,” Sierra said.
Chris frowned. He took Sterling everywhere with him. The former law enforcement canine provided an extra layer of protection to the two concealed weapons he carried.
“Dylan’s fear of dogs came from his father,” Helen explained.
“He’s terrified of dogs,” Sierra said. “He was attacked back before Dylan was born. His right arm is all scarred up.”
Chris lifted a shoulder. “I guess I can understand that.” He rubbed Sterling’s head with his good hand. “Sorry, buddy. I guess you’ll have to spend your evening with Thor and Chompers. We’ll bring you a doggie bag—literally.”
With a small squeal of delight, Sierra hurried back down the stairs.
Folding her arms across her chest, Helen turned to Chris and arched an eyebrow. “You know what this means, don’t you?”
“I have to get dressed again.” He groaned. “I hate Dylan’s parents already.”



“You’re not taking Sterling with you?” Doris clutched her hand to her bosom when she walked into the kitchen to find Chris kneeling to say goodbye to the dejected-looking German shepherd. “Someone may try to kill you, and you choose now to leave Sterling behind?”
“Dylan’s father is frightened of dogs,” Helen explained.
“What did he do to deserve that pleasure?” 
“There are innocent victims of dog attacks,” Helen said in a stern tone.
“Yes,” Doris said in agreement. “But I’m curious to learn the story behind Dylan’s father’s attack.”
“I’m more interested in finding out the story behind these contracts on Chris’s life,” Red said as he strolled into the kitchen. 
Red Lawson was a commanding figure at a height of six-feet-five inches and made up of two-hundred-fifty pounds of muscle. Such an appearance would have intimidated most boys wanting to date Helen, but Chris had known Red Lawson since he was a baby. Red’s easy-going manner and jolly grin reminded him of Hoss Cartwright from the old western show Bonanza. 
The Lawsons had been the picture of the American dream. They had been married for over fifty years. Red had retired as an engineer with the CSX railroad, after which he and his late wife had moved to a retirement community in Tampa, Florida.
When Denise had been diagnosed with cancer two weeks before Helen and Chris’s wedding that spring, she said nothing to prevent putting a damper on the joyful occasion. Helen and Chris only learned the news after returning from their “family-moon” to the Grand Canyon with their four daughters. 
Forty-seven days after Helen and Chris’s wedding, Red’s wife of fifty-two years passed away.
Elliott took two bottles of beer from the fridge. “Hey, Sterling, want to play Monopoly with us in the living room? We’ll let you be the horsie.”
With Chompers on his heels, Sterling trotted out of the kitchen next to Elliott as Chris and Helen left. Thor followed to go take a nap in her bed next to the fireplace in the living room.
Alone in the kitchen, Red regarded Doris, who had been his late wife’s closest friend for many decades. 
With a sigh, Doris went to the fridge. “How about a piece of cheesecake, and we’ll talk about it?”
“You eat the cheesecake. I’ll drink.” He took a seat at the breakfast bar and took a swig from the bottle. “Who wants my son-in-law dead?”
Doris took a plate from the cupboard. “Since we’re sharing grandchildren, I guess you have a right to know as much or as little as I know.”
“Which is?”
Doris waved the knife she took from the drawer to slice the cheesecake. “Christopher had worked undercover with the FBI, and he was very good at what he did. He put away some evil dudes. As a result, the people in a couple of his larger cases put out contracts on his life.”
“What evil dudes?”
Without answering, Doris cut a slice of cake. She was aware of Red eying her as she placed the slice on the saucer. “Want some coffee?”
Red held up his bottle to remind her he already had a drink. “Spill it, Doris. Helen and Sierra are all I have left. If someone hunts Chris down and wipes out his entire family—”
“We have the best state-of-the-art security systems on this farm—not to mention Sterling, Sadie, and Mocha. Chompers isn’t anything to sneeze at either.”
“Who wants Chris dead?”
Doris took a bite of her cake. She let out a breath filled with resignation. “The Russian mob and a Mexican drug cartel.”
Red’s eyes bulged. 
“He was very good at what he did.”
Elliott trotted into the kitchen. “Sterling just bought Boardwalk.” He took a bag of popcorn from the cupboard. “Hurry, Red! Chompers is chewing on your train.” He ran back into the living room.
“Red, are you okay?” Doris asked.
“I’ll be damned.” With a shake of his head, Red shoved a handful of popcorn into his mouth. “I always knew Chris could be a badass.” 
A bark was uttered in the living room.
“Sterling just bought Park Place,” Elliott called into the kitchen. “You better get a move on, Red. I have a feeling this game is going to be a short one.”
“Red?” Doris asked as he grasped the bottle and slid from the stool. “Are you okay?”
“Depends on if Sterling bought all the railroads or not.”



CHAPTER
FOUR

“I feel naked,” Chris announced as Helen weaved her SUV through the dark, wintry countryside leading to Shepherdstown. He twisted as best he could in his seat to look back at the empty rear seat where Sterling usually rode. He was so accustomed to having the dog with him that he felt as if he had left an important piece of himself behind.
“You have me. I will protect you.” She turned down the volume of the classical Christmas music playing on the radio. “It will do you good to spend an evening without fighting over which music to listen to.”
“It will be nice to go someplace without hearing dogs barking out ‘Jingle Bells.’” He shifted in his seat, hoping to dull the pain. “What do we know about Dylan and the Van Pattens?”
“Dylan is studying business management at Shepherd University. He works part-time for his parents’ company.”
“That’s what he tells you,” he said with a laugh. “What have you and Ray been able to dig up about them?”
“Chris, do you think I would stoop so low as to use my resources to check out my daughter’s boyfriend’s family?”
“You’re talking to the man who ran a background check on Nikki’s leader in 4-H. Did you know her husband got a speeding ticket in Pennsylvania three years ago?”
“Everybody gets a speeding ticket in Pennsylvania,” she said. “We’re talking about a young man who’s dating my high-school-aged daughter.” 
“That is the crux of the problem. She’s seventeen years old—still a girl—and he’s a nineteen-year-old man.”
Helen sighed.
“You can’t forget about what you and I were doing when we were seventeen years old.”
She growled. “Don’t remind me.”
“I think we turned out okay. Don’t you?”
“I broke your heart.” Regret filled her tone.
He uttered a heavy sigh. He grasped her thigh and squeezed it to comfort her. “I forgave you for that a long time ago.”
“Only because you’re a saint.”
“Give me the lowdown on the Van Pattens.” 
“They’ve never been arrested. I couldn’t even find a traffic ticket.”
Chris cocked his head at her lovely profile in the dim light of the SUV interior. “What did Ray turn up?”
Helen ticked off on her fingers. “Timothy and Carly Van Patten have been married for twenty-one years. They are both forty-two years old. The two met while studying small business management at the University of Illinois. They have MBAs. They started out consulting for small business owners. I guess they do pretty well with it. According to Ray’s background check, they own a big colonial house here in Shepherdstown and about a dozen other properties in the area—including some houses up on the mountain.”
Helen’s reference to “the mountain” referred to Shannondale, which was where she and Sierra had lived. The homes nestled among the wooded mountainside enjoyed a fantastic view of the Shenandoah Valley encompassing West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Maryland.
Helen parallel parked her SUV on the main street in Colonial Shepherdstown. At six o’clock in the evening, most of the heavy traffic was gone. Such as it was in West Virginia’s eastern panhandle, rush hour was over. 
To celebrate the Christmas season, the merchants of Shepherdstown had decked out the historic town in greens, reds, and gold. Festive sounds of chatter and music and delicious smells wafted up and down the street as friends and neighbors crowded the restaurants. There was no better place to capture the heartwarming feel of a long-ago era than Colonial Shepherdstown during the holiday season.
Dylan’s parents had suggested that they meet at the Shepherdstown Bistro. Formerly, the red brick building had been home to an Italian restaurant that was a fixture in the area. Helen was excited about the opportunity to check out the new upscale restaurant that had been earning a lot of praise for its elegant décor and delicious menu.
Chris tried his best to look dapper, but it was a losing battle. The shoulder brace forced him to wear a sweater over his arm strapped to his chest. Helen pinned the loose sleeve to his side. 
Helen looped her arm through Chris’s good arm to guide him across the cobblestone street and up the block to a restaurant with a green awning with “Bistro” written across the front in white script. “Shepherdstown Bistro” was painted on the windows in gold lettering.
The familiar hum of several merry conversations happening at once met their ears when they stepped through the door. Patrons filled every table. Many groups waited in the foyer and lounge to be seated.
The wonderful scent of food and sauces filled Chris’s nostrils. It smelled delicious, and he knew it would taste wonderful. Unfortunately, all he wanted was to take another painkiller, crawl into his nice warm comfortable bed, and fall asleep.
“Helen?” He heard a woman’s voice. “Helen Clarke-Matheson?”
Chris saw a slender woman with short blond hair make her way across the dining room to them. Since she wasn’t donning a coat or jacket, she appeared to have arrived well ahead of them. She was dressed in a black pencil skirt over black tights and pumps paired with a red plaid jacket over a white blouse. She completed the ensemble with glittering ruby and gold jewelry on her ears, fingers, wrist, and neck.
Helen offered her hand. “You must be Carly Van Patten, Dylan’s mother.” 
Carly shook her hand. “It is such a pleasure to meet you finally. Sierra has told us so much about you.” 
Chris saw Helen taking in the woman who stood before them—this flawless, successful businesswoman who might become Sierra’s mother-in-law.
Helen looped her arm through his, urging him forward. “This is my husband, Chris.”
“Sierra’s stepfather.” With a toss of her head and a wave of her slender hand, she gestured at a table for four in a quiet corner of the busy restaurant. A man with light blond hair waved to them and flashed them a broad white smile. “Our table is over there.”
At the table, Carly introduced them to her husband, Timothy. When he rose from his seat, they saw he was a good two inches taller than Chris and athletically slender. It was plain to see where Dylan got his long, lean body. 
A young woman in a red dress arrived to introduce herself as Khloe, the restaurant owner, and to thank them for dining at the bistro. “Any friends of Timothy and Carly’s are friends of ours. Are you opening a business?”
“No, we’re not brave enough to open our own business,” Helen said with a laugh.
Khloe took their drink orders, which both Chris and Helen declined in favor of water. Chris was on pain medication, and Helen was driving. They gave their dinner orders to the server, who hurried away. 
“Why did she ask if we were opening a business?” Helen asked.
“Because we sold her the bistro,” Carly said. “That’s what we do.”
“We invest in run-down property and businesses that have potential. We fix them up, and then resell them,” Timothy said.
“In other words, you flip them,” Chris said.
Timothy uttered a low chuckle. “And we do it very well.” He gestured at the packed restaurant before them. “Antonio’s is the perfect example. It’d been a staple of Shepherdstown for decades.”
“Dylan found this investment,” Carly said with a generous dose of pride. “He and his friends loved to hang out here for pizza during his freshman year.”
“Antonio and his wife started their restaurant over forty years ago,” Timothy said. “They did very well, but they wanted to retire, and their children didn’t want to take over the business. Over the last twenty years, they’ve been putting money away for their retirement.”
“Not investing in a business that they had no intention of passing on to their children,” Carly said.
“So we made them an offer,” Timothy said. “Upgraded to a first-class kitchen.”
“Refurbished dining room and bar.” 
“Carly is the visionary in renovating the interior.” Timothy kissed his wife’s fingertips. “By the time we were done, all Khloe had to do was print up her menus and bring in the tables and chairs.”
“Well, just a little bit more than that.” Carly smiled up at the server who arrived with their martinis. 
“How did you get started in flipping properties?” Chris asked as he took his glass of water.
“Luck,” Timothy said. “After we graduated with our MBAs, an investor in Chicago offered me a consulting job. He paid me a lot of money. Most people would have put that money toward their student loan—”
“Of which we had two,” Carly said. “His and mine. Plus, I was pregnant with Dylan.”
“But I took a risk,” Timothy said. “Through this investor, I met a guy who had a print shop that he wanted to unload. I used the money from that job to buy the print shop, fixed it up, and sold it for twice as much money. Then, I used that money to invest in another place, and so on and so on.”
“By the time Dylan started school, we were millionaires,” Carly said. 
“That investor who offered me that first consulting job gave me some advice that always stuck with me. The difference between those who make it and the rest of the crowd is that those who make it take risks.”
“I can see that.” Chris cringed as a twinge shot through his shoulder. Helen shot a look of pity in his direction.
Timothy seemed to notice Chris cringe. “How’s the shoulder? Dylan told us about what happened. What were you doing climbing up onto a racehorse, anyway?”
“My daughter Nikki wants a horse to train for 4-H next year,” Chris said. “Right now, she has a pony. She wants a thoroughbred.”
“Chris buys retired racehorses,” Helen said. “He doesn’t flip them.”
“Peanut flipped me,” Chris said. “I’m not allowed to go to the racetrack anymore. I don’t bet on the ponies. I buy them and bring them home.”
“If there is such a thing as reincarnation, I want to come back as one of Chris’s horses.”
“The horse that did that to you is named Peanut?” Timothy broke into a hearty laugh.
While Helen and Chris joined in, Carly was less amused. “Dylan told us that while you were missing, your family thought that a hit man had assassinated you. Some people want you dead?” Concern filled her face. “What’s that about?”
Helen cast a glance at Chris before replying, “Sierra shouldn’t have told Dylan that.”
“Dylan told us that two federal agents were at your place to see you today,” Timothy said. 
“They found the body of a man in Virginia,” Helen said. “He had Chris’s identification on him. At first, they assumed he was Chris, who was supposed to be in Kentucky with Nikki. Since we couldn’t get in touch with Chris and no one knew where Nikki was, everyone assumed some psychopath had murdered Chris and abducted Nikki.”
“But now the FBI thinks they assassinated this man in a case of mistaken identity,” Timothy said. “Why would someone want to kill a guy who spoils retired racehorses?”
“Does this have anything to do with fixing horse races?” Carly asked. 
Timothy laid a comforting hand on his wife’s. “You must understand our concern. Dylan is our only child. The last thing we want is to see him killed just because he was visiting his girlfriend while a hit went down on her stepfather.” 
Chris and Helen exchanged long looks. As parents, they understood their concerns. 
“I’m a retired investigator with the FBI,” Chris said. “I’ve put some very bad people away. They would like nothing more than to see me dead.”
Carly and Timothy Van Patten exchanged glances.
“I know how you must feel,” Helen said. “I’m a lieutenant with the state police in the homicide division. I’ve seen a lot of horrible things happen to young people when they trust too much. Sierra will tell you I’m over-protective and even paranoid with her friends. But I do trust Chris.”
“It isn’t Chris who we don’t trust,” Carly said.
“I wouldn’t allow my daughter to move into the Matheson home if I didn’t fully believe one hundred percent that she is safe there.”
“Well, it isn’t our decision about if Dylan continues to see Sierra or not. It’s his. I’ll admit that we have grave concerns. Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do about it.” Timothy cast a reassuring grin in his wife’s direction. “Dylan has a very good head on his shoulders. We’ll have to trust that he will make the best decision.”
“That’s all any of us can do,” Carly said.
“No matter what happens, I hope that this can be the start of a wonderful friendship.” Timothy held up his martini glass in a toast. “To new friends.”









CHAPTER
FIVE

“How long have I been married to Victoria Valentine?” Chris asked Ripley during the long drive from the farm along the Shenandoah River in West Virginia to an upscale suburb of northern Virginia.
Chris and Helen couldn’t meet Ripley until late in the morning after stopping at a department store to purchase a new phone to replace the one Peanut had demolished.
Helen turned around in the front seat of Ripley’s SUV to fire off a glare, which he failed to notice while examining his new text message application. “You two are not married.”
“Don’t argue with him,” Ripley told her in a stage whisper. “You’re just encouraging him.” She shot him a glance in the rearview mirror. “You’re mighty feisty for a guy who got body slammed by a Peanut.”
The women bumped fists with a laugh. Even Sterling, riding next to Chris in the back seat, seemed to look at him with laughter in his eyes. His tongue hung out of the side of his mouth in what appeared to be a laugh.
“Iain told me that according to his background check, she’s married to Alec Moore. The medical examiner estimates the time of death to be twelve to fourteen days ago—possibly Thanksgiving weekend.”
“Someone wants us to talk to Victoria Valentine about this murder,” Chris said.
“We don’t know that the man using your ID was the one who did the hacking into the Office of Personnel Management database,” Ripley said. 
“But who and why?” Helen asked. “The hacker can’t be the killer.”
“Why would the killer want to call attention to himself and my stolen identification by hacking into a federal database and tampering with my records?” Chris asked.
“Because he’s a homicidal psychopath calling you out to play,” Ripley said in an ominous tone.
“Did you ever work on any cases involving homicidal psychopaths?” Helen turned in her seat to ask Chris.
“Where would you like me to start?”
“Let’s hope Victoria Valentine can set us on the right track,” Ripley said.
“Victoria Valentine.” Helen scoffed. “That can’t be her real name.”
“Iain is checking on that,” Ripley said. “This is my last case, by the way. I’ve put in my papers.”
“You’re retiring?” Helen asked.
Ripley nodded her head. “December thirty-first. Iain Collins will take over my caseload.”
“What will you do?” Helen asked.
“I got my PI license,” Ripley said. “Three other agents I’ve worked with through the years are retiring at the same time. We’re pooling our resources to start a private investigative agency.” She flashed a grin at Helen. “We’re all women.”
“A woman’s PI firm,” Chris said. “I like it.”
“It just worked out that way. We didn’t even realize it until we were meeting for drinks to put our final plans together to launch after the new year and noticed that not one of us had a penis.”
“Well, we wish you luck,” Helen said.
“We certainly do,” Chris said.
The Valentine address led past Dulles International Airport to an upper-middle-class neighborhood in Chantilly, Virginia. Chris peered out of the rear window at the sprawling blond brick French country home and deep brown roof and trim. The Moores had tastefully decorated the driveway for Christmas in hues of red and white. Garlands with red bows and white lights lined the front and sides of the house. Lighted electric candles lit up every window. There was a big wreath on the front door decorated in red bows.
“Looks like I married well,” Chris said after noting the four-car garage. 
Ripley turned off the engine of her vehicle. “I can’t introduce you as Chris Matheson. She may be in cahoots with our dead guy.”
“I’ll use one of my aliases.” Chris peered out at the house. He could see a face with a cloud of light blond hair peering out the window at them. “Marc Corbett. That was one of my first aliases.”
“Is it still good?” Ripley said.
“I wouldn’t suggest it if it wasn’t.” 
The front door opened, and a woman dressed in a long, winter-white, silky form-fitting dress with a red belt stood in the doorway. She had long thick platinum blond hair that looked almost like a cloud around her head and a gold headband. “Have you found my husband?” she shouted in a breathy whisper loud enough to be heard down the long driveway.
Ripley took her federal agent’s badge and identification from the pocket of her valise and stepped up to the stoop. She presented the badge while introducing Helen as consulting from the West Virginia State Police.
“This is Marc Corbett,” Ripley said. “He’s consulting on your husband’s investigation as well.”
Victoria blinked at the sight of Chris with one arm in a shoulder brace, a bruised face, and a German shepherd in a service vest by his side. “What happened to you?” she asked as she offered a long, slender hand adorned with a Pandora charm bracelet filled with charms to Helen. 
“Bad guy didn’t want to go quietly,” Chris said as he admired the bracelet, which made a jingling noise when she shook Helen’s hand. Katelyn had a similar one, though it did not have a fraction of the charms. “You should see the other guy.” 
Victoria lowered her eyes to Sterling. “Is he an agent, too?” 
“Yes,” Ripley said.
“The more the merrier.” Victoria flashed them a broad, toothy grin and invited them inside.
Her voice was breathy, similar to Marilyn Monroe’s sensuous tone. Chris did not miss her shapely figure. 
The two-story foyer was home to a Christmas tree that reached up to the second floor. Much of the home had red bows, lights, and decorations, and the tree was white.
The living room contained an abundance of decorations—bows, lit electric candles, flowers, angel and cupid statues—everywhere there could be a decoration, there was a decoration. 
There was even a white Persian cat, which wore a red collar around his neck. The cat’s green eyes narrowed at the sight of Sterling, who regarded the feline with an attitude of being above reproach. When the cat uttered a growl deep in his throat, Sterling cast him a sideways glance that prompted the cat to back up and cross the room.
“Lovely home,” Helen commented. “How long have you been living here?”
“Since Alec and I got married.” Victoria invited them to sit in front of a crackling fire in the fireplace.
“How long ago was that?” Chris tightened his hold on Sterling for fear of him shedding a strand of hair or two in the pristine white home.
“It will be two years ago this next Valentine’s Day,” she said wistfully. “He bought this house for me as a wedding present. It was important to him we build a home together. Alec had never had a home—an actual home, I mean,” she said. “He was an army brat. His family moved all the time. That’s why he does what he does.” She gazed at them with big blue eyes.
“What exactly did he do?” Ripley asked. 
Victoria lowered her eyes and flashed them a knowing smile. “You don’t need to pretend with me.” She whispered, “I know.”
“You know what?” Helen asked.
“Alec told me—only because I confronted him after I found his passports under a false bottom in a drawer in his desk. All the sudden trips he’d take and he couldn’t tell me where or why he had to go. He was really unhappy about me snooping—but I had to know what was going on.”
“Passports?” Chris repeated, emphasizing the “s.” “As in plural?”
“He had no choice but to confess.” Victoria pointed to Ripley’s badge. “Like I didn’t spot that phony FBI badge of yours.”
Ripley’s eyes grew wide.
“You’re CIA, and Alec was one of your best secret agents.” Victoria spun around. “Would you like some hot chocolate and cookies?” 
Over their objections, she insisted they take seats in the living room before trotting through a short hallway to take her back to what they assumed was the kitchen. They could smell the delicious aroma of freshly baked Christmas cookies wafting through the house.
Ripley held out her hand to stroke the cat, who regarded them all, especially the canine, with disdain. Finally, he gave Ripley the honor of allowing her to pet him. “Secret agent man, eh? I didn’t see that coming.” 
“I say we go with it.” Leaving Sterling seated next to the sofa, Chris crossed the living room to examine a collection of framed photographs displayed on a table. A twelve-by-sixteen-inch wedding picture in a brass frame had a place of honor in the center of the pictures.
It was a picture of the bride—the woman who had rushed into the kitchen—and her groom. Alec Moore. 
Like his bride, he was attractive. He was slender, with dark blond hair worn in a clean-cut style—not too long and not too short. His blue eyes sparkled. He had an attractive face with high cheekbones and a square jaw.
Chris turned to Helen. “Did you and Mom bake Christmas cookies when I was missing, and you thought I was dead?”
“No. But I ate an entire twenty-four-ounce bag of Hershey Christmas kisses in one sitting.” 
“Are you the FBI?” they heard asked in a harsh male voice.
With a jump, they turned around. Each one of them reached for their weapon to defend themselves. Sterling rushed to place himself between Chris and Helen and the newcomer.
An exceedingly slender man with messy hair dressed in loose slacks and a slightly worn jacket studied them from across the room. “Are you here about Alec?”
Ripley took charge. She held up her federal agent’s badge and introduced themselves. “Are you a friend of the family?” she asked as Victoria trotted in from the kitchen. 
“This is Gil Mellon. He’s my bookkeeper.” She carried a serving tray loaded with four mugs containing hot chocolate, with whipped cream and candy sprinkles, and a platter of decorated Christmas cookies still warm from the oven. With her back to Gil, she whispered loudly to her guests, “He thinks Alec was with the FBI.” She winked at them and set down the tray. Then she turned to the newcomer. “Would you like some hot chocolate, Gil?” 
He raised his hand with a shake of his head. “I need to get to work.” He explained to them, “My office is next to Victoria’s studio.”
“Studio?” Helen asked.
“I’m an event coordinator,” Victoria said. “Weddings, anniversaries, retirements, conferences, holiday parties—you name it. I can organize an event to remember.”
“Victoria is Diamonds and Gold Events,” Gil said. “She organizes events all over the country. Last summer, she organized an event in Florence, Italy.” 
“Gil, I just finished putting the icing on those snowman cookies you like,” Victoria said. “I made them just for you. Are you sure you don’t want one?”
“Well, it would be rude for me to turn them down then.”
Victoria trotted back toward the kitchen.
“Ma’am, we need to talk to you about your husband,” Ripley called after her.
“I’ll be right there,” Victoria called over her shoulder.
Her eyes wide with surprise, Ripley turned to Chris and Helen, who were also exchanging questioning glances. Victoria Valentine was more concerned about being an excellent hostess than finding out why the federal agents were there to talk to her about her secret agent husband.
As they took their seats, Helen picked up two mugs and handed one to Chris, who was watching Gil, whose eyes were soft as he watched Victoria trotting away. He took the mug with his good hand.
“If your office is here, then you must have seen Alec and Victoria fairly often,” Helen said to Gil.
His focus on the short hallway that Victoria had just disappeared down, Gil answered. “Not too often. Alec seemed to be away on assignment more than he was home. You should talk to Tommy.” He raised his voice, “Hey, Victoria, when’s Tommy starting back to work?”
“After the New Year,” Victoria answered. “He emailed me yesterday saying that they don’t think his grandmother is going to make it through the new year. This will be her last Christmas. His family wants him to stay in Omaha through the holidays.” 
“Who’s Tommy?” Chris asked.
“Tommy Kincaid. Victoria’s virtual assistant,” Gil said. “Gopher. Calendar keeper. Chief bottle washer. You name it—anything she doesn’t want to do, he does it. He’s been with Victoria from the very beginning—longer than I have. He lives in Boston, but he and Victoria are in remote contact several times a day. They talk all the time via webcam and chat. If something was going on with Alec, he would have heard about it.”
Victoria returned with the hot chocolate in a mug on a saucer, which also contained two cookies in the shape of snowmen with white icing. “Here you go, Gil.” She held the hot chocolate out to him.
A slim grin crossed Gil’s face as he reached out to take the hot chocolate and cookies. “Thank you, Victoria.” He sat at one end of the loveseat.
Victoria picked up a mug and a cookie and took a seat next to him.
Perplexed by the scene, Chris, Helen, Ripley, and Sterling exchanged puzzled looks.
Ripley began, “Well, I’m sorry to tell you we’re here about your husband … Alec--” 
Victoria covered her mouth with her hand. “Did something go wrong on his mission?” Her hand trembled when she broke off a piece of a cookie and took a bite. 
Chris noticed an enormous diamond in her engagement ring. The guy had big bucks. Where did he get that kind of money?
“My Alec is dead?” Victoria tossed a bite of cookie into her mouth. 
“We’re not sure. A body has been found. We need an identification,” Ripley said in a soft voice.
The wail that escaped Victoria’s mouth sounded like that of a wounded animal. Wrapping her arms around herself, she doubled over into a protective cocoon.
Gil jumped back to protect himself from the bomb of emotion that exploded next to him.
Ripley looked at Chris and Helen to help her with the distraught woman. As Gil backed away while clutching his hot cocoa, Helen took his place to wrap a protective arm around the woman who wailed while calling out her husband’s name. “Alec! Oh, no, Alec! Please! No!”
“We don’t know for sure if he is your husband,” Helen said. “He might not be.”
“No, I know it’s Alec.” Victoria tapped her bosom. “I can feel it here. He’s dead. My Alec is dead.”
For what seemed like an eternity, they sat with the hysterical woman until she composed herself enough to talk about her husband.
“How was he killed?” Victoria asked while wiping her eyes with a Christmas napkin.
“We’re not able to discuss the specifics of the case,” Ripley said.
“I understand,” Victoria said with a shuddering breath. “National security.”
“That’s right,” Ripley said with a sign of relief. “We can tell you they found his body in a wooded area out by Dulles International Airport. Would Alec have a reason to go there?”
Victoria lifted a shoulder. “Maybe to fly out for his mission.”
Sitting in a chair across the room, Gil stared straight ahead. His face was void of emotion. He had not shed one tear upon the news of his friend’s husband’s death.
“Victoria, how did you meet Alec?” Helen asked. 
Victoria’s face brightened with a wide smile at the memory. “Oh, it was so-oo romantic.”
A frown filled Gil’s face.
“Three years ago, I was in Maui,” Victoria said with a wave of her hand. “I had organized a huge wedding on one of the islands.”
“Over seven hundred and fifty guests on a private island,” Gil said. 
“Sounds exciting,” Helen said.
“It was Johnny Travis’s wedding,” Gil said with a heavy dose of pride. “The movie star. He married Sophie Kelly, the heiress. Her father is into oil … and other things.” He sighed. “I was going to go, but I came down with food poisoning the day before our flight.”
“Poor Gil.” Victoria stuck her bottom lip out in an exaggerated show of sympathy. 
“I would have had a coronary when the smoke bombs went off.” Gil’s eyes widened at the memory.
“Smoke bombs?” Ripley asked.
“There was a slight incident at the wedding,” Victoria said with a wave of her hand. “Randolph Kelly gave the bride and groom the Kelly diamond as a wedding present.”
“Worth ten million dollars,” Gil said in a low voice.
“Flawless blue diamond the size of a fist.” A look of admiration filled Victoria’s face. 
“Some guys sneaked onto the island by blending in with the wait staff,” Victoria said. “In the middle of the reception, a couple of them sent off smoke bombs and ran for the bulletproof glass case where they had the diamond displayed and attempted to do a smash and grab.” She shook her head with a giggle. “Can you imagine trying something so foolish on a private island with over seven hundred witnesses?”
“On a private island, how did they expect to escape once they had the diamond?” Chris asked.
“They had a boat stashed away in a cove,” Victoria said. “But they got captured by Mr. Kelly’s security people before they even reached the diamond.” She uttered a heavy sigh. “Alec was one of Mr. Kelly’s guests. We shared a bottle of champagne. After one glass, he took my hand and oh so gently kissed the inside of my palm.” She let out a soft breath. “Just the touch of his lips on my hand—it still takes my breath away.” She sighed. “From that moment on, I was hooked.” 
“How did he know Mr. Kelly?” Chris asked.
“Alec told me he knew Mr. Kelly through some business investments.” Victoria lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “But he admitted later that he had met him while working undercover with some foreign investors. The Chinese mob? They have their fingers in everything you know.”
“Did your husband make a habit of discussing his cases with you?” Chris asked. “I’m sure everything Alec worked on was classified. The less you know, the better. If he passed on information about a case to you, then you could be in danger.”
“Oh no,” Victoria said with wide eyes. “Alec never discussed the details of any cases with me. He’d only talk to me in general terms. Never told me names or places. He said the same thing. He didn’t want me to know too much because he didn’t want me to be in danger.”
“When was the last time you saw Alec?” Ripley asked her.
“The Tuesday before Thanksgiving. He was suddenly called away on a mission. It bummed me that we weren’t going to be able to spend Thanksgiving together. So Gil invited me to go to Connecticut with him to spend the holiday with him and his mother … and her six cats.” She smiled at her bookkeeper.
“Alec texted me on Friday afternoon that he was coming home. I told him to call me when he got here, but he never called.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “When the security company called late that night to tell me that our silent alarm went off, I knew something awful had happened. I called the police, and they were already on their way. One of our neighbors had called them because they had heard gunshots.”
Ripley made a note to check with the local police and the officers who had answered the call. “What did the police find when they arrived?”
“The police said there was a man here, but he was not my husband. He told them that his name was Tommy Kincaid.”
“Your virtual assistant?” Helen asked.
Victoria nodded her head. “Tommy’s never been here. He told the police he was house-sitting. The police said they came in and looked around. They found no evidence of any wrongdoing.”
“Except for a guy who works remotely for you in Boston being here,” Chris said. “When did you come back home?”
“Immediately,” Victoria said.
“Mother was furious,” Gil said.
“Did you contact your virtual assistant to ask him about it?” Ripley asked. “Obviously, whoever it was knew Tommy’s name. He might have had an idea about who was here.”
“It took me a couple of days to reach him,” Victoria said. “But I told him what had happened. He claimed someone must have hacked into our communications and picked up his name. He did not know who it could have been.” She narrowed her eyes. “I think it was the Chinese.”
“Why the Chinese?” Chris asked.
“My husband was a secret agent. He has enemies all over the world. One of our enemies must have found out where he lives. They spied on us. That’s how they got Tommy’s name. One of their assassins was waiting for Alec when he came home.”
“What was Alec driving when you last saw him?” Ripley asked.
“His car,” Victoria said. “Aston Martin DB5.”
Gil cleared his throat. “Candy apple red.” He shot a sideways glance at Victoria. “License plate reads DIAMONDS.”
With a giggle, Victoria held up her hand to show them an enormous diamond. “They are a girl’s best friend.” She gasped. “I didn’t think of it until just now. There was a man.”
“What man?” Ripley asked.
“I saw him lurking around—a couple of times. The first time I saw him, he knocked on the door and asked for Alec. When I asked if he wanted to leave a message, he said that he’d see him later. He wouldn’t give me his name.”
“What did he look like?” Chris asked.
“He was young,” she said. “Early thirties. Very slender. Thin auburn hair.”
“What kind of vehicle was he driving?” Ripley asked.
Victoria’s face was blank. “I didn’t notice.” 
“How did he arrive at your door out here without a vehicle?” Chris asked.
“I’m sure he had a vehicle. I just didn’t notice what kind. I think it was a small SUV. Dark color. I couldn’t tell you what kind.” Victoria chewed on her lip. 
“But you saw him more than once,” Chris responded to her questioning expression. “You said he was lurking around.”
“Yes. I saw him waiting out by the road. I told Alec about him. He said he was a contact for a case he was working on and not to worry.” Victoria lifted a shoulder. “So I didn’t.” She sniffed. “I wish I had.”
“Could you give us a detailed description of him?” Ripley asked. “Maybe to a police artist?”
“I’m sure I can.” She uttered a shuddering breath. “I should have realized. It’s just, Alec was so quick thinking. I guess I thought he was invincible.”
“Can you show us Agent Moore’s office? He may have left a clue behind for us,” Ripley said.
“Do you think? Of course, he would. Alec was so clever. I’m sure if he could leave a clue behind, he would have.” Victoria jumped to her feet and led them down a hallway to the other side of the house. 
As the group flowed out of the living room, Helen noticed Gil stayed behind—quietly sipping his hot cocoa.
The home office was at the end of the hall. It resembled a library. There were built-in oak bookshelves which were filled top to bottom and wall to wall with books. The heavy oak desk contained two computer monitors and a desktop computer underneath.
“He took his laptop,” Victoria announced when they entered. “He took it with him on every mission. Didn’t you find it with his body? How about his cell phone?”
Ripley shook her head.
As they entered, Sterling put his nose to the floor and walked in a zigzag path to the center of the room in which a dark blue decorative floor rug lay.
Victoria showed no sign of leaving. Gently, Chris urged her out into the hallway. “We’ll call you if we need anything.”
“But—”
“National security,” he said in a firm tone.
“Oh,” Victoria said with a knowing smile as she backed away from the door. “Of course.”
He closed the door to cut off her objection and went to the desk. Victoria had said she had found numerous passports. Her husband had confessed to being a secret agent. Most likely, he was a con man. Why else would he have multiple passports? 
Chris searched for the passports. 
“Is she curious or involved?” Helen whispered, in case Victoria was listening at the door.
“Too soon to tell,” he said.
“He must have some source of income.” Helen searched for a written password to help her get onto the desktop. She didn’t want to go out into the hallway and ask Victoria. “Did you see the rock he gave her?” 
“There’s a lot of money to be made in identity theft,” he said.
While they searched, Sterling scratched at the rug in the middle of the room.
Ripley was exploring the titles of the books that lined the shelves. “Our guy has an active imagination.”
“He must have stumbled across something while playing games with people’s lives that got him killed.” Chris opened the side desk drawer to reveal an empty drawer. “Why have a desk if you’re not going to put anything in it?” He closed the drawer. 
He heard a whine uttered behind him. He turned in the chair to look at the dog. Sterling met his eyes and looked down at the floor. “Don’t tell me you have to go out now.”
He cocked his head and pulled the drawer back out. He heard and felt movement. How does an empty drawer rattle? Narrowing his eyes, Chris peered inside. It looked like any desk drawer. 
Victoria said she had discovered the passports in a false drawer in the dresser. He pulled the drawer out to the edge and shook it as best he could with one hand. He could feel something move inside the drawer. 
With only one arm, he could not lift it out. 
Helen met his gaze. “Do you need help?” She pulled the drawer out and placed it on the floor.
“Turn it over,” he instructed her. 
Together, they examined the bottom of the desk drawer. It was clean except for one tiny hole the diameter of a drinking straw. 
“False bottom?” Ripley asked.
With a nod of his head, Chris opened the top center drawer. A lone two-inch-long length of wood rested in the center of the pencil holder. Chris took the piece of wood. Using his non-dominant left hand, his grasp was unsteady. With effort, he shoved it into the hole. It met with slight resistance. He pressed it harder until he heard the click of a metal latch and felt the wooden sheet inside the drawer release. 
“Ah, this brings back memories. False bottoms and hidden places. Let’s see what secrets Alec has.” He turned the drawer over to reveal a red sequined face mask and a leather spiral-bound book. 
“I think Alec had a sick sense of humor,” Helen said.
With a chuckle, he extracted it from the drawer. Red feathers with red hearts shot out and up over the head. He held it over his face. “I wonder if this mask was one of his stolen identities.” 
“More likely for role-playing,” Helen said. 
Chris tossed the mask on top of the desk.
“No passports?” Ripley craned her neck to see into the drawer.
He picked up the book. It was a desk calendar. “Why would he hide a desk calendar?” Chris flipped through the pages. 
“Who keeps a physical desk calendar nowadays?” Helen asked.
“Alec must have.” When he slapped the cover shut, he noticed the corner of a folded sheet of paper slipped out of the back sleeve. It was made of glossy poster paper. “Wait a minute. What’s this?” 
He unfolded the paper to display a large color movie poster.
The title of the movie was The Heist, an action-adventure film starring Sky Belmont.
“Never heard of it,” Helen said about the movie and the starring actor.
“Sky Belmont.” Chris shook his head as if to shake a memory into place. “I heard that name before …” His voice trailed off. He noted the release date listed on the poster. The days were in October. The year was nine years earlier. 
He opened the calendar and read the year. “This calendar is from ten years ago.” He flipped through the blank pages until he found some pages containing handwritten notes. He ran his finger across the calendar to study the notes written for each date.
“Tuesday, August thirty-first, eight-thirty-four p.m. Sky fights with housemates and Mason and leaves,” Chris read. “Walks to Stuart’s apartment. Arrives at house at nine-0-five. Asks to spend the night. He declines. They talk. She leaves at ten-forty-five p.m. Gene Tobin drives her back to Darcy’s house. Drops her off at eleven-twelve. Gene Tobin claims Sky went around to the back of the house. He leaves without seeing her go inside. Housemates claim they didn’t hear her knock. Wednesday, September first. Eight-eighteen a.m. Sky’s phone turned off. In caps, he writes ‘Sky Missing.’”
Chris fell back into the chair. His voice was soft. “She went missing. I worked this case.”
Helen held up the poster for them to see. “Do you think that the Sky in the calendar and this Sky are the same woman?”
“Someone listed Victoria Valentine as my spouse and emergency contact for a reason,” Chris said. “That hacker wanted me to find this.” He bent over to read a note written in the margin: Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 200 N. Arthur Ashe Blvd. 
Behind them, Sterling let out a forceful bark. They turned around to find the dog laying in the middle of the floor. Having gotten their attention, he sat up and pawed at the floor.
“Did you find something?” Chris rose from the chair and went to stand in the middle of the floor. He looked down at the rug. The color was bright. The material was pristine.
Sterling stopped pawing and looked up at him. There was a demanding glint in his eyes.
“This rug is brand new,” Chris said as Sterling put his nose to the floor and circled the rug.
Ripley and Helen exchanged glances before moving off the rug and lifting the edge to roll it back. The hardwood floor underneath was clean. Chris kneeled to press his nose to the floor—next to Sterling’s head—and sniffed. 
“I think he’s been spending too much time with the farm animals,” Ripley said. 
“I smell bleach under the rug,” Chris said. 
“If she got a new rug, she’d naturally clean the floor before putting it down,” Ripley said.
“Sterling smells blood, or maybe some gunshot residue, from the crime scene. Victoria said a neighbor called the police to report shots fired. The murder victim dumped at Dulles had been shot.” Chris scanned the floor, where the boards rested against each other. Up close, he could see minute traces of a brown substance that had seeped between the boards. “This could be our crime scene.” 
He also spotted space between some floorboards. He sat up and rubbed his good hand flat across the floorboards. “I don’t think Alec stopped at false bottoms.” He examined the oak flooring until he found a single knot, an imperfection in one board. He lay his fingertip on the dark round mark and pressed. 
The floorboard emitted a click and popped upward. Since the section followed the outline of the boarding, it was not clear to notice. Sterling pawed at the covering to get beneath it while Helen and Ripley lifted. They found that one section was attached to the floor with hinges. Underneath, they found a floor safe that contained one item—a metal box. 
Ripley extracted the box. Secured with a padlock, a metal clasp held the lid in place. The key rested in the lock. 
“Alec’s not that concerned about security since he left the key.” Ripley threw back the lid to reveal the interior.
It was empty.
“Alec hid his passports here after Victoria found the false bottom in the desk,” Chris said. 
“But they’re not here now,” Helen said.
“Alec took them with him when he left,” Chris said. “Before he was murdered and his body tossed out of an airplane.”
“Exactly.” Ripley placed the box on the desk.
“Did you find multiple passports on the body at the airport?”
“The only ID we found was yours,” Ripley said. “Which is why we thought you were dead. Remember?”
“If the multiple passports belonged to Alec Moore, and he is the victim you found at the airport, then who took his other IDs?” Chris asked.
“Maybe Alec Moore is using the passports,” Helen said. “We still don’t have an ID for our victim.”
“We’re dealing with a professional criminal. People like that are capable of anything,” Chris said. “Like shooting you full of holes and tossing you out of an airplane.”



CHAPTER
SIX
“What do you think?” Ripley asked after the crime scene investigators arrived to examine the study in Victoria Valentine’s home. A simple luminal test revealed evidence of blood—a lot of blood—under the rug, but none inside the safe, which told them that the safe was closed at the time of the murder.
They chose not to say anything about the floor safe to Victoria. If she revealed she knew about it, then they could conclude that she knew that was where Alec kept his passports. Better yet, she could have been the one to remove them.
“I don’t know how that blood got there,” Victoria claimed when they revealed the blood evidence to her. 
Ripley was doubtful. “You didn’t notice a bleached floor and a new rug in your husband’s study?” 
“It was Alec’s office,” Victoria insisted. “Like you said, everything he worked on was classified. I never went in there and the door was always closed.”
“But you found his passports,” Helen said.
Victoria’s mouth dropped open. She blinked before explaining, “And he told me to never go snooping in his office again. So I didn’t.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “My husband is dead.” She sobbed. “What are you accusing me of?”
Gil took her into a comforting hug.
They waited for her to calm down before Ripley requested a sample of Alec’s DNA to compare to the body in the morgue.
Victoria’s eyes grew wide. “Can’t I just see him—”
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Ripley said with a note of apology. “The body we found was too badly decomposed.”
Victoria hesitated before offering her husband’s toothbrush. Ripley escorted her upstairs to the master suite, where Victoria went into the spacious, elegant bathroom, decorated in white and gold. She retrieved a blue toothbrush. Ripley slipped it into an evidence bag, which she sealed and labeled.
After leaving the crime scene investigators to their work, Ripley, Chris, and Helen piled back into Ripley’s vehicle. Chris sat in the rear seat with Sterling. “Even if the CSIs can find trace evidence, it will be too degraded to bring up a DNA profile. Whoever cleaned up that scene knew what they were doing. If it wasn’t for Sterling, we never would have known a murder had happened there.” 
He looked at the upscale home on the spacious lot in the housing development. “How many acres would you say each lot here is?” 
Helen peered up and down the street to take in each house. She guessed it was two and a half to three acres. “Why? Are you thinking of giving up farm living?”
“A neighbor called the police to report shots fired,” Chris said. “Which neighbor? That house is well built and the lots are pretty spread out.”
“That’s probably why the officers who came out concluded the call of shots fired was a false alarm,” Ripley said.
“But they also got a call that the silent alarm went off,” Helen said.
“They searched the house and found nothing suspicious,” Ripley said.
“Except for a guy who was supposed to be in Boston,” Chris said. “Someone wanted the police to come out here. Why?”
“Shots were fired,” Ripley said. “We have a body full of holes to prove it.” 
“If the police arrived minutes after the call of shots fired, and someone killed our victim in that office, why didn’t they find him?” Helen asked. “That crime scene would have taken hours to clean up.”
“We can’t eliminate the possibility that Alec was working in intelligence with the CIA or maybe one of the other alphabet agencies in Washington,” Chris said.
“If he was CIA, he would not have admitted it so quickly to Victoria,” Ripley said. “He would have had a cover story prepared to give her.”
“We need to check with our sources in the intelligence community to find out if Alec Moore, or whatever his real name is, was an intelligence agent. If so, what connection could an intelligence agent possibly have to a missing actor?”
“What do you remember about the case?” Helen asked.
“I remember the name.” Chris rubbed his injured shoulder. “I don’t recall any other details. This Alec Moore guy has been married to Victoria for two years?” 
“They met three years ago,” Ripley said.
“Confidence men don’t move on until the gravy train runs dry,” Helen said. “She’s still got the stars in her eyes. But Gil saw him for what he was. I wonder if maybe he got fed up and brought that train into the station.”
“Nah, Gil doesn’t have it in him to commit murder,” Chris said. 
“Maybe after watching the woman he loves being taken advantage of by a con man, he worked up to having what it took,” Helen said. “We need to talk to Tommy Kincaid. He’s got some questions to answer. Not only that, but if he talks to Victoria every day, he should know the dirt on Alec and his relationship with his wife.”
Ripley pressed the button on her steering wheel to answer the phone on her dashboard. The ID on the call read “Iain Collins.” “Ripley here, Iain. What have you got for me?”
“We got a hit in the national ballistics database on the slugs they took out of our John Doe.”
“That means the weapon used to shoot our victim had been used in another crime,” Ripley said.
“Another murder,” Iain said. “Forty-four magnum. Smith and Wesson. Used to kill a young woman in Charlottesville, Virginia. They never caught the guy.” 
“What was her name?” Chris asked with a catch in his throat.
“Sky Belmont.”



“Are you going out? We were going caroling tonight.” It surprised Sierra when she and Emma walked into the kitchen to find Doris shrugging into her black leather coat. She had her purse hanging from her shoulder.
“There’s an emergency at the library that I need to go take care of,” Doris said.
“What kind of emergency happens at libraries?” Red arched an eyebrow to see Elliott also clad in his coat, hat, and gloves. He intended to leave with Doris. 
Resting under Red’s arm, Chompers cocked his head at them.
“Some smart aleck won’t shut up,” Elliott explained. “Doris has to go shush them.”
Red’s, Sierra’s, and Emma’s eyes flicked from Doris to Elliott and each other. Chompers cocked his head in the other direction. Sierra asked, “And Elliott has to go—”
“He’s my backup,” Doris said.
“The library can be a rough place sometimes,” Elliott said. 
Emma and Sierra rolled their eyes. Sierra tapped the little girl on top of her head. “Katelyn and I’ll take you caroling. We’ll take Nikki. It’ll be fun.” She ushered her out of the kitchen.
Red narrowed his eyes as he took in Doris and Elliott, who looked guiltier than usual. 
Doris’s phone buzzed. “It’s Christopher.” She sighed with relief at the distraction. She put him on speaker. “What’d you find out? Were you the intended victim? Who wants you dead?”
“No ID on the murder victim,” Chris said. “But the federal database got a hit on the slugs they took out of the guy. The weapon was used in another murder.”
“Who was that victim?” Elliott asked.
“Her name was Sky Belmont,” Helen said. “She was a film student in Charlottesville, Virginia. She was an up-and-coming actor in independent films.”
“Here’s the kicker,” Chris said. “I worked that case.”
“That poor girl and her family,” Doris said with a shake of her head. “Did you have any suspects in her murder?”
“I was only on the case for three days,” Chris said. “They found her body a week after the bureau had pulled me out.”
“The medical examiner found skin under her fingernails,” Ripley said. “She’d put up a fight before she was killed with a gunshot to the chest. Law enforcement is keeping the cause of death close to the vest. Press releases only listed it as a homicide. That way, if any suspects reveal they know the cause of death is a gunshot wound, then we’ll know they know about the crime.”
“Gotcha. Our lips are sealed.” Elliott made a show of twisting his fingers in front of his mouth as if to lock his lips with a key.
“And after you tell your book club that Sky Belmont was shot to death, you tell them to keep their lips sealed, too,” Ripley said.
“Why would you be blabbing about this to your book club?” Red asked Doris and Elliott with a furrowed brow.
Before anyone could respond, Doris asked, “Was forensics able to come up with DNA from the skin under her fingernails?” 
“It was too degraded by the time they found the body,” Ripley said.
“We’re going to head back to the morgue to find out if the ME uncovered more during her exam on our victim from the airport,” Chris said. “It will be easier to find our killer once we have a positive ID on the victim.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Doris said. “In the meantime, the squad will get to work digging up what we can on the Sky Belmont case.”
“He could be a serial killer,” Elliott said.
“We can’t eliminate that possibility,” Chris said.
“Squad?” 
Doris and Elliott gasped. They had forgotten that Red was in the room. 
“What squad are you talking about?” Red and Chompers regarded them with narrow eyes. “What’s really going on at that library?”
Elliott looked at Doris. “I’ll let you field this one.”
Her face felt warm. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I need to get to the library to take out that loudmouth patron.” She grabbed Elliott by the arm. “Come along, Elliott.” 



CHAPTER
SEVEN
Nestled in between the fork of the Shenandoah and the Potomac Rivers, Harpers Ferry was the grand prize of the American Civil War. The tiny town had changed hands at least fourteen times. 
After the war, Harpers Ferry embraced its important role in history by becoming a national park and a popular tourist spot for Civil War buffs. The town’s middle school rested next to a battlefield. Behind the school, the Bolivar-Harpers Ferry Library made its home in a cozy single-story building among a grove of tall trees. 
“Do you think Red suspects anything?” Doris asked Elliott while driving her blue Malibu along the Shenandoah River.
Elliott looked at Doris out of the top of his eyes. “Why would he suspect anything?” His tone held more than a hint of sarcasm. 
Doris uttered a sigh. “Jacqui Guilfoyle said she would try to come, but the roads up at Eagle’s Nest are dicey. I think she’s lying.” 
Taking in the snowy road she was racing over, Elliott said, “That could be the truth. The roads up the mountain are pretty bad. I heard of an author who lives up there. She never comes down between December and March.”
“Bull!” 
A retired medical examiner from Pennsylvania, Jacqui Guilfoyle lived in an elegant home designed in a modern Italian style on Eagle’s Nest, a section at the very top of the mountain that looked down upon the Shenandoah Valley. She and her late husband, who was several years older than she, had built the home after retiring. He passed away months later—leaving Jacqui alone. They had no children, and she had no family in the area.
Over the years, the Geezer Squad had noticed that Jacqui would withdraw during the holiday season. 
“If she doesn’t show up at the meeting, we’re going up to Eagle’s Nest and dragging her down to go caroling with us,” Doris said.
“Maybe she doesn’t enjoy caroling. It isn’t for everyone.”
“I don’t care.” 
Doris parked in her reserved parking space in the lot behind the library. Behind her sedan, Ray turned into the lot and parked his van. An SUV with a sign on the side reading “Harris Wines, Purcellville, Virginia” rested next to a white BMW.
“Jacqui is here,” Doris announced as they climbed out of her car. 
“Good,” Elliott said. “I wasn’t looking forward to abducting a woman and forcing her to sing Christmas carols against her will.”
“You’re no fun, Elliott.” Ray disembarked the van via the wheelchair lift from the back and followed them inside.
Doris led them through the library. Along the way, the librarian greeted patrons and her assistant at the checkout desk before throwing open the door to a small meeting room next to her office. 
Francine read off the news she had collected on her laptop to Jacqui, who would write the details in bullet form or attach an image to the whiteboard.
With long, light blond hair that fell to her shoulders, Jacqui had the slender build of a young woman, but the lines around her eyes and mouth hinted at her actual age.
A retired state attorney general from Virginia, Bruce Harris was studying material from a website on his laptop. A tall, lean silver-haired man clad in a plaid flannel work shirt, Bruce could always be counted on to supply two bottles of wine from his winery for their meetings. Even though it was early afternoon, a bottle of red and a bottle of white wine rested in the middle of the conference table.
Immediately after greeting them, Bruce’s eyes snapped at seeing someone he did not expect to see. “What’s he doing here?”
The new arrivals turned around to see Red behind them. On a leash, Chompers squirmed at his feet.
“Red?” Doris gasped. “Don’t tell me you followed us.”
“Okay, I won’t. Chompers followed you and I had to come with him because he’s too short to see out the windshield.”
Doris hissed at Elliott. “You told me he didn’t suspect anything.” 
Jacqui spun around from where she was writing notes under a picture of a pretty young woman with auburn hair. With a gasp, she tried to conceal the writing on the board with her body.
Bruce’s eyes grew wide. “What’s keeping him from blabbing to everyone about what we’re doing?”
“What are you doing?” Red stepped up to the board to read what was on it. Jacqui moved back and forth to block his view. Failing in that, she threw up her arms to hide the contents on the board.
“We can’t kill him,” Bruce muttered. “Helen is bound to find out, and then all hell will break loose.”
“Excuse me,” Red said. 
“Ignore him,” Doris told Red while scooping Chompers from the floor and cuddling with the pup. “Not a meeting of the Geezer Squad goes by without Bruce threatening to kill someone.”
“Usually, Chris is on the receiving end of Bruce’s death threats,” Ray said.
“But that’s pretty well stopped since Elliott’s been sleeping with Doris.” In a whisper, Francine added, “On account, Doris told him she’d never sleep with him again if he killed Christopher.”
“Why would Elliott kill Chris for Bruce?” Red asked.
“Because I don’t like to get my hands dirty,” Bruce said. 
“I thought you were at Helen and Chris’s book club.” Red glanced around the room at the laptops, tablets, and printouts. There were no books on the table. “I don’t see any books. Something tells me you’re not reading.”
“Red, how would you like some coffee?” Doris asked.
“Doris, you’re changing the subject.”
“I could never fool you, Red.” She turned to the retired medical examiner. “Jacqui, why don’t you take Red out to that new coffee house down by the train station you were telling us about?” 
“You have coffee here.” Red pointed at the coffeemaker at the refreshment center. There was also a platter of Christmas cookies.
“But we don’t have trains. The coffee house is next to the station. You can tell Jacqui all about the different trains you’ve worked on while drinking coffee.” Doris shoved Chompers into Jacqui’s arms and took the marker from her hand. “Red would love to try that chai latte and vanilla bean scones you were telling us about.”
Jacqui objected. “But—”
“Doris, what are you hiding?” Red asked.
“When was the last time you had a good scone?” Doris asked.
“I’m not a big fan of scones. But I could go for a sandwich.”
Doris turned to Jacqui. “Did you hear that, Jacqui? Red wants a sandwich. Take him out for a sandwich. I’ll man the whiteboard.”
With the encouragement of the other members of the squad, Jacqui handed Chompers off to Red and gathered up her things.
“I’d prefer a big juicy cheeseburger to a scone,” Red said.
Jacqui looked him up and down. “How high is your cholesterol?”
“My cholesterol is just dandy, thank you,” Red told her as they went out the door.
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
Doris took Jacqui’s position in front of the whiteboard. “What have we been able to find out about Sky Belmont? Her disappearance and murder have to be connected to the John Doe at the airport.”
“Do you think our Chris is really in any danger, like from the contracts that are out on him?” Francine asked.
Elliott shook his head. “I think not.” 
“But someone wants him on this case,” Doris said. “Otherwise, why did they hack into the federal personnel database to change Christopher’s emergency contact to lead him to Victoria Valentine, whose husband is missing?”
“Did Victoria Valentine know Sky Belmont?”
“She’s about the right age,” Francine said. “According to her social media, she would have been in college at the same time that Sky Belmont disappeared.”
“What college did she go to?” Doris asked.
Francine scrolled through the website before answering. “UCLA. She’s a California girl.”
“Whoever’s lurking behind the scenes knows Chris was investigating her murder all those years ago,” Elliott said. 
“But Christopher said he was only on the case for a few days,” Doris said.
“Most likely, the dead guy at Dulles was investigating Sky’s murder and got whacked because he got too close. That means this case could be dangerous.” Francine’s face broke into a broad grin. “I like it. I love dancing with danger.” She exchanged high-fives with Ray before returning to the notes on her laptop. “Sky Belmont’s cold case is all over the internet. A pretty girl with her entire life ahead of her goes missing in a college town under peculiar circumstances. She was starring in her first independent film when she disappeared. The filmmakers disappeared days after authorities found her body almost a year later.”
“That timing’s not suspicious,” Ray said with a sarcastic chuckle.
“If the case was getting a lot of publicity, the FBI must have felt compelled to offer one of their investigators to local law enforcement,” Bruce said. “That’s how Christopher ended up on the case.
Francine pointed at the picture of an auburn-haired girl at the top and center of the whiteboard. “Sky Belmont was a film student at the University of Virginia. She had a rough life. Her parents were heroin addicts. She landed in the system when she was four years old. She was raised in several foster homes. Against all odds, she got an academic scholarship. She was pretty and talented. Professors and film critics said she had a gift for being able to play any part.”
“She could have acquired it from her foster child upbringing—going from one home situation to another,” Doris said. 
“I found a timeline for her disappearance on a few cold case websites.” With a nod of his head, Ray rolled to a timeline written widthwise across the whiteboard. He made ticks on the line to mark times. “The summer before her senior year, Sky was contracted to star in an independent film. The screenplay was written by another film student named Melody Glass.”
Doris attached another picture of a young woman with short, dark hair on the whiteboard. “Melody had entered her screenplay in a scriptwriting contest put on by a patron of the arts, a multi-millionaire by the name of Jonathan Penney. The grand prize was to have the film produced and financed. One condition for winning the contest was that Mr. Penney would have casting approval.”
“Makes sense,” Bruce said. “If the man is laying his money on the line, he needs to make sure the inexperienced screenwriter and director don’t blow his dough by casting a bunch of no-talent friends.”
“It was Jonathan Penney who cast Sky Belmont to star in the film,” Francine said.
“If Sky was a rising star—”
“We’re not talking about Tonight Show appearances,” Francine said. “Sky was just getting noticed among the indie film circles—not the general public. That’s why none of us have heard of her. What came out during the police investigation was that the issue with the screenwriter, Melody Glass, was that she had written the screenplay with another actor in mind for the lead role.”
“Tamara Ward. They cast her in a supporting role.” Ray handed a picture of a woman with strawberry blond hair to Doris to stick on the board. 
“That’d be quite a blow to the ego if she was planning on the lead role that had been written for her,” Bruce said.
“The websites say forensics found skin under Sky’s fingernails,” Ray said. 
“Christopher told us it was too degraded to pull up a DNA profile,” Doris said.
“Both Melody and Tamara went missing days after Sky’s body and the skin under her fingernails were discovered,” Francine said with a shake of her head. “Pretty suspicious, if you ask me.”
“Any other suspects?” Doris asked.
“Stuart Leonard.” Francine pointed at a publicity photograph up on the whiteboard. “Sky’s ex-boyfriend. He wanted to become a movie star. He had done some film roles, which was how they’d met. He dabbled some with drugs and Sky told her friends that she didn’t want to risk her career by being connected with any of that. As soon as she found out, she got out of that relationship. That’s how she moved in with Tamara and Melody.”
“The screenwriter and the star wannabe,” Doris said. 
“There was also another girl living in the house who managed the movie’s distribution and marketing. Her name was Kimberly Dixon. She was a marketing major with a minor in political science. They lived in a house owned by another student’s grandfather. It was a big red-brick colonial house. The story was that he allowed his granddaughter and her friends to live in the house and collect his mail while he enjoyed his golden years living on a cruise ship sailing around the Caribbean. That granddaughter was Darcy Willis, a business management major. She managed the movie’s accounting and bookkeeping. They all had acting parts in the movie since it was a small budget.” 
“And Sky moved in with all of them?” Bruce shook his head. “Sounds to me like a recipe for disaster.”
“Especially since Melody had written the screenplay for Tamara,” Francine said. “According to the witness statements from the four women, they had spent most of the day shooting the movie at the house on Tuesday, August thirty-first. They used many of the rooms in the house for their interior shots. By evening, everyone was tired, and nerves were frayed.”
“What was this movie about? The Heist?” Bruce asked.
Francine referred to her notes. “It was a heist movie about a group of four college students with money problems, who pool their talents to break into banks and high-end jewelry stores and steal stuff. The movie follows each member of the gang, with Sky’s character being the center. It explores how their life of crime, while they lead otherwise regular lives as college students, affects each member—and they’re not talking about it negatively. They get so caught up in the rush of their capers that—realizing they would go their separate ways after graduating, they decide to go out with a bang—pulling one last big caper in their senior year to acquire the necessary nest eggs to start their law-abiding lives outside of college.”
Bruce chuckled. “That sounds very intriguing.”
“Sky played the ringleader, the brains of the gang,” Francine said. “By eight-thirty, Sky got into a fight with her housemates. They admitted it turned physical between Sky and Tamara. They claimed it was only some slapping and hair-pulling. Sky left and walked to Stuart’s apartment, which was one mile away.”
“Didn’t the girl have a car?” Doris asked.
“She was truly a poor college student,” Francine said with a shake of her head. 
“What happened at Stuart’s place?” Elliott asked.
“Stuart stated Sky vented about living with Melody, Tamara, and the other two girls. He said the main agitator seemed to be Tamara.”
“Because she was supposed to be the star,” Doris said. “She probably caused problems to drive Sky to quit.”
“Well, Sky asked Stuart if she could stay at his apartment and he said no,” Francine said.
“Why did he say no?” Doris asked. “The twerp.”
“Stuart had a new girlfriend, and she was jealous of Sky,” Francine said. “She was on her way over and Stuart knew there would be a big fuss if she saw Sky there. They talked for a while, but he admits he rushed her out the door. He regretted doing that after Sky went missing.”
“If these filmmakers didn’t want Sky in the movie and they made her disappear, they probably thought Penney would go along with allowing Tamara to play the starring role,” Bruce said. “They may have thought they could have it both ways. Get rid of Sky, but keep the funding.”
Ray referred to a website on his laptop. “According to the satellite GPS tracking on Sky’s cell phone and witness statements, she left Stuart’s apartment forty-five minutes after ten. She arrived back at the house around eleven.”
“What witness statements?” Elliott asked.
“Gene Tobin,” Ray said. “The last person to see Sky alive.”
“Another suspect,” Francine said. “An obsessed fan.”
“Gene Tobin says he drove her back to the house, and they talked for about twenty minutes,” Ray said. “He claims he did not see her go inside. He saw her walk up to the door, but then she went around to the back of the house. Maybe she heard her housemates partying. He didn’t stick around. He left. The phone remained at that house until Friday morning, eight-eighteen, at which point it was turned off and never turned on again—until seven months later when the police found her body sealed in the upstairs closet wall.”
“What was the housemates’ excuse?” Bruce’s tone was doubtful.
“For seven months, they stuck together—claiming they did not know that Sky had returned. They said they were sitting on the back patio drinking and Sky never came back. They all went to bed around midnight and never saw her. It was their word—all four of them against Gene Tobin, who the media painted as a stalker who abducted her and made her his sex slave until he killed her.”
“The media took their side until Sky’s body was found inside the house,” Francine said. “The body was in an advanced state of decomposition. They had wrapped her up real tight in plastic, probably to cut down on the smell of decomp.”
“Why didn’t the police search the house and question them when Sky turned up missing?” Doris asked. “Don’t they break up little conspirators like them by pitting them against each other?”
“Because all four of them stuck together and told the same story,” Bruce said. “Plus, there was no body. For all anyone knew, Sky took off. She was miserable living in that house. Her ex-boyfriend rejected her. The homeowner refused to permit the police to search the house and no judge would sign a search warrant.” 
“They have convicted people of murder without bodies, haven’t they?” Doris asked.
“Yes, but it is very difficult,” Bruce said. “You can’t risk double jeopardy. The prosecutor only has one shot. If the defense does a good job of convincing the jury that the victim is still alive out there, they’ll have reasonable doubt and refuse to convict. What then? The prosecutor won’t get another bite of that apple. Remember, Sky’s boyfriend was a drug dealer. Drug dealers could have snatched Sky to send a message to Stuart as soon as Gene drove away.”
“Or Gene made a pass at her and she rejected him and so he killed her,” Ray said. 
“All a defense attorney had to do was paint one or both scenarios to plant reasonable doubt,” Bruce said with a brisk shake of his head.
“It wasn’t until months later that they found Sky’s body inside the house, sealed behind a sheet of drywall.” Francine turned to Doris and Elliott. “What was the cause of death? We found nothing online listing how she was killed.”
Doris lowered her voice. “Christopher told us that she had been shot. The bullet came from the same gun used to kill the John Doe found at the airport.”
“She also had skin under her fingernails,” Elliott said. “That means she had to have gotten up close and personal with the shooter. She could have been fighting with the shooter. Christopher said they traced the bullet back to a Smith and Wesson forty-four magnum.” He grinned. “Dirty Harry’s gun.”
“I like Dirty Harry,” Ray said with a chuckle.
“That’s not exactly a small gun,” Elliott said. “It would make a big bang. How is it that no one reported hearing it?” 
“Someone posted on one of these cold case websites that a neighbor did say that they had a problem with raccoons getting into garbage cans,” Francine said. “A source said that one neighbor reported they heard a big ruckus the night that Sky disappeared, and they dismissed it at the time as raccoons overturning the garbage cans. They never called the police. It wasn’t until after Sky’s body was found that they wondered if it could have been a gunshot.” 
“At which point a lawyer could call into question if it was even the same night,” Bruce said with a scowl.
“Everyone inside that house was friends,” Doris said. “Poor Sky was the outsider. Any of them or all of them could have killed Sky Belmont.”



Dr. Olivia Paxton pushed up from her desk when Ripley breezed through the door with Chris and Helen behind her. 
“Is this the famous Christopher Matheson?” She stuck out her hand to shake Chris’s but stopped when she found it in a brace and strapped to his chest. “What happened to you?”
“He got body slammed by a peanut,” Ripley said with a smirk.
Olivia moved her reading glasses from the bridge of her nose up to on top of her head. “You came out ahead of the Mexican cartels and Russian mob, only to be taken out by a nut?” She wore her long dark hair, streaked with silver, up in a messy bun on top of her head. 
“He was a huge peanut,” Chris said with disgust.
Helen smiled softly. “It is ironic.”
Olivia led the way through a pair of double doors and across the hall to the examination room. “Where’s your shadow?” she asked over her shoulder as she led them to a drawer.
Ripley answered, “I knew you’d have a cow about a dog being in your lab, so I left him at my desk. He’s listening to a Dolly Parton Christmas songs playlist.”
Olivia stopped. Her face filled with confusion.
“I think she’s asking about Special Agent Iain Collins,” Chris told Ripley. “Sterling is my shadow.”
“He’s a dog,” Helen said, “who loves country music.”
“Interesting,” Olivia said.
“Special Agent Collins is working on finding a connection between this dude and Sky Belmont,” Ripley said.
“How’s he working out?”
“So far, so good. I was surprised that they assigned someone so new to the unit to take over my cases, but he hit the ground running. He’s soaked up everything about this case like a sponge.”
“I’ve never seen him around the Washington office before. Where did he come from?”
“He’s from the RICO division of the New York office.”
“I’d heard of a Special Agent Collins in RICO.” Olivia shook her head. “Can’t be the same guy though. He’s been out on medical leave and isn’t expected back. Leukemia.”
“Collins is a very common name,” Helen pointed out.
“True. And RICO is a huge division of the bureau.” Olivia yanked the drawer open. She pulled out a slab to reveal a body covered with a white sheet. “Good luck in identifying him. Caucasian male. Between the ages of late twenties to mid to late thirties. He was shot multiple times and tossed out of an airplane.” She folded the sheet back to reveal a mutilated mound of flesh that bore a slight semblance of a human body. “Every bone in his body was broken.” The eye sockets were vacant. “Birds love eyeballs.”
“I left Alec Moore’s toothbrush at the lab,” Ripley said. “If his DNA matches with what they take off the toothbrush, then we’ll have a name.”
“Maybe,” Chris said. “But it won’t explain what he was doing with my badge.” He looked up and down the length of the body in search of something to identify him. “Any tattoos?”
The doctor shook her head. 
“Birthmarks?” Helen asked.
The doctor continued to shake her head.
“Age range matches that of Alec Moore,” Chris said, “based on the wedding pictures in Victoria Valentine’s house. I’d be very surprised if Alec Moore is the guy’s real name.” He bent over to peer into what was left of the corpse’s mouth. “How about telltale dental work? It looks like he took a shot to the jaw.”
“I believe his killer placed the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger after he was already dead. Probably to make an identification based on dental records more difficult.”
“How many gunshot wounds?”
“I counted eighteen. Forty-four caliber. You’re looking for a Smith and Wesson revolver—”
“Model twenty-nine,” Chris interrupted with a nod of his head. In response to her look of surprise, he said, “Collins told us that there was a hit in the federal database on the slugs. The bullets came from the same weapon used to kill a college student in Charlottesville ten years ago.”
“Special Agent Collins is on the ball. I only got that news a few minutes ago,” Olivia said. 
“That gun only holds six rounds,” Chris said. “If they shot our victim eighteen times. That means the shooter reloaded his weapon twice.”
“Overkill,” Ripley said.
“I’d say,” Helen said. “Unloaded a gun three times into the guy. Then, like that’s not enough, take him up into a plane and toss him out. All that points to a crime of passion.”
The medical examiner shook her head with a smile. “Despite all of that, I’m having trouble with the cause of death.”
“The guy has eighteen bullets in him,” Chris said. “That would make the cause of death pretty obvious, wouldn’t it?”
“Normally, I would say so. But I’m having trouble finding the fatal shot.” The doctor shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe it’s because he had been shot so many times and the state of decomp.”
“Speaking of decomp, do you have an estimate of when he died?” Ripley asked.
“I’d say twelve to fourteen days ago,” the medical examiner said, “based on bug activity in the body.”
“Victoria said she last saw him fifteen days ago,” Chris said. “Where was he before he got whacked?”
“On a secret mission,” Helen said.
Chris cocked his head while looking down at the man on the table. “I should know him, but nothing about him rings a bell. I had to have questioned him those few days that I was on the Sky Belmont case. What more can you tell us about him?”
“Underweight, but not malnourished,” Olivia said. 
Helen cocked her head. “Very slender?”
Olivia nodded her head. “Not much in the way of fat or muscle, either.
Helen’s eyes met Chris’s. “Victoria described the man looking for Alec as very slender.”
“Auburn hair.” Chris bent over to examine the hair attached to what was left of his scalp. “Would you describe his hair as thinning?”
Olivia lifted a shoulder. “I wouldn’t call it thick.”
Chris looked first at Helen, then Ripley. A slow grin came to his lips. “Suppose this man isn’t Victoria Valentine’s secret agent husband Alec, but the man who came looking for him?”
“Alec was a conman,” Helen said. “Someone from his past hunted him down and threatened to blow the whistle. So Alec kills him and fakes his death.”
“He shot out his teeth and dumped his body in such a way as to make it difficult to tell that it wasn’t him,” Chris said.
“Except for leaving your ID on the body, putting his wife’s name in your personnel records, and his loving wife giving us enough of a description of the victim for us to know this body is not her husband,” Ripley said.
“If she was in on it, she would not have told us about his multiple passports and described the man looking for her husband,” Helen said. “She also wouldn’t have given us her husband’s toothbrush.”
“Are you sure it was her husband’s toothbrush?” Olivia asked.
“What would a conman have to do with the disappearance of a college student?” Chris muttered to himself.
“Right now, the only connection this case has to Sky Belmont’s is that they were killed with the same gun,” Ripley said. “Guns get passed around. If the shooter who took out Sky Belmont was smart, he’d ditched the gun. Someone else who had no connection at all to Sky Belmont, or even her killer, may have gotten their hands on that weapon and took out this guy.”
Olivia cringed.
“What?” Ripley asked.
“If I don’t figure out which of these eighteen bullet holes is the kill shot, then when you catch the guy, he’s going to get off.” Olivia grimaced. “For all I know right now, the guy was already dead when he got shot. His heart doesn’t look very good.”
“Maybe the three bullets going through it have something to do with that,” Chris said.
Olivia rolled her eyes. “I’ll figure it out. I always do.”



CHAPTER
EIGHT
It was late in the evening when Chris and Helen returned home to find Red and Jacqui serving a dinner of macaroni and cheese to a table filled with Geezers. 
Upon entering the kitchen, Helen took a deep breath and smiled. “My favorite!” She rushed to hug Red, who was dishing up plates piled high with macaroni oozing with delectable cheese. She planted a kiss on his cheek before shrugging out of her coat and helping Chris out of his. 
Late for his dinner, Sterling rushed to his food bowl. Doris filled the bowl for the dog, who wagged his tail with gratitude. He was so hungry that he was oblivious to Chompers bouncing and yapping around him as if to tell the big dog about his day with Red and Jacqui.
“Red was telling me about his macaroni and cheese recipe,” Jacqui said. “He said it was your favorite comfort food when you were a little girl. Well, I told him he hadn’t eaten macaroni and cheese until he tried mine. Guaranteed to only have half the fat content. He said, ‘Half the fat is half the taste.’ I told him to try it. He said no. I called him a coward and here we are!”
The expansive grin on Jacqui’s face prompted Helen and Doris to exchange questioning glances. Jacqui was the most demure member of the Geezer Squad. The glow on her cheeks was something neither of them had seen before.
Red took a second casserole out of the oven. “Here’s Jacqui’s.” He bent over and took in a deep breath. “Smells the same.” He picked up a spoon. “But the actual test is in the taste.”
Emma ran up from the family room. She carried a used plate, which she held before Jacqui. “I finished Gramp’s mac and cheese. Now, I’m ready to test yours.” 
With a proud grin, Jacqui spooned a serving onto the plate while Emma bounced with excitement. 
“We’ll let you know who the winner is when we’re through judging,” the little girl announced before bounding down the stairs.
The group settled into their plates of macaroni and cheese, declaring both recipes equally delightful. Chris and Helen reported on their findings, while the Geezers reported on their background information about Sky Belmont.
“I didn’t find anything about the FBI being called in,” Francine said. 
“My involvement in the case amounted to a New York minute,” Chris said. “It was seven months after Sky Belmont disappeared. Pretty college girl with a promising acting career. She had a following in the local theater community. The story was getting a lot of press.”
“How did the housemates look to you?” Bruce asked. “The timing of their disappearance looked suspicious to us.”
“I was in Charlottesville for three days and interviewed several of Sky’s friends. The housemates lawyered up and refused to talk to me or give me access to the house without a warrant. Before I could get a warrant, I was called out for another case. Some heavy stuff went down in New Mexico involving a cartel I had investigated a few years before. My cover was still good, so the bureau sent me back in. I was there for four months. I thought Sky’s case got passed on to another agent. If it had, they dropped the ball.”
“Can you connect Alec Moore to Sky Belmont?” Red asked.
“On the surface, Alec Moore appears to be a con man,” Chris said. “But it’s got to go deeper than that. Why plant my ID on the guy and hack into the database to direct us to contact Victoria Valentine?”
“Who told us about a strange man lurking around looking for her husband who had multiple passports,” Helen said. “The strange man was exceedingly slim and had thinning auburn hair, like our murder victim.”
“The con man was being hunted by some really bad dudes,” Red said. “He needed everyone to think he was dead. So he killed the bad guy looking for him and dumped his body and led you to his wife, who identified the dead body as her husband.”
“But she didn’t identify the dead body because it was not recognizable,” Helen said.
“The body does not match her husband,” Chris said. “If Victoria was in on it, she would have gotten rid of the pictures of her athletic-looking husband.”
“Which proves she is not in on it,” Francine said. “Whatever it is.”
“Ballistics still would have popped to connect this murder to Sky Belmont’s,” Jacqui said.
“Chris, there is something significant to your identification being left on the body and you being the agent assigned to investigate Sky’s murder,” Helen said. “Someone wants you back on the Sky Belmont case.”
“He wanted us to find that calendar and the movie poster,” Chris said. “I need to get back up to speed on the case. What have you been able to find out about The Heist?”
Francine said, “The filmmakers did a bunch of fundraising saying that they wanted to hire a private investigator—”
“I met a private investigator in Charlottesville,” Chris recalled, “but he specifically told me they did not hire him. They were his prime suspects.”
“The movie got shut down after the primary investor pulled his funding after Sky went missing,” Bruce said.
“Jonathan Penney was quite a fan of Sky Belmont,” Chris said. “I always believed he was the one who hired the private investigator. I’m going to have to dig out my notes on that case to find his name. I’m sure he can bring me up to speed. He was from Richmond.”
“How many people would drop an entire project just because of one person?” Bruce asked. “Who was Sky to him?”
There was silence and shrugged shoulders around the table.
Ray swept his fingers across his tablet. “Jonathan Penney is a big-time millionaire. Made his fortune investing in everything. Technology. Real estate. Some entertainment. If he invested in it, he made money. He’s worth over three-quarters of a billion dollars.”
“Why haven’t we ever heard of him?” Bruce asked.
“Because he keeps a low profile,” Ray said. “Not all millionaires are camera hogs. Worked his way up from nothing. I only found a handful of pictures of him on the internet. He’s an old guy.”
“Hey,” Bruce said with offense.
“Not only is he a geezer, but he’s a rich geezer.”
“Where does he live?” Chris asked.
Ray shrugged his shoulders. “Couldn’t find that out. I’ll keep hunting.”
“What do you remember about the case?” Doris asked.
“After Sky’s ex-boyfriend reported her missing, the local police questioned the four young women living in the house where she was staying,” Chris said. “Of course, they claimed she never made it home. They sent detectives back to Stuart, who was a small-time drug dealer, and an obsessed fan, who was the last one to see her alive. Law enforcement focused on them until the private investigator provided proof that the GPS connected to Sky’s phone proved she had arrived back at the house. That’s where that evidence came from.”
“Did you interview the fan and the boyfriend?” Jacqui asked.
“I talked to the boyfriend. He was a straight-up guy. He was a minor drug dealer—mostly selling to his friends. He was dealing drugs, hoping to get enough money to move to Hollywood. Sky ditched him as soon as she realized what he was doing, and he seemed to understand that. He was kicking himself for not allowing Sky to stay with him that night.”
“It was night, and he sent her back to that house,” Doris said. “What the hell was wrong with him?”
“He claimed he had a date, and the woman was jealous of Sky,” Chris said. “Stuart stated that Sky was agitated and—”
“Hadn’t she just been in a fight with the girls at the house?” Francine said. “Of course, she was agitated.”
“Stuart admitted he was wrong. He thought Sky was exaggerating the situation,” Chris said with a nod of his head. “So we turned our focus to the women at the house that Sky had returned to. Even though the private investigator turned up proof that Sky, or at least her phone, made it home that night. The authorities didn’t get the warrant until after I was called back to Washington.”
“Why did it take so long to get a search warrant?” Red asked. “GPS proved Sky made it home. She’d been fighting with her housemates. Duh?”
“The evidence that the PI got was most likely not legally obtained,” Bruce said. “Like Chris just said, it proves her phone made it to the house. Not Sky. Gene Tobin, who drove her home, could have killed her and left the phone there, knowing that its GPS would make people think she was there.”
“If no one could get a search warrant, how was Sky’s body finally found?” Red asked.
“Fire in the garage,” Francine said. “The fire department arrived to put out the fire. When they were cleaning up the mess, they knocked over a big plastic bin and the lid popped off. A skeleton fell out.”
“I thought they found Sky’s body behind a sheet of drywall in an upstairs closet,” Helen said.
“She was after the skeleton in the garage gave investigators all they needed to get a search warrant for the house and outbuildings,” Francine said.
“What caused the fire?” Chris asked with an arched eyebrow.
“Arson,” Francine said with the curl of her lips. “They never caught the arsonist.”
“Interesting,” Chris said. “I remember having a conversation with the private investigator on the day I left. He was very upset about my not being able to get a search warrant. Who was in the plastic bin?” 
“The old man who owned the house. Turned out, Darcy’s grandfather had been dead since Darcy popped in for a visit after graduating from high school. She pretended he was still alive so that she could collect his social security and pension, plus access his bank accounts. She and her three friends had been living on his money while telling everyone he was living on a cruise ship in the Caribbean.” 
“The PI was right,” Chris said with a gasp.
“The same morning that the Virginia police got the arrest warrant and boarded a plane to fly in to get them, the four suspects rented a boat to go out into the ocean,” Ray said. “Later that day, the Coast Guard got a distress call. They could hear machine gun blasts and women screaming in the background. By the time they tracked it down, the boat was shot up and the four women were gone. They found blood but didn’t have the housemates’ DNA to match it. Since then, tips and even some pictures of one or more of them will be sent to the police or cold case blogs claiming that pirates had abducted them and sold them into prostitution.”
“Don’t you find that timing a little suspicious?” Doris asked.
“More than a little,” Elliott said.
“We can take solace in one aspect of this case,” Doris said. “It does not look like the drug cartels or the Russian mob is behind this. Alec Moore’s death has nothing to do with you.”
“Yes, it does,” Chris said. “I started working on this case and never finished it.”
“You were pulled off,” Helen said. “Nothing that happened is your fault.”
“Why do I feel like it is?” 





CHAPTER
NINE

When he retired from the FBI, Chris considered dumping the folders in which he had kept his notes and copies of reports. Over the years, the collection had grown to fill a file cabinet. He was glad he opted to move the cabinet along with his other belongings to Harpers Ferry. Untouched, it rested in a far corner of his bedroom suite.
The chore of getting undressed was hard enough. By the time he managed to change into a pair of loose-fitting lounging pants, he was tempted to forget about searching his notes for the Sky Belmont case until after a rest-filled night of sleep.
That’s not possible, he told himself. If he didn’t locate his notes and refresh his memory of what he had learned during his brief investigation, then he would be up all night.
After a torturous search with only one hand to thumb through the folders in the three-drawer cabinet, he located the folder. It was all there—copies of the local police reports and his notebook in which he jotted his own thoughts and observations during his investigation. When he returned to the other side of the suite, he found the bed filled with two dogs and a rabbit.
He could hear Helen in the shower. He pointed to the foot of the bed in a silent command. Sterling moved. Thor followed. Chompers burrowed into Chris’s pillow.
Two out of three wasn’t bad. 
He nudged the Jack Russell over and stretched out on his side of the bed—that being the closest to the top of the stairs leading to the second floor below.
Refusing to go easily, Chompers buried his snout under Chris’s right side. He pushed with his little hind legs to plow up the length of Chris’s body from his hip to his injured shoulder. When he reached the headboard, the little dog collapsed with a grunt. He gazed up at Chris. His eyes grew wide. His mouth dropped open in an expression of surprise--as if astonished to see that he was still there.
“Are you through?” 
Chompers let out a breath filled with exasperation.
Sterling rolled his eyes as if to say, “Brothers.” 
The shower shut off.
Chris balanced the folder as best he could on his bent legs and opened it. The contents spilled in a waterfall across the bed. “Damn!” He twisted to gather up the loose sheets of paper and the notepad.
Chompers saw the stream of papers as a great game. He pounced. With one bound, he landed smack in the middle of the papers. His eyes wide, the pup spun around and snapped at Chris’s one good hand while he tried to collect as many of the reports and notes as he could without getting nipped.
Sensing trouble, Sterling rolled off the bed, collected Thor by the scruff of her neck, and trotted across the bedroom.
Chompers snatched the notebook into his mouth. Chris grasped it and tugged. “Give me that, you little demon in a fur coat.”
The Jack Russell growled.
The bathroom door opened. 
Clad in a flannel bathrobe, Helen emerged. She struck a seductive pose in the doorway. “Hey, big boy,” she said in a sensual tone. She pumped her eyebrows. One corner of her mouth turned upward in a sexy grin. 
Chris clung to one end of the notebook while Chompers held onto the other. He twisted to look at her from under his arm. “You have got to be kidding.”
Seeing the scene, she sighed. “Timing was never my forte.”
When he saw her approach the bed, Chompers released the notebook and scurried from the room.
“Well, that tells us who rules the roost.” Chris examined the notebook. While the pup’s needle-like teeth had pierced the corners, the writing inside was legible. Helen helped to collect and sort the papers and slid them back into the folder. She slipped off the bathrobe to reveal one of Chris’s old Shepherd College t-shirts underneath. Together, they slipped under the warm comforter. 
After laying the re-assembled folder on top of Chris’s legs, Helen wrapped her arms around him and kissed his shoulder. “Does that make it all better?” 
He considered. “It doesn’t make it worse.” He took the notebook from the folder and opened it.
With the little troublemaker gone, Sterling and Thor returned to take their positions across the foot of the bed.
Helen skimmed the official witness statements while Chris reviewed his notes. “How did you keep notes on cases when you were undercover?” 
“I didn’t.” He turned a page and skimmed the next one. “There’s no better way to blow your cover than to be caught taking notes. No one would ever find my body. I’d rent a locker at a bus station one or two towns over from where I’d be working undercover. My handler would have a key. Anything that I needed to pass, I’d leave it for him to pick up.” 
He pressed his finger to a line on the page of his notes. “Donald Brewster.”
“Donald Brewster?”
“The private investigator. I was trying to remember his name. He was from Richmond. Someone hired him to find Sky Belmont. He would never tell me who his client was, but I suspect it was Jonathan Penney.”
“The fire in the garage was arson,” Helen said. “Do you think this private investigator started it?”
Chris frowned. “It’s all coming back to me. The entire time I was on the case, he was in my hip pocket. I couldn’t shake him. I put up with him because he gave me a lot of information. He’d spent months working the case and was upset that we couldn’t get a warrant to search the filmmakers’ house. I didn’t blame him. The GPS—”
“Which he got illegally, most likely,” Helen pointed out.
“Even so, evidence showed that Sky had returned to the house. The housemates had the motive to get rid of her. Their refusal to cooperate with me was suspicious. At one point, when Brewster was ranting, I suggested we could get a search warrant for something else that could at least get us into the house. I got called back to Washington. A couple of days later, there was a fire.”
“And Gramps’ body was found.”
“I didn’t see that coming,” Chris said with a shake of his head. 
 “Do you think Brewster knew Sky wasn’t their first victim?”
“Brewster had talked to a lot of people. He brought up that there had been rumors flying that Darcy Willis did her grandfather in. But you know how it is during an investigation. People talk. Rumors fly—especially when there’s a crime involved. But our justice system does not arrest and convict people based on rumors. At least, it didn’t use to.”
“Brewster must have continued nosing around after you left.”
“He must have gotten impatient and went searching on his own. He found Gramps’ body and set that fire so that the authorities would find it—which opened the door to allow them to find Sky’s body in the upstairs closet.”
“Or.” Helen cocked her head. She arched an eyebrow at him.
“Or?”
“Brewster killed Sky and planted her body in the house to frame the filmmakers. When no one could get a search warrant to find the body he had placed there, he planted Gramps’ body, started the fire to make sure they found the body, and then sat back and waited for them to get the warrant and find Sky’s body.”
 “Why would he want to frame Sky’s housemates? Right now, the filmmakers who conveniently disappeared are at the top of my suspect list. Forensics found skin under her fingernails, but it’s too degraded.” He frowned. 
Helen pointed to one of the witness statements. “Stuart stated Sky had a scratch on her cheek from a fight she had with Tamara Ward. It was the same fight that caused her to run to Stuart to ask if she could stay with him. The skin found under her fingernails could have come from an earlier altercation.”
Christ tapped a page in the notebook. “Then there is Gene Tobin. Sky’s obsessed fan. I was just about to contact him when Washington pulled me from the case.” He flipped through the pages and cursed himself. There should have been more notes. 
“If Don Brewster had been working on the case from the beginning, he must have a ton of information to refresh your memory.” Helen picked up her phone, went to the internet browser, and tapped in the private investigator’s name.
While she searched, Chris found a name. “There was a production manager. He seemed to be in the middle of everything. He worked part-time as a dispatcher for an armored car service. I interviewed him on the second day I was there.” He chuckled. 
“Gene Tobin?” Helen asked.
“No, Mason Kemp. Gene Tobin was the fan. The last one to see Sky Belmont alive. He lived in the same student complex Stuart lived in. He grabbed the opportunity to offer to drive her home after Stuart rejected her. Multiple students saw her climb into his car. He claims they talked in the car for several minutes. She climbed out and he drove home. The housemates claim they were in bed and she never returned home. We need to talk to him.”
“Don Brewster is also dead.”
Chris turned his head to find Helen holding up the phone for him to see the obituary. “Seriously?”
She tapped the phone. “Killed four years ago in a car accident.”
“He was so dedicated.” He cringed. “Nice guy. Are they sure it was accidental?”
“Snowy weather. He’d hit a patch of black ice and spun out of control. His vehicle overturned and went down a hill into a stream.”
“That means he can’t be the dead man at Dulles or the hacker who changed my emergency contact.” Chris sighed. “One suspect down.”
“The rest of the earth’s population to go.”



Sound asleep, Chris had forgotten about his shoulder when the phone buzzed on the nightstand next to his bed. He discovered his arm tied to his chest when he attempted to reach for it. The pain shot through his shoulder. He let out an anguished cry. 
Helen woke up next to him. “What’s going on?”
Cursing, Chris attempted to point at the phone. That was when Helen dove over his body to snatch it from the bedstand.
“Hello!” Helen said into the phone.
“Helen?” Ripley replied. “Where’s Chris?”
“Here,” Chris answered through clenched teeth. “Helen’s trying to kill me.”
“I’m sure you deserve it,” Ripley said.
“Suck it up. Maybe next time you’ll think twice before trying to ride a peanut.” Helen put the phone on speaker.
“I just got a call from Collins,” Ripley said. “They found his car—or rather—Alec Moore’s car. It was parked in an employee lot at Dulles International Airport.”
“That makes sense,” Chris said. “The victim was tossed out of an airplane. I imagine a passenger tossing a dead body from a plane would attract attention from the flight crew.”
“Has the car been towed into the crime lab?” Helen asked. “If they can lift fingerprints, they might get an ID on the victim and his shooter.”
“Or maybe whoever was driving the car,” Ripley said. “Our forensics people found that there had been a lot of blood spatter in that home office at Victoria Valentine’s house. Unfortunately, the place was cleaned so well, they can’t get any usable DNA.”
“Told you,” Chris said. “Victoria knows more than she’s saying.”
“Gil is alibiing her. They were visiting his family in Connecticut. Alec had told Victoria that he was away on assignment. She didn’t want to spend the weekend alone, so she asked to go with Gil. He has people to back up their alibi.”
“Remember his mother was furious when Victoria left on Saturday after,” Helen said.
“That weekend fits nicely with the kill window,” Chris said. “Victoria was with Gil’s family the day before, during, and after the murder. Was anything found in the car?”
“A cell phone.”
He sighed. “Don’t tell me. It was a burner phone.”
“Nope,” Ripley said. “It’s one of the new models available. Registered and everything.”
“Are you kidding me?” Helen asked. “Who to?”
“Julie Forth. Collins did a background check. She lives in Washington, DC. She works for a company selling security systems to retail companies. Now here’s the interesting thing he found out about her.”
“This case is only now getting interesting?” Helen asked.
“More interesting,” Ripley said. “Last week, Julie Forth filed a missing person report with the DC police for her downstairs neighbor. His name was Ben Strait. It seems they had gotten pretty close since he bought the condo unit directly below hers. She told the police that they had a date for that Saturday night after Thanksgiving and he didn’t show.”
“He could have stood her up,” Chris said.
“He travels a lot and was supposed to get in Friday night, Saturday morning,” Ripley said. “Not only did he not show up for their date, but he never returned to his condo. According to the investigators on his missing person’s case, his financial accounts have not been touched.”
“The weekend after Thanksgiving,” Helen said. “That’s the same weekend that Alec Moore disappeared.”
“Same kill window,” Chris agreed.
“There’s been no activity on Ben Strait’s phone since the early morning hours of Saturday morning when he arrived back in DC. The signal pinged off of the cell tower at Dulles.”
“Which is where our murder victim’s body was dumped,” Chris said. “What does Ben Strait do?”
“He owns a consulting firm specializing in federal funds to county and local governments,” Ripley said. “By the way, Julie Forth’s ex-husband is Wayne Cox. He’s an advisor to a senator from California. They met when she pitched support for her proposed laws to protect hedgehogs to the senator.”
“Hedgehogs?” Helen and Chris asked in unison.
“The animal?” Chris asked. “Protect them from what?”
“I’m not sure,” Ripley said. “Whatever it is, they have Julie Forth in their corner. Wayne Cox lives in Sacramento, California since divorcing Julie. From what Collins uncovered, he claimed Julie cheated on him with the guy living downstairs.”



CHAPTER
TEN

Julie Forth lived in a top-floor condo in the heart of Georgetown. In former lives, the building had been a warehouse before being broken up into various artists’ studios. Its latest transformation was into trendy, spacious condominiums. 
“Is that where the missing boyfriend lives?” Chris stopped at the third-floor landing as they climbed the red-brick stairwell, which included windows from the ground floor to the roof to provide a postcard view of the Potomac River and Jefferson Memorial. Sterling paused to peer at a pigeon resting on a tree branch at eye level.
“The investigator in charge of the Strait missing person’s case will meet us after we talk to Julie,” Ripley said. “I’ve asked for a sample of his DNA for us to compare to our body.”
“We should compare Alec Moore’s DNA to Ben Strait’s,” Helen said. “If Alec Moore was living two lives, and one of his women found out, that could be a motive for murder.”
“Looks like the security business is doing well,” Chris said. 
“From what Iain has dug up, Julie Forth is a trust fund baby,” Ripley said. “They value this condo at one point two million dollars.”
“Two women. Both well-to-do,” Chris said. “Would we be jumping to conclusions in thinking our murder victim was a con man targeting wealthy women?”
“But where does Sky Belmont fit into this?” Helen asked while Ripley knocked on one of the double doors to Julie Forth’s unit. “She was far from rich. She didn’t even own a vehicle.”
“She was an up-and-coming star with a wealthy older patron,” Chris said. “Maybe our con man was a newbie ten years ago. Everyone has to start somewhere. She was too smart to fall for his charm. He took it personally and killed her.” 
The door flew open. A young woman with short auburn hair and dark-framed eyeglasses stood before them. She wore blue slacks and a blouse with a fitted matching jacket. In one hand, she held a small creature with a pointy nose and spiny hair.
Sterling’s eyes grew wide. Chris clasped the handle on his vest to hold him back. “Stay.” 
The sight was enough to cause Ripley, who was holding up her badge to identify herself, to jump back. 
Chris laid his hand on her arm. “Hedgehog.”
“Hedge-what?”
“Hedgehog.” He jerked his chin in the animal’s direction. “Small nocturnal pet. Emma has been dying to get one.”
“FBI?” Julie asked while stroking the creature like a villain stroking a cat in a movie. “Are you here about Ben? I thought the DC police were looking for him.” Her face contorted. “What happened that they had to bring in the FBI?”
“The DC police brought us in when we found a connection between a case we’re working on and Ben’s disappearance.” Chris held out his hand to Julie. “I’m Marc Corbett.” He introduced Ripley, who was eying the spiny critter as if she was trying to decide if she should shoot the apparent rodent or not.
Between strokes of the little creature, Julie gestured for them to enter the airy, spacious apartment. As they stepped into the space, they saw she had decorated it with pictures and prints of spiny animals. At first, Chris and Helen thought that Julie and Doris, a great animal lover, would get along famously until they realized that all the pictures were of one species—the hedgehog. Pictures and figurines of the animal were everywhere. 
“Does this have to do with Ben’s business—financial consulting?” 
“Chris,” Helen hissed to him to draw him away from where Ripley was explaining the reason for their visit. He wanted to observe Julie’s reaction when Ripley mentioned Alec Moore’s name.
Helen pointed to a picture of a man reading a magazine with a hedgehog resting in the crook of his arm. The corner of his lips curled upward. His green eyes twinkled behind a pair of dark-framed eyeglasses. His thick dark hair was shorn short. 
“Victoria’s husband had blue eyes,” Chris said. “Too bad the birds got our victim’s eyeballs. Hair is different. Darker and thicker. But that’s easy to fake. I learned quite a few tricks while working undercover about how to change your appearance. With just a few changes in clothes, hairstyles, colored contact lenses, and even how you carry yourself, you can become a different person. But there are some things you can’t change.”
“Like your bone structure,” Helen said with a slim grin. “Look at this guy’s face. The jawline. The cheekbones. They’re the same man.”
“Have you ever heard of a man named Alec Moore?” Ripley asked Julie.
Chris and Helen turned to see Julie’s mouth drop open before shaking her head. 
Ripley pressed on with, “Did Ben ever mention anyone by that name?”
Julie’s head continued to shake. Her voice was soft when she said, “No. Do you think he did something to Ben?”
“That’s something else we’re trying to figure out,” Ripley said. “The body of a John Doe was found at Dulles International Airport the other day. We located a car that we believe belongs to the victim. Inside, we found a cell phone registered for you.”
“My phone?” Julie wiped her nose with a tissue. “My phone was stolen over a week ago while I was Christmas shopping. I was checking out at a department store. I know it was in the pocket of my purse. When I got home, it was gone.” She reached to pick up a cell phone from an end table. “I’ve already replaced it.”
“Did you report it as stolen?” Chris asked.
“No. Like the police are going to waste their time investigating a stolen phone. I deleted it and got a new one.”
“We’re trying to piece together a timeline,” Chris explained. “Did you have your phone when you were with Ben last?” 
Julie narrowed her eyes in thought. “Yes, but I still had it after that. I had it the night that we were supposed to meet for dinner, the Saturday after Thanksgiving.” Her eyes grew wide. “What does my phone have to do with some dead dude found at Dulles?” 
“The man found at Dulles had been murdered,” Ripley said gently. “We’re trying to figure out if your friend Ben Strait was him, or maybe the victim’s killer.”
Julie covered her mouth with her hand. “Murdered?”
Ripley nodded her head.
“Ben would kill no one. He was the kindest, most gentle man ever. This Alec guy must have killed him. Poor Ben.” Julie broke down into hysterical sobs. 
While waiting in silence for her to calm down, Chris slipped away to take in her apartment. He guessed it was the same square footage as the farmhouse—all three floors combined. As Chris glanced around the living room area, Sterling lay prone—his unblinking gaze on the hedgehog that Julie hugged to her chest for comfort.
Chris’s eyes swept from the living room to Julie’s laptop, which rested on the breakfast bar. He drew in closer. He narrowed his gray eyes to peer more closely. Julie had the laptop open to a blueprint of a retail building. The layout comprised many floors with locations of various security features.
Must be working on an estimate for a new security system, Chris thought as he moved in to examine the building layout. He noticed a small lit light on the top of the lid—the web camera. 
It was on. 
Why is the camera on? Is Julie clandestinely recording their visit? Whatever the reason, Chris didn’t like it. He closed the lid—cutting off the camera.
Julie composed herself to ask, “How was this man killed?”
“We’re not able to say,” Ripley answered. “Do you own a gun?” 
Julie sat up tall in her seat. “Never! I don’t like or believe in guns. I would never have one in my home.” Her eyes landed on the guns that all three wore on their hips. A look of displeasure crossed her face. She held the hedgehog closer as if to protect it from the dangerous investigators.
The phone in the case on Chris’s belt vibrated to signal an incoming text. He extracted it to read the message.
Don’t you like being watched?
With a start, Chris turned to look back at the laptop, which he had just closed. They were being watched by someone … and that someone had his phone number.
Chris thumbed a reply. No.
A reply quickly followed. Don’t leave without picking up the package I left for you in my closet downstairs.
“I feel like such a fool! I should have listened to my assistant,” Julie said. “He suspected something was going on.”
Ripley asked, “Did your assistant suspect Ben was involved in something nefarious?” 
“He never even met him,” Julie said with a nod of her head. “I’d talk about Ben and how close we were getting. He found it suspicious that Ben was traveling so much. I was like, ‘Duh! He’s a financial consultant with local governments all over the country.’ But my assistant thought there was something up with the timing of Ben’s trips.” She lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know exactly what he thought was fishy, but— Damn! Wait until he finds out he was right. He’ll never let me live this down.”
While Ripley and Helen continued to question and comfort Julie, Chris moved about the loft, casually searching for any clue to the identity of the missing man and mysterious watcher. Was Ben Strait a victim or a killer? If he was a suspect on the run, he wasn’t very good at it, since he was texting the investigator on the case.
Finally, Ripley ended the interview. The local detective on Ben’s missing person case was waiting to show them his apartment. Chris tore Sterling’s attention from the creature in Julie’s arms, and they left the apartment. 
They found a short man in an ill-fitting suit waiting by the door leading into Ben Strait’s apartment. “About time you got here. Must say, I’m surprised that the feds would be interested in this guy.” He chuckled while unlocking the door. “But, hey, I’m not arguing. If you ask me, the guy who lived here was a ghost.”
The detective threw open the door and held it for Ripley, Helen, and Chris, with Sterling by his side, to enter. Inside, they found the spacious unit to be identical to Julie Forth’s apartment. In contrast, Ben had furnished his home with expensive new furnishings. There was a leather sofa, a loveseat, and a small dining room set. The bedroom contained a king-sized bed and dresser with only one nightstand. Helen opened the walk-in closet. It was not even halfway filled with clothes. “He certainly wasn’t a clotheshorse.”
“No pictures, no personal items,” Ripley noted.
“No books. No mail.” Chris opened the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. It was empty. “No toiletries. Not even vitamins.”
“Like I said. The guy was a ghost,” the detective said. “We found a toothbrush in the bathroom, but no razor. I’ve requested that our forensics people send it to you. I’m sure your folks can get the profile faster than ours.”
“This is a crash pad.” Chris continued searching the place. He wanted the discovery of the package left for him to look spontaneous. 
“Crash pad?” the detective asked.
“A place to crash between trips,” Chris said. “In my early days with the bureau, I was traveling all the time. I rented a bedroom in a house with four other guys who were in the same boat. All I needed was a place to sleep, shower, and eat. Most likely, he keeps his razor in his toiletry bag in his go-to bag.” He gestured at the leather furniture. “But why invest in a three thousand dollar sofa when you aren’t going to be around half of the time to sit on it?”
The detective’s brow furrowed as he noted the expensive, barely used furniture. “What are you saying?”
Chris tried to appear casual as he moved toward the closet next to the front door. “Whoever lives here has pockets deep enough to invest in a million-dollar condo and furniture for a place that he was barely living at. A good question to ask is why? Is he a fool, or is this setup part of a bigger plan?” He yanked open the door. The closet was almost bare, except for a large manuscript box wrapped in brown paper resting on the shelf above the rod and hangers, which sported only three coats.
“What’s that?” the detective asked with his hands on his hips. His brows furrowed while he watched Chris take the box from the shelf. “We searched this entire unit.” He pointed a stubby forefinger at the box in Chris’s hands. “That box was not there the other day.” 
“Well, it is now.” 
“What is it?” the detective asked them.
Chris read the name written across the top of the box in thick black block letters in marker. “Chris Matheson.”
“I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s mine.”



Chris waited until he and Sterling were in the backseat of Ripley’s SUV before he removed the brown paper and pulled the lid off to reveal a sequined, red, white, and blue face mask – the type worn to costume parties. Sprinklers with bright red, white, and blue glitter jutted out from the sides of the face on the mask.
“Another mask?” Ripley took the mask from him to examine it for a note, but she found none.
“There was a mask at Victoria’s house, too,” Helen said. “It was in the secret drawer along with the calendar.”
Under the mask, Chris found a three-ring binder. He extracted it and read the title, typed in plain text across the front:
THE HEIST
By
Melody Glass
“It’s the screenplay for the movie,” Chris said. 
“This movie is playing a big role in this case,” Helen said. 



CHAPTER
ELEVEN
Helen glanced over her left shoulder to check the rush hour traffic racing away from the city and slipped Chris’s truck into traffic to take them to Leesburg. From there, she expected traffic to decrease—along with her blood pressure. She was looking forward to relaxing with her friends at that evening’s book club meeting and going over the latest developments in the case.
While Helen wrestled with her frayed nerves, Chris read through the movie script they had found in Ben Strait’s condo. Up ahead, a traffic light turned red. She eased the truck to a stop. 
The red check engine light caught her attention. “When are you going to get that check engine light checked?”
“Soon.” Chris dropped his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes. 
She felt for him. The pain in his shoulder had been making sleep difficult. She noted the tag on the window. “Inspection is due this month.”
“I’ve been busy.”
“The closer we get to Christmas, the less time you’re going to have.” 
The traffic light turned green. 
She pressed on the accelerator and raced through the intersection. She flashed a smile at him. “Make time. I’d hate to have one of my officers give you a ticket for the New Year.”
“Now, would you do that to your husband?” With a sigh of exhaustion, he dug his phone, which had buzzed, from his pocket to read an incoming text. 
Sterling stuck his head over the back of the seat as if to read the message as well. Maybe it was a text from his best friend, Thor.
Chris set the phone in his lap and scratched Sterling under the chin. “Bruce downloaded the adoption forms for us to fill out. He’ll give them to us tonight.” He rubbed his shoulder. “I am so through with this sling.”
“If you take it off too soon, then you’re going to do more damage to your shoulder. Do you want me to take your truck in for an oil change and inspection?” 
“I’ll take care of it.” He shot a sideways glance in her direction. The corner of his mouth curled upward. “What are you taking tonight?”
“Taking what? Where?”
“Snack. Book club. Tonight’s your turn to provide the food.”
Helen’s eyes grew wide. She shot a look back at him. He grinned at her. “You’re lying! It can’t be my turn! Didn’t I just take in a platter of buffalo wings last month?”
“That was my turn. I took the buffalo wings. Tonight is your turn.” He checked the time on his cell phone. “You have eighty-five minutes to come up with something edible.”
Helen growled. “Hold on!” Spotting a shopping plaza, she spun the steering wheel to merge into the right lane so hard that Sterling and Chris fell against the doors in their respective seats. 



Meeting after the library had closed, the Geezers took over a conference table in the center of the adult section. It didn’t matter that they had met the day before. This was their regularly scheduled meeting, and each squad member was eager to hear about what Chris and Helen had uncovered at Julie Forth’s home. Did Julie hold any clues to the identity of the man whose body they had found at the airport? Was Alec Moore and Ben Strait the same man living a double life? Was there any connection between the murder victim and Sky Belmont besides that they had both been shot with the same gun?
Helen had lucked out. A customer who had ordered a huge deli tray for a Christmas party with her in-laws had gotten into a fight with her husband and canceled the order one hour before she was to pick it up. The tray was huge enough to serve twenty to twenty-five people and cost quite a bit. Chris and Helen had decided the price was worth it when considering the harassment they’d endure for arriving empty-handed. Any leftovers would not go to waste. Squad members would take them home to their families.
Bruce skimmed through several pages of the script while Chris assembled a club sandwich and a heaping spoonful of potato salad on a plate for Sterling, who watched him with unblinking eyes. The dog dove in as soon as Chris set the plate on the floor next to his chair.
“The Heist. I wonder.” A slim grin crossed Bruce’s face before he took a sip from his glass of red wine. He passed the script to Doris. 
“I think Bruce knows something.” Doris set her glass of white wine aside and opened the binder.
“This is where being a retired attorney general from Virginia comes in handy. I’ve seen quite a few spectacular crimes during my career.”
“Spill it, Bruce,” Jacqui said before tasting a sauce that Red mixed from the variety of condiments. She rolled her eyes and patted him on his muscular forearms. “Delicious! This sauce is outstanding.”
“No one knows how to make a sandwich better than me.” Red patted his broad girth.
Helen handed a plate to Jacqui. “Dig in. We have plenty.”
“Sorry,” Jacqui declined with a wave of her hand. “I am absolutely stuffed. Red and I just came from the Tea Room in Leesburg.”
Everyone’s eyebrows rose high on their foreheads. 
“Tea?” Helen’s eyes flicked to her down-to-earth father. That was when she noticed he looked dapper in a pressed shirt and khaki slacks. Even his shoes were leather slip-on instead of his usual well-broken-in work boots.
“You wouldn’t believe how much food you get served at high tea.” Jacqui took a glass of white wine and sat next to Red, who had constructed a huge sandwich.
“High tea?” Helen took a seat next to Chris. “Dad went to tea,” she whispered to him.
“So I heard,” he replied around a bite of his sandwich. “His sauce is to die for.”
“High tea.” Helen grasped his arm. Her fingertips dug into his forearm. She hissed. “Dad was never into tea.”
Chris looked up from his sandwich to peer at Red. The burly man took a hungry bite of his sandwich and let out a groan of pleasure. Chris tilted his head toward Helen. Out of the corner of his mouth, he asked, “You don’t think Jacqui enticed your father into eating those delicate little cucumber sandwiches, do you?”
“Isn’t that a staple of high tea?”
Frowning, Chris shook his head.
Worry filled Helen’s face. “What?”
Chris gestured at her to move in closer. “You know how it is. Helen,” he said in a low voice. “We’ve all seen it. One day a man is totally happy drinking beer while playing with his trains. Then, he meets a sophisticated younger woman. She winks at him. Gives him a come hither look. He follows her to the tea room and introduces him to Earl Grey. They imbibe in a couple dozen of those little cucumber sandwiches. Next thing you know, your father is infusing scented oils in his train room while blasting chamber music.”
Helen fell back. She watched the corners of Chris’s mouth curl upward. He pumped his eyebrows.
“You’re a cruel man, Christopher Matheson.”
“But you love me, anyway, Helen Clarke-Matheson.” He took a bite of his sandwich.
“Don’t keep us in suspense any longer,” Elliott said in a voice loud enough to drown out the speculation. “Spill it, Bruce. What do you see that we don’t?”
Aware of everyone’s attention on him, Bruce held up his goblet to the light and swirled the red wine before taking a leisurely whiff of the aroma. “It was over ten years ago. Ray would have to go online to look it up to get the exact time. Matevosian Jewelers. Four-point-two million dollars in jewels were stolen.”
Doris let out an audible gasp. “Four-point-two million?” She covered her open mouth with her hand.
Everyone’s eyes around the table bulged.
Bruce was pleased to have been the source of their shock. He chuckled and took a sip of his wine. After enjoying the taste, he said, “No suspects. Jewels were never recovered.”
Ray had brought up the details on his laptop. “Happened during the night the Thursday before Valentine’s Day.”
“Valentine’s Day heist,” Chris noted. “Victoria Valentine.”
Ray read from the screen on his laptop. “Matevosian Jewelers, a high-end jewelry designer in Windsor Farms, an upper-class area of Richmond—”
“Who caters to the most elite clientele,” Bruce interjected.
“They had just received a shipment of precious stones and jewels that clients had ordered for Valentine’s Day gifts,” Ray read. “A family-owned company, in business for three generations, Matevosian had a vault in the basement of their store where they locked up their inventory every night. They also had motion-activated security cameras connected to an online security system. The owner found they had broken into the vault during the night. The thieves had disabled the cameras, bypassed the online security systems, and opened the safe using the pin code.” He shook his head. “I’m impressed.” 
“Precision operation,” Chris said. “One of the targets in this screenplay is a family-owned upscale jewelry store with a vault, security cameras, and an online security system. This movie is about a group of students who support themselves by becoming professional thieves.”
“They got hooked on the rush with each caper,” Jacqui said while skimming a page of the screenplay. 
“So they didn’t stop after stealing over four million dollars in jewelry?” Red asked.
“If we are to believe the script is true, they pulled off increasingly larger jobs,” Chris said. 
“How many heists were there in the screenplay?” Elliott asked.
“One a year, starting with their freshman year, which was completed on the fly. As Jacqui said, they got hooked on the rush. The money helped support them. They took what they learned from their mistakes. Studied and planned. They became very good at what they did. The climax of the movie is their last big job, which they almost got caught at. The money they made from that heist set each gang member up for starting their law-abiding lives after graduating from college.”
“How many were in this gang?” Francine asked as she took the script from Jacqui.
“Four women,” Chris said. “Sky Belmont played Patty Dae, the wild card who started the entire gang by pulling the first heist to pay off a loan shark. She broke into a bank vault via the ventilation system. Victoria Valentine was the mastermind.”
There was another gasp around the table.
“Victoria Valentine is an event planner,” Helen said.
Chris chuckled. “Now, do you believe me that there is a connection between Sky’s murder and these women?”
“Who was Julie Forth?” Doris asked.
“Security,” Chris said.
“The Julie Forth we met today works for a security company that sells and installs systems for retail companies,” Helen said, “like jewelry stores.”
“In the screenplay, Julie would figure out how to bypass or disable the security system.”
“And the wildcard?” Jacqui asked.
“Muscle,” Chris said. “In the screenplay, Patty Dae was fearless—even reckless. She was the one who started it all. When the chips were down, she encouraged them to do just one more job.”
“Who is the fourth?” Elliott asked.
“Eve Hollows,” Chris said. “The technical guru. She lurked on the internet and social media to gather information about their targets. If they needed covers to case potential targets, she’d get them. With the Matevosian job, she had smuggled a listening device into the jeweler’s store in the vault’s area. The bug picked up the tones when they put in the combination on the keypad. Eve retrieved the code by deciphering the tones. She also set up shadow accounts and laundered the money they made from their heists.”
“Which leads to my next question,” Elliott said. “Didn’t anyone notice these four college students suddenly having a bunch of money?”
Chris laughed. “Based on what I saw in the script, they didn’t show anyone the money.”
“We’re not talking about smash-and-grab robberies,” Jacqui said. “Criminals who pull off million-dollar heists like these have a completely different psyche. They’re methodical and extremely patient.”
“They’d spend a year planning a heist,” Chris said. “A full year.”
“Some of the most successful criminals who have pulled off the biggest heists lived very average lives,” Jacqui said. “They lived in middle-class neighborhoods and worked jobs—showing up every day. They had families. They weren’t hoodlums. They looked like you and me.”
“Then why do it?” Francine asked. “If I stole five million dollars’ worth of jewels, I’d be wearing them and driving a Tesla.”
“And we would ask where you got that money to buy that Tesla,” Bruce said, “which would lead to you landing in jail.”
“If you aren’t going to enjoy the spoils of the crime, why risk doing the time?”
“The thrill of it all,” Jacqui said. “The rush of casing your target, planning the operation, committing it, and getting away with it. I’ve heard career criminals say they were scared to death taking that first step that they knew they couldn’t turn back from and loved every second.”
Chris nodded his head in agreement. “According to the screenplay, they would plan the perfect time for when to strike. The Matevosian job was a peak time for the jeweler to have a lot of orders shortly before Valentine’s Day. They selected the night after he had received a big shipment, but before customers picked up their orders.”
“They had to have a fence to unload the stuff,” Elliott said. “The person had to be someone they trusted not to lead the police back to them.”
“They had an inside guy, who was their connection to the underground.” Chris’s hand shot up. “Mason Kemp! He was the production manager for the movie. I did question him about Sky’s disappearance. He was at the house when Sky and her housemates got into a fight, and she walked out. His day job was working as a dispatcher for an armored car company.”
“That’s another connection between the movie and Sky’s murder,” Helen said. 
“What about the holiday masks?” Doris asked. “Victoria Valentine. Julie Forth. Patty Dae. Eve Hollows. This Alec Moore and Ben Strait have left holiday masks for Christopher. What’s with that?”
“Our bandits plan their heists around holidays,” Ray said while studying the screen on his laptop. “There was a break-in at a bank in Charlottesville sixteen years ago during Labor Day weekend. It was a three-day weekend. The bank manager walked in on Tuesday and found that they had broken into the vault through the ceiling.”
“That was their first heist,” Chris said. “Patty Dae had borrowed money from a loan shark to go hang gliding in Switzerland with a boyfriend. She didn’t think the shark was serious when he told her that things would get ugly if she fell behind on her payments. When she found out how ugly the loan shark could get, she broke into a bank.”
Bruce rubbed his chin. “Maybe they got rid of Sky because she pieced the events in the screenplay to the real heists.”
“If these four women were so smart, why make a movie about their life of crime?” Francine asked.
“Because they had to brag about it,” Jacqui said. “Admit it, if you got away with stealing tens of millions of dollars, wouldn’t you be bursting to tell about it?”
“If that’s the case, then that would mean that the four housemates were the gang pulling the holiday heists,” Chris said. “They disappeared in the Caribbean during spring break. I was in Charlottesville investigating Sky’s disappearance the week before—during mid-terms.” He turned to Ray. “Was there a heist nine years ago around Easter?” 
Ray’s fingers flew across the keyboard on his laptop. 
“That would be very bold to pull off a huge heist with a federal agent poking around,” Doris said.
“If they were addicted to the rush of pulling off million-dollar heists, imagine the thrill of pulling one off while a fed was lurking around,” Chris said.
“The Federal Reserve bank in Richmond was broken into the Wednesday before Easter. They got away with close to ten million dollars in cash. The cash had been counted out and bundled to stock up the ATMs in and throughout Richmond,” Ray said. “They hit the day before federal, state, and local government employees were getting paid—before most people travel for Easter weekend or spring break.”
“When many people go to the ATM to get cash for traveling,” Elliott said. 
“I remember that heist,” Bruce said. “They hijacked a helicopter from an airfield and landed on the bank’s roof. They called in a bomb threat to the airfield where the state police helicopters were stationed. They couldn’t get in the air to chase them until ATF cleared the bomb threat. The burglars got in, grabbed the cash, and got away in less than twenty minutes.” He arched an eyebrow. “My sources told me they got away with a lot over ten million dollars. No one could get cash out of the ATMs that weekend.”
“Then, the next week, they all disappeared and are presumed dead.” Struck with a realization, Chris gasped. “That doesn’t work.” He held up the script. “The Federal Reserve job with the helicopter is in the movie. But they committed that heist after Sky’s murder and film production had been shut down.”
The members of the Geezer Squad groaned and exchanged long thought-filled looks. 
A slow grin crossed Red’s face. “You know … one thing that an engineer does is write out his plans—make a blueprint. Writing your plan down can help you visualize and even expect problems beforehand.”
Ray agreed. “Like nowadays, many engineers, architects, and even surgeons will test out a hypothesis on a computer before trying it out in the real world. It’s less risky to do a test run using a computer simulation than doing an organ transplant on a live person.”
“Are you suggesting that this movie script was a blueprint for the holiday bandits’ biggest thefts?” Chris lifted a shoulder. “If that’s the case, then maybe a lot of these heists were test runs.”
“We also need to consider that Sky was one of the bandits,” Jacqui said. “She was a poor student with no family. She was an actor. That means she knew how to play roles.”
“No,” Francine said with a shake of her head. “Jonathan Penney forced her on the producers when they accepted his financing.”
“I’d like to talk to Jonathan Penney about what communications he had with the production team before and after Sky’s disappearance,” Chris said. “I was planning to do that when I got pulled off the case.”
“I finally got a reply from his executive assistant,” Ray said. “Jonathan Penney is out of the country. He won’t be available for interviews. Sorry.”
 “Something in my gut says he’s kept his finger on the pulse of this case all these years,” Chris said. “The guy financed a movie for Sky Belmont. When she disappeared, he hired a private investigator to find her. I can’t see him letting it go after they found her body.” He took his phone from its case. “There’s another aspect to this case that we need to consider.”
“What?” Helen directed her gaze at the phone in his hand.
Chris brought up the text messages he had received while at Julie Forth’s apartment and slid the phone across the table to Ray while recounting to the squad about noticing that Julie’s webcam was on, closing the lid, and the texts he received afterward—informing him about the package containing the screenplay and mask.
“If Ben Strait texted you, then he can’t be the murder victim whose body they found at the airport,” Helen said.
“Ben’s facial features resemble Alec Moore,” Chris said. “I think they’re the same guy.”
“If Victoria’s husband and Julie’s lover aren’t dead, then who’s the dead guy?” Red asked.
“Good question,” Jacqui said. 
“Most likely the dead guy is someone who figured out Alec aka Ben was up to no good,” Elliott said. “That makes the friend who texted you a killer.”
Ray was examining the text messages. “How did this guy get your phone number? Whoever it is, he’s got resources and state-of-the-art technology. I can’t trace this message.”
“Whoever he is, we know one thing for certain about him,” Jacqui said. “Sky Belmont was important to him. Nine years after Sky’s body was found, he’s still on the case.”
“My first thought is Donald Brewster, the private investigator who was working the case when I arrived in Charlottesville,” Chris said. “But he’s dead.”
“Murdered?” Red asked.
“Car accident,” Helen said.
Red sighed. “Good. This case is hot enough as it is.”
“If someone important to you got killed, and your private investigator died, wouldn’t you hire another one?” Bruce asked. 
“Jonathan Penney would have the money and means to plant these clues for you,” Elliott said.
“This mysterious texter got your cell phone number, Christopher,” Doris said. “He could also hack into your personnel files. There’s no telling what he’s been able to find out about you.”
“If Sky’s housemates were bandits pulling off elaborate thefts, then murder is not that big a jump,” Jacqui said. “Sky’s body was found hidden inside their house.”
“Victoria Valentine and Julie Forth seem to be two members of the holiday gang.” Francine whirled the binder around for them to read the cast of characters at the front of the screenplay.
Chris nodded his head in agreement. “Both Victoria’s husband and Julie’s boyfriend have the same jaw and cheekbones.”
Elliott asked Ray, “Can you do a deep dive into Victoria Valentine and Julie Forth? What were they doing ten years ago?”
“Already done.” Ray held up a finger. “Neither of them seemed to exist until eight years ago.”
Red said, “They had to exist before that. They’re in their early thirties.”
“I’m sure they existed, just not under their current names and identities,” Ray said. “Social media accounts, addresses—Julie Forth bought her home eight years ago. Victoria Valentine’s business and website launched eight years ago.”
“What about their social security numbers?” Bruce asked.
“Those numbers are real and attached to their names,” Ray said. “But if you have the right connections and enough money, they can connect phony identities to legit social security numbers.”
Chris looked up at the ceiling. “I wonder where Mason Kemp is now? If he was the gang’s inside man, then he most likely gave them a heads-up when law enforcement found Gramps’s and Sky’s bodies. Eve Hollows went onto the dark web and created new IDs. They didn’t have a lot of time to disappear after the police found Sky’s body. They used names they already had—the ones in the movie script. Most likely, they had already laundered much of their stolen money and set them up in accounts offshore. All they had to do was step into their new lives.”
Francine and Ray exchanged glances. “I’ll get to work in tracking down Mason Kemp,” Ray said. “If he’s been fencing their stolen goods, then he’ll have to have some connections to organized crime.”
“Christopher, who’s your text buddy?” Doris asked. “How does he figure into all this?”
“I think Chris’s text buddy connected these two women to Sky Belmont’s murder,” Jacqui said. “He planted these clues to draw him back onto the case. His motive is to get justice for Sky Belmont. That means she was important to him. Chris, who fits that profile from your original investigation?”
“Sky grew up in the foster child system,” Chris said slowly. “She had no family, but when I interviewed her boyfriend Stuart, he indicated she had a foster brother and sister to whom she was close.”
“Did you talk to either of them?” Elliott asked.
Chris shook his head. “According to Brewster, the sister was the natural daughter of Sky’s last foster family. She became a missionary and was serving in a third-world country someplace. He wasn’t even certain about her name.”
“What about the foster brother?” Francine asked.
“He was even less of a lead,” Chris said. “Brewster told me he also grew up in the system. He was older than Sky and took her under his wing. He joined the military after graduating from high school and died in an ambush in Afghanistan.”
“I guess that leaves Sky’s obsessed fan,” Helen told Chris. 
“Gene Tobin.” Ray’s fingers flew across the keyboard on his laptop while Chris explained, “I never questioned him. He attended every performance that Sky appeared in. He drove her home after she had left Stuart Leonard’s apartment. The last person to see her alive was him. He claims they talked for a while in the car before she got out and walked around the corner of the house to go inside. He drove off. If he’s telling the truth, he may have seen something and not realized it.”
 “Or he may have taken her home, made a pass at her, she rejected him, and he killed her,” Elliott said.
“And then took her into the house, upstairs, and hid her in her closet behind a sheet of drywall?” Doris asked with an arched eyebrow.
“Unfortunately, we can’t talk to Gene Tobin,” Ray said. “He’s missing.”
“You’re kidding me,” Chris said.
Ray shook his head. “He became a person of interest after Sky’s body was found because of the whole he was an obsessed fan and the last one to see her alive deal. The local police questioned him a few times. The problem was that his roommate saw him come back to the apartment less than an hour after driving Sky home.”
Red nodded his head in agreement. “It takes more than an hour to hide a body behind a sheet of drywall.” In response to multiple questioning expressions, he added, “Or so I’m told.”
“Six months after Sky’s body was found, Gene left the campus where he was working as a teacher’s assistant,” Ray said. “He said he was going home, but no one ever saw him again.”
“Sky’s killer got him!” Francine said. “He knew too much!”
“That’s what his friends and family claim,” Ray said. “Investigators say he ran off because he killed Sky, and they were closing in.”
“But they weren’t closing in,” Chris said. “This case didn’t move an inch in nine years until the murder weapon used on Sky was used to kill someone else.” 
“Gene Tobin could be the dead body lying on a slab at the morgue,” Helen said. 
Ray scrolled through the information he had on his screen. “Gene’s DNA is not in the system because he disappeared before law enforcement collected a sample.”
“Ray, where are you getting your information?” Chris asked.
“The Commonwealth of Virginia police case file,” Ray said.
Chris’s eyes narrowed. “You’re hacking again, aren’t you, Ray?”
“Does that mean you want me to delete the transcripts and videos from Gene’s interrogations that I just downloaded?” Ray said.
“Ray, send the forensics report from Sky’s autopsy to me,” Jacqui said. 
“Will do.” Ray pressed a button on his laptop.
Chris glanced around the table at the Geezer Squad. His gaze landed on Doris and Elliott. His mother had her hand on Elliott’s forearm. She smiled up at him. He responded with a pat on her hand. Chris was glad to see that his mother had someone like Elliott in her life. His heart ached when he thought of his father. Their marriage was the model for what he strived to have with Helen.
“Well, it looks like this cold case of Sky Belmont’s murder has heated up nicely,” Jacqui said. “We have quite a few leads to pursue.”
“Do you need any help?” Red asked her. “I know I’m a newbie, but I learn fast.”
No one missed the smile that crossed Jacqui’s lips. “Sure. Would you like to meet for coffee tomorrow?”
“I never turn down an offer for coffee and a bear claw.”
“I invited you to meet for coffee, not a bear claw. Do you know how much added sugar there is in a bear claw?” Jacqui asked. 
Red’s eyes narrowed. “No, but I suspect you know.”
“I only point it out because I care, Red.” Jacqui gazed up at him through her long eyelashes. “Do you want me to stop?”
Red giggled.
Helen’s eyes grew wide. “My father is giggling,” she whispered to Chris. 
“I see,” Chris whispered. “It’s quite disconcerting.”
“He’s actually giggling.” Helen tightened her grip on his thigh when Red picked up Jacqui’s bookbag to carry out for her. Her lips pursed together. “I didn’t know he knew how to giggle.” 
“Hey, Ray, do you want to watch Gene’s interrogation with me?” Francine asked. 
“You can come over to our place and watch it on our big screen,” Doris offered. “I’ll provide the popcorn.”
“I’ll bring the entertainment,” Ray said.
Helen turned in her seat to call after Red, who was escorting Jacqui out the door. “Dad, Chris is still having trouble with his shoulder. Can you help him do the barn chores in the morning?”
Chris regarded her with narrowed eyes. “I feel so used right now.”
“Shush.” She squeezed his thigh tighter, which caused him to grimace.
“I’ll do it,” Elliott said while winking at Red. “Enjoy your bear claw, Red.”



CHAPTER
TWELVE

“Have you talked to the girls about this?” Bruce handed a brown folder containing a thick stack of adoption applications to Helen.
The rest of the Geezers had left after the meeting broke up. Helen and Chris lingered for the retired lawyer to pass on the forms to start the adoption process. 
Chris chuckled. “We were thinking of announcing it on Christmas day as a surprise.”
Bruce’s brows furrowed in disagreement.
“Why the look?” Helen closed the folder after taking in the stack of papers and slipped it into her valise. The volume of forms to be completed was intimidating.
“I’d discuss it with the girls before you do anything,” Bruce said. 
“They love Helen,” Chris said. “Why would they not want her to be their mother?”
Bruce held up his hands in a gesture of resignation. “I know that they love Helen. But we can’t forget that their momma died less than two years ago. They may see Helen adopting them as an attempt to replace her—a sign of disrespect.”
Helen objected. “That’s not our intention at all.”
“As a judge and a lawyer, I’ve seen lots of cases in the courtroom where parents were shocked upon discovering what was really going through their children’s minds.”
It shocked Chris to see Helen waver. “We should allow them to be involved in such a crucial decision,” she said. “We’ll call a family meeting and ask them what they think. If they all agree, we’ll move forward.”
“It will not be an issue. But if you think we should talk to them first …” His voice trailing off, Chis shrugged his shoulders.
“What if they don’t want Helen to become their mother?” Bruce asked.
Sterling pawed at her leg. She looked down at him. His expression said that she was welcome to adopt him.
“I know my girls,” Chris said. “I can tell you right now how the family meeting will go. We’ll tell the girls that Helen wants to adopt them. Emma will say that she thought Helen had already adopted them when she married me. At that point, Nikki will tell Helen that we’re a package deal and it’s too late to back out now. When she married one of us, she married the entire family.”
Helen sighed at Chris’s confidence in how well he knew his daughters. “And Katelyn? How will she react to the news that I want to become her mother?”
 “She’ll ask how long this family meeting is going to take. She’s got more important stuff to do.”



“Is this family meeting going to take long?” Katelyn plopped down onto the loveseat next to Sierra. She folded her arms in a show of being inconvenienced.
Nikki and Emma stared at the green glop that covered Katelyn’s and Sierra’s faces. 
“What are you wearing?” Nikki’s face screwed up at the peculiar sight.
“Avocado, honey, and olive oil,” Katelyn said. “It feeds the pores and smooths your skin for a healthy glow.”
“Doesn’t look pretty to me,” Nikki said.
“Like what you think matters,” Katelyn said. “You can’t even find your phone.”
Her eyes wide in fear, Nikki shushed her and gazed up at the living room doorway where Chris overheard the announcement while crossing the threshold. He stopped in the middle of opening a bottle of beer. “You lost your cell phone?”
“It’s not exactly lost,” Nikki said. “I’m sure it knows where it is.”
Chris narrowed his eyes.
Watching the scene from her seat in the recliner with Mocha and Sadie on either side, Doris giggled.
Chris turned his head to look at his mother. “She’s been spending too much time with you.”
“I’ve narrowed down the location to someplace here in the house,” Nikki said. “Did you know Peanut has a twin brother?”
“You’re changing the subject.” Chris took a seat on the loveseat beside Emma, who snuggled next to him with a giggle. 
“Yes, I am.” Nikki grinned at her grandmother, who beamed with pride at her protégé. “Walnut is also available for sale.”
“Walnut?”
“They call him Wally. His motor doesn’t run as high as Peanut’s. He has trouble at the starting gate. He freaks out and throws the jockey. His trainer says Wally would be a great jumper.” She flashed him a broad grin. “Want to go try him out?”
Chris rubbed his injured shoulder. “Don’t you think I should recover from Peanut first?”
“How long do we need to sit here to listen to a debate about Squirt’s latest attempt to get rid of Dad in a scheme of death by horse?” Katelyn asked. “We need to wash our faces in twelve minutes.”
“Or what?” Red asked with a wicked grin. 
Katelyn looked questioningly at Sierra, who lifted her shoulders in a shrug.
“Their faces attract flies.” Deciding to resume her debate with her father later, Nikki turned her attention to Chompers, who had dropped his red ball in her lap to toss for him.
Emma joined in the laughter. “You look silly,” she told the two teenagers.
Katelyn rolled her eyes. “You’re a child.”
“Yes, she is.” Helen wrapped her arms around Emma and squeezed. The girl’s infectious laughter prompted the adults in the room to join in.
“Okay, what is this about?” Katelyn asked. “I’ve got important stuff to do.”
“I’m sure it will only be a few minutes,” Sierra said while checking a text message on her phone. “Chris, Dylan is asking if your shoulder is getting better or if I’m still shoveling horse manure every morning?”
“Who shoveled it this morning?” Nikki asked while pointing a thumb at herself. 
“I think I’m up to taking care of my horses by myself,” Chris said. 
“He’s back to shoveling horse manure like a big boy,” Sierra said as she texted. “Dylan’s so considerate.”
Doris rolled her eyes at Elliott, who stoked the fire in the fireplace. Sterling was curled up in his dog bed in the corner with Thor nestled beside him.
Helen took the lead. “Your father and I were talking, and we wanted your input on something we’ve been discussing.”
“You’re not moving, are you?” Doris asked with a note of panic in her tone.
“No, Mom.” Chris grinned. “Are you saying that you’d miss us?”
“Every morning when the horses’ stalls needed to be cleaned out.”
“But in a trade-off, we’d be free to take air baths any time we wanted,” Elliott told Doris while pumping his eyebrows. 
“That is true,” Doris said with a naughty grin. “There’s nothing like a good air bath in the springtime.”
“What’s an air bath?” Emma asked.
“We need to get a move on before Katelyn’s and Sierra’s faces attract ants,” Chris said before anyone could answer. “Helen, the floor is yours.” 
“I decided I want Santa to bring me my own handcuffs for Christmas,” Emma said, “but I already emailed my Christmas list to him. Would he think badly of me if I send him a revised list?”
Red’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Why do you want handcuffs?” 
“Because Dad’s keep slipping off my wrists before I can pick them,” Emma said.
Red’s bushy eyebrows knitted in between his eyes as he shot nervous glances at Helen and Chris.
“We had another handcuff picking Olympics this afternoon, and Emma’s wrists were so small that she couldn’t keep them on long enough to break out of,” Nikki said with a giggle. 
“Guess who won the gold with a record-breaking time of one minute and eighteen seconds?” Katelyn announced.
Sierra’s hand shot up. She jabbed a thumb at herself. She and Katelyn waved their hands and wiggled their fingers to celebrate the victory.
“Nonni, that breaks your record of one minute and twenty seconds,” Nikki said.
“No fair,” Emma said with a pout. 
“But you don’t need to pick the locks if the handcuffs won’t stay on,” Helen said.
“But I want to pick them.”
“Why are you girls playing with handcuffs?” Red asked. “This all sounds a bit kinky if you ask me.”
“It’s because our Wi-Fi is iffy,” Chris said. 
“It was out for seventy minutes today,” Katelyn said.
“When it goes out, it’s to teach them life skills like how to defend themselves if they get into trouble, or let them give me a facial.” He gestured at the green goop on Katelyn’s and Sierra’s faces.
“You should see them break out of duct tape,” Elliott said.
“No one has broken my record in that, have they?” Doris sat up in her seat and shot a mocking glare at each of her granddaughters.
The four girls shook their heads. “You’re still champ there, Nonni, but give me time,” Sierra said with a playful challenge in her tone. “I just need to build up my arm muscles.” 
“We’ll see.” Doris arched an eyebrow at the young challenger as she stroked Mocha’s head.
“We’re going to lose them in a few minutes,” Chris directed Helen’s attention to where the avocado was sliding from Sierra’s jaw.
“The reason we called this meeting is—” Helen gave maternal grins to each of Chris’s daughters. “I’d like to legally adopt you.”
Doris let out an “ahh” of pleasure. She became misty-eyed at the announcement. 
The girls exchanged bewildered expressions. After a long moment of silence, Helen asked, “What do you think?”
Emma’s face pinched with puzzlement. “I thought you already adopted us.”
“Yeah,” Nikki said. “Didn’t Dad tell you we were a package deal? When you married him, you married all of us.”
Chris covered his mouth with his hand to suppress the chuckle working its way up from his chest.
“Is that what you called us downstairs for a family meeting to discuss?” Katelyn asked. “I mean, I thought we’ve hashed all of this out when you gave Helen the ring, Dad.”
“Times up,” Sierra said after checking her phone.
Katelyn moved to the edge of her seat. “Are we done?”
“Yes,” Helen said with a heavy sigh.
As Sierra and Katelyn rushed upstairs, Helen shot a glare at Chris, who tried his best not to laugh out loud. A tiny hand tugged on her sleeve. She looked down to see Emma gazing up at her with wide eyes filled with love. “Now can you tell me what an air bath is? And why can’t Nonni and Elliott take them as long as we’re living here?”



CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

Once again, the phone buzzing on the nightstand awoke Chris. When he tried to sit up, he found a small body draped across his chest, lying on top of his injured arm. The phone continued to cry out to him as he rolled Emma over to Helen’s side of the bed.
The caller was Ripley.
“Don’t you have a new partner?” Chris said by way of greeting.
“He’s still in New York packing up the last of his household effects,” Ripley said. “Besides, I thought you’d want to know that someone broke into Victoria’s house last night.”
“Victoria Valentine?”
“Her bookkeeper Gil called me. Someone wearing a ski mask used her security code to bypass the system while they were at the theater. She has season tickets and didn’t want to go alone. Their home offices were torn apart—hers and her husband’s.”
“Were they looking for something in particular, or just wanting to steal stuff?” Chris asked.
“Who was looking for something?” Helen sat up and finger-combed her hair out of her eyes. 
Emma grabbed Helen’s pillow and wrapped her arms around it. Thor moved up to make a bed on Chris’s pillow.
Ripley replied to Chris’s question. “Victoria claims it’s the Chinese mafia looking for the goods her secret agent hubby had on them.”
“Or maybe it was evidence of the bandits’ involvement in Sky’s murder.” Chris threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. “Do you want Helen and me to meet you there?”
“Local law enforcement is already on the scene,” Ripley said. “Call me after you finish doing your Old McDonald’s routine. Maybe I’ll have enough caffeine in me by then. We’ll go see if we can shake some truth out of Ms. Valentine.”
After disconnecting the call, Chris let out a deep breath and took note that Thor was sleeping where his head had been minutes before. He looked across the bed at Helen. The moonlight through the skylight caught on her dark bed-tossed hair. She looked down at Emma, who was sound asleep between them. “What do you want to do now, Mommy?”
Helen took in a deep breath. Her brow furrowed. “I smell chocolate.”



They found Red cleaning up the kitchen. Chompers scurried in circles around his enormous feet, hoping to pick up droppings of whatever delicacy the cook allowed to fall to the floor. The pleasant scent of chocolate wafted throughout the kitchen.
Sterling scratched at the mudroom door to go outside and start his day.
“Dad, what are you doing?” Helen asked with a hint of accusation in her tone.
“I woke up a bit ago and suddenly got in the mood to make my chocolate salami.” Red opened the refrigerator to show them a long tube of chocolate encased in plastic wrap. “It needs to be refrigerated for several hours before it gets solid enough to slice and serve. Remember when I used to make it for you and your little friends when they’d come over to play?”
Helen rolled her eyes at the reference to her “little friends.”
Chris chuckled as he opened the canister to prepare a carafe of coffee. “I remember when you’d make it for her big friends on movie night.”
“Better than popcorn. Do you think Jacqui will like it?” Red asked. “I know I’m a newbie at this detective stuff. I probably embarrass you with some of my suggestions.”
“No, you don’t, Dad.” Helen wrapped her arms around him and gazed up into his eyes. “You could never embarrass me.”
Chris reached up to pat Red on the shoulder. “You’re a smart, observant man, Red. All you have to do is pay attention. As far as bringing something to the table—you can never go wrong with your chocolate salami.”
“Or your world-famous apple pie,” Helen said while looking over her shoulder at where Sterling scratched urgently at the door to be allowed out. She went into the mudroom to open the door. A gust of wind entered as Sterling, barking up a storm, burst outside.
Chris let out a low gasp at the mention of Red’s apple pie. “Oh, wow! Are we talking about the apple pie that you won a blue ribbon for at the county fair five years running?”
Red grinned. “I haven’t made that pie in years—since we moved to Florida.” He shrugged his huge shoulders. “They just don’t have the right apples down there. I’m going to have to make one here for Christmas.”
Chris felt drool forming in his mouth at the memory of Red’s apple pie. “Your award-winning apple pie will gain you lifetime membership in the Geezer Squad even if you have nothing to offer in the case.”
“I’ll stop at the store to pick up a bushel of apples on the way to meet Jacqui for coffee,” Red said while wiping down the counters. 



“There’s an awful lot of coffee drinking if you ask me,” Helen hissed at Chris on their way down the stairs after dressing to go out to tend to the horses.
Chris and Helen dressed in two layers of clothes to keep them warm in the early morning hours. By the time they returned to the kitchen, the coffee was brewed, and Red had gone back to bed.
“Are you worried about your father’s caffeine intake?” He poured several cups into a thermos to take to the barn with him and went into the mudroom to put on his work boots and heavy winter coat. Helen insisted on gulping down a cup to warm up her insides before stepping into the blustery wind.
“I just don’t want Dad to get hurt,” she said between cautious sips of the hot coffee. “Mom only died four months ago.”
“It’s his first Christmas without Denise. He misses her. We all miss her. Jacqui misses her husband. I think it’s good that they’re helping each other through a rough time.”
“You know her husband was her married boss when they started dating,” Helen whispered to him.
“So?”
She stopped and regarded him with an arched eyebrow. “So? What type of woman—”
Chris’s hand shot up. “Hold it right there, Ms. Clarke-Matheson. I respect Jacqui. If you’re going to bring up past infidelities or sins that she may or may not have made twenty years ago, to cast judgment on her character, then be prepared for me to bring up some of your mistakes or crimes.” He arched an eyebrow and looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “If anyone knows your past sins to bring up, it’s me.” 
Frowning, Helen lowered her eyes. 
“Red needs a friend right now. If anyone knows what he’s going through, it’s Jacqui. So cut them both some slack.” 
“You’re right,” she mumbled. 
Hearing the German shepherd barking outside, he said, “Sounds like the cats are tormenting Sterling again. I better shut him up before he wakes up Mom and Katelyn.” He tapped her coffee mug. “Drink up. The horses are eager to start their day.”
He braced himself against the wind and stepped down the porch steps. Squinting against the icy wind, he saw Sterling jumping up and down in front of the barn door. His bark had an anxious tone. 
“What is it, Sterl?” Chris called to the dog while making his way across the icy barnyard to him. “Are the cats taunting you again?” He heard the door behind him slam shut when Helen stepped outside. 
“Damn it’s cold.”
“It will be warmer in the barn when you get out of the wind,” Chris told her over his shoulder as he approached Sterling, who trotted to meet him in the center of the barnyard. He patted the dog on the head and stepped around him to hurry to the door.
Sterling sidestepped to block Chris’s path.
The wind nipped at Chris’s face. “Move, Sterling.” 
The German shepherd whined when Chris eased him out of the way to hurry to the barn.
“Why do the horses have to eat so early, anyway?” Helen asked behind him.
“Habit,” Chris said over his shoulder. He saw she was gingerly making her way down the porch steps. “When did you get so slow?”
“My heart has to wake up to pump blood to the rest of my body.”
Chris turned back to the barn to find that Sterling was once again between him and the door. Positioning himself crossways in front of his master, the large dog pressed his furry bulk against Chris’s legs. 
“What is wrong with you this morning?” Chris reached over him to press down on the door handle with his left hand, since his dominant arm was still strapped across his chest. “Get out of my way, Sterling.” Chris shoved the door open as he called back to Helen. “Hurry, slowpoke. We haven’t got all day.”
With his attention directed over his shoulder at Helen, Chris was unprepared when Sterling jumped up on his hind legs and struck him in the chest and shoulder with a hundred pounds of furry bulk. Unprepared for the impact, Chris’s feet went out from under him. He landed on his back with the wind knocked out of him.
He heard a crash from several feet away—followed by Helen’s ear-piercing scream.



CHAPTER
FOURTEEN
The first thing Chris noticed was Sterling’s tongue flicking into his ears and up his nose when he regained his senses. 
Helen dropped her mug to the ground in her rush to his side. “Oh, dear Lord, Chris! Are you okay?” Aware of his shoulder, she tried to help him up by his left arm. 
Whining, Sterling alternated between licking his face and pawing at him.
“Other than my dog losing his mind, I think I’m okay.” He recalled hearing a crash from inside the barn. “What fell? Did a horse get loose?”
With a shake of her head, Helen stepped aside. Chris looked past her through the doorway that he was about to step through. The dust had yet to settle from the impact of the one-hundred-pound anvil that had plummeted from where it had hung above the door.
“If Sterling hadn’t knocked you down, you would have stepped through the doorway at the same time that the anvil came down. It would have landed on your head.” Helen hugged the dog, sticking his tongue in Chris’s ear. “Sterling didn’t lose his mind. He saved your life.”



Elliott held the end of a rope in one hand and a bungee cord in the other. The other end of the rope had been looped crossways around the anvil and hauled up via a pulley used to haul heavy equipment up and down from the hayloft.
The anvil rested where it had landed—inside the open doorway.
The anxious horses paced and stomped inside their stalls until Doris let them out into the pasture. Red cleaned the stalls while Doris put out the horses’ feed. Mocha and Sadie took positions at the opposing ends of the row. Mocha eyed one end of the barn while Sadie kept watch at the other. Chompers chased the cats, who took delight in taunting the pup.
Elliott surveyed the scene while Chris checked the security system. Sterling stuck close to his master. He pressed his furry body against his leg as if to make certain that he was indeed safe. Chris reassured the dog with constant pettings and pats on his shoulder.
“Pretty simple,” Elliott said. “They pulled the anvil up and positioned it right above the doorway. Then, they secured one end of the rope to a bungee cord. They attached the other end of the cord to the latch inside the door. When Chris unlatched it and threw open the door, he released the bungee cord which let the rope go. Gravity did the rest.”
“How did they get onto the farm and escape without tripping the security system?” Doris asked.
Inside the feed room, Chris frowned as he examined the feed from the security cameras that he had positioned around the farm. “They turned the system off for ninety-eight minutes between two and four this morning.”
Helen stepped through the door and over the anvil. “Ray is on his way. Francine is coming with him.”
Chris objected. “Ray doesn’t—”
“Someone bypassed your security system,” Elliott said. “Ray can figure out how it was done.” 
“Victoria Valentine’s security system isn’t exactly something to sneeze at,” Helen said. “Ripley says whoever broke in bypassed that. They bypass yours, too. We’re not dealing with bored kids looking for cheap thrills here.”
Chris gazed up at her.
“Are you okay?” She knew the answer before she asked the question. 
Chris wasn’t okay. Someone entered his domain and tried to kill him. They got close to his family. 
“No, this wasn’t just some bored kid looking for a thrill,” he said. “Whoever did this had enough skills to turn off my state-of-the-art security system and break into the barn. But their method was flawed. If this guy was a professional, he would have made damn sure that I would have stepped through that door and not someone else.”
“Maybe he wasn’t a pro,” Red said. 
Chris’s eyes narrowed. Helen felt her breath catch. Rarely had she seen such fury fill his face. She stepped up to where he sat at the old desk where the bank of security monitors was displayed and reached out to squeeze his good shoulder. She could read his thoughts.
It could very well have been she who stepped through that doorway when the hundred-pound anvil crashed to the floor. It could have been Doris or one of the girls.
If the perpetrator was an assassin taking a shot at Chris in a parking lot, far removed from his home and family—determined to take out Chris and only Chris—then that was one thing.
This was his home. They had risked the innocent lives of those he loved the most.
This assassin did not care about innocent lives. He or she only cared about collecting a bounty and didn’t care who else got taken out.
This assassin had crossed a line. 



Sierra and Katelyn had a platter of pancakes kept warm in the oven. Butter and maple syrup rested at both ends of the kitchen table. Emma and Nikki were finishing up their first plates of pancakes.
Katelyn noticed the tube of chocolate salami in the fridge when she reached in for the package of bacon. “When did Red make his chocolate salami?” 
“He made it in the middle of the night,” Sierra said. “He made it for Jacqui. He was going to meet her for breakfast.”
“Again? That’s three days in a row,” Katelyn said while filling juice glasses with orange juice.
Sierra lifted a shoulder. “They only meet for coffee.”
“Everyone seems to drink a lot of coffee lately.”
Sierra flashed her a naughty grin. “They went out for tea yesterday.”
Katelyn let out a squeal of delight.
At that moment, the grown-ups entered the mudroom. The four girls raced to question Chris and Helen about what had happened and to hug, kiss, and pet Sterling to within an inch of his life.
“How’s KitKat?” Dressed in her riding boots and clothes, Nikki asked about her pony. “I wanted to go out to help you guys, but Sierra said to wait until you said it was safe. Is KitKat okay? The bad guy didn’t hurt her, did he? If he touched her, I’m going to kick his butt.”
“KitKat is fine,” Chris assured her. “All the horses are fine.”
“What about the cats?” Emma covered her mouth with her hand. She seemed near tears at the thought that struck her. “What if the anvil had landed on Willow? She’d be a fluffy pancake.”
Realizing that no one asked about him, Chris said, “Everyone is fine—including me.”
“I need to see KitKat for myself.” Nikki raced outside. Concerned about the cats, Emma was close behind.
Sierra abandoned stirring the scrambled eggs. “I’ll bet Coco was scared to death when she saw that assassin lurking in the barn.” She grabbed an apple from the fruit basket. “I’ll give her an apple to soothe her nerves.”
Leaving the half-cooked food behind, all four girls grabbed their coats and gloves and raced to the barn to see the anvil and check on their horses and the cats.
Chris called after them, “I’m the one who almost got squashed.”
Doris placed an apple in his hand. “Here’s an apple to soothe your nerves.” 
Helen smiled softly at him and gave him a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek before taking Sierra’s place at the stove to finish the eggs. Doris gathered the dirty dishes the girls had left on the table and served fresh plates of food to the group, which increased with the arrival of Francine and Ray. 
Seemingly oblivious to the growing crowd, Thor nibbled leisurely on a carrot while gazing at the birds gathered around the feeders in the backyard. Sadie and Mocha stood guard over Doris. Sterling sat at attention next to Chris’s chair.
“The camera and the entire security system were down for over an hour and a half during the night, Ray,” Chris reported. “The cameras were off and none of the motion sensors went off. How was he able to do that?”
“I was thinking about this on my way here,” Ray said. “If it was me, I’d use a wi-fi blocker. Your security cameras will send the feed to your home server on your network. The signal can’t transmit if it’s blocked.”
“Are you saying I need to wire the system?” Chris groaned. “We’re talking about cameras located over a mile away.”
“You asked me how he could bypass your system and get onto your property and into the barn with no one noticing him.” Ray stabbed a link sausage with his fork. “There are half a dozen gizmos to bypass a security system—plus a dozen more that can be purchased on the dark web.”
“Which means he’d have to know that our security cameras are on a wireless system,” Helen said. “This anonymous source who’s been communicating with you could get your cell phone number. If he can find out that, then he could probably learn about our security system, too.”
Doris sat back in her seat and took a sip of her coffee. After an unnerving wake-up call and caring for the horses, she could finally catch her breath. “We need to find out the root of anonymous’ fixation on Christopher.”
“Let’s not lose track of the fact that Sterling foiled this attempted hit.” Elliott pointed to where Sterling rested his head on the tabletop. Chris stroked the dog before bending over to kiss the top of his head.
“If you want my opinion,” Francine said between licks of her syrup-laden fork, “I’m thinking that this attempt on Chris’s life has nothing to do with the price on his head. Think about it. Chris’s anonymous text buddy has been laying clues around about Sky Belmont’s murder.” She shook her fork at them. “This has everything to do with Sky Belmont. Maybe this guy wants to kill Chris for not solving Sky’s murder. Like, he blames him for denying her justice.”
“How does your text buddy even know about you?” Helen asked Chris. “You were only on the case for three days. That tells me he has to be someone who you met during that tiny window that you were in Charlottesville interviewing witnesses and suspects.”
“That leaves a small pool of suspects. I didn’t have the opportunity to interview any of the housemates.”
“But you talked to the local investigators,” Ray said.
“Yes, but the only one who stands out is Donald Brewster, the private investigator,” Chris said as Helen picked up his empty plate along with hers to carry to the sink. “He dove deep into the case. I asked him if he knew Sky Belmont because I could see that he took this case personally.” 
“Maybe she reminded him of his daughter.” Helen rubbed his shoulders when she returned to the table. 
Chris chuckled. “More like a girlfriend.”
Helen laughed as she took her seat next to his. “Oh, Brewster was one of those types of PIs.” She stopped laughing when she saw a quizzical look on his face. “You know, like one of those dirty old men who likes young girls.”
“Donald Brewster wasn’t a dirty old man,” Chris said. “He was maybe thirty years old.”
Helen slowly shook her head. “Are you sure? The Donald Brewster I found—a private investigator from Richmond—was sixty-seven years old when he died. That means he would have been in his late fifties when you met him.”
“Could there be two private investigators from Richmond named Donald Brewster?” Chris asked.
Ray snatched his laptop from its case hanging from the arm of his wheelchair. Francine and Red moved in to peer over his shoulder as he opened up websites.
“There aren’t,” Francine said as Ray turned his laptop around to show them a picture of the private investigator from his obituary. “Is this the same Donald Brewster you met?”
Chris pulled the laptop in to study the image of a middle-aged man with a double chin and gray hair. He bore no resemblance to the young man with blond hair and blue eyes he had met in Charlottesville almost a decade earlier. “Not even close.” With a shake of his head, he pushed the laptop back across the table to Ray. 
“Could you be confused about where he was from?” Elliott asked.
“I think he set fire to the garage so that the police would find Darcy’s grandfather, which allowed them to get the search warrant to find Sky’s body. He kept on with the investigation after Washington pulled me off the case and hunted Sky’s housemates to track down her killer.”
“But why come after you?” Doris asked. “You had no choice when the FBI pulled you out. He had to know you didn’t abandon the case.”
 “Because he’s crazy,” Elliott says. “He became obsessed with Sky Belmont.”
“Like Dana Andrews did with Gene Tierney in Laura,” Francine said. “Oh, I loved that movie.”
“I always wanted to grow up to be Gene Tierney,” Doris said. 
“But Dana Andrews didn’t lose his mind and try to kill Chris,” Elliott said.
“Didn’t Sky have an ex-boyfriend who you interviewed?” Red asked Chris.
“Yes. He blamed himself for what happened.”
“Stuart Leonard,” Francine said. “I found him. He’s a professor in theater at George Mason University.”
“Theater, eh?” Red said. “That means he can play different people—assume various identities—like an FBI agent.”
“And he’s local,” Ray said with a grin. “I say we drop in on him.”
“Who’s saying he hasn’t already dropped in here?” Doris asked.
“My money is on the private eye,” Helen said. “If he was a young guy like Chris says, then he was already playing games nine years ago.”
“What’s up with taking on the identity of a private eye to investigate a friend’s disappearance?” Elliott asked. “Why not be open about wanting to find her killer because he loved her?”
“Maybe he thought more people would take him seriously and answer his questions if they thought he was a trained licensed detective,” Francine said.
“Or maybe he was the one who made Sky Belmont disappear,” Helen suggested. “He shadowed Chris so that he would know how close law enforcement was getting.”
“If that was his motive, he’d drop the case as soon as they pulled me out,” Chris said. “The last thing he’d do was start an arson fire to uncover Darcy’s grandfather’s body, which led to the discovery of Sky’s murder.”
“We’re dealing with several unknowns.” Helen ticked off on her fingers. “The body dumped at Dulles Airport—murdered with the same weapon used to kill Sky Belmont. He could be Alec Moore or Ben Strait. My money is on neither being his real name.” She held up a second finger. “Who killed Sky Belmont? Her housemates had millions and millions of motives.” She ticked off the third finger. “Who lured Chris back onto the case? Can’t be Sky and Alec Moore’s killer. What type of murderer lures a federal agent in to investigate a murder that he or she committed?”
“A psychopathic killer would,” Elliott said. “The Zodiac Killer left many clues to call the police to him.”
“They like to play cat and mouse just to prove how smart they are,” Doris said in agreement. “He’s crazy.” 
“I didn’t pick up any crazy vibes from Brewster when I was working with him,” Chris said as he felt his phone buzz on his hip. He took the phone from his pocket to see that the sender’s ID was blocked. “Speak of the devil,” he said as he thumbed to read the message:
Isn’t it funny that Eve Hollows has not reported her husband missing?
“Eve Hollows was another member of the holiday gang,” Francine said. 
“And her husband is missing,” Doris said.
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Francine and Ray found Stuart Leonard living with his wife and two small children in a townhouse in Leesburg, Virginia. They noted that his home was thirty minutes from the Matheson farm.
The family of four was putting the finishing touches on a snowman when Ray pulled his van into a parking space in front of the home. In the years since he had given up on becoming a leading man in the movies, the former actor had put on weight, most noticeably around the midsection. He wore his long gray hair in a man-bun secured to the back of his head. His wife was short and round. Judging by her husband’s girth, she was an excellent cook.
Francine climbed out of the van to approach Stuart first. Mistaking her for a salesperson, the mother stepped forward and asked in an uninviting tone, “Can I help you?”
Decades of experience had taught Francine the art of getting around unwilling interviewees. “We’re from George Mason’s alumni association. We came to talk to Dr. Leonard about directing a documentary film about some of our more successful graduates from the liberal arts college.”
Francine saw Stuart’s eyes light up. His wife invited the visitors inside. Seeing that they didn’t have a wheelchair ramp, Francine suggested Stuart meet them at the local library, where they reserved a meeting room to talk without interruption. Stuart was there minutes after Ray and Francine set up at the conference table and brewed a pot of fresh coffee. 
After the round of introductions was made and names exchanged, Stuart gushed, “I am so honored about you inviting me to be part of your docu—” 
“We lied,” Francine said.
Stuart’s face fell. His cheeks flushed. Francine and Ray held up their hands in apologetic gestures. Stuart turned to leave.
“We wanted to talk to you about Sky Belmont,” Francine said hurriedly. “We didn’t know how forthcoming you had been with your family about your relationship with your murdered girlfriend.”
Stuart considered the explanation before nodding his head. He turned back to them. “Are you the police?”
“We’re helping the FBI,” Ray said. 
It surprised them to see Stuart scoff. “Oh, so the FBI has finally gotten off their butts to look into Sky’s murder, huh?” He wiggled his head. He almost resembled a bobble toy. “What happened? Someone lose a bet or something?”
Ray and Francine exchanged glances. Mentally, they flipped a coin. Francine moved on to engage the displeased witness. 
“There’s been another murder. The two cases seem to be connected. The other victim was a male. We were hoping you could tell us who he could be.”
Stuart lowered himself into a chair at the table. “My first thought is Gene Tobin. He was crazy about Sky. Many people thought he killed her. He was the last one to see her alive.”
“I sense a ‘but’ coming,” Francine said.
With a chuckle, Stuart folded his arms across his chest. “Gene never had it in him. It took all his nerve to speak to her. I was watching Sky from my apartment’s balcony when she left.” He lifted a shoulder. “I was worried about her because of how she was acting. She got to the corner, and I saw Gene stop her. They talked for a few minutes.”
“How did he seem?” Ray asked.
“Gene never struck me as creepy. He was a strange little guy. He wore thick eyeglasses and he blinked a lot. He just had an eye condition, that’s all. He wasn’t like a serial killer.”
“But a lot of people thought he had murdered her,” Ray said.
Stuart rubbed his chin. “I knew his roommate. I flat-out asked him if Gene did it.” He glanced around. “He swore Gene was home in less than an hour after he left with Sky, and they were up playing video games well into the night. They found her body hidden inside the house. He couldn’t have murdered her, hid her inside that house without the housemates noticing something was up, and been back at his apartment without a mark on him in less than an hour.” 
“Did the roommate say how Gene seemed after taking Sky home?” Francine asked. “Nervous? Agitated?”
“He said Gene seemed upbeat.” Stuart scoffed. “He actually thought he stood a chance with Sky maybe going out with him. Why would he think something like that if he’d killed her?”
“He could have been lying,” Ray said. “He may have said that to establish that she was still alive for the roommate.”
Stuart shook his head. “Gene Tobin didn’t kill Sky. He could have been working all these years to find out who did it to clear his name. Someone had to do it.” He cocked his head. “How was Sky killed? The police never said.”
“We can’t really talk about that,” Francine said. 
“Did Gene’s roommate say if he had any weapons of any type?” Ray asked.
Stuart shook his head. “I didn’t know Gene very well, but the guy was passive. He was the type of guy who would jump at his own shadow. I’m serious. It took every ounce of his nerve to talk to Sky that night. And then, for her to disappear and everyone to think he’d killed her…” He shook his head. “I felt for the guy. He probably never spoke to another woman again.”
“Tell us about the last time you saw Sky,” Francine said.
Stuart let out a hollow laugh. “You want me to replay my biggest regret?” He took in a deep breath. “If I had let her stay with me that night, she’d still be alive.”
“We all have regrets,” Ray said.
“Did any of your regrets lead to the death of someone you loved?”
“You’re not responsible for her murder,” Francine said. “The one responsible for her death is whoever killed her.”
Slowly, Stuart nodded his head. “I know that in my head, but it’s hard not to blame myself.”
“Maybe you’ll feel less responsible after we catch whoever did that to her,” Francine said. “You had told the police that Sky was acting strange when she showed up at your apartment. How did she seem strange, exactly?”
“She was agitated,” Stuart said. “Sky was not one to get excited. Even before shows—before an appearance where she was the lead actor—she never got nervous. If she got stage fright, she didn’t show it. But that night …” With a shake of his head, his voice trailed off. “She showed up at my apartment unannounced. She was like I’d never seen her before. I opened the door, and she didn’t even say hello. She pushed her way inside and ordered me to slam the door before they saw her.”
“They saw her?” Francine asked. “Who? Her housemates?”
“I knew it was a mistake her moving in with them,” Stuart said. “Sky and I broke up rather suddenly when she discovered I was selling drugs.” He looked around to see if anyone could hear them. “I wasn’t a drug dealer. I only sold small amounts to friends of mine who used it. I was broke, and I wanted to save up enough money to go to California. Check your sources. I was never arrested or even picked up.”
Francine shot him a grin. “Was it because you snitched on the bigger dealers?”
Stuart plunged ahead. “Back to Sky. Her housemates were the filmmakers for the indie movie she was making. They made no secret about wanting her out because Melody wrote the screenplay for Tamara to star in.” He chuckled. “Tamara had done some local work, but she didn’t have an ounce of Sky’s talent. Sky didn’t realize that they wanted her out until she was already living in that house.”
“What made her go running to you?” Ray asked.
“They’d gotten into a big row. I guess it got physical.”
“They assaulted her before she went to your apartment?” Francine asked.
Stuart nodded his head. “She had a big scratch down her cheek and across her jaw. There was a button missing from her blouse.”
“Did she say how the fight started?”
“They had shot some scenes in the house. They were using it for interior shots. After the shooting was over, Sky went to her room to change. She realized that the production manager had not turned off the audio. She could hear them talking. So she disconnected her mic and finished changing. When she came back downstairs and gave them her mic, they accused her of eavesdropping on them. I guess they had said some things they didn’t want her to hear.”
Francine sat forward. “What things?”
“I don’t know. Neither did she. She had disconnected her mic, but they didn’t believe her.” Stuart’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Sky said her roommates were trying to kill her. She’d gotten paranoid since moving into that house.”
“Considering that someone killed her after she left your apartment, I think it is fair to say that she wasn’t being melodramatic,” Francine said. 
“Touché.”
“What other men did Sky have in her life?” Francine asked. 
“Why do you ask?”
“Maybe the victim whose body they found at Dulles was investigating Sky’s murder and he got too close. Besides you, who else was close to her?”
Stuart’s brow furrowed in thought. “I know she was close to one of her foster brothers. From the way she talked about him, I’d have no doubt, but that Sky’s killer would have unleashed the wrath of hell—if he was still alive.” He sat up straight. “Was Sky wearing a bracelet when they found her body?” His question was abrupt.
Francine and Ray exchanged questioning glances. Ray answered, “I don’t know. I’m sure we can find out. Why do you ask?”
“Sky wore a Pandora bracelet.” Stuart gestured at his wrist. “Jaycee gave it to her shortly before he went overseas. It had two charms on it when he gave it to her. One was a brother’s charm with an angel’s wing and the other was a theater mask. While he was overseas, he bought charms for her from everywhere he went and shipped them back to her. I remember she had charms from Washington, the Empire State Building in New York, London, Paris, Germany, Israel, and Afghanistan.” He shook his head. “She never took it off, and I didn’t find it in any of her things.” He lifted a shoulder. “Maybe her murder was an attempted mugging gone wrong.”
“Or maybe her killer took it as a trophy,” Francine suggested. “We’ll find out if they found a bracelet with her body. If not, then its absence could point us to whoever killed her.” 
“I have Jaycee’s ashes in the back of my closet.” Stuart jabbed his thumb over his shoulder toward his home.
Ray asked, “How—”
“Sky Belmont was the closest thing to family Jaycee had. She was his emergency contact with the military. When he was killed, she received his ashes and death benefits.” He stopped to take in a breath. “When she disappeared, all of her stuff was still at that house. The housemates threatened to toss everything in the garbage. So I went and got her stuff. Most of it I gave away to people I knew she’d want to have it. Some to Goodwill. I didn’t know what to do with his ashes. It didn’t feel right to dump them.“
“You’ve been carrying them around all these years,” Francine said with a soft grin. “You’re such a nice guy.”
“Maybe one day I’ll see about having him buried in a veteran’s cemetery.” Stuart’s brow furrowed. “If he was alive, Jaycee would have been able to find Sky’s killer. From the way she talked, he was really smart. He used to do magic tricks. That’s how she got into acting. He taught her to be his assistant. He didn’t just do the ordinary kid stuff. He’d make up tricks on his own.”
“What about the family who took her and Jaycee in?” Francine asked. “One of them had to care about the two of them.”
“They lived in Norfolk,” Stuart said. “Their birth daughter became a missionary. She was living in Indonesia when Sky and I got together.”
“You can’t think of anyone who’s still alive who maybe tried to find her killer and got too close.”
“Me,” Stuart said. “I’d love nothing more than to find out who killed Sky and make them pay. Not just the murderer who took her from us, but the police who dropped the ball and didn’t search that house to find her after I reported her missing. The FBI sent an agent to do what? Make an appearance of looking for her. From what I heard, he never talked to any of those housemates. All he did was slip into town, take a quick look around, make a show of asking questions, and then took off.” His face screwed up. “Sky didn’t deserve to die and be forgotten like that.”
They could see that he was fighting his tears.
Stuart sniffed. “Yeah, if I had my way, I’d make every single last one of them pay for allowing Sky to rot in that closet the way they did.” 
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“Could it be Peanut’s revenge?” Ripley asked when Chris and Helen met her in the parking lot of the local police department in Chantilly, on the east side of Dulles Airport. “Maybe he seduced one of your mares to set a trap for you.”
“If anyone has grounds for revenge, it’s me against him.” Chris and Sterling slipped into the SUV’s back seat. Helen slid into the passenger seat across from her. 
After a snicker, Ripley said, “Well, we’re one step closer to breaking this case. We put a rush on the DNA samples for Alec Moore and Ben Strait. I got the results just a few minutes ago. You were right, Chris.”
“I’m always right. Alec Moore and Ben Strait are the same man.”
Ripley nodded her head. “Their DNA is a match for the dead body. Our victim is Victoria Valentine’s husband and Julie Forth’s lover. Now we need to uncover his real identity.”
“Then Ben Strait couldn’t have left the screenplay and mask in his closet.” Chris dug his cell phone from his pocket to re-read the text. “The message said ‘I left for you.’ If Ben has been dead for over two weeks, then he didn’t leave that screenplay or send this text.”
“He must be Ben’s killer,” Ripley said. “He got access to Ben’s apartment after Julie reported him missing. The DC police swear that box was not in the closet when they searched the unit.”
“I don’t like you getting texts from a killer,” Helen said.
“Do you think I enjoy being so connected to a murderer?” Chris asked. “We need to find Mason Kemp. He was the gang’s inside guy. If the script was factual, he also acted as their lookout during the heists. He’d have a lot to lose if our victim got too close.”
“That all makes sense except for him communicating with you about Sky’s murder?” Helen corrected herself. “Maybe Victoria realized her husband had a double life and killed him? Or Julie Forth discovered her boyfriend was married and did him in. Or they did it together. All three scenarios work for me.”
“Filling him full of holes from the same gun they used to kill Sky Belmont?” Chris shook his head. “Victoria was the mastermind of a very successful criminal enterprise. She wouldn’t be stupid enough to hang onto a gun that she’d used to murder someone. She’d get rid of it ASAP.”
“Do we have any evidence that Victoria and Julie have been in contact with each other since they faked their deaths nine years ago?” Helen asked.
“Right now, you’re working on speculation,” Ripley said as she merged her cruiser into traffic to head toward Victoria’s home. “We have no proof that these two women are part of any burglary gang pulling multi-million dollar heists a decade ago. I pulled up the pictures from the housemates’ driver’s licenses. Melody Glass had short dark hair and her nose was wider. None of them looked anything like Julie Forth. Maybe Kimberly Dixon, if she lost a lot of weight.”
“Several million dollars can buy you a body’s worth of cosmetic surgery,” Chris said. “Did you have Iain run a background check on the housemates?”
“Everyone investigating Sky Belmont’s murder ran a background check on the housemates. They were your average college girls.”
“No connections to the Russian mob or Mexican cartel?” Helen asked. “Maybe Victoria Valentine or Julie Forth recognized Chris from his undercover days and called some old contacts. They followed us home and set that trap for Chris.”
“The closest mob connection we have is Darcy Willis, who was studying business,” Ripley said. “She had an uncle who was an accountant who had a sticky finger friend who got some drug dealers mad at him. He disappeared.” She shot a glance in Helen’s direction. 
“Darcy played Eve Hollows,” Chris said.
“Eve Hollows hasn’t met Chris or his alias, Marc Corbett,” Ripley said.
“Yet,” Chris said. “The movie script provides details that only someone inside the gang would know. Sky Belmont acted in said movie. She must have realized that the screenwriter and actors in that movie were real felons, and they had to silence her.”
“That doesn’t prove that Victoria Valentine and Julie Forth are Sky’s former roommates and members of a criminal gang,” Ripley said. 
“They have the same names,” Helen said.
“So? I used to know a guy named Tom Cruise, but he was no actor. This Julie Forth is from upstate New York. Victoria Valentine is from Burbank, California.”
“They both became active on social media and settled in this area after Sky’s housemates disappeared after a huge heist and the discovery of Sky’s body,” Chris said.
“That doesn’t prove anything,” Ripley said.
“Proof is highly overrated.”



“Gil never should have called you.” Victoria Valentine shot a chastising glance in her bookkeeper’s direction after inviting Ripley, Helen, and Chris, who she still knew as Marc Corbett, inside.
“Was your home broken into?” Ripley asked.
“Well, nothing was broken,” Victoria replied with a shrug of her shoulders. “We came home from dinner and found Misha outside. He never goes out.”
They followed the wave of Victorina’s hand to her cat, who was sitting in the wing-backed chair like a monarch taking stock of his kingdom.
“As far as we know, nothing was taken.” Gil led them down a short hallway to Victoria’s office, where she had a desktop computer with two sizeable monitors. Every drawer had been pulled out, and the contents scattered around the room. “But they must have been looking for something.”
“Any idea of what the thief could have been looking for?” Ripley asked Victoria.
“Valuables. What else?”
“If they were looking for valuables, they would have taken the computer.” Helen swept her hand at the tower for the desktop. “Or your top-of-the-line monitors. Or your jewelry.”
As Helen spoke, Victoria moved around her standing desk to where her dual computer monitors rested. When she saw the front of the monitors, she let out a gasp and covered her mouth with both hands.
“What is it? A threat?” Chris hurried around the desk to look at the monitors to see what had startled her. He expected to find a threatening note, maybe a gruesome picture of her husband’s murdered body. Instead, he found a long, thin red ribbon dangling in front of the screen. Someone had taped the ribbon to the top of one monitor. It hung several inches to the middle of the screen. At the end hung a sparkling silver charm in the shape of an old-fashion typewriter with pink ruby stones marking the keys on the typewriter. 
“I take it you weren’t expecting that?” Chris asked. “Have you seen it before? Is it yours?”
Her hands covering her mouth, Victoria’s eyes widened. She remained motionless.
Gil stood by her side. He reached out to touch the charm, but Chris stopped him. 
“I doubt if we’ll find any prints, but if this is a threat, we should treat it as evidence.” Chris directed his attention back to Victoria and a slim diamond bracelet she wore on her wrist. “The other day, you were wearing a Pandora bracelet. Could this charm be from it?”
Slowly, she shook her head. “I have a silver dangling charm of a typewriter, but it has a single diamond in it.” She sniffed. “This is a cheap charm. I’ll bet those stones aren’t even real rubies.” 
“If this isn’t your charm, then your intruder must have left this for you.” Gil’s eyes flicked to her wrist. “Is your bracelet still here?”
Victoria’s eyes grew wide. Uttering another gasp, she ran from the room and up the stairs to the master suite. They followed her up the back stairs and around a corner to a master suite. Double doors marked the entrance. Victoria grasped both door levers and pushed through the doors into the spacious suite. She hurried to a sizeable armoire and yanked open a drawer. 
“It’s not here.” She darted into the changing room. An instant later, she returned. “It’s gone.” With a wave of her hand, she gestured at her jewelry. “Everything else is here. My diamonds, sapphires—everything except that bracelet.”
Chris went to the jewelry case and examined the collection of jewels. Victoria had an impressive array of diamonds, gold, sapphire, and other precious jewels. “My daughter has a Pandora bracelet. Some charms that go on it are quite pricey. You have a lot of pieces here that are more valuable. Why would someone break in to steal your Pandora bracelet and leave a charm that wasn’t on it?”
“To send a message,” Ripley said. 
Victoria’s hand went to her chest. “What kind of message?” 
“You tell us,” Chris replied. 
“What are you accusing me of?”
“Nothing. But think about it. He took that bracelet,” Chris said. “Why would he break in and take that bracelet? What value would it have except emotional? Where did you get it?”
Victoria chewed her bottom lip. “Alec gave it to me.” Her eyes lit up. “Maybe he hid something valuable in one charm and that’s why they broke in to steal it—to recover whatever government secret he had stashed in the charm.”
“Why leave a charm that you claim isn’t yours?” Helen asked.
“Isn’t that a detail for you to find out?” Victoria asked. “Do I have to figure out everything?” 
Chris saw Gil’s brow furrow. “Let’s try this another way. Did you know Sky Belmont?”
“No,” Victoria said in a sharp tone. She wet her lips and asked, “Who is Sky Belmont?” 
“Sky Belmont disappeared ten years ago. A year later, her body was found behind a sheet of drywall in a closet in a house off-campus in Charlottesville, Virginia. We believe your husband’s death and her murder are connected.”
“So it was Alec’s body you found at Dulles.” 
Victoria’s hand went to her chest again. She breathed in quick gasps. Gil wrapped an arm around her waist and held her. She rested her head on his shoulder and sobbed. He ushered her to a sofa. Together, they eased into the seat.
In silence, they watched her sob into Gil’s shoulder. As the seconds grew into minutes, Ripley, Helen, and Chris exchanged suspicious glances. They suspected Victoria was waiting for them to offer to leave.
They didn’t.
Eventually, she sat up, wiped her nose with a tissue, and said, “I don’t understand. I’ve never been to Charlottesville. My husband mentioned no one by that name. What’s her name again?”
Chris’s eyes narrowed. He folded his arms across his chest.
“Sky Belmont,” Helen responded.
“Was she a spy like my Alec? Maybe a double agent killed her, and he came after my Alec because he got too close to the truth.” Victoria gestured at the mess. “And my Alec hid the clue to the double agent’s identity in my bracelet. That’s why they broke in to steal it.” She looked at them. “What do you think it could be?”
Ripley and Helen looked at Chris. Even Sterling seemed to look to his human for an answer.
“I’m not sure,” Chris said.
A flash of relief crossed Victoria’s face.
“But I intend to find out.”
Her face fell.



CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN
“I’m not sure if I’m going to be any help with this autopsy report,” Red said while watching Jacqui scan a page in the folder. 
They had met for an early lunch at the gourmet coffee shop in town. With Christmas less than two weeks away, the cafe was busy with customers dropping in after or before shopping for presents.
The corner of Jacqui’s lips curled upward, which deepened the smile lines around her mouth. “I thought you were an engineer.” She tugged on an earring that she feared had slipped out of place. Not that it had. Jacqui was precise in her appearance. She looked stylish, even when casual. A blond lock never dared to slip out of place. 
“Railroad engineer.” His face filled with pride as he sat back and took a sip of his coffee. “I had the coolest career on the planet.
Jacqui shook her head playfully. “Doctor is the best job on the planet.”
Red screwed up his face. “Not so much when you lose a patient.”
“For me, the patients were already lost by the time I got to them.”
“I forgot about that.” Red chuckled. “Did you always want to be a medical examiner?”
Her reply was quick. “No one goes to medical school wanting to become a medical examiner. I was on my way to becoming a surgeon when a young girl, her name was Stephanie, died on my table during what was supposed to be a routine appendectomy. She suddenly stopped breathing. Everyone told me that it wasn’t my fault. She had an allergic reaction to the anesthesia.” Her tone turned mocking. “These things happen.”
“Something tells me you didn’t buy that,” he said. “I know Helen wouldn’t.”
“Gary was one of them.”
“Gary?”
“My late husband.” Her voice was soft. “He was the director in charge of residents. I convinced him to allow a second medical exam. Of course, we got permission from her family. They wanted to know what happened to Stephanie, too.”
“Wasn’t that a gigantic risk? I mean, what if your second exam proved you had made a mistake?”
“I’d want to know,” she said. “If I had made a mistake that killed one of my patients, I needed to know that so I wouldn’t make the same mistake again. That’s the entire point of residency.” She squared her shoulders. “That’s the argument that made Gary agree to take a second look.”
“Was it a mistake?”
“Yes, but not mine. The anesthesiologist. In a nutshell, he used the wrong dosage of anesthesia. She OD’d. Gary found out he had done this before. He had been having problems with painkillers — was basically under the influence and misread the chart and dosage. The worst part is that the first medical examiner covered for him. They were friends. The anesthesiologist knew right away what had happened. He covered it up and asked the medical examiner to help him out. So he lied during his exam. They both lost their licenses. The hospital got sued.”
“As they should,” Red said. “I would have broken a few bones.”
Jacqui arched an eyebrow at him.
“I’m very protective of my family.” He shot her a grin. “What happened with you and Gary after you proved Stephanie had died because of malpractice?”
“We weren’t very popular after that—especially after our affair came out.”
Surprised to learn this news, Red’s mouth dropped open. Regaining his composure, he uttered a nervous chuckle.
Jacqui’s cheeks turned pink. “I thought you knew. Most everyone does.”
Red’s eyes narrowed. “I can’t picture you as the other woman.”
“We can’t help who we fall in love with,” she whispered. “Gary and I bonded over Stephanie’s death. Eventually, things blew over. I decided I enjoyed being a medical examiner—getting answers to questions. I changed my field of study. Gary and I got married. Then, he retired. He wanted to live on a mountain. I was still fairly young, but I retired and we moved out here—built our dream home on top of the mountain.” A shadow fell over her face. “We had six months in our dream home before he died.”
“I know how you feel,” Red said. “At least Denise and I had longer than six months. Do you have any children—” He stopped when he saw her shake her head. 
“We weren’t blessed with children. Gary had three children from his previous marriage. They were all grown and in college when we got together.”
“Do you get along?”
She uttered a nervous laugh. “The two older sons are friendly with me. The youngest, a daughter, tolerates me.”
“So you have no one?”
Jacqui sat up straight. “I have a sister. But she’s got her own family and career. Hey, I wouldn’t exactly call the Geezer Squad no one.”
“My bad. I apologize,” he said with a chuckle before draining his mug. 
She accepted his offer of a raspberry scone while getting a refill of his coffee. By the time he returned to their booth, she was typing notes into her tablet.
“Did you discover anything that can help us?” he asked.
“Maybe,” she said while breaking a bite from the scone and popping it into her mouth. “The forensics examination of her clothes is interesting. She was wearing skinny jeans and a pink button-down blouse. There was a button missing. It appeared to have been ripped off. There was a tear where it belonged.”
“She had gotten into a fight with her housemates the afternoon before she went missing,” Red said.
“True. That’s not all. Forensics found traces of raw poultry, coffee grounds, and bits of eggshells on her clothes.”
“That sounds like garbage. I remember reading something …” Red picked up a printed copy of the case file and flipped through the pages. When he found what he was seeking, he thrust a finger upward with an air of triumph. “Forensics found human blood soaked into the concrete and ground behind the house where they kept their garbage cans. They believe that’s where Sky was murdered—right around the corner from where Gene Tobin last saw her.” 
Jacqui agreed with a nod of her head. “But they found her body inside a wall.”
“They murdered her outside by the garbage cans. Then, they hid her behind the drywall.” Red’s eyes lit up. “Maybe she got killed while she was taking out the garbage.”
“Maybe.” Jacqui smiled softly at him. “I think you and I make a good team, Red.”
“Me, too,” They clicked their coffee mugs.



“I need more popcorn.” With a weary sigh, Doris hit the pause button on the recording and pushed up from the loveseat where she and Elliott lounged in the Matheson family room. 
“And a beer.” Francine sat in the recliner with her feet up. 
“Sounds good to me. Make that two beers.” Ray parked his wheelchair on the other side of the sofa where he had wheeled in using the basement entrance. 
“Don’t forget a beer for your Christmas beast,” Elliott said.
“Four beers coming up.” Doris trotted upstairs to the kitchen to refill their bowl of popcorn.
They had completed the first of seven hours. After Stuart Leonard had reported Sky missing, the police focused on Gene Tobin. Unable to break his alibi, their investigation stalled until her body was discovered. That interrogation lasted for nine hours.
“Seven hours and he never broke or asked for a lawyer,” Elliott said. “He was very smart or stupid. He keeps saying he wants to cooperate to find out what happened to Sky. But you can tell the investigator wants to pin this on him. As long as he doesn’t call a stop or ask for a lawyer, they can twist anything he says and use it against him.”
“Which could explain why he ran away,” Ray said. 
“Then he hunted down the holiday gang and infiltrated their lives to uncover what happened to Sky, the lost love of his life,” Francine said.
Descending the stairs into the family room with a fresh bowl of popcorn and four bottles of beer on a serving tray, Doris shook her head. She jerked a chin at the small man with unkempt hair and thick eyeglasses that magnified his blinking eyes. “I can’t see this guy being sophisticated enough to pull off an undercover operation like that.”
“He didn’t pull it off.” Francine took a big handful of popcorn from the bowl. “Have you forgotten that he’s now dead?”
Elliott took a big gulp of his beer. “This interview is five days after Sky went missing. The first time they bring him in. This interrogation should have the freshest recollection of what Gene saw when he dropped Sky off.”
“Too bad this detective is more interested in nailing Gene for killing Sky than in finding out what she may have said to him or what he may have seen when he dropped her off.” Ray took a fist filled with popcorn and put it into a smaller bowl that he held in his lap.
Doris hit the play button on the remote. 
Despite the grainy picture made grainier because of the low-resolution image on the large-screen television, they could watch Gene’s body language while he recounted his version of what had happened that evening. At the time of the interrogation, it had only been days since he had driven Sky home.
“Let’s go over this again,” the detective said with a heavy sigh. “You had the hots for this girl. I can understand that. Anyone can understand that. She was a pretty brunette. I prefer blondes, myself. Charismatic. You’ve been following her for months. Spending all of your money going to every performance she’s in. Finally, you see her alone and decide to make your move.”
“You make it sound like I was stalking her,” Gene said. 
“Were you?”
For the first time, Gene appeared concerned. Was that the moment that he realized he was a suspect? 
“All I did was offer to give her a ride home, and she accepted.”
“What happened during that drive?” The detective’s tone revealed that he did not believe him.
“It was only a few minutes,” Gene claimed. “We talked. She was upset and I think she needed a shoulder to cry on. So I was there. I felt bad for her. As beautiful as she was and everyone loved her, she seemed to be alone. I mean, Stuart wasn’t there for her. The whole reason I had run into her was that she wanted to stay with him. Not that she wanted him back. She asked him as a friend. She told me she didn’t feel safe in that house. But Stuart told her no—probably because he knew his new girlfriend would have gone through the roof.”
“I wonder if this new girlfriend is the woman that Stuart is married to now?” Ray asked.
“Might be worth looking into that,” Doris said.
Gene continued. “She’s jealous of Sky because she’s so beautiful and going places. This movie she is making is just the start. I think she’ll be in Hollywood soon.”
“So you think Sky is still alive?” the detective asked.
“She has to be,” Gene said in a tone filled with hope. “The alternative is that someone hurt her, and I can’t understand why anyone would want to hurt Sky. Everyone loved her.”
“Since he’s talking about her in the present tense, then that means he didn’t kill her,” Doris said.
The detective leaned across the table toward Gene. “Sometimes, when someone loves someone very much, and the object of their love does not feel the same way, things can get out of hand. You may end up hurting this person who you love so very much.” He sat back in his chair. Adopting a casual demeanor, he asked, “Do you think that could be what happened?”
“Maybe,” Gene said in a tone so soft that they could barely hear him. “I guess it could be. Maybe that’s why she didn’t want to go home. There was some guy there who felt that way about her and she didn’t want to face him because she was afraid of him.”
“Did Sky tell you that someone was bothering her?”
“She was having problems with her housemates. They were all in this movie that she was starring in. They were jealous of her. They’d pull stuff like tripping her and spilling drinks on her during a scene. They accused her of eavesdropping on them. The hot head—that’s what Sky called her—struck her.” He touched his cheek to show the detective. “Sky had a scratch on her face. She’d ripped a button off her blouse. Even after she told Stuart what had happened and showed him what they had done to her, he refused to let her stay with him.”
“Did you offer to let her stay with you?” the detective asked.
Shrugging his shoulders, Gene looked down at his hands.
The detective uttered a cruel laugh. “She turned you down. You reached out to invite her to stay with you when she was in trouble and needed a place to stay. But, as desperate as she was, she would rather go back to that house than stay with you.”
“It wasn’t like that.” There was a hint of brewing anger in Gene’s tone.
“Then tell me what it was like.”
“Yes, I offered to let her stay with me, but she said she couldn’t impose on a stranger. She said she’d be okay. Her housemates were going to be out at a party all night. She’d leave early the next morning to go apartment hunting for a new place to stay.”
Doris paused the interrogation. “Christopher said nothing about the housemates being gone all night when Sky disappeared.”
“Neither did Stuart,” Francine said.
“The housemates’ witness statements said they were home and tucked in their beds,” Ray said. “They said they never heard Sky come back or enter the house.”
“Why didn’t this detective check to find out who was lying?” Doris asked. “My money is on the dirty, rotten housemates.”
“Could Gene be making that up?” Elliott asked.
“Why would he make that up?” Ray asked. “It’s four against one. As long as the housemates stuck together, which they did, then it’s Gene who came out looking guilty.” 
The detective agreed with Ray’s assessment. “So you were the last one to see Sky that night and you just said her housemates were out? Where were they?”
“I don’t know,” Gene said. “You need to ask them. Maybe the guy waiting for Sky knew where they went.”
“What guy was waiting for Sky?” the four Geezers asked in unison.
The detective was doubtful. “A guy was waiting for Sky when you dropped her off?” 
“When she got out of my car, I waited and watched her walk to the front door. It was warm and my air conditioning didn’t work. I had the windows down. She got up to the door, and I saw her reach for the doorknob when I heard someone call her name. I didn’t see him. He was at the end of the walkway leading around to the back of the house—like he was out in the backyard, maybe waiting for her. Sky knew him because she asked, ‘What are you doing here?’”
“To which he said?”
“He told her he was waiting for her. She went to the end of the walkway and around to the back of the house. She didn’t act scared or upset. I waited just a minute. She didn’t come back, and I didn’t hear any arguing, so I left.” Gene rubbed his face with his hands. “Maybe I shouldn’t have left. If I had stayed, she wouldn’t be missing now.”
Doris paused the recording. “Knowing what we suspect now about Sky’s roommates, I want to know where they were while all this was going down.”
Equally curious, Ray had taken his laptop from the pocket of his wheelchair and searched the internet. “Sky disappeared the week before Labor Day.”
“Tuesday night, early Wednesday morning,” Doris said.
“Did they pull a heist Labor Day weekend?” Francine asked.
“Nothing is coming up on a browser search.” Ray shook his head. “Let me check police reports.”
“Maybe they pulled a heist that didn’t make the news,” Elliott asked.
“What kind of heist doesn’t make the news?” Francine asked.
“One that no one wants anyone to know about.”
“Sky disappeared Tuesday night,” Ray said. “That same night, in Richmond, the police were called to the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts for a silent alarm. They did a cursory search of the building and found nothing.” He looked up from the screen. “That’s all I got.”
“Maybe they weren’t able to complete the heist because the police showed up,” Elliott said. “They almost got caught and went home. They found Sky, started fighting, and this time they killed her.”
“What time did Gene leave Sky?” Doris asked.
“Between eleven and eleven-thirty,” Ray said.
“What time did the silent alarm go off at the museum?” 
“Twelve minutes after eleven in the evening,” Ray said. “The museum was one hour and ten minutes from the house in Charlottesville.”
“If the housemates were breaking into the museum, they could not have been waiting for Sky when Gene dropped her off,” Doris said.
“But we don’t know what time Sky got killed that night,” Elliott said. “They could have gotten scared off at the museum and arrived home mad about a failed heist and killed her in the middle of the night.”
“But they couldn’t have been waiting for her when she arrived home,” Doris said.
“Gene said it was a guy,” Francine said. “Maybe Mason Kemp.”
“According to the movie script, he’s their lookout,” Doris said. “He would have been at the museum if the gang was pulling a heist.”
“Right now, we’re just speculating about the housemates going out to break into a museum,” Francine said. “They could have been out drinking like normal college girls. Then they wouldn’t have needed Mason to be looking out for anything.”
“Except maybe murder,” Doris said. 



CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN
“Why didn’t you ask Victoria about Julie Forth and Ben Strait?” Helen asked Chris during their drive to Baltimore to interview Eve Hollows about her missing husband.
“I don’t want to show our cards,” Chris said. “She knows Alec was no spy. If she found his multiple passports, then she found what he had collected about Sky Belmont’s murder. But she doesn’t know that we know. If we bring up Ben Strait or Julie Forth, then she’ll know that we know about the holiday gang and all four of them will disappear again.”
“Do you think they’re still in contact with each other?” Ripley asked as she weaved her SUV through traffic to cross the Potomac River into Maryland.
“Not only have they been in communication, but I think they’re still pulling heists,” Chris said.
Helen whirled around to look at him. “You can’t be serious. They’ve gotten away with stealing tens of millions of dollars. Why would they risk—”
“It’s about the rush.” He shook his head. “The money has nothing to do with it. The bigger the take, the bigger the rush.”
“They can’t pull these capers without planning them,” Ripley said. “They have to be meeting someplace.”
“In the script, they would find a location identical to their target to rehearse the job,” Chris said. “That means they need access to storefronts or—”
“Real estate,” Ripley said. “Iain found that Julie Forth is a partner in a real estate investment group.” She tapped the button on her console and placed a call to her partner. 
Iain picked up on the second ring. “Special Agent Ripley, I was just about to call you. Did you know that Julie Forth’s silent alarm went off last night?”
“There was a break-in at Julie Forth’s penthouse?” Ripley responded. “Was she hurt?” 
“No,” Iain said. “She claims it was a false alarm. I found that intriguing since Victoria’s home was broken into the same night.”
“So do I,” Chris said.
“Chris! I’m so glad you’re still on the case. It’s a thrill to be working with you.”
“Iain, you had mentioned that you found Julie Forth was a partner in an investment group specializing in real estate,” Ripley said. 
“Yes,” Iain replied with enthusiasm. “They invest in other stuff, too, but primarily real estate. Like startup companies and small businesses. It’s a five-way partnership. I dug deeper because of the name. Holiday Investments. Didn’t the gang in that screenplay use that name?”
“Because their heists happen around the holidays,” Chris mused.
“The group invests in properties that have a hard time selling. So real estate agents love Holiday Investments. They flip them or fix them up and use them as rental properties.”
“Or safe houses to plan their heists,” Chris said. “You said a five-way partnership, Iain. Who are the partners?”
 “They list Thomas Kincaid as the senior partner at thirty percent. Maybe he’s the founder of the group. They split the other seventy percent four ways between Julie Forth, Victoria Valentine—”
“So Victoria is connected to Julie,” Helen said.
“Holiday Investments didn’t pop during my first background check because Victoria has so many investments,” Iain said. “The other two partners are Eve Hollows and Patricia Dae.”
Chris pumped his fist into the air. “The four main characters in the holiday gang! They use Holiday Investments to launder the money from their heists by investing in real estate.”
“After fencing their stolen loot,” Ripley said.
“I’ll bet Thomas Kincaid is Mason Kemp,” Chris said. “He was their inside guy and connected them with fences to unload their stuff. He’s probably still doing it. Iain, have you been able to track down Thomas Kincaid?”
“Victoria supplied me with his cell number. He’s still visiting his family in Omaha. I did a phone interview with him and he didn’t have much to offer. He freaked out when I told him about Victoria’s alarm going off and some guy using his name at the house when the police arrived. He doesn’t know who it could be.”
“The uniformed officers would have asked for his ID,” Helen said. 
“According to the incident report, the guy supplied them with a Massachusetts driver’s license with his picture—or rather the guy’s picture—and Thomas’s name,” Ripley said. 
“That means he was prepared with a stolen identity,” Chris said. “He knew Thomas Kincaid was a resident of Massachusetts. Our suspect knows facts about Victoria Valentine and the people in her world.” 
“Not your average B-and-E perp,” Iain said. “Oh! I almost forgot. Remember, you asked me to confirm or deny if Alec Moore is a member of the intelligence community? Victoria claimed he was a spy because he had passports for multiple countries with various identifications.”
“Yes,” Ripley said, “We need to make sure he’s not one of theirs. Is he?”
“Never heard of him.”
“They could be lying,” Chris said.
“Chris Matheson,” Ripley said with heavy sarcasm, “they’re part of the federal government. They’d never lie.”
Iain laughed. “Where are you two kids going now?”
“We’re on our way to Baltimore to see Eve Hollows,” Ripley said. “Chris’s text buddy told him that her husband is missing, but she never reported it.”
“Text buddy,” Iain said with a laugh. “I like that. I wish I could ride along with you. It isn’t every day that you get to work with a legend like Chris Matheson. I could learn so much.”
Helen and Ripley both rolled their eyes. Chris chuckled in the back seat.
“Your man crush is showing, Collins,” Ripley said. “Are you still packing up in New York? Can we meet at the office when I get back later?”
“I came down from New York this morning,” Iain said. “The boss is sending me out to follow up on a lead in another case since we’re short-handed. How about if we meet for breakfast tomorrow morning to go over what we have after you talk to Hollows? I’ve found this fantastic little bistro near my apartment.”
“Sounds like a plan, Collins.” Ripley disconnected the call in time to take the Baltimore exit on the beltway. “Do you know how many Eve Hollows there are in the United States? Our Eve Hollows lives in northwest Baltimore next to Druid Hill.”
“That’s an old neighborhood,” Chris noted. “What do you know about her missing husband?” 
“His name is Bram Salem,” Ripley said. “Eve’s not very active on social media. We were able to find a social profile for her on some business networking sites. She’s a financial manager and independent stockbroker.”
“How long have she and Bram been married?” Helen asked. 
“Almost three years,” Ripley said. “Bram owns a charter plane service that caters to high-profile executives. He’s a pilot.”
“Pilot?” Chris said. “The victim’s body was thrown out of an airplane at Dulles Airport. Alec Moore’s car was found parked in an employee lot reserved for pilots.”
“If Bram Salem is a pilot flying wealthy executives back and forth across the country, he would travel a lot,” Helen said. “Maybe Eve didn’t go to the police because she didn’t know he was missing.” 
“I called the charter service first thing when Chris called about that text,” Ripley said. “Guess where it’s located.”
“Dulles International Airport,” Chris said.
“The airfield he uses is next to where the body was dumped,” Ripley said with a nod of her head. “No one has seen Salem in over two weeks. His other pilots have been covering his scheduled flights. Calls to his cell phone go straight to voicemail.”
“Three lives, three wives and girlfriends?” Chris muttered. “He certainly had more energy than I do.”
Comprising over seven hundred acres of shady lawns, rolling hills, picturesque water features, and majestic forest, Druid Hill Park is one of the first large public parks in America and Baltimore’s first large municipal park. It is the third oldest established park in the United States. 
They found Eve Hollows’ three-story brownstone at the end of a row of units overlooking the park’s golf course. The older home was tall and narrow. On the outside, it appeared to be an average-looking townhome, like many in older cities like Baltimore, Philadelphia, Brooklyn, Washington, or Boston. 
Looking up at the tall narrow corner unit made up of dark brown stone, Chris picked up an ominous vibe. He felt a shiver race down his spine as they climbed the stone steps to the stoop. Sterling uttered a whimper.
Ripley pressed the doorbell. After a long moment of eerie silence, the door opened. 
Dressed in all black, with ebony hair that hung loose to her shoulders, and black lipstick and painted fingernails, a curvaceous woman looked at them. She placed a thick hand on a hip. “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying,” she said without humor.
“I’m not selling.” Ripley held up her badge and federal identification. “Are you Eve Hollows?”
“Yeah.” 
“I’m special agent Ripley Vaccaro.” She introduced Helen and Chris by his alias of Marc Corbett. “We’re here to talk to you about your husband, Bram Salem.”
“He’s not here.” She made no move to invite them inside.
Chris wondered if they were going to have to break the news that her husband was most likely dead on the front stoop.
“It would be easier to talk inside,” Ripley said in an insistent tone. “May we come in?”
Letting out a breath filled with frustration; Eve threw open the door. “You’ve only got a few minutes. I’m very busy. I work at home.” 
Ripley, Helen, and Chris stepped into the two-story foyer. Despite the tall ceiling and airy windows, the interior of the home was dimly lit. 
It wasn’t until Sterling stepped across the threshold that Eve noticed him. 
“Is that a dog?” She regarded the German shepherd with disdain.
After Ripley explained Sterling was Chris’s service dog, Eve seemed to calm down. She led them into the dining room, which was home to a bank of computers with multiple monitors, which showed various displays of the stock market and banking sites.
She stepped over to a laptop and bent over to speak into a microphone. “Hey, T, I have to go. Send that stuff we talked about. Okay?”
They saw a profile picture of a young man with auburn hair and a goatee filling the screen of a video call program. “Does that mean the terms we’ve discussed are good with you and your clients?”
“Sure. We need to get moving on this project if we want to close out before the holidays.” She exited the program and swept her eyes across the other monitors while telling them, “I hope you don’t mind, but the stock market is open, and I need to monitor what’s happening for my clients. What’s this about?” 
“Can you tell us when you last saw your husband, Bram Salem?” Ripley asked. 
Eve’s dark eyes rolled up. She appeared to look to a far corner of the ceiling. “A couple of weeks ago? Maybe.”
“Maybe?” Helen asked. “Have you spoken to him?”
“Not really.”
“Not really?” Chris repeated. “Either you’ve spoken to him, or you haven’t.” He glanced into the living room. As his eyes swept across the room, he noticed that, unlike Julie Forth and Victoria Valentine, there were no personal pictures of her husband.
Eve let out a breath. She folded her arms across her chest. “Bram and I didn’t have a traditional marriage. He came and went as he pleased. We each did our own thing. He liked to fly and play around. I like to make money.” She flicked her eyes to the bank of computer monitors. “Why are you looking for him?”
“They found a body in the woods off the airfield at Dulles International Airport,” Ripley said. “The woods are across from your husband’s charter service, and his employees haven’t seen him in the last couple of weeks.” 
To their surprise, Eve’s face didn’t contort with emotion. She didn’t break down into tears. Instead, she narrowed her eyes into a glare. “And I guess you think I had something to do with it.”
“Did you?” Ripley asked.
“I had no reason to want Bram dead. We had the perfect marriage.”
“If you don’t mind my saying, it doesn’t sound like you two were exactly happy,” Helen said.
“I never said we weren’t happy,” Eve said. “When I needed him, he was there. Usually, it was for sex, which was fantastic. When I didn’t, he was gone.”
“Why get married?” Helen blurted out before she could stop herself.
Eve shrugged her shoulders again. “Drunk in Vegas. Need I say more? We were going to get the marriage annulled, but never got around to it.”
Ripley, Helen, and Chris exchanged long looks. Eve regarded them with impatience.
Sterling moved in closer to the table and sniffed at an object resting next to a mouse and mouse pad. Chris reached out to tug on his leash when he noticed a small silver object tied to the end of a long black ribbon. The silver object was round with an emerald stone carved to resemble a computer chip.
It was a Pandora charm.
Chris lifted his eyes to take in Eve Hollows, who was devoid of jewelry. She did not even wear a wedding band.
“Nice charm.” He pointed at the charm that was inches from Sterling’s snout.
Eve snatched it from the table. “That’s none of your business.”
“Looks like it belongs to a Pandora bracelet.”
Eve lifted her shoulders. “Maybe. I don’t know. This was a Christmas gift from … a client. Guess he thought I was into Pandora bracelets—which I’m not. I don’t have one. Never had one. Never even saw one before–ever.” She threw the charm at Chris. “Take it if you want it.”
Chris ducked, and the charm flew over his head. Sterling picked it up by the ribbon and returned it to Chris, who slipped it into his pocket.
“Ho-kay,” Ripley said, to break the tension from the outburst. “Two weeks ago, when you last saw Bram Salem, what was he doing?”
“Leaving to go to the airport. He had a flight.” She saw something on a monitor that needed attention. She went to the keyboard and started tapping away. “To California, I think,” she said over her shoulder. “His charter service will know where he was going.” 
“How did Bram seem when you last saw him?”
Another lift of her shoulders. “Fine.” With one eye on the monitor, she asked, “Was he killed in an airplane accident?”
“We don’t think so,” Ripley said. “If you have a toothbrush, then we can do a DNA comparison.”
“His toothbrush is upstairs.” Eve glanced up the stairs with such impatience that they wished they didn’t have to ask her to get it. With an air of disgust, she stomped up the stairs. A moment later, she returned and thrust a toothbrush at Ripley to put into an evidence bag. “If it is him, are you sure you can’t say he was killed in a plane crash?” 
Ripley shook her head. “We’re pretty sure he didn’t die in a plane crash. Someone shot this guy full of holes.”
For the first time since their arrival, Eve’s expression was one of surprise. “F-full of holes?” She stammered out the question, “How many holes?”
Ripley considered. They didn’t want to give away too much information. Finally, she said, “Several.”
Emotion filled Eve’s face. “That wasn’t what—” In an instant, she regained her composure. Her professional demeanor returned. She ushered them to the door.
Chris paused before stepping out to ask, “Why did you think he may have died in a plane accident?” 
“Wishful thinking. Bram’s life insurance has a double indemnity clause for if he died in an airplane accident.”
She slammed the door shut.
Chris and Sterling joined Ripley and Helen, who were waiting for them on the sidewalk below the stoop. “Well, if Eve Hollows wasn’t a suspect before, she certainly is now.” 
They stopped in unison when they saw a thick brown envelope resting under the windshield wiper of Ripley’s SUV. Looking up and down the street in search of who had left it, they made their way to the vehicle. 
Chris yanked it out from under the wiper. After watching him awkwardly try to open it with only one working arm, Helen grew impatient and yanked it out of his hand. She thrust her thumb under the seal and ripped the envelope open. 
A green sequined face mask slipped out. Behind it was a green sequined hat. Chris tapped it on the top of the SUV. It popped open to reveal a derby hat with a four-leaf clover stuck in the hatband.
“Saint Paddy’s Day I presume,” Ripley said.
Chris noticed a small white envelope stuck in the hatband. He removed it to read the block letters written on the front of the envelope:
For Your Viewing Pleasure.
“Viewing pleasure?” Helen asked as Chris opened the envelope to shake out the contents. A thumb drive slid out into the palm of his hand.
Helen placed the hat on top of her head and held the mask up to her face. “Where do we find the leprechaun?”
Chris extracted a business card from inside the envelope. “Seize the Day Parachuting and Skydiving School. In Leesburg, Virginia.” He read the card. “Owner. Patricia Dae.”



CHAPTER
NINETEEN
Seize the Day Skydiving and Parachuting School was in a rural area near a small airfield located a half hour from the international airport. 
After picking up their vehicle in Chantilly, Chris and Helen followed Ripley to a building resembling a warehouse next to Leesburg’s Regional Airport. A huge sign reading, “Seize the Day Skydiving and Parachuting School” hung above the door. There were seven vehicles and a motorcycle in the parking lot. When they went inside, they found a life-sized mannequin of a man in a jumpsuit sporting a parachute. 
A young woman with long dark hair in a ponytail worked behind the counter. Framed pictures of cheerful people skydiving filled the wall next to her. There was a door with a window through which they could see a spacious classroom filled with displays and parachutes.
“If you’re the Taylors, you’re too late,” the woman behind the counter said. “Your class has already gone out for the jump and there’s no refund.”
Ripley and Helen stepped up to the counter while Chris, with Sterling on his leash, studied the pictures that filled the wall.
Ripley flashed her badge and introduced herself. “We’re here about a murder that occurred at Dulles International Airport a couple of weeks ago.”
As she continued, Chris peered at the pictures of whom he assumed was the proprietor, Patricia Dae, and her satisfied students. Most of the pictures featured a young woman with dark red hair. Athletically slender, she was dressed in green sports clothes. Also featured with her in many of the pictures was a man—usually behind the controls of the small plane. His reddish brown hair was long and curly. In a few pictures, he sported a brown flight jacket.
He also had a familiar square jaw.
“Who’s this?” Chris interrupted to ask the woman behind the counter. He pressed his finger on the image of the man behind the controls of the plane.
His sudden question startled the clerk, who was already anxious about the mention of a murder investigation. She went over to look at the picture. “Oh, that’s Chuck. He was our pilot.”
“Was your pilot?”
“Well, it isn’t like he was an employee or anything like that. Patty would contract with him to fly the students up for the jumps. He had a small charter plane service here at the airport.”
“Is he flying the plane that took the students up today?” Chris asked.
The woman shook her head. “Patty used another charter service for today’s class.” She lowered her voice. “I think they had a bad falling out. They were more than friends—if you know what I mean. But they were pretty casual about it. I think maybe she was more into him than he was into her. Chuck is one of those wanderer types. Sometimes he’d be gone for a few weeks and suddenly he’d come flying in on his bike. The next day, he’d be gone. But in this last class, Patty told me we were using another service. I asked what happened to Chuck, and she said he was gone for good and wouldn’t be back.”
At that moment, a van pulled into the parking lot in front of the warehouse. Several students disembarked from the van. A woman with mahogany-colored hair jumped out of the driver’s seat. She donned dark sunglasses and a ball cap with the “Seize the Day” logo on the front. She wore a dark brown leather jacket, similar to the one Chris saw Chuck wearing in the photos. 
“Good jump, everyone! Be sure to carry your parachutes into the warehouse and put them on the table to be repacked.” As she reached into the van to pick up a clipboard, an attractive young man who had slid from the front passenger seat crossed around the front of the van to approach her. She closed the door and threw her arms around him to kiss him deeply.
“That was almost as hot as last weekend!” He took her into his arms and lifted her from the ground.
Inside the warehouse, the clerk sighed. “That’s Biff Jackson. He’s the owner of the new charter service she’s started using.” 
The overtly attractive man slapped Patty on the butt as she hurried past him to trot into the office. She flashed a broad white grin at the visitors and tossed the clipboard onto the counter. “Another successful jump. Everyone survived, and all had a great time.” Her expression of expectation shifted to concern when she saw the weapons on each of their hips.
“Patty, these people are from the FBI. Something about a man killed out at Dulles airport.” The clerk snatched a slip of paper from the counter and shoved it into Patty’s hand. “Oh, and Yum Yum called. He said everything’s been sorted out with your rep and they’ve come to an agreement. Check your email. It’s important.” With that, she escaped through the door to the warehouse to direct the students in returning their parachutes.
Ripley couldn’t resist asking, “Yum Yum?”
“Because he’s yummy.” Patty flashed them a salacious grin. “Who got murdered, and what would that have to do with me?” 
“We’re trying to identify the victim.” When Ripley turned to Helen, she noticed that Chris and Sterling were gone. Casting glances around the office, she gestured at the picture on the wall of the previous pilot. “Your clerk identified this man as Chuck.”
“Chuck LaBuff,” Patty said. “He can’t be your victim.”
“Are you sure?” Helen asked while reading Ripley’s lips as she mouthed, “Where’s Chris?” “Your clerk said he was your go-to guy for flying the planes for your jumps, but you told her you weren’t using him anymore.” 
“Because he moved to Alaska,” Patty said with a note of agitation. She turned to Biff, who stepped in from the classroom. “The FBI is asking about Chuck.” She took a three-ring binder from a drawer under the cash register. “Biff knew Chuck. His plane charter service was right next door to his.”
“Nice guy,” Biff said while handing an invoice to the flight instructor. “He recommended my service to his regular customers when he moved to Alaska.”
“Alaska?” Ripley repeated while casting a glance into the warehouse for Chris and Sterling.
“He’s been talking for years about wanting to go to Alaska and run a charter service there,” Biff said. “Be at one with nature. Live among the caribou and fly with the eagles.”
“I wouldn’t say Chuck was a nice guy,” Patty said while making out a check for the invoice. “He texted me he was leaving town on Sunday. We had a date. Instead of showing up and facing me like a man, he dumped me with a text.” She tore the check from the book and waved it over her head. “Arrivederci, baby!” 
“If he hadn’t left the way he did, you and I wouldn’t have gotten together,” Biff said with a naughty smile.
“When did Chuck take off?” Helen turned from the door where she was peering into the parking lot. Spotting Sterling in the back seat of their vehicle, she signaled to Ripley with a jerk of her chin.
“A couple of weeks ago.” Patty smacked the counter with growing irritation. “It was the Sunday after Thanksgiving. What does this have to do with me? We use Leesburg airport for our jumps. The last time I was at Dulles was …” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t even say for sure.”
“Listen,” Biff said, “I saw Chuck the Wednesday before Thanksgiving and he was fine. Everything was cool. Monday morning, everything was cleared out.”
“What about his plane?” Helen asked.
Biff’s eyes lit up. “Another guy stopped by that afternoon to take it. I was suspicious by then, so I asked him about it. He showed me the title with Chuck’s signature and all. Too bad. If I had known that he was going to sell it, I would have made an offer. That was a nice plane.”
“Do you remember who he sold it to?” Ripley asked.
“Rich dude,” Biff said. “The guy picking up the plane told me he was just the pilot, flying exclusively for what was his name? Johnny Nickel?” He shook his head. “No, that’s not it.”
“Jonathan Penney?” Helen asked.
Biff’s face broke into a broad grin. “That’s it. I knew it was a coin of some sort.”
Helen saw recognition cross Patty’s face at the mention of the name.
“I don’t remember the pilot dude’s name,” Biff said.
“If Chuck was going to Alaska, and he owned a plane, why not fly his plane there?” Ripley asked.
“Because the rich dude made him an offer he couldn’t refuse,” Biff said. 
“How long have you been in business here?” Helen asked Patty.
“Five years.”
“How do you get started in setting up a business like this? Teaching skydiving and parachuting?”
“I’ve always been into extreme sports,” Patty said with a grin. “Started with a skateboard and off-trail bikes. Then moved up to car racing and on to skydiving.”
“Betcha setting up a business like this would cost quite a pretty penny with all the regulations and permits and safety requirements,” Helen said. “You’re pretty young.”
“Yeah, it cost a lot to set up, but I scraped together the funds to do it.” Patty winked at them before saying in a low voice. “Don’t tell anyone, but I robbed a bank.” She giggled.



“Get in and let’s get out of here,” Chris told Ripley and Helen from where he was scrunched down on the floor in the back of Helen’s SUV after they left the skydiving school office.
“What’s wrong?” Helen plopped into the driver’s seat and yanked on the seatbelt. Ripley placed her hand on her weapon while searching for the perceived threat. 
“That man is Biff Jackson,” Chris said with a hiss. 
“And Chuck’s competitor,” Ripley said.
“He married Sergei Yurievich’s daughter Vera. He’s Sergei’s son-in-law. At least, from what I hear, he was his son-in-law. I think the feds arrested Vera for killing her brother’s estranged wife after they exchanged their wedding vows.”
“Nothing ruins a wedding like the bride getting arrested for murder,” Helen said.
Ripley and Helen peered back at the school. 
Biff and Patty had stepped outside and were in a passionate lip lock next to the motorcycle. “I think you’re safe,” Ripley said. “Biff was too interested in Patty’s ass to notice you.”
With a sigh, Chris climbed up onto the seat. Sterling laid his head on his lap. “Sergei paid over a hundred thousand dollars for that wedding, which is another reason they have a contract out on me.”
“Is there any crime family that doesn’t have a contract out on you?” Helen asked.
“The Chinese,” Chris said. 
“Why don’t the Chinese want to have you killed?” Ripley asked.
“They never got the chance to get to know me.”







CHAPTER
TWENTY

The Matheson girls and Dylan were busily baking Christmas cookies when Chris and Helen arrived home. Trays and trays of a wide variety of cookies littered the kitchen. Some were on plates and covered with colored plastic wrap and adorned with bright bows. Others were in gift tins. 
Sitting at the breakfast bar, Dylan seemed to be the taste tester. As soon as he saw Sterling, he jumped up from the chair and moved around to ensure the island was between him and the German shepherd. Sterling was more interested in his dinner than intimidating him.
Doris put the finishing touches to a big red bow set atop a platter of assorted cookies wrapped in green plastic wrap. “We’re making cookies for my annual cookie exchange at the animal welfare league. It’s tomorrow. We need three dozen more cookies baked tonight.” 
The timer buzzed. 
Doris rushed to take a batch of gingerbread cookies from the oven. His dinner finished; Sterling crossed to his water dish at the precise moment that Doris turned around. Her focus was on the fresh hot gingerbread men cookies. She did not see the furry body passing in front of her. Her legs connected with Sterling’s midsection.
Doris fell over the dog.
Sterling yelped. 
Hot gingerbread men became airborne.
Spotting sweet edible men falling from the sky like an army of gingerbread paratroopers, Chompers launched from the corner of the kitchen where he had been waiting and hoping for something like this to happen. His prayers answered, he resembled a twelve-pound fur-covered cookie monster gobbling up everything he could.
“Chompers!” Doris laughed, despite her disgust with the unruly pup. 
Nikki scooped up Chompers, who desperately tried to finish chewing and swallowing the last surviving gingerbread man.
Possessing enough humility to feel guilty about the mishap, Sterling tucked his tail between his legs and followed Chris to the study.
Before Helen could follow, her phone buzzed on her hip. She extracted it from the case to find the caller ID showed a call from the president of the PTA. “Why is the PTA calling me?” Helen asked Sierra and Katelyn, whose eyes grew wide with fear. 
“It’s never a good thing when the head of the PTA calls your mother,” Doris said with a shake of her head before ordering Emma and Nikki to make one more batch of gingerbread men to replace the ones devoured by the canine cookie monster.
The study was tucked in a corner of the house off the front foyer. Chris’s father had lined the room with built-in bookcases to shelve Doris’s expansive book collection. A smart television took up two shelves across from the antique red-cherry desk that had been in the family for five generations. 
Exhausted after a long day of shadowing his master, Sterling let out a heavy sigh and curled up under the desk.
Chris opened the cabinet beneath the television to reveal a desktop computer. He plugged the thumb drive into a USB port before he realized someone else was in the study. Instinctively, he reached for his service weapon on his hip upon seeing the man in his peripheral vision behind the door.
“Don’t shoot!” Red threw up his hands.
“Red, you scared the daylights out of me.” Chris holstered his weapon. “What are you doing hiding behind the door? Were you playing hide and seek with Emma? If so, she’s abandoned you for cookies.”
Red peered around the edge of the door into the hallway. His voice was barely above a whisper. “I wanted to talk to you man-to-man.”
Chris’s voice was equally low. “What do you want to talk to me about, Red?”
“Jacqui.” 
Chris waited for him to continue. 
Red peered at him in silence. 
Curiosity getting the best of him, Chris asked, “What about Jacqui?”
“I like her.”
Chris’s eyes met his. 
Red’s puffy cheeks turned bright pink. “A lot.”
Chris sighed. “And you feel guilty because Denise died just four months ago.”
“How long did you wait after Christine died before you started dating again?” 
“Twenty months.”
Red’s face fell.
“That doesn’t mean anything. My first marriage wasn’t that great.”
“Then why did you wait so long before you started dating again?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders. “I was busy. Yes, I was mourning the loss of my children’s mother, but my priority was taking care of the girls.” He chuckled. “Then, just as things were settling down, Dad died. Mom was left with a barn full of horses, and I needed help to raise the girls. We moved back home, and that meant selling my house and moving and…” He sighed. “Dating was the last thing on my mind.”
Red’s brow furrowed. 
“Mom waited nine months after Dad died before she started dating Elliott.” Chris picked up the television remote and pressed the power button. “My parents had the best marriage ever. I saw how devastated Mom was when Dad died. I also see how happy she is with Elliott. Her being happy with Elliott does not mean she did not love Dad.” He squinted in thought. “Mom missed that special connection she had with Dad, and he would want her to move on with her life and be happy. I know Denise would want that for you, Red.”
The study door flew open. 
With Sierra, Dylan, and Katelyn behind her, Helen entered. Wiping her hand on a dishtowel, Doris followed them into the study. The group resembled a mob in the small room. 
“You would not believe who just called me—begging for our help,” Helen said.
“Ms. Fisher. The president of the PTA,” Katelyn said.
“What did you do now?” Chris asked her.
“Not me. Mr. and Ms. Crandall,” Katelyn said. “Her father had a stroke and they’re flying to Boston tonight.”
“And they think I caused it?” Chris asked.
Katelyn and Sierra giggled.
Helen rolled her eyes. “They were going to chaperone the holiday dance at the high school tomorrow night. Cathleen has called everyone, and everyone is too busy with it being so close to Christmas. She begged me for us to do it.”
“Oh, yeah, all we have is Christmas and a murder investigation to take care of,” Chris said.
“Katelyn and Dylan and I are going to the dance,” Sierra said. “So we’ll be there.”
“Tomorrow afternoon is the children’s Christmas party at the church,” Red said. “Nikki and Emma will be going. You two have already volunteered to help with that.”
Chris’s eyes met Helen’s. “I think we’re going to have a book club meeting tomorrow,” he said.
“We can make it a breakfast meeting,” Helen said. “We’ll drop your truck off for an oil change and inspection, and I’ll drive you over to the library.”
Chris’s eyes narrowed. “You already told her we’d do it.” 
Helen shot him a naughty grin. “Yes, I committed us without asking you first.” She moved in close to him. “What are you going to do about it?”
Chris peered into her dark, sultry eyes.
“The dance is from seven to ten o’clock,” Dylan said. “All you have to do is swing over there after dinner for a few hours.”
Chris grabbed Helen with his one good arm and pulled her in close. He kissed her hard on the lips. When he released her, he said, “I would love nothing better than to spend my afternoon at a children’s Christmas party with my little girls and then Friday evening dancing with my bride at our teenage daughters’ high school dance.” 
Helen, Katelyn, and Sierra almost knocked him off his feet in the group hug. 
Over their shoulders, Chris saw Dylan cock his head at him. Gradually, the corners of the young man’s lips curled upward in a grin across his handsome face. Most likely, he found the open display of affection lame. Chris couldn’t envision Dylan’s refined parents being so openly demonstrative, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
Before the hug fest could end, Dylan announced he had to leave. 
“Now?” Sierra’s face filled with disappointment. “I thought you were going to stay for us to watch the movie.”
“I wish I could, but I just remembered that I had promised to help my father with a project he was working on. It’s for work—part of my internship. I need to do it for school.”
A whine crept into Sierra’s voice. “But Shepherd is on winter break.”
Katelyn cast a glance to warn Sierra to cool it. Seeming to catch on to her sister’s warning, she offered to walk Dylan outside to his car to say goodbye. Katelyn returned to the kitchen to help Nikki and Emma finish baking the cookies.
“Lest he runs into Sterling on the way out,” Chris whispered with a chuckle about Sierra guarding Dylan against the dogs. Sterling let out a sound, not unlike a scoff, after Dylan’s departure to reveal his and Thor’s presence in a worn dog bed behind the desk. Chris turned his attention to opening the thumb drive to examine its contents.
“Some people are truly afraid of dogs,” Red said. 
“Learned it from his father,” Helen said. “He got torn up by a big dog back when he was a boy and has been terrified of them ever since. I sympathize. Your horses scare me ever since I got thrown and hurt when I was a teenager.”
“But Sierra isn’t afraid of horses,” Red said. “Quite the opposite.”
“I didn’t project my fear onto her,” Helen said. “By the time I realized her fascination with horses, it was too late. She was in love and, as far as she was concerned, my fear is silly.”
“Your fear isn’t silly.” With a chuckle, Chris kissed Helen on the cheek. He sat behind the desk and moved the computer mouse to direct the cursor on the television monitor to the single file he found on the thumb drive. “It looks like the only file is an MP4.” 
He noted the memory. Over two gigabytes, it was a large file.
Red and Doris took seats in the two wing-backed chairs in the room. Helen sat on the corner of the desk. 
The video opened to reveal a kitchen. The style of the country kitchen was older, with worn appliances and counters cluttered with food boxes and used dishes. They filled the sink with dirty dishes and clean ones in a drying rack on the counter. 
Three young women sat around the shabby table upon which rested stacks of money and bowls of potato chips. At the kitchen counter, a fourth woman filled a bowl with popcorn. A fifth woman took several cans of beer from the fridge and distributed them to her companions around the table. 
Chris froze the frame with all five women in the shot. “There’s Sky at the head of the table.” He pointed at the pretty young woman with reddish auburn hair that fell to her shoulders. 
“She’s playing Patty Dae,” Helen said. 
They peered at the other four women in the shot. 
Clad in black clothes with short spiked bright red hair, Eve Hollows sat at the table to the right of Sky. She was counting out dollar bills. 
Chris recognized her curvaceous body. “That’s Eve Hollows.”
Helen pointed at the stylish brunette dressed in a short red skirt carrying cans of beer to those at the table. “That is Victoria Valentine. She’s changed her hair and had a nose and boob job, but I’m sure that’s her.” She noted the woman filling a bowl with chips at the counter. “Julie Forth.”
“Who’s the fifth woman?” Doris pointed at the young woman with short dark hair dressed in jeans and a blue button-down shirt to the left of Sky. She had a calculator and ledger in front of her while Sky and Eve counted out the piles of money.
“That’s the current Patty Dae,” Helen said. “But who is she playing in this movie?”
Chris resumed the video.
Sky finished counting out a pile of money. A gun rested next to it. With a wide grin, she declared, “Fifteen thousand. How much does that bring our take to today, Tommy?”
“Tommy,” Chris said with a low gasp.
“Thomas Kincaid?” Helen asked.
Doris said, “Tommy is a very common name.”
On the screen, Patty hit a button on the calculator. “That brings our haul to one hundred and twenty thousand dollars! That’s our biggest haul yet!” She held up her hand to Victoria, who smacked it to give her a high-five. 
In doing so, Victoria bumped into the can of beer that she had placed next to Sky. The can fell over and beer splashed and fizzed down the front of Sky’s green shirt and pants. With a shriek, Sky jumped back from the table. Julie Forth grabbed the roll of paper towels and rushed to Sky.
“The money is getting wet.” Victoria grabbed the roll from Julie to wipe up the spill on the table. She ignored the mess she had made of Sky’s clothes.
“I need to go change my costume.”
“We don’t have another costume for you to change into.” Eve sneered in Sky’s direction. “Our budget isn’t big enough to cover extra costumes.”
“I guess that means shooting is through for the day while Sky’s costume is getting washed and dried,” Victoria said as Sky rushed out of the camera shot. She rolled her eyes in the camera’s direction. A smirk crossed her lips. 
Patty yanked a wig from her head to reveal her long red hair. 
“Patty Dae as Tommy,” Helen said. 
“Very smooth, Mel.” Julie plopped down into the chair that Sky had vacated. “It isn’t like it was her fault that you spilled the beer on her.”
“She should have been watching.” The woman who Julie had referred to as “Mel,” Victoria continued mopping up the spilled beer. “Mason, where did you put the painting?”
A masculine voice said from off-camera, “I already hid it in the compartment under the seats in the SUV.” 
Eve’s eyes lit up. “I can’t believe we’re getting paid a cool million dollars for just one night’s work.” 
“First, we have to switch the paintings,” the male voice said. “The client won’t transfer the money until he gets his hands on the Picasso in Spain.” 
“We need to get to the museum to set up,” Victoria said.
Patty picked up the revolver and aimed it at the camera. “You know what we need in this movie. A really cool line like Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry. ‘Do you feel lucky, Punk? This is a forty-four magnum Smith and Wesson. The most powerful—’”
“Hey, stop playing around with that.” Mason stepped out from behind the camera into the frame and snatched the gun from Patty’s hand. “I paid a lot of money for this. This is one of the actual weapons that Clint Eastwood shot in Dirty Harry. The last thing I need is for you to accidentally shoot someone and have the police confiscate it.” He tucked the gun into the waistband of his pants.
Chris froze the shot. “Do you see what I see?”
“A forty-four magnum. Smith and Wesson,” Helen said. “The murder weapon used to kill Sky and Victoria Valentine’s husband.”
“Not just that.” Chris jerked his chin at the television. “Look at Mason Kemp.”
They looked at the man on the screen, stuffing the gun into the front waistband of his pants. He was exceedingly slender with thin brown hair.
“He fits the description that Victoria Valentine gave us for the man who had come to the house looking for her husband,” Chris said. “Thinning hair and exceedingly slender. The medical examiner said the body dumped at Dulles Airport was underweight—like this guy.”
“But the DNA matches Alec Moore and Ben Strait,” Helen said. “I’ll bet money it matches for Bram Salem, too.”
“That man is not exceedingly slender and has thinning hair.” Chris shook his head. “Something is not right.” He pointed the remote at the man on the screen. “I think this guy is the body in the morgue.”
“Yeah, add another wrinkle to our case, why don’t you? Ripley said Dr. Paxton is having a fit about this case.”
“You mean the whole she can’t definitively state the cause of death?” Chris asked. “They shot the guy eighteen times.” 
“The medical examiner is insisting that something doesn’t smell right. She’s running a tox screen. Besides, we know that whatever his name is, he was Victoria’s husband and Julie’s boyfriend. He can’t be Thomas Kincaid because Iain interviewed him last night. That means he’s alive.” 
“Not only that, but the holiday gang knows Mason Kemp aka Thomas Kincaid,” Doris said. “He couldn’t con them into thinking he was someone else.”
“Unless he hired someone else to scam them for him,” Chris said. “According to the script, he was the lookout. He’s used to working behind the scenes.” He pointed at the frozen image of Mason Kemp on the television. “Like here. He has contracted with a buyer for this Picasso—”
 Doris blurted out, “Picasso!”
“What about Picasso?” Helen asked.
“During Gene Tobin’s interrogation, he said that Sky told him that her housemates were going to be out all night. I asked Ray to look up to see if there had been a heist. Who knows? Maybe they had an alibi. He said there was no heist, but the police were called out to the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in Richmond that night. They looked around and determined that it was a false alarm.”
“And they would have thought that if nothing was missing,” Helen said.
Chris took his phone from his pocket and scrolled through his pictures. “Are you talking about the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts located on—” He read, “Two-hundred North Arthur Ashe Boulevard?” 
 “I believe so,” Doris said.
Chris held up his phone to show them a picture of the calendar they had discovered hidden in the desk at Victoria Valentine’s home. “Something must have happened at the museum because they made a note about it for the same night that Sky disappeared.”
“Mason says here that they had to switch the paintings,” Helen said. “If they had succeeded, then the police wouldn’t have noticed anything was missing.”
“Someone noticed something,” Chris said. “Otherwise, how did that note make it onto the calendar? I wonder if there was a Picasso at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.” He hit the button to resume play.
“I’ve put my costume in the washer,” Sky announced as she suddenly entered the camera frame. She has dressed in a pair of skinny jeans and a soft pink button-down blouse.
Stunned expressions crossed the faces of the women and man in the kitchen. They exchanged questioning glances.
“I didn’t mean to scare you.” Sky giggled. “Since shooting for today is over, I need to run an errand.” She placed an ear mic on the table in front of Victoria. “Talk soon!”
Their faces filled with shock and angst as Sky trotted off camera. They heard a door open and close.
“Do you think she heard us?” Patty asked the group in a hushed panic tone while examining the mic that Sky had left behind.
“She couldn’t have.” Victoria looked at the camera. “Mason stopped recording when we cut the scene after she spilled the beer. Didn’t you, Mason?”
Mason ran toward the camera and went off-screen. He cursed seconds later. “Damn! I forgot to cut the camera and mic. She must have heard everything!”
The video ended.
Chris and Helen exchanged solemn expressions. 
“That is the motive for Sky’s murder,” Chris said. 





CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

“Four women?” Bruce’s eyes grew wide at the list of women that Chris wrote on the whiteboard when the group met the next morning at the library:
Patty Dae aka Tamara Ward
Victoria Valentine aka Melody Glass
Julie Forth aka Kimberly Dixon
Eve Hollows aka Darcy Willis
Bruce took a sip of his hot coffee. “What was the guy thinking?” He reached to cut a cinnamon roll in half and place it on his plate.
“Where did he get the energy?” Red asked. 
At eight o’clock the next morning, the Geezer Squad returned to the library meeting room to go over the details of Chris and Helen’s latest meeting with the last two members of the holiday crew. Francine had stopped to pick up a box of fresh cinnamon rolls that were still warm from the oven. Doris had two pots of coffee brewed. Chris and Helen arrived last. They had to drop off his truck for an oil change, inspection, and to take care of the check engine light.
They drank coffee and ate while watching the video focusing on Sky’s actions when she returned to the kitchen after the gang discussed switching the painting at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.
“But we don’t know for certain that they stole a Picasso that night,” Jacqui said. “It certainly wasn’t in the news.”
“If nothing happened, why did my text buddy write it on the calendar?” Chris asked. “Something significant happened that night. It’s connected to the museum, and it’s why they killed Sky.”
Ray was already typing into his laptop.
“I searched for the museum’s exhibits around that time,” Doris said. “They had a special exhibit featuring a Picasso painting worth four million dollars.”
“According to the recorded conversation, they split a million dollars for switching the real Picasso for a fake and shipping the real painting to a client in Spain,” Chris said. “A million dollars for one evening’s work. That’s a million motives to make sure Sky didn’t tell anyone what she had overheard.”
“Sky told Stuart and Gene that her housemates accused her of eavesdropping,” Francine said. “She told Stuart that she heard them talking when she got to her room and realized Mason hadn’t turned off the mic. She took it out so that she wouldn’t hear them.”
“She has it in her hand when she returns to the kitchen,” Jacqui said.
“But they think she listened, and they had a million reasons to keep her from talking,” Bruce said. “Most people with their moral compass would consider the stakes too high to take a chance.”
“They completed the job.” Ray hit a button on his laptop to project an article onto the smart board in the meeting room. “Seven years ago, the art world was rocked when a Picasso painting was discovered to be a forgery. Of course, the family was devastated. They swear that it was the real thing when they acquired it. They filed a lawsuit against the museum saying that was the only time that it could have been stolen and replaced with a forgery. No one has any idea where the real painting could be.”
“I know five people who would know,” Chris said. 
“Stuart told us that Sky said her housemates were acting squirrely in the weeks leading up to her disappearance,” Francine said. “They were planning this million-dollar job, that’s why.” 
“As soon as they turned off the cameras, they went to confront Sky. Whether or not she did overhear is irrelevant. They had too much to lose if she did,” Helen said. 
“Stuart and Gene said there was a physical altercation with Patty aka Tamara,” Ray said. “Stuart saw scratches on Sky’s face and arms.”
“And a button was missing from her blouse,” Francine said.
“The silent alarm at the museum sounded at the same time that Sky returned to the house,” Doris said. “That means the holiday crew was at the museum in Richmond, which was over an hour away. They have an alibi for Sky’s murder.”
They groaned in unison.
“Then why did he write the museum on the calendar?” Chris cocked his head. “We don’t have a time of death for Sky’s murder. They could have killed her hours after Gene dropped her off. There could have been another altercation when the housemates returned later after stealing the Picasso. That would make sense since they played a role in hiding her body in their house.”
“I don’t think so,” Jacqui said. “According to the forensics reports, Sky was wearing the same clothes that she has on after changing out of her costume in that video. It also notes that she had a button ripped off her blouse. Now, if you had been in a fight and your clothes were torn, wouldn’t you change your clothes as soon as you got home?”
Francine and Doris nodded their heads in agreement. 
“She also had raw poultry stains on her clothes,” Red said. “I think someone killed her while she was taking out the garbage.”
“They kept their trash behind the house,” Chris said. “If Gene saw her going around the corner of the house to the back, she would have walked right by those garbage cans. Presuming she would want to change her clothes, then she was most likely killed right away—before she went inside.”
“Minutes after Gene left her,” Doris said with a sad sigh. “The killer must have been the man Gene heard.”
“If that’s so, I doubt if he’s Chris’s text buddy,” Red said.
“He’s not my buddy,” Chris said. “He’s probably the one who dropped an anvil on my head.”
“Maybe he blames you for not catching Sky’s murderer,” Helen said.
“Identifying and catching whoever killed Sky Belmont seems to be his endgame,” Chris said. “He left this movie file, which contains a gun that matches the murder weapon and their motive for getting rid of her. Did you notice that the date stamp is the same day that she disappeared?”
“Is there any possibility that your friend could be Sky’s estranged boyfriend?” Red asked. “What’s his name?”
“Stuart Leonard,” Francine said.
“He tried to pursue an acting career,” Red said. “Maybe—”
“Each of the suspects met him,” Chris said with a shake of his head. “They hadn’t met Gene Tobin.”
Doris shook her head. “Unless the guy had a body and personality makeover, he could not have swept those women off their feet.”
“But he went missing when the police were closing in on him,” Elliott said. “He was obsessed with Sky. Maybe love and the quest for justice transformed him.” With a smirk, he looked at Doris out of the corner of his eye. “Love has a way of transforming a man.”
Doris giggled. “Not that much.” 
“We’re missing something,” Bruce said. “There must be someone else who cared enough for Sky to risk so much to find her killer.”
“Her foster brother,” Francine said. “Stuart told us he and Sky were really close.” 
“He’s dead,” Ray said. “Stuart did say that if he were alive that Sky’s killer would have unleashed the wrath of hell on him. He was the one who got her into acting. He did magic tricks, and she was his assistant.”
“Magic, huh?” Chris shot a glance at Helen and then at Elliott. “I guess that means he knew something about misdirection.”
Elliott’s eyebrows knit together when he asked, “How did he die?” 
“Killed in action overseas,” Ray said. “He had joined the military right out of high school.”
“Stuart has his ashes,” Francine said.
“Stuart Leonard has Sky’s brother’s ashes?” Chris asked.
“She had them. When she disappeared and had no family, Stuart took her things. He gave away her clothes, but he said Jaycee’s ashes were there with her stuff and so he took him. He still has him.” Francine shook her pen at them. “What he didn’t find was Sky’s Pandora bracelet. He asked us if Sky was wearing it when they found her body. Her brother had bought it for her and sent her a charm from every country he went to.”
Jacqui skimmed the medical examiner’s report. She shook her head. “No mention of a Pandora bracelet.” 
 Chris and Helen stared at each other. 
“Why the look?” Doris asked.
“Someone broke into Victoria Valentine’s home and stole her Pandora bracelet the other night,” Chris said. 
Helen added, “And left one charm she said is not hers.”
“What charm was that?” Doris asked.
“A typewriter.”
“For writing,” Francine said. “As in the screenplay’s author.”
Doris’s eyebrow arched. “Creator. Mastermind.”
Chris took the charm that Eve had given to him and tossed it onto the table. “This charm was left at Eve’s house. She said it was a gift, but I have my doubts. She does not strike me as the type of woman to have friends close enough to give gifts.”
Francine examined the charm before passing it to Doris. 
“It’s a chip for technology,” Doris said. “Eve Hollows was the computer geek of the gang.”
“What about Julie Forth and Patty Dae?” Ray asked.
“Julie Forth’s security system went off the same night,” Chris said. “She claims it was a false alarm. We don’t know about Patty Dae.”
“The only suspect I could see stealing the Pandora bracelet would be Sky’s brother, who is dead,” Helen said, “or Stuart, who cared enough to tell us about it.”
Francine and Ray shook their heads in unison. “Stuart Leonard is bitter about Sky’s murder case going cold, but he couldn’t possibly be infiltrating this gang of thieves,” Francine said. “He’s got a wife and two little kids. There are not enough hours in the day for him to bounce around between four women and a family.” 
“That leaves the foster brother,” Elliott said with an arched eyebrow.
“Not really,” Francine said. “He’s d-e-a-d-dead.”
“That brings us back to Gene Tobin,” Red said. “Nine years is enough time to get a body and personality makeover and plan for retribution.”
“Red has a point,” Jacqui said.
“We can’t forget that Mason Kemp is a key player,” Chris said. “The murder weapon was his gun. In the script, his character’s name is Tommy. Victoria Valentine has a virtual assistant named Thomas Kincaid, who conveniently took off for Omaha around the time that her husband was murdered.” He held up his finger to make a point. “That same night that her silent alarm was tripped and an anonymous caller reported shots fired, a man answered the door and gave police his name as Thomas Kincaid.”
“He even had a Massachusetts driver’s license with Tommy’s name,” Helen said.
Elliott shook his pencil when he said, “That takes planning. Whoever is behind all this did not do any of it on the fly.” 
“Thomas Kincaid and Holiday Investments are the conduits between the four of them,” Chris said. “He’s the go-between.”
“Someone must be,” Ray said. “I’m not finding any sign of communication between these four women. Nothing in the phone call logs—”
“I’m sure they now have burner phones now if they didn’t before,” Chris said.
“Those who are on social media don’t follow each other.”
“They communicated through Thomas Kincaid, who used the cover of virtual assistant.”
“In the spy game, he would have been called a handler,” Elliott said. “He’d collect each gang member’s information and relay it to the rest of the gang.”
“They’d only meet when they have to someplace where no one will see them together,” Chris said. “They must have a safe house someplace.”
“They sound like a pretty sophisticated group,” Red said.
“They’re professional criminals,” Chris said. “As their handler, Thomas Kincaid was in a perfect position to observe their men and notice something that told him they were one man. Julie said that her virtual assistant warned her he was suspicious about Ben.”
“If Tommy was getting thirty percent of their ill-gotten gains, then he would have the motive to want to get rid of this interloper,” Bruce said.
“But I keep coming back to why did he bring me back onto the case?” Chris asked with a heavy dose of frustration. “Mason Kemp, aka Thomas Kincaid, had every reason to want to get rid of Alec, Ben, Bram, and Chuck. If our murder victim was trying to uncover who murdered Sky and reveal the Holiday gang, then the last thing my text buddy would want is to bring me back onto the case.”
“Why hang onto the murder weapon used to kill Sky?” Doris asked.
“Because it was Clint Eastwood’s gun,” Francine said. “You saw how Mason reacted when he saw Patty playing with it.”
“So keep the gun,” Jacqui said. “But why use it to kill the man searching for Sky’s killer? If the murderer is a professional criminal, he or she had to know that the bullets would immediately connect this murder to Sky’s.”
“Could Chris’s text buddy be one of the four women?” Doris asked. “Maybe her conscience is getting the best of her.”
“Can’t be Victoria Valentine,” Helen said with a shake of her head.
“The first text came in while we were interviewing Julie,” Chris said. “He or she was watching through her webcam. They left the movie video on Ripley’s cruiser while we were inside the house talking to Eve.”
“Patty Dae was teaching her parachuting class while we were interviewing Eve,” Helen said. 
The meeting room door flew open. While Sierra stood in the doorway with a wide grin on her face, Katelyn stopped long enough to greet everyone before hurrying over to her father. “Dad, can I go to a party tonight after the school dance?”
Something was up. If it was just a Christmas party, then Katelyn would text, or better yet, call him. However, there was something about this party that warranted her and Sierra driving to the library to ask him face-to-face. Meanwhile, Sierra’s face, filled with anticipation, revealed that the invitation involved her boyfriend—her college student boyfriend.
Chris deducted their motive for the in-person request in record time. “Is this a college party?” He cast a glance at Helen, who turned to her daughter.
“Dylan’s friends are having it,” Sierra said. “It will not be one of those wild drinking parties. You’ve met Dylan. He’s more of a coffee-and-chat kind of guy. He thinks one of his friends might like to meet Katelyn.”
“Oh, a college man,” Francine said with a wicked grin.
“I don’t want you dating a college man,” Chris told Katelyn.
“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Sierra said. “Dylan wouldn’t introduce her to one of his friends if he wasn’t a straight-up guy.”
Katelyn was at his elbow. “Dad, Sierra is going to go to the party with Dylan. Are you telling me I have to go home with you and Helen after the dance like a little kid? It’s embarrassing.”
“We should talk to Dylan about who’s hosting this party,” Helen said.
“We won’t see him until tonight at the dance,” Sierra said.
“Aren’t you going together?” Helen asked.
Sierra lifted a shoulder. “That’s why he called. He’s working on a project for his parents today and it’s taking longer than he expected. I guess that means Katelyn and I are going to have to ride with you two.”
“Dad, can I go to the party?” Katelyn grasped his hand into both of hers.
Chris looked into her pleading eyes and felt his resolve dissolving. “Will there be drinking?” 
“Of course, there will be,” Ray said with a chuckle. “Don’t try telling us that there wasn’t drinking at the parties you and Helen used to go to.” 
“Dad, please.” Katelyn wrapped her arms around his shoulders and lay her head on his shoulder. “Can I go?” 
Chris’s eyes met Helen’s. She was suppressing a grin. This was why the girls had driven to the library. Katelyn’s begging was so much more effective in person. 
“Sure,” Chris said with a heavy sigh.
Katelyn bounced with joy and hugged him. “You’re the best!”
“But at the first sign of trouble, we’re expecting Dylan to bring you straight home,” Helen said.
With a wave of her hand, she and Sierra left in a state of high chatter about what they had to do before the dance that night.
Chris barely noticed their departure. The idea came to him. He pressed a finger to his lips while staring at the list of names.
“What would make sense would be for my text buddy to kill Mason Kemp and plant these clues to reveal him as Sky’s killer,” Chris said. “He matches the general description of the body in the morgue. Extremely slender and thinning auburn hair.”
“But the DNA matches Alec Moore, Ben Strait, and most likely Bram Salem,” Jacqui said.
“Based on samples provided by three professional criminals,” Chris said. “The pictures we saw in Victoria’s and Julie’s homes are not of an exceedingly slender man with thinning hair.”
“It is plain to see that he changed his appearance while traveling between the four women,” Helen said.
“If the women were in on the murder, they could have planted the victim’s DNA on the toothbrushes and lied about their husband or boyfriend,” Jacqui said. “Do we even know if the men whose pictures you’ve seen in their homes exist?”
“Victoria’s bookkeeper Gil confirmed Alec Moore’s existence,” Chris said.
“Gil isn’t the most reliable witness. He would do anything, including lie, for Victoria.” Helen shook her head. “But we do have Biff Jackson, the owner of the charter service next door to Chuck LaBuff. He saw and knew Chuck. Plus, that employee knew Chuck and about his and Patty’s relationship.”
Jacqui sighed. “There goes that idea.”
“It was a good one, though,” Red said. “I certainly didn’t think of it.”
“Whoever Chris’s text buddy is, he’s got skills,” Ray said. “I can’t trace his texts. He was able to hack into the federal personnel management database without getting caught—”
“And charm four professional criminals to help him commit murder,” Jacqui said. 
“Well, if they can be charmed into committing murder, then they can be charmed into cooperating with us. Ray, do you have a list of real estate properties owned by Holiday Investments?”
Ray’s fingers flew across his keyboard. Moments later, a map of the United States marked with red dots appeared on the smart board. “They own thirty-three properties across the US,” Ray said.
“Restrict the list to the Washington DC metropolitan area,” Chris said.
The screen flashed. Ray enlarged it to show Washington, DC marked with fifteen dots.
“Eliminate all condos and duplexes.”
Six dots disappeared.
“Eliminate all homes in planned communities and housing developments.” In response to Ray’s questioning look, Chris said, “They rehearse their heists beforehand. They can’t do that if they have potentially nosy neighbors right next door.”
One dot remained.
 It was an address to a single-family home on five acres in Rockville, Maryland.
“That’s their safe house,” Chris said.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

“I liked our dances better,” Chris told Helen with a salacious grin.
“Even when I was someone else’s date?”
“Those dances don’t count.” He slipped his good arm around her waist and they spun onto the dancefloor. Giggling, Helen wrapped her arms around his neck and they swayed to a pop rendition of “Blue Christmas.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be chaperoning?” A harsh crackly voice interrupted their dancing to ask.
Chris and Helen parted. 
The short elderly woman with deep frown lines on her wrinkled face peered up at them. “Matheson and Lawson. I should have known it was you two. Still pawing at each other every chance you get, I see.”
“Nice to see you, too, Ms. Yocum,” Chris said with a fake grin. He couldn’t believe the bitter old English teacher was still alive. She had been a fixture at the school back when he was a teenager.
Ms. Yocum never failed to get under his skin. He recalled the clash had started after his mother won a surprisingly coveted position of PTA newsletter editor. 
The old woman glared up at him with distaste. “Why don’t you get a room?”
“Been there. Done that,” Chris replied. 
Helen slapped him on his injured shoulder, causing him to cry out. She uttered a quick apology for hurting him before holding up her hand to show off her engagement ring and wedding band. “We’re married now. We have four children.”
They did not impress the old woman. “Which means you’re free to paw at each other on your own time. Your job is to watch the kids. Do it.” She turned to notice Sterling looking up at her. “That’s a dog.”
“That’s Sterling,” Chris said. “My service dog. See the vest. He’s trained and certified.”
“What’s wrong with you that you need a dog?” Ms. Yocum snapped.
“PTSD,” Chris lied.
Ms. Yocum’s lips curled up in displeasure. Muttering about working with volunteers, she shuffled away.
“Remind me why we’ve agreed to do this,” Chris said to Helen in a whisper. 
“Being supportive of our daughters,” she said while searching the faces of the students. 
The stepsisters had spent the afternoon doing facials, and mani- and pedicures. They styled each other’s hair into matching up-dos. Sierra wore a sapphire blue cocktail dress with subtle sparkles. Katelyn looked grown-up in a red sheath dress with matching pumps.
Sierra and Katelyn huddled with a group of girls. Despite the company of her friends, Sierra cast worried glances toward the door and around the gymnasium in search of her date, who had not arrived.
Helen checked the time. They had been at the dance for close to an hour. Even if their project was important, Dylan’s parents should certainly cut their son some slack to keep his date with Sierra—unless they no longer approved of his relationship with her.
Worry filled Sierra’s face while she tapped out a message on her phone. Helen assumed it was to ask Dylan where he was.
She went over their dinner earlier that week with Dylan’s parents. They seemed to understand when she assured them that Dylan was safe with Sierra. Was that an act? Had Dylan cut his date short with Sierra the evening before because they started putting pressure on him to end things with her?
“Dylan is late,” Chris whispered into her ear. 
Together, they crossed the gymnasium. As they approached, they were relieved to see Sierra reading a text message. A grin crossed her face.
“Is Dylan on his way?” Helen asked.
“He’s here, and he’s got a surprise for me.” While texting a reply, she brushed past them to hurry toward the door. “Love you,” she sang out to him at the other end of the connection as she pressed the button to send the message. 
The gymnasium rocked. 
Bright red, yellow, and blue lights flashed outside. 
Windows shattered from the force of the bomb that exploded in the parking lot.



While the teachers and chaperones at the dance gathered the young people inside the gymnasium and checked for injuries, Chris and Helen, with Sterling close behind, ran outside to assess the situation. The smell of fire and spent explosives filled the air. Automotive parts rained down from the sky. 
There was another odor, too. Chris recognized it instantly. As he stepped further into the parking lot, he saw a dual cab truck engulfed in flames. 
“Chris! That’s your—”
He held out his arm to stop Helen when she tried to run past him. “I know!” He pulled her back by her arm. “Get everyone and go back inside. Tell emergency to send a bomb squad to make sure there isn’t another one.”
“But—”
“Don’t you smell it, Helen?” His tone was grim. “There’s something else, too.”
To her horror, Helen realized that there was also the odor of burned flesh. Someone had been caught in the blast.
“Dylan!” Sierra emerged from the school building. Her eyes wide, she searched the parking lot. “Have you seen Dylan?”



“Didn’t you have a truck blow up a couple of years ago?” Ripley asked Chris. 
 “It goes with the territory when there’s a price on your head.” 
“Maybe you should switch to a tank.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I just got the oil changed this morning. Check engine light fixed. Inspected, too.”
“Did it pass?”
“Flying colors.”
“That’s good. Because I doubt if it would pass inspection now.”
The state police had quickly turned the investigation over to the FBI when they found that the vehicle that was the center of the blast belonged to Chris Matheson, a retired federal agent.
Special Agent Iain Collins conferred with the federal crime scene investigators, who descended to take over the scene. Nervous parents whisked away most of the students. Doris and Denise were among the first to take Sierra and Katelyn home. 
As the minutes rolled past with no sign of Dylan, Chris and Helen concluded he was the charred, mangled body lying behind the flaming truck. 
“He must have been walking past when the bomb went off,” Ripley said.
Chris stared at the smoldering shell of what had once been his truck. He had been driving it less than two hours before with Helen, Sierra, and Katelyn inside—along with Sterling. As he stared at it, he realized that the driver’s side door was open and attached to the cab. 
They set the parking spaces in the school lot at a diagonal angle. Chris had backed his truck into a space in the row farthest from the building entrance, next to a snowy embankment so that Sterling could relieve himself before going inside.
Dylan’s body was fifteen feet behind the truck in that embankment. Chris cocked his head as he peered at the angle of the truck and where they had covered Dylan’s body with a plastic tarp. 
Iain trotted over to Chris and Ripley. “Based on what little evidence forensics has collected so far, it looks like a pipe bomb.”
“How was it detonated?” Chris asked.
“Too soon to tell. Since you’re still walking, we assume that it was activated accidentally—possibly by a cell phone signal.”
“It wasn’t there when I left the farm this evening.”
“How can you be sure?” Iain asked.
“Because I’m still walking.” Chris groaned when he saw a red Volvo swing into the parking lot where the police blocked its entry. Timothy and Carly Van Patten sprang out of the vehicle. 
It did not take Dylan’s father long to spot Chris. “Matheson!”
Ripley’s hand went to her service weapon. “Who’s that?”
When a uniformed state police officer tried to stop Timothy Van Patten, he shoved him out of the way and sprinted toward Chris, who gestured for the officer not to stop him.
Carly followed only until she noticed the body covered with a tarp being tended to by a forensics crew. Upon seeing who she knew had to be her son, she let out a scream and dropped to her knees in anguish.
“I’m going to tear you limb from limb for this, Matheson!” Timothy raged. “You swore Dylan would be safe!”
The grief-stricken father came to an abrupt halt when he saw the hundred-pound barrier between him and Chris. Sterling’s lips curled up to display his fangs and massively strong jaws. The dog’s fur was on end. He dared Timothy Van Patten to take a step further.
Instantly, Timothy broke out in a sweat. His mouth hung open. He backed up without taking his gaze off the dog.
“Stand down, Sterling,” Chris said. 
The dog fell back but remained in position between his master and the threat. Chris rested his hand on Sterling, not only to comfort the dog but to hold him back if he acted in his defense. “I am so sorry for your loss, Mr. Van Patten. We did not know that—”
“There are contracts out on your life! That alone should have let you know that there was a genuine threat against you. We told you we were worried, and you assured us you would let nothing happen to him. Now, look—” He waved toward the snowy area. His eyes landed on the tarp, and he choked. “My boy is gone.” 
“I am so sorry,” Chris said in a soft voice.
“Yeah, right! You still have all your children. Dylan was all we had.” Timothy turned around but stopped when he saw the crime scene investigators working the scene. “When do we get to bury our son?”
“Our medical examiner will contact you when the body is released,” Ripley said.
“Medical examiner?” Timothy shook his head. “No autopsy. We won’t have his body mutilated anymore.”
“We need to examine him for evidence,” Ripley said. “He was in the bomb’s path. Parts of it could be in his body. They need to be removed and examined. That could help lead us to his killer.”
“No! I won’t have it.” Timothy jabbed a finger toward Ripley. “No one is touching my son’s body. We’ll take this to the Supreme Court if we have to.” With additional curses and threats toward Chris, he gathered his distraught wife, and they hurried away.
“That was weird.” Iain’s eyes narrowed to blue slits.
“The man lost his only child less than two weeks before Christmas,” Chris said. “What’s a normal way to act in those circumstances?”
“But you would think he would want anything that could be done to catch his son’s murderer,” Iain said. “He’s blatantly refusing to allow us to use his son’s body, which provides a body of evidence—pun intended.”
The chief of the forensics team stepped across the parking lot toward them. Chris saw he was carrying an evidence bag. “Mr. Matheson, did you have any wrapped Christmas presents in your truck?”
Chris shook his head. “None.”
“It’s still early, but we may have a clue.” The forensics officer held up the bag to show them a big red and gold striped Christmas bow. “And we’re finding minute pieces of gift wrap. The bomb could have been wrapped up to look like a present.”
“An old but effective ploy used by the mob,” Iain said.
Chris bit his bottom lip. “Dylan texted Sierra that he had a surprise for her right before the blast. Maybe he accidentally triggered the bomb when he was putting a Christmas present for her inside my truck.” Slowly, he shook his head. “But that doesn’t make sense.”
“We may not know a lot of things, but we know one,” Ripley said. “We need to take a much closer look at the Alec Moore case and your text buddy. Someone was trying to draw you out, and it worked. Now they’ve made two attempts on your life.”
“Two?” Iain’s mouth dropped open.
“You were in New York during the first attempt,” Ripley said. “Someone rigged an anvil in Chris’s barn to drop on his head.”
“I don’t think this is connected to our case.” Iain gestured at the smoldering scene before them. 
“Why not?” Ripley countered.
“Whoever this mysterious contact is, they know enough about Chris to hack into the federal bureau database to change his emergency contact and send text messages to his phone. His home address is in that same database. If they wanted to kill him, they could have done so long before now.”
“Maybe they just now got around to it,” Ripley said.
“If my text buddy’s primary goal was finding me to carry out a hit, then why send us jumping through these hoops with Valentine, Forth, Hollows, and Dae?” Chris asked. 
“They’re the central focus of this case,” Iain said, “not Matheson.”
“Your cover must have gotten blown when we interviewed one of them,” Ripley said.
Chris was offended. “I’ve never blown my cover.”
“I didn’t say you blew it. They’ve got to have some ties to organized crime to fence their goods and launder their money.”
“Speaking of the Holiday gang,” Iain said, “Based on your suggestion this afternoon, I dove deeper into Thomas Kincaid and Holiday Investments. Got a peep at their financials. Guess what? The Monday after Thanksgiving, someone drained all capital from Holiday Investments accounts.”
“Drained?” Chris asked.
“Of every penny and the accounts closed out. The money from their investments is going to another account. It’s in Switzerland and I can’t track down who it belongs to. Give me time, though. I’ll find out.”
“We need to have a face-to-face talk with Thomas Kincaid.” Ripley turned to Iain. “Next stop for you is Omaha.”
Chris shook his head. “If Thomas Kincaid is dead, which I think he is, then he didn’t blow up my truck.” 
“Who else could have done it?” Ripley asked. 
Stroking Sterling, Chris shrugged his shoulders. “Could be anyone. I have a talent for winning enemies.”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

To Ripley’s surprise, Chris declined her offer to supply security to guard his family and farm. Elliott had already volunteered to move into the house to keep watch. Between him, Doris, who was a sharpshooter, Helen, and himself, the place was going to be well guarded. That was without counting Sterling and Sadie, a retired law enforcement canine. In addition, Chompers was a champion ankle-biter.
Helen spent the night in Sierra’s room and held her heartbroken daughter while she cried herself to sleep. Not quite understanding what was going on, Emma slipped into Chris’s bed with him, Sterling, Thor, and Chompers. 
Unable to sleep, Chris got up well before sunrise. 
In the bathroom, it startled him when he saw his reflection in the mirror. 
The sight of his right arm strapped to his chest rendering it useless brought it all home. It was bad enough that he felt weak. He looked as bad as he felt.
Dylan’s murder wasn’t his fault. 
Chris knew that in his head. There was no way he could have known about the bomb. Even if he didn’t have one arm strapped to his chest, there was no way he could have prevented Dylan’s senseless death.
Even so, he had failed to protect his family and friends. 
His failure got his stepdaughter’s first serious boyfriend killed. 
He tore at the brace with a vengeance and hurled it into the trash can.
Freed from the brace restraining him, he narrowed his gray eyes at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. 
“It’s time to get into the fight, Matheson.”



Sterling and Chompers trotted ahead of Chris when he crossed the barnyard. He could hear someone moving about inside the barn. Based on Sterling’s wagging tail, Chomper’s friendly yaps, and the horses out in the pasture, he concluded it was a friend. A paid assassin would never do farm chores. 
Inside, he found Red shoveling manure into a wheelbarrow that was already almost filled. “Red, what are you doing up so early?”
“What does it look like? I’m cleaning stalls.” The muscular man tossed the contents of a shovel into the wheelbarrow in one effortless motion. “You took off that brace way too early. If you keep messing with that shoulder, you’re going to end up having to have it replaced.”
“I have more important things to worry about than my shoulder.” Chris went into the feed room. 
“It’s not your fault,” Red called out to him.
“Yeah, if I keep saying it, I may actually start believing it.” Chris stepped back into the doorway to find Red resting his folded arms across the upright shovel. “They think Dylan may have accidentally detonated the bomb while hiding a present for Sierra in my truck. He wouldn’t be dead if I didn’t have people out to kill me from back when I was with the FBI.”
“Were you a good agent or a bad one?”
“Back then, we were the good guys.”
“I mean, were you dirty?”
“No.”
“So you only took down bad guys?”
“The worst of the worst.”
“If this was a professional hit, then it’s the fault of these bad guys who put out the contracts to have you killed.”
Chris let out a deep breath. “I know all of that, Red. But in my heart … Dylan was a good kid, and he was Sierra’s first love. It devastated me when Helen ended it after she went off to college. At least she was alive. I guess deep down, I believed there was hope that we would eventually get back together. But Dylan … How does a young girl get over a loss like that? How can she not blame me?”
“I get it,” Red said. “So you know what you do? You do what you do best. We call in the Geezer Squad and we find out who planted that bomb and killed Dylan. Where do we start?”
“The bomb had to have been planted after we arrived at the dance,” Chris said. “We were there just about an hour before the explosion.”
“Those schools have security videos everywhere,” Red said. “That’s less than an hour of video to watch.”
“They’ll want to check other cameras that may have caught the bomber at a different angle.”
Red’s face glowed with determination. “Let’s call Ray and get him to work downloading those security videos.”
Chris arched an eyebrow. “He doesn’t always use legit means to do it.”
“I won’t tell if you don’t.” 
Doris and Elliott entered the barn. Doris rushed to take Chris into her arms. Reminding himself that Carly could never hold her son in her arms again, Chris allowed her to hold him as long as she wanted. 
Doris’s tender expression of love evaporated, and she pulled away. “Where is your brace?”
Chris rubbed his shoulder. “I can’t think with it on.”
“Obviously, you can’t think without it since you’re not smart enough to keep it on.”
“Mom, someone has tried to kill me twice this week alone. They blew up Sierra’s boyfriend last night. I need a clear head to figure this out.”
Doris folded her arms across her chest. “And how does tearing up your shoulder and risking a full shoulder replacement clear your head?”
Chris glared at her. “Let me correct that. I almost got killed three times this week.” He held up three fingers for her to count. “The first time was because someone doesn’t check her voicemail.” 
Doris returned Chris’s glare. “The only reason I’m bitching at you about your shoulder brace is that I care about you.”
“I know, Mom! I love you, too,” he said forcibly.
“Good to know. Are you going to put that brace back on?”
“No,” he said, even as his shoulder throbbed with pain.
“Nice way to show how much you care,” Doris said with heavy sarcasm.
“I hate it when they got all mushy like that,” Elliott muttered to Red.
“You better not be thinking about taking off.” Her tone challenged him to tell her he was.
Chris hesitated. The thought of leaving to keep his family safe had crossed his mind. 
Seeing it on his face, Doris’s eyes blazed. “Christopher Lee Matheson, if you dare to leave us now, you’re going to have more than a hitman chasing you down. You’ll have me on your tail, too.”
“Leaving isn’t going to keep your family safe,” Elliott said. “These types of dudes would not hesitate to take one or more of your girls to use as leverage to make you turn yourself in to them. They know where you are. The only way to ensure your family’s safety is to find the bastard and take him or her out.”
“That’s what I said,” Red said with a pleased grin. “We need to get Ray to get copies of the school’s security video to see who planted that bomb.”
“We also need to figure out how they tracked me down,” Chris said. “Patty Dae is involved with a witness who had been married to Sergei Yurievich’s daughter. The feds arrested her on their wedding day for killing her estranged sister-in-law.”
“He must be the one behind the bombing then,” Red said. “He’s getting back at you for busting his wife.”
Chris recalled seeing Biff Jackson in a lip-lock with Patty Dae. “He didn’t look too brokenhearted when I saw him. But you have a point. We need to question him.”
“Ripley is going to question him,” Doris said pointedly. “Not you.”
“I have a stake in this, Mom,” Chris said. “If he’s behind Dylan’s death, I owe it to Sierra to be there when we take him down.”
“How certain are you that the bombing of your truck is connected to this case?” Elliott asked.
Chris nodded his head in agreement. “When I was working undercover with the Yurievich family, Biff was on the fringes. All he saw was the glamorous lifestyle. I don’t think he was smart enough to see that they were a mob family.”
“In other words, he was too shallow to hold a grudge against you for having his bride arrested at his wedding,” Doris said.
“Still worth looking at Biff, if only to eliminate him,” Chris said. “With the amount of money and high-priced goods that the holiday crew needed to launder, they had to become connected with organized crime. Money launderers don’t work for charity. They get a cut themselves. So it would be in their interest to protect the crew. I wouldn’t be surprised if the client who paid them to swipe that Picasso wasn’t a crime boss. He had to be to have a million dollars to hire an artist to paint a fake and then a group of professional criminals to switch the paintings.”
Doris wagged a finger at him. “Foremost, we need to find out who planted that bomb in your truck and take them out.” 
Elliott nodded his head in agreement. “A good place to start is with the holiday crew. With you snooping around Sky Belmont’s murder, they very well may have asked one of their mob connections to get rid of you.” 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

“This is a bad idea,” Ripley told Chris when they met in a shopping center parking lot. With his truck in several pieces at the federal evidence lab, Chris had to borrow his mother’s blue Malibu to drive out to Leesburg. “I should question Biff myself and report back to you.”
“I want to see his expression and body language when you talk to him,” Chris said while securing Sterling in her back seat. “Our involuntary communication can sometimes tell more than our words.” He climbed into the front passenger seat.
“You’re not wearing your shoulder brace.” Ripley shook her head and rolled her eyes.
Chris grimaced while fastening his seatbelt. “I got an earful from both Mom and Helen this morning. I can’t think with it.”
Ripley pulled out into traffic to take them to the Leesburg airfield. “How’s Sierra?”
“Not good. This struck too close to home. You never think someone close to your age who lives a good, clean, low-risk life is going to die like that. Helen is spending the day with her and the girls.” He glanced at her. “Where’s Iain?”
“He took a flight to Omaha this morning to hunt down Thomas Kincaid for a face-to-face. We’re going to do a deep dive into him. If he’s the inside man for these four women to fence their stolen goods and launder their money, then he must be connected to organized crime. If that bomb was planted by the mob, then the hit had to originate from him.”
Chris mulled that information before shaking his head. “But Thomas Kincaid hasn’t met me. He hasn’t even talked to me. We’ve used my alias of Marc Corbett through this entire case.”
“But you had interviewed Mason Kemp, who we believe is really Thomas Kincaid.”
“Nine years ago.”
Ripley turned her vehicle onto the two-lane road leading to the airfield and Biff Jackson’s charter service. “Patty Dae has a private pilot’s license.”
Chris arched an eyebrow. “Does she? Under that name?”
“Patty Dae. Tamara Ward had a private license, too. She flew the four housemates to the Caribbean before they disappeared,” Ripley said. “Security around international airports is tight. I finally got a report of the planes using the runway that would have taken them out over those trees where the body was dumped Thanksgiving weekend. Chuck LaBuff’s plane landed at Dulles on Friday afternoon and left twelve hours later. The pilot on record was Chuck LaBuff. I checked with the FAA. They did everything online. There was never person-to-person contact. Patty Dae has a license and knows how to fly.”
“They stole a helicopter for one of their suspected heists,” Chris said. “If she could steal a helicopter, she could steal a plane.”
“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Ripley said. “That’s about the same time that Chuck LaBuff suddenly sold his plane to Jonathan Penney and moved to Alaska. The four women found out about this man, most likely a P.I. hired by Penney, poking around. So they got rid of him. Patty used his plane to dump his body hoping the wildlife would take care of him.”
Chris’s brow furrowed. “And then Patty Dae sold Chuck’s plane to Jonathan Penney?” He shook his head.
“It worked until we got to Penney buying Chuck’s plane.”
“My money is on the body being Mason Kemp, aka Thomas Kincaid. Iain is wasting the fed’s money on flying to Omaha. Kincaid is in the morgue in Washington.” 
“If Mason Kemp is their partner in crime, then why kill him?”
“No honor among thieves.” 
“Then where is Chuck aka Ben aka Alec aka Bram? What role did he play in all of this?”
“He’s my texting buddy. He went into this trying to uncover Sky’s killer or killers. When he got too close, he had to go underground. He’s been reaching out to me to finish the job.” Chris turned to her. “He didn’t blew up my truck.”
“Unless he blames you for not finding justice for Sky earlier.” Ripley pulled into a parking space next to the door leading into Biff Jackson’s charter plane hangar. 
The sign over the door read “Jackson Charter Flights.” The two detectives noticed they fit the doorbell with a security camera. Chimes signaled their entrance when they went inside.
Clad in thermal overalls and work boots, Biff stood up straight from where he was working on the engine of a small plane to greet them. He flashed a grin upon recognizing Ripley. “How ya’ doing, Special Agent …” He paused to recall her name. Before her name came to his lips, he noticed Sterling. His face broke into a broad grin. “What a cool dog. Can I pet him?”
Before Chris could consent, Biff kneeled to give Sterling a vigorous petting. “I have two dogs at home. One is a German, and the other is a mutt. He’s got some shepherd in him, though. They are the best.” He continued to rave over the wonderment of dogs while petting and scratching and rubbing Sterling, who dropped to the floor and offered his tummy for him to rub, which he did. 
Chris cast a glance at Ripley. Sterling did not see Biff as any threat.
Ripley motioned to Chris while introducing him to Biff. “This is Special Agent Marc Corbett. He’s consulting on our case.”
Biff acknowledged Chris with a quick nod of his head before resuming Sterling’s belly rub. Loving the attention, Sterling was flat on his back with his legs splayed. “The case of the dead dude at Dulles? Everyone at the airport—here and there—keep talking about it.” He glanced up to ask, “Do you know who he is yet?”
Biff showed no sign of recognition upon seeing Chris—if he noticed him. He was more focused on giving the German shepherd a rub down. He answered Biff’s question with, “We’re still working on it. We’d like to ask you about the last time you saw Chuck.”
Biff’s eyes grew wide as he took Sterling into a bear hug. “You don’t think that dead guy is Chuck, do you?” 
Sterling returned the hug by licking Biff’s cheek.
“You have to admit that the timing is questionable,” Chris said. “We believe the victim was killed sometime Friday night or Saturday morning after Thanksgiving.”
“You said the last time you saw Chuck was Wednesday,” Ripley said.
Biff and Sterling gazed up at them. 
“But Patty said she got a text from Chuck Saturday saying that he was out of here,” Biff said. 
“Did you see the text message from Chuck?” Ripley asked.
“Why would Patty lie?”
“Maybe she and Chuck were having problems?” Ripley offered. “She seemed displeased with him when we talked to her the other day.”
“Because he dumped her,” Biff said while scratching Sterling’s chest. 
The dog lifted his head and stretched his chin upward as if to grant him better access to “the spot.” 
Biff said, “Ending it with Patty was kind of stupid, if you ask me. Patty was a great girl.”
Chris noticed the use of the past tense. “Was? Is she not a great girl anymore?”
“She’s moving.”
Chris and Ripley exchanged glances. “Moving where?” Ripley asked.
Biff shrugged his shoulders. “She asked if I would like to buy her parachuting and skydiving school.”
“She didn’t seem to be interested in selling it the other day,” Ripley said.
“I know. I was surprised, too. We had a good thing going. But Patty said that she was never one to put down roots. A rolling stone and all that. She said it was time to move on and she wanted traveling money. So I bought the school. I mean with my planes and—”
“When did you buy it?”
“Yesterday.” Biff’s eyes grew wide. He stopped petting Sterling. “Do you like think she killed Chuck and dumped his body at Dulles and is now on the run?”
Chris slowly nodded his head. “That is a possibility. Where does Patty live?”
Biff gave them the address for Patty’s home, and they hurriedly left—much to Sterling’s disappointment.



“I think we can take Biff off our suspect list,” Ripley said as they climbed into her cruiser. “Sterling has already.” 
“We need to check out their safe house,” Chris told Ripley while she sped away from the airfield. In response to her questioning glance, he added, “Patty is on the run. That tells me they’re planning another caper, and it’s going down now. You and I need to check out that safe house in Rockville. I’m willing to bet we can figure out what their target is and stop them. If we’re lucky, we’ll get there before they make their getaway.”
Ripley couldn’t argue with his logic. “I’ll get agents to check out each of the gang’s places while we find that safe house. I hope we can get inside. No judge is going to grant us a search warrant on information supplied in an anonymous text.”



“Do you really think they’re going to give us the security videos from the high school?” Ray asked Francine as she turned the van into the county school administrative offices building parking lot in Charles Town. 
Usually, the Saturday before Christmas, the lot would be empty and the building locked up tight. Not so the morning after a bombing at a school dance. An emergency school board meeting was called. Vehicles belonging to the media, school board members, and parents filled the parking lot.
Seeing the crowd of people, Ray sensed their uphill battle to acquire the security videotapes. “It will probably be easier for me to just—” He made a motion of tapping his fingers on an imaginary keyboard.
“There’s no harm in asking. They already downloaded the videos and handed them off to the FBI. As long as they’re handing them out…” Francine flashed him a grin while pulling the van into the handicapped parking space next to the wheelchair ramp. “If we play our cards right, we could be on the right side of a leak.”
“This is a school board we’re talking about,” Ray said. “Not some three-letter federal government agency leaking anything and everything it can to take out political enemies.” He pointed toward the doors leading inside. “My daughter has dragged me to a few school board meetings.” He shuddered. “These people play for keeps.” 
Francine hurried ahead to press the button at the security door. After introducing themselves as investigators working with the Matheson family, the door buzzed to signal that they were being allowed entry. Francine pressed the metal button to open the automatic door for Ray to wheel through, and they made their way through the second set of doors. 
Francine went to the directory to find the office number for the Jefferson County School chief of security, the one with the authority to provide them with copies of the security tapes. 
“What do you mean Harold isn’t coming?” they heard a man yell from a nearby office. 
Nervous already in a building filled with school board types, Ray jumped in his wheelchair. They turned to see a stout man dressed in black slacks and a blue sweater pacing the spacious corner office. He was bald on top of his head, with a row of brown hair running around the back of his head from ear to ear. The nameplate declared it the office of the county school superintendent, Broderick Hayes. 
“So he’s had a little stroke. He can still hold a handful of cards and place bets, can’t he?” When he spotted Francine and Ray staring at him, he grabbed the door and slammed it shut.
“See what I mean,” Ray whispered.
As they made their way up the hallway toward the security offices, a muscular man wearing a jacket with “security” written above the county school insignia stepped out into the corridor to meet them. His face was hard looking—as if they had carved it out of granite. He wore his hair shorn only a fraction short of being bald. 
“I’m Richard Braddock, chief of security for Jefferson County Schools. What’s this about you wanting us to give you copies of our security videos for the night of the explosion?”
“We’re working with the Matheson family to help identify who planted a bomb in Chris’s truck and killed a nice young man,” Francine said. 
“Our county school board, in conjunction with this office, is fully cooperating with the FBI. We’ve already handed over everything we have and have given them full access to the high school.” Richard folded his muscular arms across his broad chest. He glowered at them with dark, beady eyes. “What authority do you have to be investigating what has become a federal case?”
“We’re not trying to step on anyone’s toes,” Ray said. “We’re trying to help the family. All we want is to examine copies of the security videos to see if we can find evidence to lead to the bomber.”
“I’m sure you kept copies for yourself?” Francine asked.
“What if we did? This is a very sensitive matter. A popular young man died, and we have the national media breathing down our backs. The last thing we need is leaked security tapes popping up on social media and armchair detectives with nothing better to do screwing up a federal investigation.”
“We will post nothing on the internet,” Ray said. “We’re retired law enforcement professionals. We know all about how to handle evidence. We’re trying to help by finding out the truth about what happened.”
The security director’s face turned red. “You can’t have them.”
Desperate, Francine said, “But Doris Matheson said—”
“I don’t care if the governor sent you! It takes time to make copies of security videos and I don’t have time to be making copies for every nosy old biddy who comes in off the streets asking for one.” With that, he turned and stomped into the security office, leaving the two of them out in the corridor—stunned.
“Did he just call me an old biddy?” Francine asked when she found her voice.
“Yep.”
She snatched her phone out of her handbag. “I’m going to ruin his day.” 



Eighteen minutes later, Doris Matheson, clad in her black leather coat with matching high-heeled knee-high boots and gloves, strode through the automatic doors. Her blond hair fell in a loose wave to her shoulders. She had parted it on the side so that it draped across her forehead to give her a Veronica Lake look.
Francine jumped up from where she and Ray had been waiting in the hallway.
Seconds after Doris sashayed into the reception area, Broderick Hayes’s office door swung open. The stout man in the blue sweater burst out of the corner office. “Doris!” His eyes were wide with wonderment like those of a small child seeing Santa Claus for the first time. His mouth hung open in a broad grin as he gazed at the woman who stood eye to eye before him.
“Broderick.” Doris looked him up and down—seeming to appraise him. Unlike Elliott, who was well over six feet tall, Broderick stood eye to eye with her.
Francine swore she saw a drop of drool form in the corner of his mouth. 
“How have you been?” he asked.
“Not well. My granddaughter’s boyfriend was murdered last night in the parking lot of one of your schools.”
“Nasty business,” Broderick said. “I want you to know that I have personally ordered that everyone cooperate with the FBI to sort this out.” He nodded his head vigorously. “Personally. I spoke to the investigator myself this morning.” 
Doris gazed at him wordlessly. Her gray eyes narrowed.
Staring at her with adoring eyes, Broderick begged for a sign of her approval.
She finally spoke. “Is that true, Broderick?” Her voice was soft.
Broderick swallowed. “Anything for you, Doris. All you have to do is ask. You know that. Anything. Anything at all.”
Francine and Ray were waiting for him to offer his kidney to her.
She took a step toward him. “Funny,” she said in a sultry tone. “I heard that your chief of security insulted my investigators before throwing them out of his office when all they asked for was a copy of the school’s security videos.” 
Broderick’s face fell in disappointment. “No.” It came out as a squeak.
Her eyes narrowed to slits, and Doris nodded her head.
Breathing heavily, he started down the hallway before stopping and returning to Doris, who looked at him impassively. “I’ll be right back,” he said. Again, he started down the hallway. This time, he made it a few more feet before stopping and trotting back to Doris, who had not moved. He held up his finger to her. “Don’t go anywhere.” He looked her up and down as if to make certain that she was really there before trotting down the corridor—his speed increasing to a full run by the time he reached the security office.
The door slammed. 
Doris turned her head to look at Francine and Ray. One corner of her mouth kicked upward. “I still have it.”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE

It took an hour and a half for them to reach the old colonial farmhouse on what appeared to be a small farm in a forgotten area west of Rockville, Maryland. At first, they thought the GPS was wrong when it stated that they had arrived at their destination. They only found the house after Chris noticed several tire tracks traveling what had at first appeared to be an abandoned dirt road coated in ice and packed snow. The house and outbuildings were tucked behind a grove of trees and brush.
“If these criminals are attempting to not show their stolen money, they’re doing a very good job of it.” Ripley parked her SUV in front of an old wooden porch with a rickety railing. There was a cinderblock outbuilding at the edge of the backyard.
“The place looks abandoned, but someone has been in and out of here multiple times.” Chris pointed out the tire tracks in the driveway. “They needed a place removed from nosy neighbors to put together their plans and practice their break-in and theft.”
Careful to not slip on the ice, they made their way up the three steps to the porch. When Ripley reached out to knock on the door, they saw it was ajar. They could see into the foyer, which was darkened.
Ripley and Chris exchanged worried looks as they both removed their weapons from their holsters. Sterling’s ears perked up. He went on alert. He looked to Chris for an order to go inside the house.
 “Hello!” Ripley called while aiming her semi-automatic at the floor in front of her. “Federal agents. Is anyone in here?” 
They waited in silence. 
“Federal agents. Is anyone inside this home?” 
Again, they waited in silence. 
“We’re coming inside.”
Chris gave Sterling a hand signal to search for anyone hiding or waiting to ambush them. His head low, the dog moved through the doorway and from room to room with Ripley and Chris bringing up the rear.
Sterling led them through the main level, which contained a living room, dining room, kitchen, and a door leading to a basement filled with trash. There wasn’t even a working bathroom. They then went up to the second floor, which contained three empty bedrooms and a main bathroom. Each room was furnished with a few pieces of rotten furniture. 
“Looks like your deductive reasoning is off this time, Matheson. This place doesn’t even have electricity,” Ripley said as Sterling scampered out the front door, around the corner of the house, and across the yard. 
Through the window, Chris saw a motion-activated outdoor light over the door turned on when Sterling reached the outbuilding. The dog jumped up to plant his paws on the door, which swung open under his weight.
“We’re in the wrong building.” 
Chris ran into the outbuilding to find a wide room with a cement floor and tall ceilings with rafters reaching the roof. A worktable with four chairs around it occupied the center of the room. Coffee cups and food wrappers marked each seat. Blueprints covered the tabletop. 
A forty-five-caliber Smith and Wesson revolver rested in the middle of the table. 
Sterling galloped to the workbench with cupboards that stretched the width of the building. A large wooden crate occupied the floor in front of the workbench. Circling the crate, the dog sniffed.
Chris slipped on a pair of evidence gloves and picked up the gun. He sniffed it. It had been fired recently. “I think we have a murder weapon,” he called to Ripley, who he thought had followed him.
He examined the blueprints spread out across the table. They were for the exterior and interior of the building in which Mervis Diamond Importers, an upscale jeweler, was located. Another set of blueprints was for a vegan bakery. There was also a print-up of an owner’s manual for a sophisticated lock system for a safe deposit vault. According to the blueprints, it was the same system on the ground level of the diamond importer.
“Mervis Diamond Importers in Washington is the target!” Chris told Ripley, who had her cell phone out to call her office. 
“Diamonds are a girl’s best friend,” Ripley said. “Isn’t that what Victoria told us when we went to interview her?” With a curse, she went to the other side of the room to report the latest developments. 
Sterling uttered a low bark and pawed at the box. He looked pleadingly at Chris, who continued to examine the array of items spread across the table and the power tools and mockups for simulated trial runs that littered the great room.
Jacqui had been right when she said these were not smash-and-grab-bandits. They researched, planned, and studied their target. Then, after planning their heist, they practiced and rehearsed before going live.
No wonder they were so successful.
Ripley disconnected the call. Her cursing jerked Chris from his thoughts.
“We’re too late,” Ripley announced. “The local police have been on the scene since noon today. The manager of Mervis discovered that their vault had been broken into during the night. They opened at noon because they had a big Christmas party last night for their top clients and employees. It was all over their website.”
“Don’t tell me.” Chris pointed at a blueprint for a vegan bakery on the table. “They broke into the back of the Mervis vault from the ground floor level of a vegan bakery that had gone out of business.”
Ripley nodded her head. “They got over twelve million dollars in diamonds.”



“We’re too late,” Chris told Helen when he called her to check on Sierra and give her the news about their interview with Biff Jackson. 
“What’s wrong with Sterling?” Ripley asked Chris about the German shepherd laying prone in front of the wooden crate. The dog looked at her over his shoulder and uttered a whine.
“There’s probably a dead rodent in there.” Chris picked up a folder labeled with the bakery’s name from the table. It contained a deed for the building. “They bought the store through the shell company last year. That gave them access to go in and out while devising how to break in.”
“How do you know that?” Helen asked.
Chris shook the folder in his hand. “I’m reading it from a folder they’d left behind.” He swept his hand over the tabletop. “They left it all here. Blueprints for the buildings and the manual for the vault. They left their coffee cups—” He picked up a fork from a paper plate. “Their knives and forks.”
“Their DNA,” Helen said. “Pretty sloppy for a group of professional criminals.”
Chris caught his breath. Ripley turned from where she was gathering information from the agents at the jewelry importer.
“Are you just now realizing that?” Helen asked with a scoff. “You said that you’d think better without the shoulder brace.” 
“I need to make a phone call.” Chris disconnected the call and found the latest text from his text buddy. 
Ripley sifted through the papers on the table. “Their escape plan must be here somewhere.”
Sterling let out a bark.
Chris pressed the button on the text to place the call.
“I wondered when you were going to call me.” A deep masculine voice answered the call.
“You left everything here for us to find,” Chris responded. “The target and how they were going to pull off the heist.” 
“Those things happen when you trust the wrong person.” 
“You even left their DNA so that we can connect them with the holiday gang when we catch them,” Chris said.
The response was a low chuckle.
“They’ve got the diamonds,” Chris said. “Are they out of the country yet?”
“No.”
“How are they going to make their getaway?”
“I’ll text you their travel plans.”
“You have their travel plans?” Ripley asked.
“Of course. I made them. Did you find the other package I left you?”
“What other package?” Chris turned around to search the building. His gaze fell upon the dog looking forlornly at him from over his shoulder. He let out a sigh of frustration and went to the wooden box. 
Sterling jumped to his feet and wagged his tail. 
Chris yanked the wooden top and lifted it to peer inside.
“It’s all yours.”



The center of travel and commuting in Washington, DC, Union Station was busy twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, three-hundred-sixty-five days a year. 
Saturday night before Christmas, travelers eager to make it home in time for the holidays packed the station near the Capitol building. Burdened with shopping bags and luggage, passengers swarmed to and from the gates to catch taxis, ubers, buses and subway trains to take them to their destinations. Those with time to spare attempted to stay out of the way by checking out the many stores and eateries.
“Talk about getting lost in a crowd.” Chris kept a tight hold on Sterling’s leash—not out of concern from the dog wandering off as worry about someone focused on finding their train schedule or a loved one tripping over him. Taking in his surroundings in search of potential threats to his master, Sterling pressed against Chris’s leg.
They made their way across the atrium to the Amtrak waiting area. The delicious smell of fresh calzones reminded Chris that he had not eaten since breakfast. His stomach growled in protest. 
One hour before the train to Boston was scheduled to depart, the holiday gang could have been dining in any of the dozens of restaurants or fast-food places or sitting on the train, which was already boarding at Gate Seventeen.
Craning her neck, Ripley made her way to the other side of the terminal. She slowed her pace to check out the customers waiting in line at one of the popular eateries in the food court.
There was a tall metal cleaning cart parked next to the doorway leading into the women’s restrooms. They had passed a few cleaning crews since entering the station. Most worked during the night or early morning hours— referred to as the graveyard shift—when they were not likely to inconvenience commuters running to catch a subway or commuter train. Extra crews had been called in to maintain the station during the holidays. 
Donning plastic gloves and a hairnet, a woman clad in a gray cleaning uniform and wearing black loafers, nodded and offered a bashful smile at Chris as she exited the men’s restroom. She plucked up the plastic cleaning sign she had posted in the open doorway. She kicked the doorstopper up with her toe to allow the door to swing shut.
Sterling slowed to take several sniffs at the five-foot-tall garbage bin at the front of the cart. Pressing his nose to the tall metal bin, Sterling’s ears fell back while he took several whiffs. 
“Handsome doggie.” The cleaner returned the caddy containing her supplies to a ledge on the cart before patting Sterling on the head. The dog returned her pat with a wag of his tail before moving on.
A sudden movement out of his peripheral vision caught Chris’s attention. He turned in time to see a shock of platinum blond hair and a deep red wool cape as a woman sprinted through the doorway leading to the boarding gates.
“Victoria!” Chris waved his arm to catch Ripley’s attention several feet away. “I just saw Valentine. She’s going to the gates.” He reined in Sterling’s leash.
Ripley rushed toward him. “I saw Patty Dae go out through the other door.”
“They wouldn’t be waiting on the train.” Chris waded through a mob of people disembarking a newly arrived train. “It doesn’t depart for another fifty minutes. They’d be sitting ducks.”
He stopped—causing Ripley to collide with him. 
A man sprinting for his train bumped into Sterling. The dog yelped. The man stumbled and apologized to the dog before continuing on his way. 
“My text buddy said they trusted the wrong man.” Chris pulled Sterling in closer and patted the dog on the shoulder. “If Mason Kemp was their target, then he trusted the wrong people.”
“You’re losing me, Matheson,” Ripley said. 
“My text buddy made their travel arrangements. If he did that, then they would have to cut him in on the goods from the heist when they arrived. What if they don’t arrive?”
“Get caught? Then there will be nothing to split.”
“They can go someplace else,” Chris said. “Then they’d only have to split the spoils four ways.”
“We both saw Victoria Valentine and Patty Dae going out to the gates,” Ripley said.
“But not to the train.” Chris gestured to the numerous doors leading back into the terminal, out onto the street, and down to the subway trains. “These women have pulled off successful heists for how many years? Only recently have they been messing up and that’s because someone infiltrated their gang.” He turned around to search the faces of the many commuters. “They had to realize we were closing in and why. If they’re smart, which they are, they switched to Plan B. We saw them because they wanted us to see them. They want us to search the train. While we’re doing that—”
“They’ll slip out of the area,” Ripley said. “Metro to the airport to catch a flight?” 
“If it were me …” His voice trailing off, Chris led her back through the crowds, across the waiting area, and up the stairs to the mezzanine, which was home to a collection of vehicle rental kiosks. It was less crowded than the levels below. 
As they reached the top of the stairs, they peered around the area. A walkway between the two groups of kiosks led to the parking garage where the rental vehicles were housed. 
“Okay, let’s spread out and search.” Ripley stepped around a cleaning cart tended by four women, clad in gray cleaning uniforms and hairnets. She searched the area to the left of the walkway. 
Released from his leash to join in the search, Sterling headed straight for the cleaning cart and sniffed the cleaning women’s shoes.
Chris cocked his head while watching the cart making its way down the walkway toward the exit to the parking garage. Talk about your group effort. Four women, one at each corner, pushed the cart along. They all wore white plastic hairnets and gloves. He fell in behind them. 
As the group made their way toward the door, they each shook their feet to push away the dog. Nipping at their pant legs and shoes, Sterling circled the cart. 
“Get away from me, you lousy mutt,” one of them muttered.
Sterling trotted around to the other side of the cart and sat in their path.
One woman cast a nervous glance over her shoulder. 
Chris had never seen such long, lush eyelashes on a cleaning woman before.
“Don’t look,” he heard Eve Hollow hiss. 
“Matheson,” Ripley called from the other side of the mezzanine.
With a sly grin, Chris tossed his head in the cart’s direction. The women hissed and waved their hands as casually as possible at Sterling to urge him to move.
Ripley darted in front of the cart. She held up one hand in a sign to stop. Her federal agent’s shield was visible in the palm. “Federal agent! Hold it right there!”
As a unit, they spun around to see Chris blocking their escape.
Instead of surrendering, Patty Dae ducked and head-butted Chris in the midsection. They both crashed to the floor. She continued to punch and claw at him while trying to extract herself from his grip on her.
With a bark, Sterling ran down the walkway and leaped up onto the cart that was between him and his master. Seemingly, the German shepherd thought there was a lid or covering over the top of the cart. There wasn’t. The dog discovered this the hard way. With a yelp, he fell into the five-foot-tall garbage bin. His front legs clung to the top edge while he dug with his hind legs to pull himself up. 
Ripley rushed to help the trapped dog. Not strong enough to pull the hundred-pound dog out of the bin, she overturned the cart onto its side. The dog and luggage concealed inside spilled around the floor—much to the on-lookers’ amusement.
In the melee, one bag popped open to spill its contents. Hundreds of sparkling diamonds scattered across the floor. Spectators rushed to scoop up some of the brilliant jewels.
“Federal agent! Don’t anybody move!” Ripley commanded while holding up her badge.
Meanwhile, Chris continued the delicate task of wrestling Patty Dae. He was torn between thwarting her attempt to escape and defending himself against her attack without becoming the reluctant star of a viral video proving how rude law enforcement is to women.
Sterling joined the fight by snagging Patty’s pant leg and tugging on it to pull her off Chris. 
“Do you need any help?” Ripley suppressed her laughter when she saw Patty elbow Chris in the throat. With a grunt, he countered by taking her into a headlock and rolling her over. In doing so, his foot got trapped in the handle straps of a duffle bag. They both tumbled over the bag and landed on the strewn luggage. Sterling lost his hold on the pant leg.
“I’m okay,” Chris called out with a grunt.
Sterling rushed back to try again. This time, he kept his grip on the pant leg and pulled with all his might. He tugged on the work pants that she had stolen from a laundry basket in the maintenance locker room. As luck would have it, the pants were several times too big for Patty’s slender frame. With only a few tugs, Sterling pulled the gray work pants down to Patty’s ankles to reveal bright green thong panties. Patty let out a scream when the cold air hit her bare thighs. 
With one last tug, Sterling freed the pants from her legs.
The onlookers cheered when the German Shepherd trotted with a sense of triumph to Ripley, with the pants dragging behind him.
Distracted by being abruptly disrobed, Patty whirled around to face the dog, which allowed Chris to flip her over onto her stomach. He pinned her to the floor with a knee on her shoulder. 
Ripley held out a pair of handcuffs for him to cuff her. 
Grimacing, he rubbed his injured shoulder before snatching the handcuffs from her hand. “Thanks for your help,” he said with a heavy dose of sarcasm.
“Looked to me like you and Sterling had everything under control.” 



CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX

“They were on their way to Nambia.” Ripley tossed the case file onto her desk and shook her head. She narrowed her eyes with annoyance when she saw Chris was listening to what she assumed was a message from one of his girls on his phone. His face twisted in pain, and he rubbed his shoulder while concentrating on whatever it was he was listening to.
Ripley took a bottle of aspirin from her desk’s side drawer and slammed it down in front of him. “Hey!”
Startled, he took the earbuds from his ears and turned off the phone. “I heard you. Nambia.” He took the bottle, opened it, and shook out two pills as he continued, “Figures they’d want to go there. A small country in South Africa that happens to not have any extradition agreement with the US.” He tossed the aspirin into his mouth and washed them down with a swig of water from a water bottle he had purchased from a vendor at the station after arresting the gang.
He looked over his shoulder at the cubicle directly across the office from Ripley’s. Four years since his retirement, they cleared the desk off and the cubicle was bare—except for Sterling, who had climbed up to lie in his old chair. Chris wondered if the dog had picked up his scent from when he sat there. Even the desktop computer on which he had worked was gone—presumably to another agent.
The office space reserved for the federal special investigators broke up the wide room with tall portable walls positioned to provide enough office space for a desk, desktop computer, and file cabinet. The fabric on the cubicle walls provided a canvas on which Chris used to post pictures of his girls. 
There were fourteen other cubicle areas in the office. Several of the desks were vacant—like his. He noticed that the background hum of the busy office was not as loud as he recalled it being when he was an agent.
The chief of the department ranked an office with actual walls in the corner. Chris saw the door was closed and the lights inside were off. “Where’s Cross?”
“Lying low while using up his annual leave,” Ripley said. “Rumor says he’s put in his papers along with everyone else.” She smirked. “He’s not stupid.” 
Chris glanced around to locate Ripley’s protégé’s desk. “Where’s Iain’s desk?”
“I’m assuming he’ll land there once his stuff arrives from New York.” Ripley gestured at Chris’s old desk. Noticing Sterling, she added, “Though the current occupant of that desk is better looking than some former tenants who have set up base there in the past.”
“Are you talking about anyone in particular?”
“The one who used to shoot spitballs at me.”
“I did that once, and it was retaliation for you breaking my stapler.” Chris’s brow furrowed as he turned back to the desk. Sterling had pulled open a side drawer and was sniffing the interior in search of a bagged lunch that had once occupied the space. “Usually, the agent’s stuff arrives with him.”
“These are strange times we live in, Matheson. The good investigators are leaving the sinking ship faster than they can be replaced. I guess Collins landed before his stuff.” 
Ripley opened the case file and held up four passports, each one encased in a separate evidence bag. “Four phony African passports with four new phony IDs. I won’t confuse you with the new names they were using. Let’s just say they weren’t as imaginative as the holiday names. It seems like the only member of the crew that’s missing is Mason Kemp.”
Chris chuckled.
“Did you take care of the present your buddy left for us at the safe house?” she asked.
“All secured.” Chris grinned.
She sighed. “Iain says Thomas Kincaid is not in Omaha.” She paused to roll her eyes before continuing. “Turns out he died in a car accident eleven years ago.” 
He continued to smile at her.
“Don’t say it.”
“Did I say anything?” His tone oozed with innocence.
Ripley sighed again. 



Her long platinum blond hair disheveled, Melody Glass, who had been using the identity of Victoria Valentine, looked from the two-way mirror to Ripley and Chris when they entered the interrogation room. Folding her arms across her chest, she snapped one sharp word at them. “Lawyer.”
Ripley and Chris exchanged smirks.
Melody stuck her nose into the air. “Gil is sending the best criminal attorney money can buy.” 
All questioning had to stop as soon as the suspect requested a lawyer. Chris cast a glance at Ripley. 
“Too bad. I guess we’ll come back after getting your friends’ side of the story.” Chris turned around and opened the door for Ripley. “Hope for your sake that none of them strike a deal before your lawyer gets here.”
“They won’t,” Melody said. “Some conman took advantage of the four of us. We’re the victims.” 
“Victims don’t try to leave the country with phony passports,” Ripley said.
“Hey, my beloved husband had just been murdered.” Melody lifted a shoulder. “I felt like it was time for a new start.”



“Well, Darcy,” Chris paused amid taking the seat across from the woman he had previously met as Eve Hollows, “Can I call you Darcy, Ms. Willis, or do you prefer your alias, Eve Hollows?”
Darcy Willis glowered at him and Ripley. “I had nothing to do with Bram’s murder.”
Chris resumed taking his seat. He folded his hands on the brown case file he set before him. “That’s going to be a hard sell considering that we have found two other people with whom you have crossed paths murdered.”
“I killed no one,” Darcy said.
“People who’ve died of natural causes don’t generally end up in plastic tubs in garages,” Chris said.
 “What else was I supposed to do?” Darcy said. “If I had buried him someplace, then someone would have found him, and everyone would have known my grandfather was dead.”
The two agents and suspect stared at each other. 
Darcy let out a scoff. She held out her hands in a sign of resignation. “I had just come to live with my grandfather, who lived close enough to the university for me to go to school. I don’t come from money. There was no way that I could afford to live on campus or pay rent someplace off campus. Well, one month—” She held up a finger. “One month after I moved in, I got up to go to school and I noticed my grandfather wasn’t up cooking his big old breakfast like he always did. Every morning, that old guy would be up cooking eggs and sausage and home fries and gravy. You know, all the greasy stuff that clogs your arteries and kills you. I thought he was simply sleeping in. But when I got home that night, no lights are on. So then I checked on him and here he had up and died on me.”
Darcy cocked her head at them. Her face was pinched in agitation at the unfortunate event that had disrupted her plans.
“So instead of calling the police, you stuffed your grandfather’s body in a plastic tub and stuck him in a corner of the garage,” Chris said.
“I was going to call the police, but then I thought about it,” Darcy said. “I was the first person in our family to go to college. Grandfather was so proud of me for going to school that he allowed me to live there rent-free. Now, if I called the police, then he would have been declared dead. Then, the house and all his property would have been sold off and gone into his estate to be divided three ways between my father and my aunt and uncle. I couldn’t have lived there anymore. I would have had to move someplace where I would have had to pay rent and I couldn’t do that.” 
“Terrible,” Ripley said with sarcasm.
“My grandfather would not have wanted me to be forced out.”
“I’m sure your family would not have forced you out,” Chris said.
“You don’t know my family,” Darcy said. “My uncle has worked for some very shady characters in his career.”
“What type of shady characters?” Chris asked.
“He’s a bookkeeper,” she said. “Some folks he’s done work for like more than one set of books—if you know what I mean.”
“Embezzlers?” Ripley asked.
“My uncle once said that one of his clients had some money go missing. He found out that the client had some friends in the Mexican drug cartel. He ended up disappearing.” Darcy let out an exasperated breath. “Look, it isn’t like my grandfather was going to complain about what I did. He was dead.”
Chris said, “Sure, he’d want you to move your friends into his home.”
“To help me with expenses.”
“While you lived off his social security and retirement account.” 
“Hey, it isn’t like I killed him for the money,” Darcy said. “If he hadn’t died, they would have kept on sending the money, anyway. He’d want me to have it.”
“How do you rationalize Sky Belmont’s murder?” Chris asked.
“I had nothing to do with her murder.” Darcy waved her hands. “It was Mason’s gun! He’s the one you should talk to.”
Chris lifted a shoulder. “Okay. Where can we find Mason?”
Darcy’s thick eyebrows knitted together. Her brow furrowed. She chewed on her bottom lip. 
“Who provided you with the passports and plane tickets to Africa?” Ripley asked.
“M-mason,” Darcy said.
“How much of the cut from this heist did he demand after you hacked into Holiday Investments and drained all the money from the accounts—after your failed attempt to murder him?” Chris asked.
“All I did was transfer the funds into accounts for the four of us. Tamara was the one who was supposed to shoot him. You’d think that if her only job was to put four bullets into the guy, she’d make sure he was dead.”
“Yeah,” Chris said. “You would think that, huh?”



“I want a deal,” Kimberly Dixon, also known as Julie Forth, announced as soon as Chris and Ripley entered her interrogation room. “I’ll tell you everything that I know—as much as I know—but I want immunity. I can’t go to jail. Who’s going to take care of my hedgehog?”
Chris tossed the brown folder onto the table. “Let’s start with Sky Belmont. Who killed her?” He slipped into the seat across from her.
Kimberly looked deflated. “It must have been Ben or whatever his name is. What are the odds of someone accidentally connecting with four college friends and housemates who lived separate lives? I mean, why else did he target us like that? Why? Because he killed Sky and wanted to see what we knew.”
Chris laced his fingers together behind his head and looked up at the ceiling. “Speaking of college housemates leading separate lives. How is it that four old college chums bump into each other, break into a vault, and steal twelve million dollars’ worth of diamonds?”
“Those diamonds were not in my bag! Someone else must have stashed them in that bin.”
“Who leaves diamonds valued at twelve million dollars in the trash?” Ripley asked.
“You can’t prove we stole those diamonds,” Kimberly said.
“We can,” Chris said. “We found the safe house where you planned and practiced your caper. Not only did we find the blueprints of the buildings with fingerprints all over, but we have your coffee cups with DNA evidence.”
Kimberly’s eyes were wide. Her mouth dropped open. “But we threw all that out!”
“And sterilized the place. I know. Professional criminals would never leave the evidence behind like that. Someone collected the evidence from the trash and put it back for us to find. But wait! There’s more!” Chris thrust a finger into the air. “We also have video and audio recordings of the four of you planning and rehearsing your capers.”
“You were spying—”
Chris threw up his hands and shook his head. “Not me!”
“None of that will be admissible in court. We own that property. If you don’t have a warrant, those recordings will never get in front of a jury.”
Chris opened the folder. “Actually, that farm belonged to someone else. You and your partners in crime were trespassing.” He slid a copy of a deed across the table in her direction. 
Her mouth hanging open in disbelief, Kimberly bent over to examine the document. 
“The property owner made the video and audio recordings as a part of his security measures to protect his property.” 
Kimberly read the name on the deed. “Jonathan Penney. He was that old man who financed our movie to star Sky Belmont.” She read the date. “He bought the farm almost a year ago.”
“When Ben aka Alec aka Chuck aka Bram found out where you were meeting to plan your latest heist,” Chris said. “He made an offer to Mason that he couldn’t refuse.”
“But we hadn’t fallen out with Mason at that point. Why would Mason have sold the safe house where he knew we were meeting?”
Chris snickered. “Mason may have thought he was selling Mr. Penney another property.”
Kimberly let out a frustrated breath. “I want a deal.”
“We have physical, video, and audio evidence of the four of you conspiring and committing murder,” Chris said. “What could you possibly offer me?”
“I didn’t kill anyone.”
“No, you conspired to commit murder,” Chris said. “You remotely triggered a silent alarm in Victoria Valentine’s home when Alec aka your lover Ben, returned home from what was supposed to be a business trip. You also called emergency services to report gunshots fired at her home to get the police to arrive. Ideally, the police would insist on looking around and find Mason Kemp’s body with four bullets in it and arrest Alec.”
“Melody found five passports in a false bottom on his desk. What kind of man has five different identities?”
Chris and Ripley cocked their heads at her. Their brows furrowed.
“I only have two.”
Ripley held up the passport they had found when they arrested them.
“Three.” Kimberly corrected herself with a roll of her eyes. “That’s my point! We assumed he was a conman looking for dirt with which to blackmail us. It never occurred to us that he was a private investigator hired by some eccentric millionaire to solve a murder from how long ago. How did he even find all four of us?”
“He had a special set of skills,” Chris said. “The man who answered the door gave his name as Thomas Kincaid. He explained to the uniformed officers he was Victoria’s assistant and was house-sitting while she was out of town and must have tripped the silent alarm by accident. Finding no body when they searched the house, the officers dismissed your call of shots fired as a false alarm.” 
Kimberly shook her head. “How did they not find the body? I tripped the alarm and called the emergency number as soon as he entered the house. He didn’t have time to hide it—not to mention the blood.”
“He was in the house when Mason arrived to kill him. The four of you had convinced Mason that none of you could take the risk of killing this con man. You were each too valuable to the team. He had to do it.” Chris lifted a shoulder. “And since he had already committed murder before, he had no problem doing it again. Being a professional criminal, Tamara easily stole Mason’s prized possession—Clint Eastwood’s gun. It was poetic justice for him to be murdered with the same gun he had used to kill Sky. Tamara met him at the crime scene that Melody provided and shot him four times—once for each of you. The plan was for Alec aka Ben to arrive home and get arrested for murder.” 
“But the DNA from Ben’s toothbrush—”
“He planted the DNA on those toothbrushes for each of you to give to us to identify the dead body as your husband or lover,” Chris said. “He mutilated the dead body by shooting him in the face and mouth so that it would force us to use DNA to identify the body. Then you thought Mason was still alive and had something more to hold over you.” He chuckled. “It was no accident that you realized you had all fallen for the same man. You found out when he wanted you to know—after he had identified Sky’s killer.”
“When Mason told Melody about his suspicions, she searched Alec’s office and found a folder where he had been collecting police reports and witness statements about Sky’s murder,” Kimberly said. “Melody found where the police had questioned Gene Tobin, a fan who was obsessed with Sky. If it hadn’t been for Mason’s gun being used, we would have thought Gene had killed her when she rejected him. But then Melody found where Gene told the police that he heard a man call to her. There was also a statement from a neighbor who heard what they thought was a gunshot. He had called over to our backyard, and some guy said it was raccoons knocking over our garbage cans.” Her face turned red with anger. “When Melody told us about that, then we knew. Some guy had killed Sky with Mason’s gun. That meant only one thing.” 
“Why not turn Mason in to the police?” Chris asked. “There’s no statute of limitations on murder.”
“Because we had already faked our deaths,” Kimberly said. “We’d have to confess to faking our deaths and explain why and what we were really doing when Mason killed Sky.”
“Why would Mason Kemp have murdered Sky Belmont?” Ripley asked.
Kimberly let out a breath. “We were shooting our movie that afternoon. It was at the end of the day. Sky went to change out of her costume, and we started talking about that night’s job at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.”
“The Picasso job,” Chris said. 
“Mason realized he had forgotten to stop the audio recording. Sky was still wearing her earpiece when she went to change. In filmmaking, the actors wear earpieces to take direction while recording. That way, you don’t have to keep stopping and starting filming.”
“Did Sky let on that she had heard everything?” Chris asked.
“I don’t know.” Kimberly shrugged her shoulders. “She didn’t say she had. But then, she was an excellent actor. She left suddenly, saying she was going to meet up with some friends. Darcy and Tamara confronted her outside. They accused her of eavesdropping. Tamara—she can be a loose cannon sometimes—They got into a big fight. She scratched Sky’s face and tore her blouse. Melody and I had to pull Tamara off her, and Sky took off running.”
“Did she bring up the art museum?” Chris asked. 
“No, but she was afraid of us.”
“Maybe because Tamara assaulted her,” Ripley said. 
“According to Stuart Leonard’s statement to police, she had told him she removed the mic as soon as she realized Mason had forgotten to turn it off,” Chris said. “She didn’t hear what you were talking about.”
Kimberly covered her face with her hands and uttered a groan of anguish.
“Whose idea was it to hide Sky’s body behind a sheet of drywall in the closet?” Chris asked.
“Mason’s.” Kimberly sniffed and continued, “He said that if we all stuck together and alibied each other and together said that she never came home…” Her voice trailed off. 
“But before sealing her behind the drywall, Melody stole Sky’s Pandora bracelet,” Chris said.
Kimberly flushed. “I couldn’t believe she did that. She said Sky wasn’t going to need it, so why couldn’t she have it?”
“The other day, someone broke into Melody’s house and stole that bracelet,” Chris said, “and they left her a charm. That same night, someone had tripped your silent alarm. Did someone leave a charm for you?”
 Kimberly chewed on her bottom lip while Chris and Ripley waited in silence. Finally, she said, “He left a charm hanging from a red ribbon draped in front of my laptop. It was a lock and key.”
“A lock and key,” Chris said. “Security. Your area in your little gang is security. Melody got a typewriter because she is the creative one—the mastermind of your heists. Darcy received the microchip because she was the technology wizard. Tamara was the gang’s muscle. What did she find?”
“A dumbbell and pink heart.”
“Mason wasn’t really part of the team,” Chris said. “He was the conduit between you four.”
“For thirty percent of our haul,” Kimberly said. “We did the planning. We took all the risks while he made deals with fences and money launderers behind the scenes. He video-called us the week after Thanksgiving to tell us that Tamara had killed the wrong man. That was when he raised the price of his share to fifty percent.”



Because of her head-butting Chris, Tamara Ward, also known as Patty Dae, was secured to the table with handcuffs in her interrogation room. She let out a low snarl when she saw him enter with Ripley. “You assaulted me.”
“Good luck getting a judge to believe that,” Chris said as he and Ripley sat across from her at the table. “Especially after he finds out about the three dead bodies you and your friends have left in your wake.”
Ignoring Tamara, Ripley asked Chris, “Is that counting the dead man with the federal ID found at Dulles International Airport?”
With a nod of his head, Chris counted off on his fingers. “Frederick Willis, who disappeared around the same time that his granddaughter and her three friends moved into his house. They found his body in a plastic tub in a garage after firefighters put out a fire.”
“Whatever happened to him happened long before I moved in,” Tamara said. “Darcy told us he was spending his golden years on a cruise ship, and he’d left her the house to take care of.” She gasped when a thought seemed to strike her. “I paid her rent! That means I was nothing more than a tenant. Any dead bodies found on the premises were her responsibility—kind of like rats and cockroaches. Isn’t that what they put in lease agreements?”
“I don’t think there’s any clause covering murder in standard landlord-tenant agreements,” Chris said.
“There should be.”
“What was the cause of death for Frederick Willis?” Ripley asked.
Keeping the case file turned so that Tamara couldn’t read it, Chris opened the folder. “Undetermined. All they found were skeletal remains.”
“Most bodies found in plastic tubs are homicides. What about body number two?” 
“Oh, we can’t forget about Sky Belmont. Her disappearance started this entire thing. They found her body behind a sheet of drywall in the upstairs closet.”
“Hid the body behind the drywall, eh?” Ripley rubbed her chin in a show of thought. “Pretty clever. Sounds like these four housemates aren’t your average college students.”
Chris shook his head. “They certainly aren’t. Wait until you hear the motive for Sky’s murder.”
“Don’t tell me it was because she was sleeping with one of their boyfriends,” Ripley said with a heavy sigh and a roll of her eyes.
“Like Sky ever stood a chance with one of my boyfriends,” Tamara said. “She was way too uptight for them.”
“How about because she was cast as the lead in a movie?” Chris asked. “A part that was written for you, Tamara.” 
“Melody wrote that part for me!” Tamara glared when she saw satisfied grins cross their faces. “But I didn’t kill her.”
“If you didn’t, then who did?” Chris asked.
“Ask Mason Kemp. She was shot with his gun—the one he bought at an auction. Clint Eastwood used it in Dirty Harry. He was always waving it around and pretending to be Clint Eastwood. I didn’t think he ever had the guts to shoot it until—” She stopped.
The corners of Chris’s lips curled. “Until what?”
“Mason lived in an apartment complex next to the campus, but he was always hanging out at our house. I think he had a crush on me. Well, we’d been out late that night and we thought Sky was in her room asleep when we got in. Mason woke us all up and took us out back. Sky was lying dead in the garbage cans—like she’d been tossed outside with the trash. And there’s Mason’s gun next to her. He told us he had noticed that his gun wasn’t in his car and since the last time he had seen it was when we were filming a scene the day before—the gun was a prop—he came to the house looking for it. That was when he found Sky.” She clenched her teeth. “So he told us that one of us killed Sky with his gun.”
“One of the four of you?” Chris asked. “And none of you thought maybe he was the one who shot her since it was his gun?”
Tamara’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t think he had the balls to do anything on his own.”
“Since the four of you were a team, you all kept your mouths shut and hid Sky’s body behind a sheet of drywall inside the house,” Ripley said.
“All for one and one for all,” Tamara said. “If one of us went down, we would all go down.”
“And, being a team, you worked together to murder Mason when you realized he had betrayed you,” Chris said. “Melody provided the crime scene, and Kimberly provided the diversion to pin the murder on someone else. Darcy transferred the extortion money that you had paid to Mason all these years, and you shot Mason four times, once, for each team member.”
“Mason was never part of the team,” Tamara said. “It isn’t like he didn’t have anything to contribute. With his job at the armored car service, he knew when and where the biggest hauls were. He wanted to be a part of the heists, so we made him our lookout. Then, he made contacts to fence some of our stuff and learned how to launder our money. Eventually, he even got a few paid jobs for us.”
“Like a million dollars for swapping a real Picasso for a forgery?” Chris asked.
Tamara’s face brightened. Her smile grew broader.
Chris rubbed his chin in thought. “I’m curious. How long does it take to pull one of those jobs? Like the Picasso job, for example. The museum was over an hour from the house in Charlottesville.”
“It was one hour and fourteen minutes away from our house.”
“And then once you got to the museum, how long did it take you to disable the security system, break-in, swap the paintings, and then get out?”
 “It’s not as simple as you make it sound.” Tamara sat up in her seat. 
This was a rare enjoyment for her—the opportunity to show off her expertise. The inability to brag about the many grand thefts she and her gang had completed throughout the years had been torturous for Tamara. In silence, Chris watched and listened while she described in animated detail the challenges she and her friends had encountered and overcome that night that they had stolen a real Picasso painting—including a police cruiser and two officers checking out a silent alarm.
After she had finished, Chris sat back and crossed his arms. “From beginning to end, that job took about six hours—including travel from your house to the museum and back.”
Tamara calculated the time they had left the house and the time they had arrived back. “Yeah, about six hours.” 
“Where was Mason during those six hours?” Chris asked.
“He was supposed to be our lookout. He was supposed to call us if the police or security showed up.”
“But he didn’t, and you almost got caught,” Chris said. “Didn’t you ever suspect him when he didn’t contact you on the Picasso job when you almost got caught after the silent alarm got tripped?” 
“We trusted him,” Tamara said. “When we confronted Mason about it afterward, he said he tried to call us, but the call didn’t go through. He claimed there was no signal.”
“But you recently found out that was a lie,” Chris said. “He wasn’t outside the museum keeping watch. He was driving back to your house to shoot Sky Belmont to make sure she told no one about your hobby. He was the one that suggested the four of you never discuss her murder. He couldn’t risk you comparing notes and discovering that none of you had done it.”
“Which is what happened when the four of you became involved with the same man who wanted to know the truth about what had happened to Sky,” Ripley said.
Chris asked, “What went wrong when you shot Mason, Tamara?”
“What do you think went wrong?” she replied. “He was supposed to die. You pump four bullets into a guy’s chest, and you assume he dies.” 
“Didn’t you make sure he was dead?” Ripley asked.
“I never killed anyone before,” Tamara said. “Melody told Mason that he would find Alec in his home office. I was hiding behind the door. Mason walked in. I jumped out and called his name. I wanted him to be looking at me. The room wasn’t really bright and I guess I was nervous. As soon as he turned around, I shot him like was I supposed to. I pulled the trigger four times. I saw the bullets hit. He spun around and landed face down on the floor. I saw blood squirt everywhere when I shot him. With all this blood—I thought for sure he was dead. My heart was pumping, and I was sure someone heard the shots. So I ran.” 
“Then Kimberly found out while listening to the police dispatch that the man the police found at Melody’s house gave the name of Thomas Kincaid, Mason’s stolen identity, and they found no body,” Chris said.
“At which point, Mason upped his price to fifty percent of our diamond heist, or he was going to the police.” Tamara screwed up her mouth. “I should have shot him in the head.”
“No, you should have turned Mason in to the police for murder,” Chris said. “The statute of limitations for felony burglary is five years.”
Tamara’s mouth dropped open.
“I take it you were not aware of that,” Chris said. 
Blinking her eyes, Tamara swallowed.
“You could have helped Chuck or Ben or Alec or Bram by going to the police and telling everything in open court about your alibi of stealing the Picasso while Mason abandoned his lookout post to go murder Sky Belmont, and no one could have touched you.” With a chuckle, he added. “You could have even kept your share of the million they paid you to steal it.”
She was still slack-jawed when Chris and Ripley left the room.



“We should have told them,” Ripley said as they walked down the corridor to one last interrogation room.
“Let’s let them think about what they think they did just a bit longer.” Chris grasped the lever and pushed open the door. He stood back to allow Ripley to enter.
The exceedingly slender young man with thinning auburn hair lifted his head from where he had been resting it in his folded arms. “Did you pick them up yet? Have you got them? Are you charging them for attempted murder?” Mason Kemp asked.
Ripley nodded her head. “Plus, felony burglary for stealing twelve million dollars in diamonds. They will be in jail for a while.”
“Good.” With a smug grin, Mason folded his arms across his chest. “And what about that lunatic who abducted me and held me captive? Have you picked him up?”
Chris and Ripley exchange glances. “What lunatic?” Chris asked.
“The one who kept me drugged and bound to a bed—until he hogtied me and shove me into a box.”
Chris narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “According to your statement, Alec Moore came to you with a recording of his wife and three other women planning to murder you. He offered to help you and secure their arrest for conspiracy to commit murder on your behalf.”
“He risked his life by taking your place and walking into the Valentine home knowing that Tamara was going to shoot him,” Ripley said.
Mason rolled his eyes. “He was wearing a ballistic vest.”
“It wouldn’t have helped him if she shot him in the head,” Chris said. “Do you know the identity of the dead body he dumped out at Dulles?”
“No,” Mason said with a scoff. “He told me it was a cadaver from some medical school.”
“How did he get his hands on a medical school cadaver?” Ripley asked.
Mason lifted a shoulder. “He told me a knew a guy.”
“Knew a guy?”
“He knew a guy.” Mason raised his voice and threw up his arms. “Okay, he saved my hide. But I did not know that he was going to slip something into our celebratory champagne and keep me knocked out for how many weeks has it been?”
“He was working with us to ensure that we had everything we needed to arrest all the bad guys and girls and secure their convictions,” Ripley said.
“He could have said nothing to you and let them go through with their plans to kill you,” Chris said.
“Why would he have let them do that?” Mason asked with a scoff. “What would he have gained from that?”
“Justice for Sky Belmont,” Chris said. 
For the first time since Chris and Ripley had found Mason Kemp bound, gagged, and tossed into a wooden box at the safe house, he looked scared.
Chris took the revolver sealed in an evidence bag from his inside breast pocket and slammed it down on the table in front of Mason.
“You were supposed to be in Richmond acting as a lookout for your merry gang of thieves. But you drove back to Charlottesville to wait for Sky to make sure she didn’t go to the police with what you believed she had overheard you talking about after the shoot. When she returned home that night, you called her around to the backyard and you murdered her.”
“No.”
“We have a statement from Gene Tobin stating that he heard a man’s voice call to her from around the corner of the house in the backyard. She responded with ‘What are you doing here?’ That means she knew whoever called to her, and she did not expect him to be there.”
“You can’t prove I was in Charlottesville.” Mason’s grin was smug. “Ask the gang. I was in Richmond acting as their lookout. I tried to call them when the police arrived, but there was no signal.” 
“What if I told you we found Gene Tobin and invited him for a voice lineup?” Chris asked.
Mason sat back. He let out a breath while regrouping. “Okay. It was an accident. Not murder. I had no intention of shooting her. I only pointed the gun at her to scare her. She was already angry about Tamara attacking her and scratching her face. When I threatened to shoot her, it ended up making her madder. She threatened to go to the police. She turned to leave, and I stepped in front of her to make her stop. I couldn’t let her go to the police! She grabbed the gun, and it went off.” He gazed up at them. “I didn’t even know it was loaded.”
“If they had used the gun as a prop in the movie earlier that day, it wouldn’t have had bullets in it,” Chris said. “After the shoot that afternoon, someone had to have put real bullets in it.”
Mason stared at them with wide eyes.
“Who put the bullets in the gun, Mason?”
He dropped back into his seat and folded his arms across his chest. His face twisted into a scowl. “I want a lawyer.” 



“Well, I guess your text buddy really is your friend,” Ripley said as she dropped into the chair behind her desk. She laced her fingers behind her head and swiveled the chair to look at Chris, who dropped into his old chair in the cubicle across from her. Sterling slept under his desk. “Which one do you think did it?”
“All four of them,” Chris said. “They conspired to murder Mason.”
“I’m talking about the anvil in your barn and the bomb in your truck.”
Chris slowly shook his head. “None of them.”
“Could your text buddy…” Ripley’s voice trailed off as she shook her head. “He was just a PI hired by Jonathan Penney to find out who killed Sky.”
“Who created four identities, each one being his target’s perfect man, to solve a murder case?”
“You used to work undercover,” she said. “You told me that people who work undercover don’t think like the rest of us.”
Chris agreed. “Survival depends on thinking outside the box.”
“He was a PI, who at this point we probably will never get a real ID on,” she said. 
“I don’t think he’s your average PI.” Chris jostled Sterling to wake him. “I need to get home.” 
“We need to find out who wants you dead.”
He pushed up from the chair. “We know who wants me dead. What we need to find out is which one of them tried to make it happen.” He urged Sterling to follow him.
Ripley gestured at the online forms filling her computer monitor. “Are you just going to leave me to complete all this paperwork by myself?”
“I’m retired.”
She glared at him as he strode away.
“Do what I used to do,” he said over his shoulder. “Push it on to your junior partner.”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN

“We’re looking at a fifty-two-minute window for when the bomb was planted in Chris’s truck,” Ray said while wheeling around the table in the adult section of the library. There were four laptops positioned around the table, one for each of the Geezers who had gathered to examine the security videos: Ray, Francine, Bruce, and Jacqui. “We got twelve videos from the high school.”
“I’m surprised you could finagle these from the school board.” Bruce shuddered. “Those aren’t the type of folks you want to mess with.”
“Doris got them for us,” Francine said. 
One of Bruce’s eyebrows arched. “Was there extortion involved?”
“More like idol worship.”
Ray checked the timestamps for the videos he had set up on each laptop. He wanted them all to start as close to the same time as possible to see everything that was happening during the kill window. 
“The best way to do this is to work from ground zero out. We can assume that the security videos for the parking lot by the athletic field across the street won’t hold anything. But you know what happens when you assume. I’ll examine those later.” He wheeled to his place at the head of the table. “I’m going to watch ground zero. That’s Chris’s truck. Francine, you’ve got the footage for the other end of the lot, down by the administrative offices.” He pointed at Jacqui on the other side of the table. “You’ve got the student lot at the far end of the building next to the library. I doubt if you’re going to see much. Who knows? Bruce, you have the employee lot behind the building. Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch a couple of teachers having an illicit hook-up.”
“Lucky me,” Bruce said. “If the bomber is smart, he’ll park as far from the bomb as possible to avoid detection and accidental damage to his vehicle.”
“Normally, I’d agree,” Ray said. “But think about this. How far would you want to carry a bomb?”
Bruce ran his fingers over his keyboard. “How do we know the bomb wasn’t planted earlier? Christopher had taken his truck into the shop that morning. I doubt if he checked under the seat when he got it back. The bomber could have planted it and it accidentally detonated when Dylan reached under the seat to hide Sierra’s present.”
“From what I have been able to”—Ray searched for the right word—“access from the forensics people reassembling the bomb at the FBI, they believe it was motion activated. Those types of bombs are really touchy. You’d be surprised how many bomb-makers accidentally blow themselves up while building them.”
“So your theory is that the bomb was planted in the fifty-two minutes between when Chris parked the truck and Dylan detonated it by accident,” Jacqui said. 
“Since we have Chris’s truck on camera, we should have video of the bomber planting it.” Ray rubbed his hands together. “Everybody ready?”
The four of them hit the play buttons on their laptops and stared at the screens before them. 
A few minutes later, Ray announced, “I’ve got Chris arriving.” 
He narrowed his eyes to study the dually truck turning off the street and through the high school’s main entrance into the parking lot. The truck slowly bypassed empty spaces in the two rows closer to the camera. Chris backed it into the diagonal space. He, Helen, Sierra, and Katelyn, all gaily dressed for the dance, spilled out. Chris attached the leash to Sterling, clad in his service vest, and walked the dog over to the snow-covered embankment to relieve himself. Katelyn and Sierra joined a group of students walking past to hurry inside. Helen waited by the front of the truck for Chris and Sterling. 
When her husband finally joined her, Helen wrapped her arms around his neck and reached up to kiss him on the lips. He moved in closer to kiss her again. Sterling sat at their feet, looking back and forth across the parking lot as they continued to kiss.
“Aww,” Ray said while watching them. “They’re such a cute couple of kids.”
As they pulled apart, Chris took his key out of his pocket and held it out to the truck. The lights blinked on the truck to signify that it was locked.
“Wait a minute!” Ray threw up his hands. 
“What?” Francine jumped at his sudden outburst. “Did you see something?”
Ray clasped his hands on his head. “Why didn’t we think about that?” He punched his finger on the pause button and rewound the video. 
Francine, Jacqui, and Bruce hurried around. Ray replayed the section of the video to show Chris and Helen kissing—then the lights of the truck blinking when Chris pressed the key fob to lock it.
Ray paused the video and shook his head. “How did we miss that?”
“How did Dylan get inside the truck to hide the present and blow himself up if Chris locked it?” Jacqui asked in a soft voice.
“There are devices that burglars and thieves can buy to bypass security codes,” Ray said. “They aren’t readily available. You have to buy them on the black market.”
“The bomber must have left the truck unlocked after he planted the bomb.” Francine’s tone was uncertain.
Jacqui was equally unsure. “Must have.”
They exchanged glances filled with apprehension as they returned to their seats and resumed watching their respective security videos.
They watched in painstaking silence for over forty minutes. It was like waiting for a pot of water to boil. But they knew the importance of staring at the video even while nothing happened for fear of missing that instant when something important would happen. So they continued to watch vehicles occupied with young people, excited about joining the festivities inside, fill the parking lot. After several minutes, when most of the teenagers going to the dance arrived, the action slowed to a tedious crawl. 
“I have Dylan arriving,” Ray said with a sense of relief to see Dylan’s silver sports SUV turn into the lot. It slowed down as he rolled past Chris’s truck and made his way out of the frame. “He’s coming your way, Francine.”
“I’ve got him,” she said when the SUV entered her frame on the left side. It moved at a slow pace past several empty parking spaces and turned to exit the parking lot on the other side. “Where’s he going?”
“I have him turning into the student lot on my side.” Jacqui watched Dylan park his vehicle in a space across from the library entrance. The lot was empty except for a couple of vehicles parked in the far row. “Why would he park on the other side of the school building?” 
“Does he have a fancy car?” Bruce asked. “If young men are like I used to be, I would park far away from anyone for fear of my paint job getting dinged.”
Her eyes fixated on the screen, Jacqui took in a shuddering breath. “I don’t think so. Dylan is opening the back of his SUV and there is a gift-wrapped box with a big fancy bow on top. Didn’t you say the bomb was gift-wrapped and had a big fancy bow on it?” 
“Or it could have been Dylan’s present for Sierra, and it got blown up in the blast,” Francine said.
Jacqui slowly shook her head. “He’s being very careful with this box.”
Francine hurried around to watch the screen over her shoulder.
The box was the size of an average shoe box. Dylan placed the box on the ground and then closed the back of the SUV. Then, with both hands, he lifted the box. Moving steadily, he made his way through the lot and across the walkway toward the other end of the building.
“Is it possible that Dylan got Sierra crystal from Tiffany’s?” Jacqui asked.
Francine rushed around to her laptop to watch Dylan walking gingerly through the lot with the box held out before him. “He’s coming your way, Ray.”
Bruce, Francine, and Jacqui crowded behind Ray to watch Dylan turn to walk alongside Chris’s truck. He squatted to the ground to place the box on the ground. Then, he went back out to the row and looked both ways before reaching into his pocket to extract a small device.
“That’s the cipher to unlock the truck,” Ray said with a shake of his head.
Dylan held out the cipher toward the door lock. The lights blinked. He opened the door and squatted down to pick up the box. He leaned into the driver’s compartment to place the box on the floor of the driver’s compartment. At their angle, they couldn’t see what Dylan was doing inside the truck. They could only see his arms and the upper half of his body moving while he worked on something.
“He’s setting up the bomb to detonate,” Ray said with a heavy sigh.
After a long moment, Dylan rose to his feet and stepped back. They saw him take out his cell phone and tap out a text.
“That must be the text he sent to Sierra saying he was on his way inside,” Francine said.
Cell phone in hand, Dylan leaned over the driver’s seat—possibly to double-check his work.
The truck exploded.
Even as they knew it was coming, the four Geezers gasped and jumped when the screen filled with fire and dark smoke. As it cleared, they saw Dylan’s mangled body drop from the sky to land in the area behind the truck.
Jacqui covered her mouth. She and Francine clung to each other.
“Dylan did it,” Ray muttered. “That nice young man tried to kill Chris—”
“And Helen,” Jacqui said.
“Sterling would have died, too,” Francine said.
“He must have set up the anvil in the barn to try to kill him, too,” Jacqui said.
“What exactly do we know about Dylan?” Bruce asked.
The four of them exchanged questioning glances. 
“He’s only nineteen years old,” Jacqui said. “Was. He was only nineteen years old.”
“Ted Bundy was only nineteen years old once,” Francine said.
“What probable motive would Dylan have to kill Chris?” Jacqui asked.
“None,” Ray said.
“None,” Bruce repeated. “That leads to my next question. What do we know about Dylan’s family?”
“They’re from Chicago,” Jacqui said.
“Dylan and his dad are afraid of dogs,” Ray said.
“His father went through the roof saying that he didn’t want any autopsy done on Dylan’s body,” Francine said.
“Why not?” Jacqui asked.
“It’s obvious now,” Francine said. “He planted the bomb.”
“Well, everyone knows he was next to the bomb when it went up,” Jacqui said. “It would be no surprise that evidence of the bomb would be on his body. Why would he not want an autopsy?” She wagged a finger at them. “There has to be something else that the medical examiner could find during that autopsy.”
The four of them exchanged questioning looks.
“Which leads to the key question,” Bruce said, “what exactly do we know about the Van Pattens?”
Ray’s fingers flew across his keyboard. “I’m hacking into the bureau’s forensics office.”
Francine dropped in front of her laptop. “I’m emailing my contacts in Chicago.”
“I’m calling my contacts in the medical examiner’s office,” Jacqui said.
Bruce extracted a corkscrew from his pocket. “I’m opening another bottle of wine. I think we’re going to be here a while.”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT

“Well, they got the Holiday gang and retrieved all the stolen diamonds,” Helen told Doris while they cleaned up the breakfast dishes. “He’s on his way home.”
“What about his text buddy? Alec, Ben, Bram, and Chuck?”
“In the wind,” Helen said. “He must have worked for Jonathan Penney. How else did this multi-millionaire end up buying the farm where the thieves met to plan and practice their diamond heist?”
“You’d think he’d come out from behind the scenes to help catch the bad guys or gals,” Doris said. “Especially after they conspired to frame him for murder.” She scowled. “Strange though.”
“What?”
“You said Victoria, or rather Melody, claimed to have found several passports with all different IDs.”
“Jonathan Penney is a multi-millionaire,” Helen said with a shrug of her shoulders. “He must have hired someone with a very special skill set that included taking on different identifications. The guy charmed four women, each one entirely different, to fall in love with him.”
“Was he working for Penney nine years ago?”
The reminder startled Helen.
“The man who said he was Donald Brewster, a private eye from Richmond? Maybe he was just a private detective.” Doris’s hand landed on her hip. “The important question we need answered right now is who planted the bomb in Christopher’s truck?”
“Ripley says the bureau is still going through the evidence,” Helen said. “There’s a lot of tiny pieces of bomb parts to collect and go through.”
“Ray got his hands on the surveillance videos last night.” Doris batted her eyelashes. “I convinced the school superintendent to give the Geezer Squad a copy.”
“Did you use bribery?” Before Doris could answer, Helen shot her hand up and shook her head. “I don’t want to know. Deniability.” 
Sierra walked into the kitchen. While her eyes were still puffy, they weren’t as red as they had been.
Doris gave her a warm hug. “How are you doing, sweetie?”
“Okay, I guess,” Sierra said with a sigh. “I got a call from Dylan’s mom. They found a Christmas present. They know he would want me to have it. She asked if I could come by this morning to pick it up.”
“This morning?” Helen calculated the day. “Dylan died less than two days ago and his parents are already going through his things?”
“They’re going back to Chicago tomorrow,” Sierra said.
“The medical examiner hasn’t released Dylan’s body yet,” Helen said. “You’d think they’d want to take his body with them.”
Sierra went to the mudroom. “I’m going to run over to see them.”
A wave of worry washed over Helen. “Honey, I don’t think you should go alone.”
“Why not?”
Red emerged from the living room. “I’ll take her.” He grabbed his coat from the hook. “Afterwards, we’ll swing by the library. I’ve got a hankering for a detective novel.”
“It’s Sunday,” Doris said. “The library is closed.”
Red’s smile fell.
“But you could swing over to the gourmet coffee shop for brunch,” Doris said. “Maybe you should invite Jacqui. She always enjoys a good Sunday brunch.” 
“Great idea, Doris. I think I will.” He ushered Sierra out the door.
“Love you, dear!” Helen called after them.
As they went out the door, Chris watched Red usher Sierra across the driveway before going inside. Helen greeted him with a warm hug and kiss. Chompers bound into the kitchen to snap at Sterling’s feet. The German shepherd trotted to Thor and sat to watch the birds gathered around the feeder outside.
Chris went to the coffeemaker and poured coffee into his mug. “Where did Red and Sierra go running off to?” 
“To the Van Pattens,” Doris said. “Seems they’re already going through Dylan’s stuff and found a Christmas present for Sierra.”
Chris stopped with the mug in his hand. His sleepy expression dissolved. “Christmas present? For Sierra?”
The two women nodded their heads. The only sound in the kitchen was Chompers growling while bouncing around Sterling, who ignored him. Chris lifted the mug to his lips and stopped. His eyes narrowed.
“I’d be surprised if Dylan didn’t buy Sierra a present,” Helen said.
Noticing his expression, Doris asked, “What are you thinking, Christopher?”
“The working theory of how Dylan got caught in the bomb blast. He triggered the bomb underneath the seat while hiding a Christmas present for Sierra.”
Helen shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. Dylan was taking Sierra and Katelyn directly from the dance to a friend’s party. They were leaving the dance with him. Sierra wasn’t going to be in the truck. Why would he hide a present for her there?”
“Because he didn’t want her to get it until later,” Doris suggested.
“If that’s the case, then why not bring it here?” Helen asked. “Why hide it in Chris’s truck?”
“Where was this party that they were going to? Does Katelyn know?” He stopped Nikki, who hurried into the kitchen. Dressed to go riding, she reached into the cookie jar for a goodie. “Nikki, go tell Katelyn that we need to talk to her.”
“Sure.” Nikki raised her voice to a yell that made everyone in the room cringe. “Katelyn, Dad wants to see you in the kitchen!”
Chris’s tone was filled with sarcasm when he said, “Thanks.”
“No problem.” Nikki stuck a Christmas cookie shaped like Santa Claus into her mouth, grabbed her coat, hat, and gloves, and hurried out the door with Chompers at her heels.
Chris’s phone rang in his pocket. He extracted the phone and read the caller ID. “Have you got something, Ray?”
“Code red! An emergency meeting of the Geezer Squad! Get to the library now!”



“I know it doesn’t feel like it now, but eventually the pain of losing Dylan will ease a bit.” Unable to stand seeing Sierra’s sad expression, Red tried to flash her a reassuring grin while still keeping his eyes on the winding rural road leading from Kearneysville to Shepherdstown. He was familiar with the huge stone colonial home that the Van Pattens lived in on the outskirts of town. He recalled it seemed to pop into view on the left after clearing a small hill marking the entrance to the orchard where he had spent his teenage years picking apples.
“He’d still be alive if someone didn’t try to kill Chris,” Sierra said.
“It’s not Chris’s fault,” Red said in a firm voice. “I don’t know exactly who all Chris has put away, but I know this. They were the worst of the worst. They were the type of people who couldn’t care less about killing an innocent nineteen-year-old boy. If things had gone the way they planned, your mom would have been killed. Katelyn, Nikki, and Emma would be orphans. We’re talking about the type of people who have blacker than black hearts—if they have them.”
Sierra looked down at her hands, which she wrung in her lap.
Red wondered if he was getting through to her. The last thing they needed was for Sierra to blame Chris for Dylan’s death.
He opened his mouth to make another plea for Chris’s innocence when he heard a loud pop followed by the breaking of glass.
There was a bright white flash before his eyes. He felt the steering wheel spin in his hand and the SUV lurch to the passenger side. The last thing he heard was Sierra’s scream before everything went black.



Chris shook his head in disbelief when he saw the security video of Dylan planting the bomb in his truck. He jumped when the explosion filled the screen. His stomach lurched at the sight of Dylan’s charred body landing in the snow on the embankment. His voice shook when he said, “I can’t … Why?”
“That text he sent must be the one to Sierra saying he was coming in,” Helen said. “She texted him right back—saying that she loved him.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “I wonder if that somehow triggered—” She stopped. 
Realization filled her face. She cocked her head. “He left the house abruptly after we agreed to chaperone the dance. He was going to stay to watch a movie with Sierra. Out of the blue, he had to go. He claimed he remembered he was going to help his parents.”
“He was working for his parents on the day of the dance,” Chris said. “That’s why he was late.”
“We have a pretty good idea of what he was working on with his parents.” Francine went to the whiteboard and attached a picture of Timothy and Carly Van Patten to the board. Smiling broadly, the couple was dressed in evening wear for a formal social event. “Do you know how the Van Pattens made their fortune?”
“They told us when we met them for dinner,” Chris said. “They’d both graduated from the University of Chicago with masters in business administration.”
“With an emphasis on entrepreneurship.” Helen added in a soft voice, “Same as Dylan. They had massive student loans. Timothy invested in a print shop—”
“Invested?” Bruce chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it.”
Francine tapped the picture on the whiteboard. “The first business that Timothy Van Patten is on record of ownership is a small print shop in Chicago. He bought it after they killed the owner in what the police said was a robbery that went bad. The shop owner’s wife sold the business to Timothy, who then invested in fixing it up and selling it for a nice profit.”
“He said nothing to us about the owner of the print shop getting killed,” Helen said.
“He probably didn’t tell you anything about the shop owner having a big dog that bit the killer, either,” Francine said. “My source in Chicago says forensics got the killer’s DNA off the dog, who survived, by the way. Based on how much blood they found—they think the dog did a real number on the killer.”
“That’s why Van Patten is afraid of dogs,” Chris said.
“Are you thinking that Dylan’s father killed this shop owner because he refused to sell his business to him so that he could flip it?” Helen asked.
Francine shook her head. “Investigators found evidence that the mob wanted the shop owner to do some business for them.”
“Counterfeiting,” Chris said.
“The owner wanted nothing to do with the mob. After the owner’s sudden death, his widow was more agreeable. She sold the business to Timothy.”
“The mob paid Timothy with the funds to buy the business,” Chris said. “He fixed it up and sold it to someone more agreeable to do business with the mob for a profit.”
“Eighteen months later, Timothy Van Patten invested in a pizza place in Detroit,” Francine held up her fingers to form quotation marks when she said, “invested.” “That owner had committed suicide via a gunshot to his head because he was head over heels in debt. The restaurant had been in the family for two generations. His son sold the business to Timothy Van Patten, who invested in fixing the place up. A year later, he sold it to someone else who, a few years later, got arrested for dealing in drugs.”
“This past year, they bought the Shepherdstown Bistro,” Helen said. “I can’t imagine them being mobbed up.”
“Those involved in organized crime don’t exclusively do illegal businesses,” Bruce said. “The Van Pattens have earned a reputation for being savvy businesspeople.”
“From what little research we’ve done in just one night, it looks like the Van Pattens got their starting capital by doing hits for the mob,” Francine said. “They invested very well.”
“You said the Van Pattens,” Helen said. “Is Carly involved in this, too?”
“Do you remember when Sophia Laurel, mother of two, disappeared in Shepherdstown?” Francine asked.
“I remember that case,” Chris said. “It was all over the news. She was a realtor. She had made an appointment to go show a house in a rural area between Shepherdstown and Martinsburg. It was in a remote area. The couple turned out to be using phony identities. They claimed to be moving here to work for a large company and were only in the area for a couple of days. The appointment was scheduled for early evening. Evidence showed that she arrived at the house, but both she and her car disappeared and were never seen again.”
“Wait a minute!” Helen took her tablet from her bag. “I inherited that case.” She swept her fingers across the screen on her tablet. Finding what she was looking for, she skimmed the details of the case. “We’ve been trying to connect her in-laws to her disappearance and getting nowhere. Sophia had just filed for divorce and her mother-in-law was fanatical about her son getting full custody of the two boys and moving back home to Williamsburg.” She let out a gasp. “In her appointment book, she wrote that the couple’s name was Johnson, and they were moving here from Idaho. That was all a lie. But investigators found a name scribbled in her paper calendar in her organizer. That name was Carly.”
“Carly Van Patten,” Chris said.
“And the administrative assistant at the realty office said she had answered the phone when the Johnsons first contacted the realty office to set up the showing,” Helen said. “It was a woman, and she asked for Sophia by name. She said a former client had recommended her.”
“Sounds to me like the family business is murder,” Chris said. 
“Isn’t it interesting that Sophia’s estranged husband sold their showplace to the Van Pattens, who have a history of buying homes and businesses from the family of victims of sudden deaths?” Bruce asked as Chris’s phone buzzed on his hip. 
“For a price, they couldn’t refuse,” Elliott said.
“My sources told me they bought it for well below the market price,” Francine said.
Chris snatched the phone from its case. The caller ID read Ripley. “Have I got some news to tell you?”
Ripley interrupted him. “Me, first. I just heard from Dr. Paxton. They ran Dylan Van Patten’s DNA through the system—SOP procedure—and—”
“They got a familial match to DNA found at the scene of a suspected mob hit in Chicago twenty years ago. The victim’s dog bit the suspect. The hit man has been afraid of dogs ever since.”
“Your book club has been busy.”
Before Chris could respond, his phone buzzed to signal another call. The caller ID read that the ID was blocked. Chris felt his stomach tighten. He looked over at Helen. Worry filled her eyes. 
“Are you going to answer that?” Bruce asked.
“Chris, are you still there?” Ripley asked. “Can you hear me?”
Chris pressed the button to accept the incoming call. He recognized Timothy Van Patten’s voice. There was an unmistakable arrogance in his tone. “We have to talk.”
Chris disconnected Ripley before turning his full attention to Timothy. “About what happened in Chicago?”
Timothy chuckled. 
“Real estate wasn’t the business that you were training Dylan to take over when he blew himself up.”
“Where’s Sierra?” Helen urged Chris to ask.
Seeming to hear her, Timothy said, “Sierra’s safe.” He paused for dramatic effect. “For now.”
Helen snatched the phone from Chris’s hand. She hissed into it. “If you know what’s good for you—I’m a lieutenant with the West Virginia State Police—” His laughter enraged her more. “If you so much as hurt a hair on her head—”
“Calm down, Helen,” Timothy said in a smooth voice. “She’s not the one we want.”
Chris rubbed the back of his neck. He raised his eyes to meet Helen’s. His voice was soft. “I’m the one he wants.”
“I guess it comes down to who means the most to you, Helen,” Timothy said. “Your husband or your daughter.” He uttered that condescending chuckle once more. “I’ll give you a couple of minutes to talk it over.” He disconnected the call.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE

Silence dropped over the library. 
Doris wrapped her arms around Chris. It was more of a possessive move than reassuring—as if she feared the Van Pattens would show up to snatch her baby boy from her.
Chris patted her hand. Uncomfortably, he was aware of Helen avoiding his gaze while talking on her phone to Ripley to organize a search for Sierra and Red. Neither had answered their phones. 
Timothy Van Patten did not order them to not call in the authorities. He was much too egotistical for that. Chris surmised he’d enjoy the challenge of evading law enforcement. 
Francine broke the silence. “Well, we can’t let them have Chris.” Her tone was uncertain. She hoped her friends agreed with her. “Who will bring Sterling to our meetings if we don’t have Chris?”
They turned to where Sterling sat in a chair at the table. His head rested on the tabletop with his eyeballs bouncing from one person to another while following the conversation.
“I’m sure Helen will bring Sterling if Chris is no longer around to bring him,” Bruce said.
“But it won’t be the same,” Francine said. “I hate to say it, but Chris is so much easier on the eyes than Helen. Nothing against Helen. I know Chris finds her very attractive, but she’s just not my type.” She sighed. “Watching Chris walk across the room, especially in his tight riding pants, really makes my day.”
“Turning Chris over to a professional assassin is off the table,” Elliott said in an authoritative tone that left no one in doubt. 
“We find out where they have Sierra and Red, and we go get them back.” Ray slammed his hand down on the table for added emphasis.
“They have Sierra,” Jacqui said, “and Red.” Her usually refined demeanor showed a minute sign of cracking. There was a tremor in her voice when she stated Red’s name.
Funny, Chris realized, Timothy had mentioned Sierra, but not Red. He wondered if Helen had noticed the absence of her father’s name. Does that mean— He shoved the thought from his mind.
Helen disconnected the call and grabbed her coat. “I’m meeting Ripley at the Van Patten place to look for Sierra.”
Chris snatched his coat from where he had slung it across the back of a chair. “I’m coming with you.”
“No.” Helen spun around to face him. Her expression was firm.
Chris felt as if she had sliced his heart open with a scalpel. Of course, she blamed him for her daughter being in danger. How could she not? If it hadn’t been for his past, Sierra would be home safe.
Helen’s tone softened. “You’re the one they want. Their house is in the countryside outside of Shepherdstown. Plenty of places for Van Patten to be hiding with a sniper rifle to take you out when you show up.” She reached up to kiss him softly on the lips. “I will not let them have you.” She whispered into his ear. “I love you.”
Chris let out the breath he had been holding since Van Patten’s call. “We’re going to get Sierra back.”
“Of course we will.” She winked at him and jerked her chin in the direction of the conference table behind them. “We have the Geezer Squad on our side.”
Elliott and Bruce had their coats on. They filed out the door behind Helen. Doris, Ray, Francine, and Jacqui remained behind. Sterling leaned against Chris’s leg as if to offer comforting reassurance.
“There has to be something that we can do to figure out where they could be keeping Sierra,” Francine said. 
Chris plopped down in a chair next to Ray. “What groups had Van Patten usually done hits for?” 
“If that was common knowledge, wouldn’t he be in jail?” Doris asked.
“What everyone knows and what we can prove in court are two different things,” Chris said. “Everyone knew Al Capone was behind the St. Valentine’s Day murder, but he only went to prison for tax evasion.”
“The Van Pattens appear to be independent contractors,” Ray said.
“How does an independent assassin get work?” Jacqui asked. “If I wanted a professional hitman to take someone out, how would I find one? Do they list themselves on job sites?”
“Usually word of mouth,” Ray said. 
“I’ve done undercover assignments posing as a paid assassin,” Chris said. “It’s easy for word of mouth to float into the wrong ear. I once helped catch a father and daughter. They wanted to get rid of her ex-husband. The father was a retired police chief.”
“That’s why professional crime organizations prefer to use the dark web to contract for paid assassins,” Ray said.
Despite the discussion, a slim grin crossed Jacqui’s lips. “I can’t picture you posing as a paid assassin, Christopher.”
He turned to her. His expression was hard. His eyes were cold. “That’s because you haven’t seen my hitman.” 
A gasp escaped Jacqui’s and Francine’s lips before they could call it back.
Chris flashed them his broadest grin. 
They let out nervous giggles.
“When you work undercover—especially as long as I did. Taking on different personas. It’s more than an acting job. You eat, sleep, and live your identity.” Chris tapped his temple. “My survival depended not only on my alias living inside my head, but on my ability to get inside the heads of my targets. If Van Patten’s first hit was a print shop in Chicago to set up a counterfeit operation, then he probably did it for Vyacheslav Ivankov’s organization.”
“I thought it was the Yurievichs that were after you?” Francine asked.
“They are,” Chris said while sweeping his fingers across the screen of his phone.
“Do the Ivankovs want to kill you, too?” Jacqui asked.
“If they don’t, they definitely will before the end of the day.” Chris put the phone to his ear and stepped outside the meeting room.
Doris sighed. “I should have spent more time honing Christopher’s people skills when he was growing up. Then, he wouldn’t have so many people wanting him dead.”



Helen received the answer to her question about why her father wasn’t answering his phone when she crested the top of the hill at the orchard between Kearneysville and Shepherdstown to find a fire engine and other emergency vehicles dousing the flames of an SUV with its front end crushed against the trunk of an apple tree.
Forgetting about Elliott’s vehicle behind her, she swung the steering wheel of her cruiser without warning to turn onto an unpaved road that wound through the orchard. Elliott brought his SUV to a halt next to her cruiser. 
She sprinted toward the fire chief before they could climb out. Holding up her state police detective’s shield for the firefighters to see, she said, “This was my father’s vehicle. Did you find him and a teenage girl when you arrived?”
The firefighters shook their heads in unison. The fire chief explained, “Dispatch said the call came in from a passerby who happened upon the scene. No one was on site when we got here.”
Helen’s breath came out in gasps when her attention was drawn to the burned-out shell of what had been her father’s rental. The heat from the fire had melted the plastic of the air crash bags. Had the airbags done their job before melting down in the fire? 
The doors hung open.
She scanned the trees in search of her father and daughter. A freezing wind whipped through the leafless fruit trees. Bare of leaves and fruit, they resembled an army of skeletons guarding the secret of her family’s fate.
Helen recalled many late summers and early fall afternoons picking apples from the same trees to fill bushels for her father’s pies. Like a child, he delighted in climbing the trees and plucking the fruit from the branches. He would sit on one part of the tree while she sat on another. For hours, she would listen to him spin stories about his years of working in the orchard until he finally achieved his dream of working at the railroad. After filling the bushels, they would go home, where he would continue chatting away while baking an apple pie with the same fruit. 
Those afternoons, she felt so connected to him—her father. It was enough to make her forget she had been adopted.
She would give anything to have a slice of his apple pie now.
“Where are they?” she bit out.
Elliott laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. “The Van Patten place is right across the road.”
“They wouldn’t take them there.” 
“No, but we may find a clue of where they have taken them,” Bruce said. 
“They’re professional killers,” Helen said. “They set up a trap in our barn to crush Chris’s head with a hundred-pound anvil. It could have landed on Emma. They tried to blow up Chris’s truck with him, me, and Sterling inside in a parking lot filled with dozens of our friends’ children. Life means nothing to them. They aren’t going to think twice about killing Dad and Sierra.”
“Red’s a big strong guy,” Bruce said. “Sierra inherited your resourcefulness. You got to have faith that they can get through this.”
Helen’s stomach twisted as she imagined the possibilities of what her daughter, her only child, could experience at the hands of two professional killers. “I’ve spent her entire life shielding and protecting her from people like the Van Pattens. What if my protecting her has made her unprepared to defend herself from them?”



Ripley climbed out of her SUV when she saw Helen’s and Elliott’s vehicles turn the corner of the majestic historical colonial home. The original part of the two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old two-story plantation home had been constructed of limestone. A century later, a red brick addition had been built at the right angle of the main section.
A circular driveway rested in between the two parts of the house. Ripley jabbed a thumb over her shoulder toward the front door. “No one is home, and the place is locked up tight. Where’s Chris?”
“I told him to stay behind,” Helen said while flicking her eyes about to take in the spacious estate home and farm-like setting. “He’s the one they want, and there are over a dozen places where they could hide with a sniper rifle.”
She saw a small log cabin resting in a tranquil setting tucked among some tall trees next to a babbling brook. It resembled a scene out of Little House on the Prairie. The cottage looked like it was only big enough to support a great room, kitchenette, and bathroom. Cozy enough to hide a teenage girl.
“Did you look in there?” she asked Ripley while hurrying toward the house. Elliott trotted ahead of her.
“I just got here.”
“There’s an old icehouse behind it,” Bruce said. “They used it to store food back when the place was first built over two hundred years ago.” He asked Ripley, “You got a warrant for us to search inside the main house?”
“You have no authority to search anywhere,” Ripley said. “Until Helen files an official missing person’s report for Sierra, then we’re limited in where we can look.”
“Official missing person’s reports, even for a child, take time,” Bruce said. “That’s what the Van Pattens are counting on.”
Helen was gasping for breath as she trotted back from searching the cabin. “It was unlocked—and empty.” Her cell phone buzzed in the case on her hip. She snatched it from the case and checked the caller ID. Blocked Caller. She accepted the call and put it on speaker.
“Sierra’s not there, Helen.” Timothy Van Patten chuckled. “Do you really think we’d be foolish enough to have her at our own home?”
“Where is she, you son of a bitch?” Helen demanded to know.
Timothy’s calm tone contrasted with her rising sense of hysteria. “Now, Helen, there’s no need to shout. We’re not asking for a boatload of money—not from you anyway. It’s a simple trade. Tell Chris to meet me at the Ryder House off Route Fifty-One. The turnoff is one mile into Virginia. You can’t miss the place. Tell him to meet me there in one hour. Don’t bring the dog! No reason for his precious pooch to die. The contract doesn’t pay for pets. Once we have Chris and the client pays us for fulfilling the contract, then we’ll let Sierra go.”
“We both know that your client is paying for you to kill Chris.”
“You’re a beautiful woman, Helen. You can find another husband.”
He disconnected the call.



“Big mistake Van Patten made of ordering Chris to meet him at one of his realty properties.” Ray had the details for the home where Timothy Van Patten had set up the meeting by the time they returned to the library. 
“I find it curious that Timothy still didn’t mention Dad.” Helen let out a shuddering breath. 
Except for Chris, the members of the Geezer Squad exchanged anxious looks. To their thinking, Timothy hadn’t mentioned Red because they didn’t have him. He didn’t need him. They had slain and disposed of him as collateral damage.
Silently, Chris sat at the head of the table in the middle of the adult section of the library where the Geezer Squad met. Sterling rested his head in his lap. Chris continually stroked the German shepherd’s head.
“We only have forty minutes left to come up with a plan,” Francine said, while checking the time on her phone.
“That gives us plenty of time.” Ray slid a phone down the table in Chris’s direction. “The Van Pattens bought it last year. They’re converting it into a smart house. They’ve posted everything about the place on the realty websites—three-hundred-sixty-degree view of every room and everything in it.” He chuckled. “Smart houses can be hacked. I put an app on that phone. Chris, when you arrive, I’ll be able to hack into the wi-fi and take over the house.”
“And do what with it?” Bruce asked.
“See, hear, and record everything,” Ray said. “If Van Patten has Sierra stashed there—”
“Sierra won’t be anywhere near there,” Elliott said.
“Even so.” Ray held up a tiny ear mic. “We’ll give Chris one of my super clandestine earbuds to communicate with him and record everything. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to break this baby out. It sticks deep into the ear canal. Van Patten will not understand that Chris is not alone.”
“As soon as Timothy tells Chris where Sierra is, we’ll be on the move,” Francine said.
“Van Patten won’t tell Chris where Sierra is because he doesn’t need to,” Helen said. “His goal is to get his hands on Chris. Once he has him, then we have nothing to bargain with.”
“Wherever they’re holding her, it’s not their regular haunts,” Ripley said. “Based on what I’ve been able to uncover, since Dylan’s death, they’ve been liquidating their assets and hiding them. They knew that Dylan’s DNA would connect Timothy to the Chicago hit twenty years ago and bring everything to the surface.”
“If they knew that, why are they sticking around?” Francine asked.
“Pride,” Jacqui said with certainty. 
Helen nodded her head in agreement. “The Van Pattens are very proud people—to the point of arrogance.”
“Arrogant is right. They have to know that Chris has his friends helping him. Yet, they gave him their location. They have to know that we’ll have his back when he goes in.” Ripley cast a glance at Chris, who continued stroking Sterling. She had never seen him like this. Was it fear? Was he resigned to this being the day that his past caught up with him—that he would pay the ultimate sacrifice for his service to law and order? She shuddered. Her partner was no quitter.
“We’ll never get Sierra back if we go in and arrest Timothy,” Helen said. “Carly has her at another location.”
“As disgusting as it is, they have built a very successful business based on getting away with murder for at least two decades,” Jacqui said. “They were so proud of their success that they tried to pass it on to their son and heir apparent.”
“Intending for him to carry on with the Van Patten legacy,” Bruce said.
Jacqui nodded her head in agreement. “Dylan’s death, while attempting to take out Chris, brought everything to light.”
“Ruining everything,” Ripley said.
“Their arrogance won’t allow them to take the blame for Dylan’s death. They have to blame the contract hit that ruined it all. They’ve rationalized that Chris will have won if they walk away.”
“In other words, they want vengeance for Dylan’s death,” Doris said. 
“Those are the words,” Helen said.
They looked at the subject of their discussion. Chris surely had to have some suggestions on how to handle the situation. Instead, he stared—unaware of their presence or even their discussion. 
Sterling gazed up into his face with pleading eyes.
Elliott turned his attention to the image from the realty website of the Ryder home backyard. “The backyard backs up to the woods leading up the mountain to the Appalachian Trail.”
“Says on the website that the Appalachian Trail is one mile from the back door,” Ray said.
“You don’t say.” Elliott grinned. “Did you know that the record for the farthest distance that a sniper had taken out a target was just short of two miles?”
“Yes, but the Appalachian Trail is up above the house,” Jacqui said.
“Snipers have to shoot from an angle all the time,” Elliott said.
“Do you think you can make that shot?” Bruce asked.
“If he can’t, I can,” Doris said.
“So Chris goes in, lures Timothy to a window, and Elliott takes him out,” Bruce said. “Then Chris grabs his phone. Timothy will have to be in communication with Carly, who must have Sierra. Ray tracks the signal to locate Sierra and we go rescue her.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Francine said.
“What do you think, Christopher?” Doris asked.
When he didn’t answer, Helen prodded him. “Chris?” 
Slowly, he raised his eyes to meet theirs. His expression was stoic. “Mom, can I borrow the car tonight?”



CHAPTER
THIRTY
Sierra felt as if a heavy dark cloud had lifted to bring her to consciousness. A wave of freezing wind rushed over her to make her sit upright, only to realize that she was already sitting. She tried to reach up to brush her hair from her eyes to realize that her hands were bound behind her back. 
The sweet scent of fruit—apples—reached her nostrils.
“Sleeping beauty is finally waking up,” she heard Dylan’s mother say in a mocking tone.
Sierra opened her eyes to see Carly standing in the doorway of the dank, dimly lit room. Arrogance filled her face as she spoke into her cell phone. “Yeah, she was no problem. The ninny didn’t know what was going down until I shot the gas tank of her grandfather’s SUV with him in it.”
Terror washed over Sierra as the memory flooded back to her. 
The bang—it must have been a gunshot. The SUV smashed into the tree. Grandpa was groaning. She told him not to move and climbed out.
Carly rushed from her Volvo parked on the dirt road leading into the orchard. “Sierra! Are you okay?”
“I think so! I think Gramps is hurt, though.” 
Carly gestured to the Volvo. “I’ll help him. Go get in the car.” 
Sierra was almost to the car when the explosion almost knocked her off her feet. She spun around to see the SUV in flames. “Gramps!” 
Carly took her into her arms. “I’m sorry. He didn’t make it out. There’s nothing anyone can do, Sierra.”
Despite the sincerity in Carly’s tone, her claim didn’t make sense. “But how? There weren’t any flames when I got out. What ignited the gas tank?” 
Before Sierra could ask any more questions, she felt a sharp jolt throughout her body.
Everything went blank.
“Dylan always did have a weakness for foolish girls.” Carly strolled through the doorway into another room. 
Sierra could see the huge rear tires of a tractor. She was being held in a garage.
“Lucky for us,” Carly said. “Made snatching her that much easier. All that’s left is convincing Helen that we’re serious about Chris turning himself over to us.”
Chris! Sierra’s heart skipped a beat. That’s what this is about. 
The pieces of the events of the past week came together. Dylan’s questions about who wanted Chris dead. His interest in Chris’s schedule. His abrupt departure after Chris and her mother had agreed to chaperone the dance. Dylan was late because he had worked all day on something with his parents. His death was because of being there when the bomb exploded.
Was Dylan there when the bomb exploded because he was planting it?
“Remember that we have to be at Hagerstown Airport to catch the private plane by midnight, dear. So don’t spend a lot of time playing games with Matheson.” Carly swung her arm. Sierra saw she held a handgun. “I’m tempted to take care of her now.”
“Don’t. I do not doubt that Matheson will be wired somehow.” Sierra recognized the smooth voice of Dylan’s father floating from the phone’s speaker. “He’ll want proof of life. When I give it to him, then Helen will see it. That will keep her and the state police off the trail long enough for us to make our escape.”
Sierra wasn’t absolutely certain about everything that was going on, but one thing was obvious. Dylan’s parents had murdered Gramps, and she was handcuffed to a chair in a garage someplace surrounded by apples on the floor.
Handcuffs? Sierra twisted her hands to get a feel for what they had used to bind her wrists. Yes, her hands were bound behind her back with handcuffs. The corners of her mouth curled upward.
Let the Handcuff Olympics begin! This time, we’re playing for the whole kit and caboodle—my life.



It didn’t matter that Chris was twelve minutes late when he turned off Route 51 in Virginia and made his way up the long incline to the tan ranch-style home looking out over the countryside. The trees that had once populated the mountainside had been cleared so that the homeowners of the small farms and the two housing developments below could see the house above them.
Timothy Van Patten watched the blue Malibu make its way to where he had parked his SUV in front of the house. He extracted his semi-automatic Glock from the holster he wore under his coat and waited until he saw Chris in the driver’s seat of the sedan. Narrowing his eyes, he cocked his head while examining the passenger seats to ensure that no one else—especially the dog—was inside.
Chris placed both hands on top of the steering wheel and waited while Timothy made his way down the steps from the deck to stand by the driver’s door. 
Chris lowered the window. Refusing to make eye contact with him, he looked ahead. “I’m here.”
“So you are. Get out.”
“Not until I see proof Sierra is still alive.”
With a heavy sigh, Timothy reach into the inside breast pocket of his coat and extracted his phone. He pressed a button. 
Chris recognized Carly’s voice emitted from the phone’s speaker. “Yes?”
“I’ve got him. He wants to see Sierra.” Timothy turned the phone around for him to see the screen. 
Chris watched as the image of Sierra, bound to a straight-back chair in a dark room, littered with farm equipment, came into view. Her dark eyes were wide. Her mouth formed a straight line. 
Timothy pressed the button to disconnect the call. He shoved the phone back into the pocket of his coat. He gestured with a wave of the gun. “There. She’s alive … for now. Get out.” He stepped back as Chris opened the car door and climbed out. With another gesture of his gun, he ordered Chris to rest his hands on the top of the car and spread his legs so that he could search him.
“I’ll give you credit, Matheson.” Timothy chuckled while sweeping his hands over Chris’s body and patting his pockets. “When we met you in Shepherdstown that night, Carly and I had no idea that we were dining with an actual legend.” He took Chris’s cell phone and tucked it into his pocket. “Of course, how were we to know that any guy who lets himself get body slammed by a horse named Peanut was the man who took out one of our country’s most notorious Russian crime families? My sources tell me you are one sneaky character. Your talent seems to be making your targets underestimate you.” He noticed the absence of a weapon. “No weapons?”
“Why bring a gun only for you to take?”
Timothy cursed when he looked at Chris’s profile. He spun him around and held out his hand. “Give it to me.”
Chris looked questioningly at him. 
Timothy jerked his chin toward Chris’s right ear.
Slowly, Chris raised his hand to his ear and extracted the ear mic that Ray had given to him.
Timothy made a show of bringing the mic to his mouth. “Nice try, Helen.” He dropped the mic to the ground and stomped on it with his work boot.
Chris looked at the crushed device at his feet. “Everyone knows I’m here. They know I came to meet you. When I go missing, they’ll be looking at you and Carly.”
Timothy shoved him back against the car. Roughly, he grabbed each of his arms and yanked them behind his back while telling him, “And we’ll be long gone at a place where no one will ever find us.” He slapped a pair of handcuffs onto Chris’s wrists. “We’ve transferred our accounts overseas. Thanks to you, we’re another thirty thousand dollars richer.” He spun Chris back around to face him. 
“Thirty thousand? Is that all?” Chris let out a breath. “Oh yeah. That’s right. You’ve been working with the Russians.” He let out a scoff. “That’s too bad. The Mexican cartel would have given you fifty thousand.” Leaning in, he whispered, “Between you and me, the Russians are pretty cheap.”
Timothy’s eyes blazed at the smirk that crossed Chris’s lips. Who is this murder victim to be chuckling at him? Enraged, he backhanded Chris across the face with the butt of his gun—knocking him to the ground.



CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE
Timothy Van Patten cursed Chris for driving the Malibu as he eased the old blue sedan along the worn unpaved road through the heavily wooded West Virginia mountainside to the shack that he and Carly had purchased at an estate sale. Between the steep upward climb to the property and the lack of all-wheel drive, he suspected he would end up as trapped as Chris Matheson in the deep woods. 
He couldn’t risk driving his vehicle because if they found Chris’s body, forensics could track the hit back to him by his tire tracks. While it was unlikely, it was still a possibility.
The Van Pattens had used one of their shell companies to buy the house. The previous homeowner had been a hoarder and neglected the home. It had electricity, but no running water. She never bothered repairing the pipes that had burst during a heavy winter two years earlier. 
How she had continued living in such conditions until her death the year before, Timothy did not know. 
All he cared about was that the mountain shack was deep in the woods. The nearest house was two miles away through the heavy uncleared forest. It would be years before anyone found Chris Matheson’s body — if they ever did. 
As for his mother’s car, Timothy planned to abandon it in a lake on the way to Hagerstown to catch the plane to New York before catching a flight out of the country. The Russian mobster was providing the chartered flight as a favor for taking care of Matheson.
Timothy brought the Malibu to a halt in front of the broken-down shack that was still filled with junk. “Last stop, Matheson!” he called out as he threw open the door and slid from the driver’s seat. He strode around to the back of the sedan and used the key to unlock the trunk. 
The lid popped open to reveal Chris laying on his side, his hands cuffed behind his back. He lifted his head to peer out at him. His left cheek was swollen where Timothy had pistol-whipped him with his gun. “Are we there yet?”
“Just about.” Timothy reached into the trunk, grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him roughly out. “If I were you, I wouldn’t be in such a hurry.”
As Chris stood up, he took in the shack, the hillside, and the dense woods. “I have a feeling we’re not in northern Virginia anymore.”
Timothy noted the long shadows cast by the trees. The sun was setting. The temperature was dropping fast. They had a long way to go and a lot to do before he could escape from this God-forsaken dump. He grabbed Chris by the elbow and shoved him toward a rough path that cut through the trees parallel to the Appalachian Trail, which ran along the mountain ridge. He poked Chris in the ribs with the muzzle of his gun. “Start walking.”
When Chris didn’t turn around fast enough, Timothy grabbed him by the shoulder with one hand and stuck the muzzle in his back with the other. 
Chris jerked out of his reach. “Don’t touch me!”
Timothy raised the gun to aim into his face. “Looks like you’re in no position to be giving orders, Matheson.” His tone was low and cold.
Chris backed away from him before turning around to head through the trees. They had cleared what appeared to be the space for a backyard when he asked in a conversational tone, “Which one am I?”
“What?”
“What number? How many murders have you committed, Van Patten?” Receiving no answer, Chris glanced at him over his shoulder. “That many?”
“Thirty-three.” Van Patten lifted a shoulder. “Fewer if you don’t count the hits where Carly pulled the trigger.”
“You brought Carly into the business?”
“Her first was a hit in Philadelphia. A district attorney was causing problems for our client. We went to a gala to make contact, and he took a liking to Carly. She wanted nothing to do with him on account that she was loyal to me. But I realized we could get close to him if she worked her charm. So I let her into how I had been making so much money to keep us in our lifestyle. I suggested she encouraged this guy—get him alone and then give me the signal to make the hit.” He laughed. “The only thing is, she didn’t call me in to make the hit. She did it.” His laugh took on a naughty tone. “We had some hot sex during our marriage, but I have to tell you—the hottest sex is after a hit. It’s like an aphrodisiac.”
“Killing gives you a rush, huh?”
“Yeah, we get a rush from it. Carly and I have the best career in the world.” 
Chris stopped and turned to him. “Your career cost you your son.”
Timothy lifted his gun to aim at Chris’s face. “That was your fault!”
“Dylan was putting the bomb—that I’m willing to bet you built—under the seat in my truck—”
“It was your truck. He was filling out the contract for you. If you hadn’t taken down the Yurievich family, then they wouldn’t have put out the contract on you, and Dylan wouldn’t have died filling the contract.” Timothy sniffed. “You were going to be his first. A big one.”
“Was it you or he who came up with the plan to set up the anvil to drop on me?”
Timothy chuckled. “We always taught Dylan to think for himself.”
“Inventive but amateurish. Checking with Sierra to see if I was doing the barn chores? He was making sure that I would go to the barn first thing in the morning. As an experienced assassin, you must have seen the flaw.”
Timothy’s expression changed to one of offense. 
“He could not be sure that the anvil would land on me and not someone else. Did it ever occur to Dylan that Sierra could have stepped through that door?” 
Timothy glowered at the question.
Chris’s voice dropped. “Did Dylan care if she died?”
Timothy lunged forward to press the gun’s muzzle against Chris’s forehead. “You killed my son!” 
With his hands behind his back, Chris was at his mercy—unable to do anything if he pulled the trigger.
A howl broke the night air to float through the surrounding trees.
Timothy’s eyes grew wide. He jumped back and looked around. “Where’s your dog?”
Chris chuckled. “How did I bring my dog? I drove to the Ryder place like you told me. How was I supposed to know that you would bring me here—with you driving my mother’s car? Did you see him in the car? Maybe he hid in the glove compartment. Did you check there?”
Timothy raised his arm to strike Chris again but stopped when a loud series of barks erupted behind them. This one’s tone was not as deep as the previous howl. It sounded different.
“Coyotes,” Chris announced in a matter-of-fact tone and turned around to resume walking. “I hope you dug my grave for me. It’s going to be a bear breaking through this frozen ground.”
Timothy rushed to keep up. “What do you mean by coyotes?”
“Canine species,” Chris said. “Smaller than wolves. Hunts in packs in the wild. That’s why we heard different barks.” He turned to him. “They hunt as a team.”
“Packs? More than one?”
“They invented teamwork. One of my horses got taken down by coyotes last year. A full-grown horse. One attacks—directs your attention to the right while the other comes up your blindside on the left and grabs”—Chris made a biting motion that caused Timothy to jump—“by the throat. Before you know what’s happening, they rip your throat open and you’re bleeding out.” He fought the smile fighting to cross his lips when he saw the color drain from Timothy’s face. His tone was casual when he asked, “How much farther?”
“In a hurry to get your head blown off, eh, Matheson?”
They paused as they heard multiple howls go off at once, the first one followed by another in another direction. The second was followed by barking elsewhere, which was followed by a howl. The chorus ended with a high-pitched yap.
Timothy’s head jerked in the yap’s direction.
“Must be training their pups on how to hunt.” Chris shook his head at the fear he saw in Timothy’s eyes. “I hope you don’t get lost on your way back to the car.” 
He resumed making his way across the rough, uneven ground. “Who hired you to kill Sophia Laurel?”
Casting glances over his shoulders to the left and the right, Timothy quickened his pace to keep up with him, as if the man with his hands bound behind his back could help him. “Her mother-in-law contacted us through a friend who knew a guy who knew one of our associates in Chicago. Sophia’s husband was the one who made the final arrangements. He gave us a down payment for the hit—ten thousand dollars. Six months after the hit, we gave him the ten thousand back as a down payment on the house and he reduced the price by fifty thousand.”
“They paid you sixty thousand in real estate for killing Sophia Laurel,” Chris said.
“That’s the beauty of how we do it,” Timothy said. “Law enforcement is looking for cold hard cash or deposits. They never look at property or business equity.”
“Which one of you killed Sophia?” Chris asked.
“Carly. She enjoys doing the women—especially pretty ones.”
“Where’s her body? Out here?”
Timothy shook his head. “We put her in a deep freezer.” He chuckled. “After we moved to the house in Shepherdstown, we renovated the log cabin on the property. We buried her under the new flooring.” He laughed. “Her husband was on the news saying that he wanted her to be brought home. So we did.”
Recalling Sophia’s pretty features and loving pictures of her with her two young children, Chris felt his stomach twist with anger. Knowing that Carly enjoyed killing pretty women, and that murder gave her a rush, he felt ill imagining what Sierra had to be going through.
Behind them, three howls, followed by barks, erupted—one to the left—the second to the right. The third, a deep authoritative howl that seemed to drown out the others, came from behind them. They heard the rustle of leaves not far away. Whatever it was sounded large.
Timothy grasped Chris by the elbow and hurried him down the path. “Looks like you will not die alone tonight, Matheson.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Van Patten. I’ve seen how these coyotes hunt. While you’re aiming your gun at one, another is closing in to take you down.”
“That’s not your concern.” Timothy shoved Chris to the ground, onto his knees. He stood before him—the gun aimed into Chris’s face. “Ain’t it ironic? The great Chris Matheson takes down the Yurievich family, dying alone in the cold dark woods on a wintry night.” He stepped in to press the muzzle of the gun against his forehead. “Any last words? Not that I’ll be passing it on.”
To his surprise, a grin spread across Chris’s face. A low chuckle erupted from his lips. His laughter grew in volume. 
Then, growling barks and the rustling of leaves and twigs fanned out around them. There was a burst of movement behind Timothy as a large animal came into the clearing. It was moving fast.
Timothy spun around to aim at the threat rushing toward him.
As Timothy thrust out his arm to fire, he felt Chris’s hand grasp him by the forearm and shove it down. The shot went into the frozen ground. He felt the muzzle of a gun shoved into his abdomen and shove upward behind his ribs.
The white-hot blast of the gunshot ripped through his diaphragm, his lungs, and his heart. Timothy Van Patten was dead before the bullet exited his armpit.
He dropped to the ground in the very place he had intended to bury his latest contract killing.
Chris rose to his feet and looked down at him. “Sorry, buddy, but you crossed the line.”
As his adrenalin subsided, the burning pain from his shoulder shot through his body like a lightning bolt. 
Clad in camouflage vests and canine headsets outfitted with earbuds, Sterling, Mocha, and Sadie burst out of hiding to greet him. Chompers raced ahead of the big dogs. 
The pain in his shoulder drove Chris to his knees. In agony, he was unable to defend himself when Chompers launched himself from several feet away to hit him between the shoulder blades. 
Chris did a face plant next to Timothy Van Patten’s body.
“Christopher, are you okay?” Doris’s voice asked in his ear via the ear mic that he had concealed in the opposite ear—the one that he had tucked down into this ear canal so that Timothy would not see it. 
“You want him to find the ear mic?” Ray had asked when Chris requested two ear mics—one to be found.
“Timothy will expect me to be wired and in communication,” Chris said while stuffing one deep into his ear. “Once he finds one, he’ll let his guard down.”
“Why do you want to take my car?” Doris had asked when Chris requested her car to meet Timothy.
“Because he will not kill me at the Ryder place,” Chris said. “Since he can’t risk us being seen together, he’s going to stash me in the vehicle to take me to Location B.”
“If it’s a sedan, you’ll be in a trunk.” Elliott nodded his head in agreement. “You’ll be out of sight.”
“During which I will get untied and arm myself,” Chris said. “Since he’ll search me at Location A, it’s a good bet that he won’t search me again at Location B.”
Worry filled Doris’s tone when he didn’t answer. “Say something, Christopher. We heard the shot. Please tell me it was you who pulled the trigger.”
Chris fought to speak through the four dog tongues licking him. “I’m being mauled.”
“By our dogs or strangers?”
With effort, Chris rolled over onto his back. “Okay, everyone can give me one more kiss, then you have to sit. We have work to do!”
 “Sit!” Doris’s sharp command carried across all ear mics like the snap of a whip.
The three big dogs dropped back and planted their rumps to the ground. His tail waving merrily, Chompers remained where he stood on Chris’s chest. 
“Well, three out of four ain’t bad,” Chris said. 
“Hey, I told you that my furr-babies would obey me just by the sound of my voice,” Doris said. “They made a pretty convincing coyote pack, if I must say so myself.”
Gazing at him with their mouths hanging open and their tales wagging, the dogs awaited praise for a job well done. 
Unable to wait any longer, Chompers tagged Chris on his injured shoulder with every ounce of his twelve pounds. The pain was equal to when Peanut had thrown him to the ground—before he lost consciousness. Chris howled in agony.
“You hurt your shoulder, didn’t you?” Doris snapped.
“Mo-om!” It came out as a child-like plea. He clung to his throbbing shoulder. 
Whining, Sterling rushed forward to offer assistance.
“Elliott!” Doris called.
“I’m here, my love!” Elliott shouted through the ear mic. 
Chris heard the roar of the ATV as it raced into the clearing. He wore camouflage overalls and a sniper’s rifle slung across his back. “Elliott was following us? I told you to stay away.”
“I told you to not take off that shoulder brace,” Doris said. “But did you listen to me?”
“Mom, when was the last time you checked your voicemail?”
“Did you bleed in my trunk? You know how hard it is to get rid of blood evidence. Don’t tell me you bled in the trunk of my car. Serves you right. Don’t you come looking to me for sympathy.”
“I won’t,” Chris replied. “I’ll get it from Helen.”
“I doubt it. She also told you not to take that brace off.”
Elliott skidded to a stop and climbed off. He kneeled in front of Chris. “Can you get up?” 
“It seems like picking up my sorry butt has become a full-time job for you, Elliott,” Chris grumbled as he helped him to sit up.
“It’s what I do,” Elliott chuckled. “You’re in better shape than the other guy. From the sound of it, you must have taken the grand tour inside his head. You called it all the way down the line.”
“It wasn’t flawless,” Chris said. “When he first pulled me out of the trunk, he put his hand on my back and it landed almost on top of my gun.” He gestured toward Timothy’s body. “Get Van Patten’s and my phones. He was talking to Carly. Call Ray to trace the call to find Sierra.” 
“How many times did you shoot this guy?” Elliott asked while searching the bloody body for the phones.
“Once and I made it count.” Chris collapsed into the seat on the ATV. 
Chompers leaped into his lap. His little tail wagged with glee. He so enjoyed his adventures with the big dogs.
Elliott extracted the phones from the dead man’s pockets. “I’ve got the phones,” Elliott told Ray via his ear mic. “Are you able to hack into Timothy’s phone and ping the number that Carly’s call came from?” 
“Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” Ray said.



CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO
“What do you mean the phone is pinging off the same cell tower?” Helen peered over Ray’s shoulder to study the results of his tracking. “We’ve searched the entire Van Patten grounds. Sierra is not there.”
“That tower services not only the Van Patten place, but it services most of Shepherdstown.”
Meanwhile, Doris was studying the video that Carly had live-streamed to Chris. It was plain to see that Sierra was being held in a farm, barn, or garage. Maybe a basement. They could see apples on the floor, but Doris was interested in a piece of machinery in the far corner of the frame. The machinery had a wheel and a wooden bucket. “Fruit press!” 
“Fruit press?” Ripley asked. 
Doris pointed at the machinery. “That is a fruit press. You use it to press fruit to get the juices out.” She gasped with delight when noticing the apples in the background. “See! There are apples on the floor. I’ll bet it’s an apple press.”
“The orchard!” Helen said. “Dad used to take me there all the time. It is right next to the Van Patten place and there is a press room way in the back—close to where the SUV was run off the road.” 
“If that press room is right across the road, then it would use the same cell tower,” Ray said.



Pacing the small parking area in front of the press room, Carly stared at her phone in her hand. She tried to will Timothy to call with the news that Chris Matheson was dead, the Yurievich family had received the picture of his body, and they had transferred the balance of the contract to their off-shore account. 
Then, Carly could finish the job. Kill Sierra, dump her body, and escape the country. 
She liked the idea of Australia—it was summer there.
She watched the time on her cell phone change to seven-thirty. The sun had set.
Their contact with the Yurievich family had warned that Chris Matheson was extremely clever. 
Timothy should have called by now. Something’s gone wrong.
Carly tucked the phone into her jacket pocket and took out her gun. She had lost her son and her husband. She was going to enjoy taking her losses out on Helen Clarke-Matheson’s pretty daughter. 
She strode through the garage portion of the press barn and the doorway into the darkened press room, which was lit by a battery-operated camping lantern. As she cleared the doorway, she felt the impact of the chair smashing against her face.
Carly dropped the gun to the floor. Before she realized what was happening, she felt a blow to the left side of her face. 
Cold, hard metal ripped her cheek.
That was going to leave a mark.
Enraged, Carly groped for Sierra’s head in search of a fistful of hair to pull. 
The task was hard.
During her years of being an assassin, Carly had been in quite a few fights with women who refused to go down easily. Once she grabbed a fist of hair; she gained control. 
Sierra Clarke proved not to be so easy. For one, the girl had the nerve to break out of her handcuffs. Didn’t she know she was supposed to sit politely and dumbly to believe that they were going to let her go once her stepfather was dead?
Then, she had the added nerve of hitting her elder in the face with a chair.
How rude!
If Carly hadn’t been aware that Sierra was one victim who didn’t know the rules of being a murder victim, she realized that when Sierra bit her arm. It wasn’t a nice, polite warning nip. It was a full fledged digging in with the teeth and breaking skin bite worthy of a werewolf chowing down on a midnight snack.
With a wail, Carly released her grip on Sierra’s hair and pulled away. 
The girl followed up with a punch to the other side of her face—hitting her square in the eye. Carly felt the hot wet moisture of blood rushing from her eyebrow down into her eye. 
“You little bitch!” Carly screamed while crawling away. In doing so, her hand landed on the cold, hard metal of the gun. Snatching it up, she whirled around and aimed it at Sierra.
Her mouth dropped open and Sierra drew back. She threw up her hands in surrender. 
Carly saw Sierra had wrapped the handcuffs around her right hand to use as brass knuckles. “You think you’re so clever? I’ll show you who’s clever!” 
“You snatched the wrong kid!”
Carly felt her body hit the cold cement floor and slide across the width of the room. She felt the impact of the wall before everything went black.



“There’s Carly’s Volvo,” Helen said as the fleet of vehicles moved in to surround the darkened press room at the back of the orchard. 
In winter, the orchard was closed. The press room was abandoned. They could make out a dim light through the window.
“There are two people inside,” reported one of the uniformed state police officers Helen had called in.
“Carly and Sierra,” Helen said. 
“That means Sierra is alive,” Doris said. “She’s going to be fine.”
“Not so much Carly—no telling what that bitch did to my father.” Helen aimed her weapon at the ground and directed Doris and the members of the Geezer Squad to hang back. Jacqui had her medical kit ready to give aid to Sierra after her ordeal. Worried about Red, she chewed on her bottom lip.
The uniformed officers, Helen, and Ripley made their way to the doorway. Helen counted down. At the count of one, they charged in from all directions, through the garage, past the tractor, and into the press room to find Red and Sierra sitting on a bench filled with apples and three bushels.
Red held up an apple in front of the lantern. “Now this is a Braeburn apple. It’s a descendant of Granny Smith, but slightly sweeter.”
Sierra took the apple from him. “Is that a good apple to make a pie with?”
“You tell me.”
Sierra took a bite. As the taste filled her mouth, she uttered, “Yummy.”
Helen found her voice. “Dad!” She rushed into his arms. “I thought you were dead.”
“Why would you think that?”
“The SUV—”
“Dear, I’ve fallen out of trees and from moving trains. You think smashing into a little old tree is going to kill me?”
With a shake of her head, Helen hugged Sierra.
“Where’s Chris?” Sierra asked after noticing that her stepfather was not present.
“Elliott is taking him to the emergency room,” Doris said.
Seeing the panic in her daughter’s eyes, Helen quickly added, “To have his shoulder treated.”
“Again!” Doris said with heavy annoyance. 
“Well, it’s about time you got here,” Red said. “Sierra and I thought that we were going to have to take this dastardly killer down to the police station and book her ourselves.”
Ripley gave up on searching the press room for their suspect. “Where is Carly Van Patten?”
Red stood up from the bench, reached underneath, and slid a wooden crate out. He lifted the lid to reveal Carly Van Patten, handcuffed, and lying in the crate. Her clothes were bloody and torn. She was covered with bruises, bites, and welts. She also had two black eyes.
“Did you do that to her?” Ripley asked Red.
“Sierra did most of it,” Red said. 
“Gramps put her in the box,” Sierra said around an apple, “after body slamming her across the floor and against the wall.”
Turning to Helen, Ripley placed a hand on her hip. “This is the second time in a week I’ve received a killer in a box.”
Before Helen could reply, Carly sat up as best she could and spat out, “Your daughter bit me! What kind of mother are you—not teaching your daughter any manners?”
Helen responded, “Considering what you were going to do to her, your mother failed to teach you any manners.” 
Red picked up a bushel of apples. “Well, if your people think you have things under control now—and don’t need any more of our help, Sierra and I will be going. Doris, can you give us a ride?”
“I most certainly can,” Doris said. “Jacqui is waiting outside.” She lowered her voice. “She won’t tell you, but she’s been worried sick.”
“Has she?” Red’s face broke into a crooked grin. His cheeks turned pink when he saw Jacqui hurry through the doorway. 
Upon seeing him, Jacqui stopped and looked bashfully to the floor. “Are you okay, Red?”
Red grinned. “I am now.”
“We’ll need to stop at the grocery store on the way home.” Sierra picked up a bushel of apples. “We need more flour and sugar. Gramps is going to teach me our secret family recipe for apple pies.”
“We have pie crust at home,” Doris said.
Red and Sierra cursed in unison. “Sacrilegious.” 
“You don’t see that every day.” Ripley shook her head. “The intended murder victim breaks out of handcuffs and kicks the killer’s ass.”
Helen grinned with pride. “That’s my girl.” 



EPILOGUE
Less than twenty-four hours after her arrest, Carly Van Patten struck a deal with the feds—immunity for everything she knew about her and her husband’s paid hits. Less than forty-eight hours after that, they found her dead hanging from a shower rod. 
The feds ruled her death a suicide.
“But now Yurievich knows where Christopher is,” Doris told Elliott after learning about Carly Van Patten’s suicide.
Elliott shook his head. “No, he doesn’t, my dear. I checked with my sources and Ray has searched the dark web. The Van Pattens didn’t want to risk Yurievich undercutting them and sending his people to take out Christopher before they did. They didn’t tell Yurievich where he was. He’s still safe.”
Doris looked up to the ceiling and said a quiet prayer of thanks.
Thanks to Francine’s press release and her proud stepsister Katelyn’s posts on social media, word spread quickly across the internet about Sierra breaking free of her handcuffs and beating the stuffing out of a professional assassin. Between giving self-defense lessons to her friends and perfecting the Lawson family apple pie recipe with her grandfather, Sierra was too busy to mourn her late assassin-in-training boyfriend. 
By Christmas Eve, the Matheson family was enjoying their first Christmas together as a fully blended family. Helen’s adoption petition was still in process, but that was simply a technicality. Emma had taken to calling her “Mom” which never failed to make Doris teary-eyed with joy.
The night before Christmas, the Mathesons gathered in the living room to enjoy the last of Sierra’s latest crack at Red’s apple pie recipe. The family gathering had grown with Elliott making a regular appearance. Red was excited when Jacqui left her mountain home to spend Christmas with his family.
The only family members not blissfully happy were Chris and Nikki. 
On Christmas Eve, Helen smiled approvingly at her husband when he descended the stairs to join the family around the tree wearing clean jeans, a red sweater, and his brand-new shoulder brace. They ordered him to wear it for six weeks. “Good boy,” she said.
Chompers’s tail wagged merrily.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” Helen told the pup. 
“Did you check your voicemail?” Chris asked as he slipped onto the loveseat next to her.
“Are you expecting a message, Mom?” Sierra asked as she handed a dessert plate with a slice of apple pie to her mother.
Helen laughed. “It’s our agreement. Chris will wear the shoulder brace if I check my voicemails.”
“At least check them before you report me dead and our children missing,” Chris said.
Sierra held out a second slice of pie to Chris. 
He held her gaze as he took the dessert plate from her. There was a touch of sadness behind her soft smile. She had to be thinking of the plans Dylan and she had for that evening and the next day—what was supposed to have been their first Christmas together.
“Are you okay?” he asked her in a soft voice.
She looked around the living room at the gathering of their family and friends, who had been standing by her during what had proven to be a painful time. The corner of her lips kicked upward. “I’ll be fine.” 
She leaned over to give him a quick kiss on the cheek and squeezed his shoulder before hurrying back into the kitchen to serve more pie to the family.
“Maybe you should enter your apple pie in the county fair this summer,” Elliott said. “See if you can break your grandpa’s record. Five blue ribbons in a row.”
“I’ve never entered a cooking contest.” The thought intrigued Sierra. “I was planning to enter some horse shows with Coco. Nikki’s going to enter, too.”
All eyes turned to Nikki who scowled. “In the pony class.”
Between dislocated shoulders and murder mysteries, her father had no time to buy a Thoroughbred racehorse for her. She was not so naïve as to believe Santa Claus could fit a racehorse under their tree.
“Maybe Dad will get you a Thoroughbred after Christmas,” Katelyn said. “Now that things have slowed down.”
“Tonight’s Christmas Eve,” Nikki said. 
Doris stepped into the living room. Her hands were on her hips when she said, “Christopher, you went to the racetrack again, didn’t you?”
Chris fought to not drop the bite of apple pie that rested awkwardly on the fork in his left hand. “Why do you ask that?”
They could hear the rumble of an enormous truck making its way up the driveway. Nikki ran to the window to peer outside to see what was pulling up in front of the barn. Emma pressed her face against the window.
Many around the room looked questioning at Chris. He winked at Helen. Doris fought to keep the chastising expression on her face.
A Mack truck slowly maneuvered its way up the lane toward the barn. Nikki let out a squeal when she saw what it hauled behind it. “It’s a horse trailer!”
“A horse trailer?” Chris asked with exaggerated confusion. “What is a horse trailer doing here?”
Nikki didn’t wait for his performance. She only took time to yank on her riding boots and toss on a coat. Without bothering with gloves or zipping up her coat, she raced outside.
“Santa Claus is driving the truck!” Emma was close behind.
“I thought Santa dealt in reindeer,” Elliott asked as the family made their way out onto the porch.
Her face filled with awe, Emma gazed at the big jolly man with a long white beard climbing out of the truck. He wore a red coat and black boots. 
“I’ve got a delivery for Nicole Matheson,” he said as he handed a clipboard to Chris to sign. “This little girl has once again made it onto my nice list this year.”
Nikki had climbed up to gaze inside the trailer windows to see her present.
Emma stood with her hands on her hips. With her stern expression, she resembled a miniature Doris. “Santa, what are you doing here? Don’t you know that it’s Christmas Eve? You’re supposed to be gassing up your sleigh.”
Santa looked down at Emma with furrowed brows. “I have people to do that. They’re called elves.”
“Actually, his name is Roger,” Doris whispered to Helen. 
Roger continued, “I had to come early to deliver this special present because Walnut was so eager to meet his new best friend.”
Nikki shrieked. “You got me Wally!” She threw her arms around Chris.
“Peanut’s twin brother,” Doris told Jacqui. 
“The horse that body-slammed Chris and dislocated his shoulder?” Jacqui confirmed.
“The trainer said Walnut was much calmer than Peanut since he’s a gelding.”
“Nothing takes the fight out of a man like castration,” Elliott said.
Emma followed Roger to the back of the trailer to pull down the ramp. “Did you get my revised Christmas list?”
“I don’t know. I’ll have to check with my assistant. Did you add something to it?” He gave her a broad grin. His eyes twinkled. “What did you add to your list? The new Barbie doll? A pretty new dress?”
“A pair of handcuffs of my very own.”



The surprises didn’t end with Wally. 
Christmas morning, Jacqui was surprised to find a box under the tree with her name on it. She didn’t think Red had time to shop for a present for her. Mouths dropped when she opened the box to find a brightly colored silk scarf and a ticket for a Mexican cruise.
“The ship leaves from Tampa,” Red said. “I thought you could come down and stay a while—”
Helen covered her mouth to conceal her gasp.
Jacqui’s mouth also hung open. Her cheeks turned pink. “I’ve never been to Mexico.”
Doris checked the dates on the tickets that Red had printed to place in the box to wrap. “March. Mexico is lovely at that time of year.”
“I need more mimosa.” Jacqui grabbed her glass and hurried into the kitchen with Red close behind.
Helen cast a questioning glance at Chris, who shrugged his shoulders. “Are they cruising in the same cabin?” 
“Don’t ask me. Ask them. I didn’t buy the tickets. Red did. Why are you mad at me?” He went outside to check on Nikki and Wally to escape Helen’s glare. The girl was so enthralled with the Thoroughbred horse she had yet to open her other presents.
Helen turned to Doris, who was draining the last of her mimosa. “Is she serious about Dad?”
Doris lifted a shoulder. “I guess we’ll find out soon. Red invited her to go to Florida with him.”
“Florida?” Helen’s mouth dropped open. “What did she say?”
Doris shrugged her shoulders again. “Jacqui is not one to share her feelings. It’s one of those things that drives me up the wall.”



Days later, they were minutes from leaving for the airport when Jacqui called Helen’s phone.
“Helen, I’m sorry, but I’m going to be a little late getting to the airport. Can you tell Red?”
“Why don’t you tell him, Jacqui?” Helen turned to where Doris was doing a training session with Mocha, Sadie, and Chompers. 
Upon hearing Jacqui’s name, Doris froze. She turned to see angst across Helen’s face.
Tired of waiting for his reward for sitting, Chompers leaped to snap the treat from Doris’s hand.
 “How late are you going to be, Jacqui?” Helen asked. She put the phone on speaker for Doris to hear.
“I don’t know.” Jacqui’s voice was filled with panic.
“But he bought tickets for you to fly with him,” Helen said. “He’ll be heartbroken—”
“I know,” Jacqui said. “But my house sitter hasn’t gotten here yet and I need to explain how to take care of my plants. I’ve got a new avocado plant.”
“You’re breaking my father’s heart for an avocado?”
“An avocado plant. They’re very sensitive.” Jacqui uttered a soft squeak that reminded her of a mouse squeak before disconnecting the call. 
Doris ran into the mudroom and snatched her coat from the hook. 
“Where are you going?” Helen demanded to know.
“To do an intervention!” Doris threw open the door. A brisk wind whipped her hair across her face. “I’ll meet you at the airport. Don’t let Red get on that plane without Jacqui.”



On the way to the airport, Helen tried to ease her father’s feelings of rejection. “I hear avocado plants are very sensitive.”
“What are you talking about, Helen?” Red replied. “Jacqui’s running late. She’ll get this house sitter squared away and meet us at the airport. I’m not worried.” 
Helen drove Red to the airport since Chris’s right arm was still in the brace. Chris and Helen needed some time away after the bustle of the holidays. The perfect excuse arose when Francine found Sky Belmont’s foster sister, the birth daughter of the parents who had taken her and her foster brother Jaycee in. They picked up Jaycee’s ashes from Stuart Leonard on the way to the airport to deliver them to Mary, who said she would gladly take care of them. 
A store owner, Mary Christmas lived with her husband and children in Norfolk, Virginia. Helen found a charming bed-and-breakfast down the road from her Christmas shop and made reservations for her and Chris to welcome in the new year romantically. 
First, they needed to get Helen’s father on the plane to return to Florida. They rode most of the way in silence—ignoring the eight-hundred-pound gorilla sitting between Red and Sterling in the back seat.
“Thank you for driving me to the airport,” Red said after Helen paid the toll and took the exit to the airport. He cleared his throat. “I wanted to thank you, Chris, for teaching Sierra how to break out of handcuffs and duct tape.”
“Don’t forget zip cuffs.” Helen shot Chris a broad grin that was filled with gratitude.
Red reached up to squeeze Chris’s good shoulder. “You teaching her that saved my granddaughter’s life. I’m glad to have you in the family.”
Chris choked out. “Thank you, sir. That means a lot to me.”
“I just hope she doesn’t turn into a badass.”
“I don’t think there’s any danger of that,” Chris said. 
“I don’t know,” Helen said. “She was asking me about going to the police academy.” 
“When was that?” Chris asked.
“While giving me a manicure.” Helen waved her fingers, tipped with bright silver and gold sparkles.
She turned into short-term parking. They didn’t want to abandon Red at the curb.
After checking Red’s suitcase, they made their way through the hordes of travelers returning home after the holidays to the walkway leading to the security gate. Some people were in such a rush trying to get through security while checking their flight status on the displays above their heads that they failed to notice Sterling in his service vest. 
Holding onto Sterling’s leash, Chris checked the flight’s status on the departure roster. Red’s flight had boarded, and the line stretched to the beginning of the walkway. “You should get in line to go through security, Red.” 
Helen opened her arms to take her father into a hug to say goodbye.
“I have to wait for Jacqui.” To their surprise, Red sat down on a bench next to the entrance to security. 
“Dad—” Helen looked at Chris for help. 
Chris looked up at the roster. The flight was leaving in thirty minutes and Red still had not gone through security. From security, Red had to take a tram to the departure gates on the other side of the airport. 
Red checked the time on his phone and searched for a message from Jacqui. His expression told them that there was none.
“I guess we have a few minutes.” Chris took a seat next to him.
Helen opened her mouth. Having nothing encouraging to say, she dropped onto the bench on the other side of him. Sterling laid his head on Red’s thigh.
They waited and waited. Chris glanced over at Helen.
“We’re going to start a book club at the library in Tampa,” Red said. “A Florida chapter of the Geezer Squad.”
“Really?” Chris tried to keep the sympathy from his tone.
“It will do you good to make new friends,” Helen said. 
Chris noticed that the time had ticked down to ten minutes before Red’s flight was to leave. Helen’s eyes screamed at him to say something to comfort her father—man-to-man. All he could come back to was when Helen had left him so many years ago.
“Red, I remember when Helen dumped me back when we were right out of high school.”
Whistles erupted in the distance from the main entrance to the airport.
Red lifted his head.
“I felt like she had grabbed my heart into her fist, ripped it out of my chest, hurled it to the ground, and stomped on it.”
The whizzing sound of an airport security motorized cart grew louder. Travelers rushed to get out of the path of the speeding vehicle.
Red jumped to his feet and craned his neck to see around the stampeding travelers. “She’s married you, Chris. You need to get over it.”
Helen glared at him. “I said I was sorry, Chris. Let it go already.”
A red motorized car pulling a luggage cart whizzed toward them—with Doris at the wheel. In the passenger seat, Francine waved madly to capture their attention. In the back seat, Jacqui was holding on for her life. Her usually coifed blond hair, with not a strand out of place, was disheveled. The cart screeched to a halt before them.
Red rushed to lift Jacqui out of the cart and grabbed her single suitcase. 
“Would love to stay and chat,” Doris said, “but TSA is in hot pursuit!” 
Francine’s eyes were wide as she watched the uniformed officers running toward them from the other end of the concourse. “They’re gaining on us, Doris! Punch it!” 
“Hold on, Francine!” Doris sped off. 
Seconds later, a horde of TSA agents raced down the concourse after them.
Chris shouted over the crowd. “Don’t forget to check your voicemail, Mom!”
“I’m sorry I’m late,” Jacqui blubbered to Red as he dragged her to the front of the security line. “I couldn’t decide! I wanted to go, but then I was afraid that I’d get attached and if something happened that I‘d be hurt. But then I’m already attached. You eat too much-added sugar, Red! I don’t want to go through that again! Then Francine and Doris came over and we talked and I decided it is too late and I have grown quite fond of you, Red, and I have never been to Mexico. Then we realized you had already left for the airport and I had a panic attack. Doris was driving here like a bat out of hell. That was when I got terrified, and that was before they highjacked a federal vehicle and—” 
Red cut her off with a bear hug and a kiss on the lips. 
Helen parted them. “Your flight is leaving in five minutes! Board now! Kiss later!” 
“I know I forgot something,” Jacqui said.
“We’ll buy it in Florida,” Red said.
“Go! Go!” Helen gave her father a big hug and kiss before pushing them ahead of the line. As they rushed through security, Red swept Jacqui up into his arms and raced down the corridor.
“Tampa will never be the same,” Chris said with a shake of his head. 



It was Ripley’s last day on the job. She had completed the long list of checkout procedures. She had a temporary badge to turn in to security on her way out of the building for the last time.
Ripley had packed up everything from her desk except for a fruitcake that a Secret Santa had left for her. She must have been a naughty girl this year to have earned that. She hated fruitcake. 
While completing her last report, the list of questions and holes in the case annoyed Ripley. Unanswered questions or holes always bothered her in a case. Usually, she would have the luxury of time to return to a case to close up a hole. Since this was her last case, she did not have that luxury.
She doubted if she could ever answer the one enormous question that remained: Who was Alec Moore, Ben Strait, Bram Salem, and Chuck LaBuff? They were one man. 
Who was he and what was his motive for targeting the Holiday Gang? Not money. They found during their investigation that he had never stolen or conned any money from the women. Even after he had assumed Mason Kemp’s identity and had access to the gang’s stolen funds, he didn’t take a penny.
Ripley and Chris concluded that his primary motivation was justice for Sky Belmont.
Was he Gene Tobin, her obsessed fan, who had disappeared? His psychological profile did not fit. Gene Tobin was not sophisticated enough to charm the crew the way this man had. 
The more Ripley thought about it, the more she realized Chris had been right. With each member of the gang, their suspect had become her perfect mate. Darcy Willis wanted a man who was available when she wanted him and out of her hair when she didn’t. Melody Glass yearned for a mysterious man of adventure. 
The closest suspect Ripley came to was Jaycee, Sky’s foster brother. But he had been killed in action in the Middle East several years earlier. Veteran’s Affairs confirmed that.
Whoever he was, he had special skills to locate each member of the gang and hack into the Office of Personnel Management to place Victoria Valentine’s name under Chris Matheson’s emergency contact. 
Yes, this was obviously one private eye with a special set of skills. I think Jonathan Penny got his money’s worth.
“Ripley, am I glad I caught you.” 
Ripley looked up to see Dr. Olivia Paxton rushing across the squad room toward her. Damn!
I knew I was forgetting something.
The medical examiner’s face broke out into a wide grin. “I just got the results on the tox screen on the body found at Dulles. You remember I could not determine the cause of death.”
“Even though it had eighteen bullet holes in it,” Ripley said.
“And while any of the shots could have been fatal, evidence told me he was already dead before they shot him,” Olivia said. “So I ran a tox screen and found digitalis. He was young, but he had a heart condition.”
“Maybe brought on by the three bullets that went through it?” 
“Long story short, I found out that our John Doe was a medical school cadaver from Johns Hopkins,” Olivia said. “He was dead long before someone shot him full of holes and tossed him from an airplane.”
Ripley stared at the medical examiner, who stared back at her. 
Olivia’s eyes narrowed. “You knew that already, didn’t you?”
“It’s been a long month.”
“How did your suspect get his hands on a medical school cadaver?”
Ripley lifted both hands in a broad shrug of her shoulders. “He knew a guy.”
“And you forgot to tell me so that I could stop tearing my hair out over this case?”
Ripley grabbed the fruitcake from her desk and held it out to her. “Merry Christmas.”
“Vaccaro!”
The two women jumped at the sound of Ripley’s name. They turned around to see the department chief, Brian Cross, beckoning for her to join him in his office. 
Olivia snatched the fruitcake from Ripley. “Lucky for you, I forgot to get a present for my mother-in-law.” She spun on her heels and hurried away.
Ripley pushed up from her chair and went into the office. She saw her report in Chief Cross’s hand. 
One last raking over the coals before I go, I guess.
Brian Cross held up the report. “What is this?” His brow furrowed. His mouth twisted in a scowl.
“It’s my report for the murder investigation into Mason Kemp, plus the theft of twelve million dollars in diamonds.”
“Yeah, that’s all good,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I thought you had brought Chris Matheson back to work this case with you since they had found his old badge on the body at Dulles.”
“Yes, I worked with him, along with my new partner.”
“What new partner?”
 Ripley gazed at him. This had to be a joke played on a retiring agent—pretend she was going senile or something. In her mid-forties, that was not happening. “Special Agent Iain Collins, sir.”
Chief Cross’s eyes narrowed. “The only Iain Collins I know is in RICO and he’s on medical leave. I hear he’s not doing very well.”
“But you—” 
It hit her.
That night at Dulles airport, he was among a group of agents. His coat was emblazoned with the FBI logo. He flashed his badge at her, but she never looked closely at it. Who would expect someone other than a federal agent to be mixed with federal agents? 
She had only met with him out in the field. Never had they met inside the bureau offices. 
Iain was the one who contacted her to tell her that Chris’s personnel file had been hacked into. She never checked with personnel about Chris’s file being hacked. That information came from Iain, and since she believed he was her partner, she never questioned it. She assumed that someone had hacked the system. 
As her junior partner, she directed him to do background checks and dig up information on the case, which was protocol. The information Iain provided guided them through the case. 
Iain directed them to each gang member, but he was never with Chris or Ripley when they interviewed them. He was always checking other leads, which prevented the gang from recognizing him as their missing husband or lover.
“Ripley!”
She started. 
Chief Cross was looking at her. “Who is this Iain Collins?”
“Let’s just say he’s a very special agent with some exceptional skills.”



“Well, I’m glad Thelma and Louise escaped the feds,” Chris told Ray after he called with the news that Doris and Francine had safely returned home from their adventure at Dulles International Airport. The call came as they passed the road sign announcing that they were entering Norfolk.
Helen fought to keep her eyes on the road instead of gazing at the ocean while driving along the shoreline in search of the shopping center where Ye Ole Christmas Shoppe was located.
“That’s not why I’m calling, though,” Ray said. “I got an alert in my browser regarding my hunt for Gene Tobin.”
“Sky’s obsessed fan,” Helen said. “Has he come out of hiding?”
“Kind of,” Ray said. “It made the news. There was another disappearance in Charlottesville a few years ago. A young woman went missing after leaving a party near the campus. Her family always believed her car went into the river near a sharp turn. They contacted a volunteer group that searches rivers and lakes for missing loved ones. They use radar to locate vehicles underwater. A few days ago, they came in to search the river and found four cars. Two had bodies in them. One car was registered to the missing girl. The other was registered to Gene Tobin.”
“Gene Tobin had an accident,” Chris concluded.
“That’s right,” Ray said. “He was last seen leaving the campus where he was working as a teacher’s assistant late one night. His disappearance and death had nothing to do with Sky Belmont’s murder.”
After thanking Ray for relaying the news and disconnecting the call, Helen turned her SUV onto a quaint street lined with boutiques. The lady’s voice on the GPS directed them to a store at the end of the block.
The hanging sign next to the door read, “Ye Ole Christmas Shoppe.” Tiny letters underneath named the proprietor “Mary Christmas.” A sign in the window announced they were having a clearance sale for seventy percent off.
“We can get fresh wreaths for next year,” Helen said as she turned into a vacant lot next to the store,
“We have wreaths,” Chris said. 
“Tired old pathetic wreaths.”
Chris didn’t respond. He focused his attention on a silver European sports car parked in the space next to one marked for the shop owner. It wasn’t the type of sedan you saw every day. The design was sleek with smooth lines. 
Helen voiced his thoughts. “Sweet ride. That car must have cost a hundred thousand dollars at least.” She parked a few spaces away.
She picked up the urn containing Jaycee’s ashes from the floor and they made their way around the corner to the shop’s front entrance. As they approached the door, Chris tightened his grip on Sterling’s leash and stepped ahead of Helen to reach for the handle since her hands were full with the urn. Before he could grasp it, the door swung open, almost hitting him.
 A young man clad in a black wool coat with a red scarf let out a laugh at the accident, narrowly avoided. “Excuse me! I need to be more careful.” His blue eyes sparkled on his handsome face. A wintry breeze ruffled his blond hair. He reached down to pat Sterling on the head. The dog’s tail wagged as he gazed up at him. “Handsome dog.”
Helen flashed a grin as she passed the attractive man while he held the door open for them. Chris looked him up and down. 
When Chris’s eyes met his, the corner of his mouth kicked upward. He swept his hand in a gesture to invite him into the shop. “She’s right in there.” He shot Chris a crooked grin. “Sky’s the limit.”
A sense of déjà vu washed over him. His legs felt numb as he stepped across the threshold. 
The door swung shut behind him.
Helen’s voice broke through his jumbled thoughts. “Chris! Over here!”
The shop owner was a strawberry blond who wore her hair in a messy bun pinned to the top of her head. She wore a long red dress. The shop had a picked-over feel with almost bare Christmas trees and empty display spots around the store.
“Thank you so much for coming. You are going to have a wonderful time at the bed-and-breakfast. They always have the best New Year’s Eve party.” Mary set the urn that Helen had given her on the counter. “Helen was just telling me you had investigated my sister Sky’s murder.” She uttered a shuddering sigh. “I always prayed that there would be justice for her. She had such a hard life until she came to live with us. But despite her rough start, she came around. I like to think that our family got her in time so that she didn’t end up warped. Of course, Jaycee was an enormous influence on her as well.”
Helen gestured at the urn. “They must have been close since she held onto his ashes.” 
“Jaycee was fourteen when he came to live with us,” Mary said. “Sky was only ten. I was the big sister. They came to us from the same foster home. The foster parents there got arrested. They coerced the children into being drug couriers for them. If the kid got arrested, the parents acted all shocked about these troubled youths. One child collected enough evidence against the parents and their drug trade and got the home shut down.” She rolled her eyes. “As far as which kid it was, I have my suspicions.”
“Jaycee?” Helen asked.
“A lot of foster kids went through our house,” Mary said. “We have two dozen grown kids who still call my parents Mom and Dad. So I’ve learned a thing about these kids who grow up in the system. Every time they took a child out of one home and put him in another, that means being taken out of one environment and thrust into a different one. The environment might be better. Or it might be worse. Those who succeed and thrive learn how to adapt to any environment at the drop of a hat. It’s a survival technique.”
“They become a chameleon,” Chris said in a soft tone.
“That’s a good way of putting it, Chris.” Mary nodded her head. “Both Jaycee and Sky learned how to do that. That was where Sky learned her acting skills.” She uttered a soft laugh. “Not as good as Jaycee, though.”
“Was he in the theater?” Helen asked.
Mary lifted a shoulder and nodded her head at the same time. “The world is his stage. He was like three years old when they found him at an old department store. They tried to find his family, but no one ever claimed him. Because of bureaucratic nonsense, he was never eligible for adoption. He grew up in the system. His name is J.C. Penney after the store where he had been abandoned.”
“Jonathan Penney,” Chris said with a catch in his voice.
Helen shook her head. “Excuse me. I’m confused. You’re talking about Jaycee in the present tense.”
A soft smile crossed Mary’s face. “Of course.”
Helen’s eyes flicked to the urn on the counter. “We were told that Jaycee joined the army out of high school and was killed in action overseas.”
Mary removed the lid from the urn. “Your information is wrong. While Jaycee was working in the Middle East, a government agency discovered his talent for adapting and even manipulating circumstances. They recruited him to work for them.” She carried the urn to a bucket containing ash next to the fireplace. “Now he’s an independent contractor.”
“But his records say he was killed in action,” Helen said. 
“Because you can’t find a dead man, especially when he has no identity,” Chris muttered. “Those passports Melody Glass had found were real.”
Mary dumped the ashes into the bucket. 
“Sky’s the limit?” In a flash, Chris recalled where he had heard that voice and seen that smile before. Nine years earlier in Charlottesville while eating breakfast with Don Brewster’s imposter.
Chris saw the Pandora bracelet, filled with charms, on Mary’s wrist. He recognized most as representing countries around the world. “Did he give you that bracelet?”
Pleased, she tenderly touched it. “It used to be Sky’s. He knew she’d want me to have it.”
Chris spun around and ran outside. When he turned the corner, he came to a halt.
With his arms folded across his chest, he leaned casually against his sports car with his left ankle crossed over the right. Jaycee, aka Private Investigator Don Brewster, aka Special Agent Iain Collins, aka Millionaire Jonathan Penney, along with a cast of many, shot Chris a broad grin. “When did you figure it out?”
“When you broke in to steal Victoria’s bracelet.” Chris went over to the car. Admiring it, he stroked the hood as he said, “Whoever took it passed up diamonds and sapphires and rubies which were worth several thousand dollars. That bracelet had tremendous sentimental value to whoever took it.” He turned his head to look at his attractive profile. “The big brother who gave it to Sky.” 
A smile mixed with remembrance crossed his handsome face.
“They were professional criminals. They faked their deaths and changed their appearances and their identities. How did you find them?”
He chuckled. “That was by accident. I was working on a case on a private island in Hawaii. My client was hosting a huge wedding.”
“The Kelly wedding,” Chris said. “Victoria Valentine planned the wedding.”
“Around stealing the Kelly Diamond.”
“I thought they caught the attempted thieves.”
“The holiday crew hired those poor saps to be the distraction while Tamara stole the diamond.” He chuckled. “Or so she thought.”
“They didn’t steal the diamond?”
“They did temporarily.” A slim grin crossed his lips. “I allowed them to have it only long enough to have it authenticated. Then, I swapped it for the fake they had left behind. I returned the genuine diamond to Mr. Kelly, who was very pleased.”
“Then, you infiltrated each of their lives by becoming the man of their dreams to discover and reveal your sister’s killer.” Chris turned around to lean against the front fender. 
“I never would have known who they were if Victoria had not worn Sky’s bracelet. She thought I was being romantic when I kissed the inside of her palm oh, so gently. When I saw each charm I had sent to Sky on that bracelet, it became game on.”
“After you finally identified your sister’s murderer, did the thought ever occur to you to let them kill Mason?”
He turned his head to look at Chris. A slow chuckle grew in his chest. He rose to his feet and opened the door. “I have a plane to catch.” 
Chris stepped back to allow him to slip into the driver’s seat. 
He closed the car door and started the engine. 
The motor roared. 
Chris concluded he would not answer. He had to have thought about it, of course. He stepped back to allow him to leave—most likely to assume yet another identity.
The driver’s side window lowered. He looked at Chris out of the corner of his eye.
“Stripped of the riches that he had killed Sky to preserve and spending the rest of his life locked up like an animal, or dead. Which do you think is the most fitting justice for Mason Kemp?” 
Chris nodded his head in agreement. “You made the right choice.”
With a salute, he gunned the car’s engine, turned out onto the street, and sped up to blend into the after-holiday traffic and disappear out of sight.
THE END
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Want to add some excitement to your next book club meeting? Are you curious about this mystery author’s theme regarding cold cases? Do you wonder where she picks up her inspiration for such interesting characters? What does she have planned next for the Geezer Squad? Well, now is your chance to ask this international best-selling mystery writer, in person, you and your book club.
That’s right. Lauren Carr is available to personally meet with your book club to discuss Chris Crossed Murder or any of her best-selling mystery novels. 
Don’t worry if your club is meeting on the other side of the continent. Lauren can pop in to answer your questions via webcam. But, if your club is close enough, Lauren would love to personally meet with your group. Who knows! She may even bring her muse Sterling along!
To invite Lauren Carr to your next book club meeting, visit www.mysterylady.net and fill out a request form with your club’s details.
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