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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Brooke City, September, 2075

      

      I can spot a liar a mile away. That’s how I knew Evangeline Barrows, the woman sitting on the other side of my desk, wasn’t telling me the whole truth. I’m not sure what gave her away. It might have been the way her aristocratic chin was tilted to the left, or the cloudy look in her gray eyes or the way she was fiddling with her fancy designer purse. Whatever it was, it had the needle on my internal lie detector pegged halfway past yellow and on its way to red.

      “I think my husband is planning to kill me, and I want to hire you to stop him.” Evangeline pushed a thick, white envelope across the surface of my gray metal desk and looked at me with hopeful eyes.

      My gaze flicked down to the envelope and then back up to Evangeline, who was perched on the edge of my guest chair. Her body was rigid with tension, and no wonder—I’d be tense, too, if I thought I was about to be murdered … or lying about it.

      “What makes you think your husband is going to kill you?” I had no intention of accepting a case from a client who was lying. But I figured I should ask a few more questions just to be sure—it wasn’t smart business sense to turn away envelopes stuffed with money.

      Evangeline sniffed, her gaze drifting to the window at the end of my small office. Maybe to buy some time to formulate an answer that would bolster her lie, or maybe because she just liked the view. I figured it was the former. The view from my second-floor window showed the other tall brick buildings on Main Street and wasn’t that great.

      Since it was early fall, I had the window cracked open and the woody smell of dying leaves and crisp, fresh air drifted in. A car horn blasted. Tires whooshed on pavement. Back fifty years ago, I imagine the air would have smelled like exhaust fumes and my second-floor office would have been filled with the sound of car engines, but this was the year 2075 and all the cars were electric—quiet and pollution free.

      “We haven’t been getting along. I think he might be having an affair with our domestic helper,” she said.

      So that explained it. A jealous wife trying to make trouble for her husband. It was one thing to prove a spouse was having an affair. I’d taken plenty of those cases. but Evangeline was going deeper with this one. I suspected she was trying to get revenge. Figuring she could use me to get her husband in some sort of trouble. Alarm bells sounded in my head—this case had disaster written all over it.

      I slid the envelope back toward her. Evangeline looked down at the envelope, her forehead creasing in a frown.

      “Do you have evidence that he is fooling around? Just because he might be having an affair doesn’t mean he’s a murderer,” I pointed out.

      “There’s been signs. I know he wants me out of the way.”

      “Why wouldn’t he just divorce you?”

      Evangeline cast a furtive glance around the room as if someone who could overhear us might have appeared in my office by magic. She leaned across the desk and lowered her voice. “I know things about his business. Things he might not want me to tell anyone.”

      That got me a little more interested. But was she telling the truth? “What do you mean ‘things about his business’?”

      Evangeline pressed her overly-pouty lips together and looked down at her fuchsia-tipped nails. “Let’s just say I think he might be into something illegal. I’ve overheard a few phone conversations. Something about moving money.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly what is going on, but he caught me listening to him on the phone. So he knows that I know. Not to mention the life insurance.”

      “Life insurance?”

      “Yes. He upped the insurance on me just last week.” She pushed the envelope back to my side.

      “How do you know that?” I had to admit the life insurance and vague reference to his nefarious business activities did legitimize her claim a little—if they were, in fact, true. But if her husband really was planning to kill her, he wouldn’t be stupid enough to let her find out about the life insurance, would he?

      "They sent something in the mail. I opened it," Evangeline said with a shrug of her shoulders. "I guess he didn't realize they'd send a confirmation via snail mail.  I mean who gets real mail these days?"

      I took a closer look at her. She wore an expensive-looking teal cashmere cape secured with three gorgeous snailshell-shaped buttons on the shoulder. Were the buttons real platinum? And her long hair, feathered down past her shoulders in the most trendy fashion, was white-blonde with lowlights and highlights and lavender tips that I knew were quite expensive. Her face looked like it had had some work done, too—also expensive.

      Judging by her appearance and the size of the stuffed envelope on the desk in between us, Evangeline had money. Was she a bored, rich housewife trying to get back at a cheating hubby and looking for excitement? Maybe she was trying to use me to help trump up an attempted murder charge so she could get out of a pre-nup she’d signed and take off with hubby’s money. These days, pre-nups had all kinds of strange clauses. If that was the case, I didn’t want to touch it with a ten-foot pole.

      The envelope sat on the desk between us, waiting for me to make up my mind. If I accepted it, that would mean I would take the job and all the problems that might come with it. Easier to push it back at her and she’d go away, leaving me free to work with the next, hopefully less problematic, client.

      I decided to test her. “So what has your husband done that makes you think he’s trying to kill you? Has he attempted anything?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I know he plans it. I can feel it.”

      I looked at her skeptically. “So why don’t you just move out? Is there a pre-nup?”

      She looked startled at my question, as if she hadn’t expected me to ask. Which told me what I needed to know. My instincts were right—she was up to something.

      “If it was just the affair, I’d be out of there in a heartbeat. But he thinks I know about his business secret and he’d hunt me down. I’m not safe anywhere.” Evangeline pulled a hankie out of her purse, dabbed the corner of her eye and gave a little sniff. What an actress.

      My eyes flicked to the envelope. She’d told too many lies and the case sounded like trouble. My better sense told me to pass it up.

      I pushed the envelope back over to her side.

      “Well, then, I’m sorry, but I can’t take your case. It’s not the type of work I do.” I lied, thinking to let her down easy. Plus I figured if she could lie to me, I could do the same.

      Her wide eyes registered surprise. “It’s not … but I thought you did everything.”

      I shrugged, pushing myself up from the desk. “Not everything. Some things I can’t be bought for.”

      She looked at me funny, but I was already on the other side of the desk and holding the door open for her.

      “Don’t forget this.” I swiped the envelope from the desk and held it out to her.

      She took it, her eyes registering resignation. Almost as if she expected I might have seen through her ruse. I congratulated myself on making the right decision.

      I cast one last, regretful look at the envelope before she stuffed it back in her purse. In this business, one never knows when the next case will come along, so it’s not too smart to turn down money. But some cases just weren’t worth the trouble.

      “I hope you don’t regret this.” Her cashmere cape swirled around her, and she turned suddenly and hurried away down the hall, leaving me frowning at her back.

      Regret it? I doubted that.

      I shut the door and went back to sitting behind my desk and waiting for another client. As I sat there, tapping the eraser end of my pencil on the shiny surface, doubt started to settle in. What if Evangeline wasn’t trying to play me and her husband really did try to kill her? Nah, all the signs pointed to her lying to me. I just had too much time on my hands waiting here. I needed a new client to take my mind off Evangeline’s trumped-up story.

      I heard a noise in the hallway and my spirits perked up. I stared at the door in anticipation of my new potential client. But it wasn’t a new client that showed up. Instead, the old-fashioned brass mail slot flapped open and a white envelope slid through, landing on the floor with a thud. It look suspiciously like the white envelope Evangeline and I had been playing tug-of-war with. I ran over and picked it up. Written on the front were the words ‘In case you change your mind’.

      A tingle of apprehension played with the hairs on my neck—why was she being so persistent? And why me? She could go across the street and hire Harry Brenner. He’d probably do whatever she wanted and for less. Maybe I should tell her that because I definitely didn’t want the case. Evangeline was obviously high maintenance … and probably a little crazy.

      I ripped the door open to give her back the envelope. The hallway was empty.

      Shoot!

      I’d never had a client force money on me before and I was unsure of what to do. But I knew that I didn’t want the money. If I had it, I’d feel compelled to work for it. I ran down the hall to catch her. Taking the stairs two at a time, I whipped open the front door in time to see the taillights of an upscale personal transportation vehicle hovering in the air before it shot off, disappearing around the corner.

      Evangeline was gone.

      I slipped the flap open on the envelope. It was full of hundreds. There must have been thirty of them in there. Even with the electronic chip payments used for most everything in 2075, cash was still king.

      The envelope burned in my hand like a hot potato. I couldn’t wait to return it and be relieved of any responsibility I thought I had toward Evangeline Barrows.

      I went back into the building. Common sense told me to look Evangeline up first thing and return the money right away. But my investigator’s curiosity kept wondering why she seemed so insistent on hiring me and, more importantly, why she hadn’t been telling me the whole truth.
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      My name is Callie Justice and, in case you haven’t already guessed, I’m a private investigator. One of the top female investigators in the area, I might add. I had been in practice since I turned thirty, for seven years when Evangeline Barrows walked into my office, and I'd had my share of domestic cases, but Evangeline's request was definitely a strange one

      I slapped the envelope down on my desk as a reminder that I didn’t want to keep it. I figured if it was out in the open, I wouldn’t forget to look up her address so I could return it.

      But first, I needed coffee. When I first hung up my shingle, I’d found myself making several trips to the coffee shop. It got expensive, so I decided to spring for a ‘Mr. Caffeine’ and brew my own right in the office. It sat in the corner on a small table, all shiny and ready to make me the caffeinated beverage of my choice.

      Unfortunately, electronically controlled gizmos and I did not get along. Mr. Caffeine was no exception.

      I approached cautiously. The machine sensed my approach and whirred into action.

      “Can I help you?” Its mechanical voice had an aristocratic accent.

      “A cinnamon dolce latte with a shot of caramel.” I slipped a restaurant grade ceramic mug under its spout. Sure, lattes were girly drinks meant to be enjoyed in something more dainty, but I felt comfortable with my thick old mug.

      Silence. But not just any silence. I could sense Mr. Caffeine was waiting for something, or maybe it was having trouble processing my order. I glanced at the side, checking the pods of ingredients which all seemed to be there.

      “Please?” I added.

      “That’s very fattening. How about a vanilla latte with skim milk?” Mr. Caffeine’s green ‘ready’ button blinked at me as if sizing me up.

      “Ummm, no, I’ll take the cinnamon—”

      “I noticed you’ve gained a few pounds,” Mr. Caffeine interrupted me, his voice dripping with disapproval. Nice to know he was watching out for my health, but creepy to think that he could actually ‘see’ me.

      I squinted into his reflective chrome surface. My blueish-green eyes peering back at me looked gigantic in distortion, my blonde, shoulder-length hair appeared as if I'd forgotten to brush it. I probably had. My eyes drifted down to the rest of me. Flat stomach, slim hips … wait, was that a little bulge of fat popping out over the top of my jeans?

      “How about a cinnamon vanilla? Two percent milk,” I bargained.

      “Suit yourself.” It whirred into action, making grinding, hissing and perking noises, then a stream of dark liquid followed by thick white. When it was done, I reached for the cup. Just as my hand got under the spout it sputtered and shot out a few drips of scalding steam.

      “Ouch!”

      “Sorry. Thanks for using Mr. Caffeine.”

      I jerked my mug out and eyed the drink. It looked good, if a little watery. I walked the three steps to my desk, sat in my olive green Naugahyde chair, leaned back and put my feet up. The chair groaned as if to agree with Mr. Caffeine’s assessment of my weight gain.

      The drink was velvety smooth, creamy with the right amount of bitter coffee after-taste. I sipped it thoughtfully while I rubbed my burned hand.

      The envelope nagged at me from the top of the desk. I had a decision to make.

      I had to admit that I was curious about Evangeline. Was her husband really planning to kill her? She had seemed convinced he was, but most people never thought the person they married could be capable of such evil, even in the worst of times. Maybe Evangeline wasn’t in her right mind. Maybe she was delusional about her husband’s affair, his nefarious activities and work and his plan to do her in.

      Of course, there was that little tingle at the back of my neck that told me she wasn't telling the whole truth. Could there be some other reason she wanted me to follow her husband? I couldn’t imagine what it could possibly be. She’d mentioned suspicious goings-on at this company. Maybe she thought she could be rid of him if my investigation revealed what he was up to at work. But if so, why not just ask me to investigate that?

      I was faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, I thought she was a little crazy and sensed that I would regret accepting her offer. On the other hand, what if her suspicions were correct and something happened to her? Could I live with the guilt?

      I wasn’t keen on the way she’d forced the envelope back through my mail slot. Almost as if she knew it would make me feel responsible for following her orders. As if she wasn’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer. It rubbed me the wrong way.

      I finished my latte and slid my feet off the desk, casting furtive glances at the envelope. I’d return the money, but first I wanted to consult with my unofficial consultants.

      The decision being made, I sat back in my chair and waited for the next client to come through the door.

      

      No client came through the door, so it was just me, the envelope and Mr. Caffeine all afternoon. By the time five p.m. rolled around, I was more than ready to leave. I hadn’t done any research on Evangeline. As I said, computers and I don’t get along. Luckily I didn’t have to do the research myself, I had someone who would do it for me.

      I headed out of the office, the envelope tucked securely in the blue and white striped tote bag I carried in lieu of a purse. I took the monorail fifteen minutes to the outskirts of town where I lived in a six-story condo building in the middle of a block of other six-story condo buildings.

      I had a personal transportation vehicle—PTV—but it was so small and cramped that I preferred to take public transportation. I could sit back and get a birds-eye view of the meandering city streets giving way to the green fields of one of the few farms still left in New Hampshire, and then into the suburban area where the concrete apartment buildings sprouted up.

      This area was nice, as suburbs go. I guess it was once more spacious out here with single-family homes on large lots, but that had given way to apartment buildings decades ago. They were nice buildings, though, not more than six stories as per building code regulations and each building had nice grounds with trees, shrubs and even flowers. I was thankful to live in Northern New Hampshire, where the huge swell of population hadn’t yet migrated. Back south, the buildings loomed twenty stories in the air and there was nary a plant to be found.

      This is what suburban life was like in 2075. Not many people had homes on large plots of land anymore. Only the rich people. Like Evangeline Barrows. She probably had a big, old home on a big plot of land. But most of those were further out, away from the city.

      I’d done fairly well for myself and my condo was in one of the nicer buildings. Condo life suited me just fine because I didn’t have to deal with lawn mowing, snow removal or any messy exterior maintenance. I’d even splurged on a domestic helper. Mine was a robot, though, not a real human like Evangeline’s. Although I probably should have known better than to have picked him up at a discount auction. Like most technology driven devices, he didn’t work as expected.

      And, so it was, when I opened the door to my apartment, I found my domestic helper, Artemis, with his feet propped up on the coffee table and a martini glass in hand. The apartment was a mess, the olive green shag carpet—the latest in color trends when I’d had the apartment re-decorated two years ago—lay down flat, the shag fingers tangled like a hairdo that had been slept on all night. It needed to be raked and probably vacuumed.

      Mail was piled up on the walnut, Danish modern credenza. A pile of clothes lay on the Herman Miller side chair. I hoped they’d been washed and were just waiting to be folded.

      Artemis was watching a soap opera on the projection wall. The only evidence that he actually was a domestic helper was that he was wearing an apron over his faded blue jeans. His faded, slate-gray T-shirt showed off his bulging biceps—a bonus feature that supposedly made it easy for him to wrangle the vacuum that he never used as well as rearrange furniture and tend to other household tasks that required strength. It was hard to believe that he was just a robot. He was so human-like, sometimes even I forgot.

      He raised his dark brows at me over the rim of his martini. His amber eyes—okay, I’ll admit the eyes were one of his features that caused me to bid on him—had just the right amount of welcome home in them. Even though I knew that was computer generated, it still felt good to have something act like it was happy to see me.

      “Welcome home, Cal! How was your day at work?”

      He greeted me as if we were roommates, or maybe even boyfriend and girlfriend. He had a nice raspy, deep voice even though his speech could get somewhat robotic at times. It was disarming the way he looked and acted so human. Truth be told, I actually liked him better than most of the humans I knew.

      I glanced around the apartment with disapproval. “Great. How was your day?”

      His eyes flicked back to the projection. “Pretty good, I was just taking a little rest. You know Sonny and Carly are getting married again.”

      I squinted at the projection wall. He was watching General Hospital, one of the longest-running TV shows ever, which had been in production now for a hundred and twelve years. I stepped closer. Was that actually the same actor that had been playing Luke Spencer all along? No, it couldn’t be. Probably just a good look-alike, maybe even a robot.

      “Sonny and Carly are still around? Wouldn’t they be a hundred years old by now?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Just about. But you know how soap operas are, totally unrealistic. This is the third actor to play Sonny and that’s the fourth Carly.” He gestured with the martini glass toward the wall. “I mean, look at them. They look great, don’t they?”

      I looked. They did. I craned my neck to glance in the kitchen. When I’d had it redone in sunny harvest gold, my elderly neighbors had laughed at me. They’d said the colors were outdated by a hundred years, but the interior decorator had said these were the latest colors along with the avocado rug. She mentioned something about styles coming back around again. Whatever. I wasn’t really much into fashion or interior decorating anyway. But I did like my place clean, which the kitchen was not. Dishes were piled in the sink and spilling onto my white star-stone countertops.

      I raised a brow at Artemis. “So, I guess you didn’t get a chance to do any cleaning today?”

      He swiveled his head around almost one hundred and eighty degrees. I’d asked him not to do that before. It was creepy and I cringed as he did it.

      “Oh, sorry. I haven’t had much of a chance. You know I’m feeling a little run down. I think I need my batteries charged.” He favored me with a charming smile.

      I would have glanced at his battery pack, but it was on his butt which was firmly planted on the sofa.

      He patted the sofa beside him. “Enough about the cleaning. Sit down and tell me what you did at work today. Did you get a new case?”

      That was the thing with Artemis. He much preferred butting into my cases to doing the actual job of cleaning for which he had been purchased. But the truth was, he often came in handy. Unlike most domestics, he had an incredible amount of artificial intelligence and a huge database programmed in his computerized brain. Not only that, but he had built-in Wi-Fi, so he could access the internet from pretty much anywhere and an aptitude for quick and accurate research.

      I'd often wondered if he'd been at auction because he was some sort of a hybrid. Maybe some kind of an screw-up happened at the factory and he got the wrong programming and electronics. Either way, I had to admit he did come in handy. Instead of looking things up on my computer, which insisted on rebooting and opening the wrong screens on me all the time, I could simply ask Artemis. He would have the answers in seconds and he had initiative and problem-solving skills that you just couldn’t get out of the laptop or a wrist-top.

      His brow knit together as I told him about Evangeline Barrows’s visit. I ended with my dilemma as to whether I should keep the money and follow the husband or not.

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of this.” Artemis clinked his glass onto the titanium coffee table. “It sounds like she is up to something.”

      “Either that or crazy.”

      Artemis’s handsome face contorted into a bunch of different expressions which I recognized as him consulting his database. I watched, fascinated. He really was very handsome. I was told by my elderly neighbors he looked like some movie star from the 1980s, some guy named Clowney or Cloney or something. He had dark hair, distinguished with just a smattering of gray, a strong chin and chiseled features. A little dimple on the chin. And he was wholly supportive and protective of me. I only wish I could find a real human that looked and acted like him.

      “Her husband is part owner of Barrows Investments. They handle retirement investments. My scans of current news articles do not show any hint of scandal.”

      “So whatever she overheard is not public.”

      “Possibly. Or she’s making it up. Your own instincts have told you something isn’t right. I think you’re smart to give back the money and wash your hands of the whole thing.”

      He looked at me, and an emotion alarmingly like human concern flickered through his eyes and made my heart do a little flip.

      “I might be just a computer, but my electrodes tell me this sounds like something you will regret getting involved in.”
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      I dumped the ingredients for lasagna into the Meal-A-Tron, a large stainless steel machine that was part refrigerator and part solar-wave oven with a lot of arms and gizmos in between. It was a corner unit, and took up almost half of my kitchen. It had a computer display on the front where you could choose various recipes. I had the deluxe model, which had memory for fifty dishes, plenty for me.

      The ingredients went into a large hopper on one end and, a few minutes later, came out as a meal on the other. The commercial claimed the meals were ‘just like homemade’, but mine always came out looking like gruel—a gray, pasty, lumpy mess. It didn’t taste much better than it looked, no matter what recipe I tried. But I didn’t cook and Artemis didn’t have a cooking program installed so it was either gruel from the Meal-A-Tron or eating out.

      After choking down the ‘lasagna’, Artemis actually started cleaning. He did this every so often, when his sensitive electrodes picked up on the fact that I was getting annoyed with his non-performance. I took the opportunity to head up to the roof and consult with my unofficial consultants.

      One had to sacrifice certain things for the convenience of condo living and one of those things was a garden. The rooftop was our answer to that.

      I was lucky to live in a building with at least a few like-minded neighbors who also wanted a garden. Since there wasn’t any room on the ground for that, we’d taken over the rooftop and turned it into our own backyard oasis.

      Carpets of real grass stretched out, green and lush. Splashes of orange, red, yellow, purple and white from the flowers planted in pots and raised dirt beds colored the five thousand square foot area. We’d even managed to get a few Japanese maple trees to grow in giant pots of dirt.

      A privacy hedge blocked us off from the building to the right, whose residents were in the middle of creating their own rooftop garden. It seemed we had started some kind of trend. Unfortunately, the two projects had become rather competitive and we had to block their view. Rumor had it they were trying to one-up us by putting in a pool and you should have seen how they tried to outdo us at Christmas.

      Even though it was early fall, many of the flowers still bloomed, especially the mums and pansies which thrive in cooler weather. The leaves on the trees were just starting to show signs of changing color. The area smelled of freshly cut grass and I instinctively looked for the new clippings, which we composted for use as fertilizer later on.

      As I stepped through the doorway, a fuzzy black and yellow honeybee flew past and I ducked out of its way. Birds chirped in the trees, stepping up the pace to get the last of their business done before the sun went to bed. A chipmunk scurried across the white stone path in front of me.

      Reclining on aqua lounge chairs in the middle of one of the grassy sections were two of my neighbors—my unofficial consultants. Lexy Baker-Perillo and Cassie Darling. The two of them were bundled in thick, knit sweaters even though the temperature was a pleasant seventy degrees. They wore gigantic black sunglasses and each had a glass of what looked like iced tea, the glass pitcher half full on the table next to them.

      Lexy wore her hair in a silver ponytail. Cassie’s was spiked up on top of her head, the very tips of her snow white hair a shimmery pink. The two women had to be in their mid-nineties if they were a day, but I knew that behind those thick, dark glasses their eyes were as bright and intelligent as teenagers. New advances in anti-aging therapy had been kind to Lexy and Cassie. They took advantage of everything their doctors had to offer, including some of the cosmetic enhancements that could be performed right in the dentist's chair. I only hoped I’d fare as well once I got older.

      The hopeful looks on their faces warmed my heart. Apparently, the two elderly ladies enjoyed our nightly rooftop visits as much as I did.

      They jumped up from their aqua lounge chairs to greet me.

      “Have you seen the pumpkin patch?” Lexy grabbed my elbow and steered me to one of the raised bed gardens. The best part of the rooftop garden was the fresh fruits and vegetables. There was something about eating food grown by your very own hand, and with precious few farms left in North America, most produce was shipped from out of the country and tasted like cardboard. The fruits and vegetables from our garden tasted amazing.

      It being fall, most of the summer crops had been harvested and we were left with squash and, of course, Lexy’s pumpkins. Lexy had once owned a bakery a few towns over, in Brook Ridge Falls, and she was still an excellent baker.

      She’d handed the bakery over to her great-grandaughter long ago but still loved baking and, since she didn’t get out much, pumpkin was now her main ingredient. She delighted us all winter long with pumpkin pies, pumpkin cookies and pumpkin bread. She canned her own pumpkin so that ingredient was always fresh. The others she ordered online and had delivered right to the building.

      She parted the leafy greens to reveal a giant pumpkin that looked to be about three feet in circumference. “Isn’t that a corker?” She looked at me over the top of her sunglasses, her eyes bright and sparkly with life.

      I nodded. “Wow. That’s gonna be gigantic.”

      “You can say that again,” Cassie said. “It’s not even done growing yet.” Her brows furrowed together slightly. “Too bad there aren’t any more farm contests for us to enter it in. I think it would win a prize.”

      Lexy’s face turned wistful. “You know, I think you might be right.” She bent down to pluck at a few weeds, her knees creaking loudly as she did. The wince of pain on her face didn’t escape me and my heart constricted. I knew that with the current anti-aging drugs and treatments, women could live to be well over one hundred, but I had to wonder how much longer I’d have these two women around. They’d become like surrogate grandmothers to me and I’d come to depend on them for advice as well as enjoying their company.

      “You know, I can have Artemis come up and weed,” I offered.

      Lexy dismissed my offer with a wave of her hand. “Nonsense. I like doing it, it keeps me feeling young.”

      “It’s about the only exercise we get.” Cassie’s pink tips bobbed as she pulled out several weeds herself.

      “So, did you get a new case today?” Lexy looked up at me hopefully.

      “Not really. A woman did come by, but I don’t think that I’ll take the case.”

      Lexy’s brows shot up. “Oh, really? That sounds juicy. Do tell.”

      The women stood up and we all went and sat at the large, round cedar table that was set exactly in the middle of the garden. The table could accommodate twenty people. We used it for dinner parties, sometimes inviting people from other buildings although I didn’t think we’d be inviting anyone from the building on the right anymore.

      We also had smaller, vintage wrought iron bistro tables set around the edges. Lexy had nabbed them from her bakery, The Cup and Cake, when her great-granddaughter had redecorated. They added a cute touch to the garden, but they weren’t really all that comfortable.

      Cassie shuffled over to the lounge chairs and grabbed the pitcher of iced tea and an empty glass. My lips quirked up in a smile, knowing that the ladies had been waiting for me and had even brought the extra glass.

      She poured some of the tea and set it in front of me, the ice cubes clinking against the glass as she did. I took a sip, expecting cool, smooth tea but got something that burned slightly on the way down.

      I raised my left brow at Cassie, who shrugged, then brought her own glass to her smiling lips. “Bottoms up.”

      I sipped slowly as I told them about my meeting with Evangeline Barrows.

      “Why do you think she was making it up? I remember John and Jack talking about quite a few cases of spouses killing each other. Don’t you, Lexy?” Cassie asked.

      Cassie had been Lexy’s assistant at the bakery and they’d both been married to homicide detectives. That was one reason why I valued their advice so highly. Over decades of living with the men, they’d gleaned quite a bit of information on human nature and homicide. Not only that, but the women had sleuthed a few cases themselves and their advice was always spot on.

      Lexy’s eyes turned misty as they usually did at the mention of her husband, Jack Perillo. Jack had lived a good long life, but the anti-aging advances didn’t work as well on men and he’d died seven years ago. Cassie’s husband had died ten years ago, and the two widows had moved out of the city and into the condos five years ago.

      “Oh, yes, I remember plenty,” Lexy said. “But the spouses never used to have any advance warning. I don’t recall Jack ever saying once that a spouse had been suspicious. And with all the cases I solved with my grandmother, I remember the spouses were so devious that the poor victim never had a clue.”

      Lexy’s grandmother was the other reason I valued their opinion. Mona Baker, or Nans as Lexy called her, had been quite the amateur sleuth sixty years ago. She’d been the ringleader of a legendary, elderly crime-solving cartel who used advanced technology to solve cases that sometimes even baffled the police. I’d read about Mona and her posse of grandmother sleuths in the old newspapers as well as listened to many of Lexy’s reminiscences of them. The cases they’d solved were very similar to the ones that usually came my way, so I valued Lexy’s opinion and knowledge very highly.

      Cassie nodded. “Yeah, it’s no wonder your gut instincts were telling you something was fishy. What are you going to do?”

      “My first instinct was to give the money back and call it a day.”

      Lexy nodded. “I remember Nans had a similar case. It ended up that the husband wasn’t even having an affair. He loved the wife. It turned out he was planning a big anniversary trip to Europe and that’s why he was acting all strange and secretive. Maybe that’s what’s happening with the Barrows?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Maybe, but I don’t think so. I got the distinct vibe that something was going on with the Barrows … or at least with Evangeline.”

      “Well, I commend you for feeling a responsibility because she gave you the money. But I don’t think that it’s necessary in this case. She forced that money on you and you should not feel obligated to do her bidding.” Lexy snapped her fingers and a white dog sprang up from underneath a maple tree and trotted over obediently. “Good girl, Sprinkles.”

      Lexy bent down to pet the dog who looked up at her lovingly, its neck making only the slightest mechanical sound as it turned its head. Sprinkles was a pet-bot, the most convenient kind of pet because it didn’t eat, drink or poop and was programmed to be always obedient and never eat your shoes.

      Lexy had said it reminded her of the dog she’d had when she’d first married Jack and couldn’t resist, especially since the pet-bot was such low maintenance.

      “I think you guys are right. Artemis thought I should give it back, too. And it was my instinct all along, so now that everyone is in agreement, I know that’s exactly what I’ll do.” I glanced out over the edge of the roof at the horizon. The sun was just about to set, coloring a bank of fluffy clouds a bright pink-orange. One benefit of the precariously thin ozone layer was that we enjoyed spectacular sunrises and sunsets from this vantage point on the roof, which was why we usually met up here at sunset.

      Sometimes I liked to linger up there after dark, laying on the lounge chair and staring up at billions of bright, twinkling stars and watching the slow-moving dots of hundreds of satellites that circled the planet. I’d probably do that tonight, since the ‘tea’ was making me feel loose and relaxed and I suspected I shouldn’t be driving, even if my PTV could pretty much drive itself.

      I could return the envelope tomorrow at a more respectable hour when, hopefully, I could catch Evangeline home alone and not cause a problem with her husband, who would likely be home from work by now.

      Just as I was settling back into my seat and thinking about asking for another glass of tea, Cassie ripped off her sunglasses and sprang to her feet.

      “Incoming!” She pointed west and I jerked my head in that direction, putting my hand up to shield the glare of the setting sun.

      A black dot was making its way through the air toward us at a high rate of speed. A delivery drone.

      “Did you order something?” I asked them.

      Lexy nodded, pushing herself up from the table. “I put in an order at Mart-Azon for some sugar and spices for my baking. Get ready, ladies.”

      We stood in a row, our feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent at the ready as we watched the dark spec grow larger. The black delivery drones were about the size of a large dinner plate. Four claw-like legs extended from their underside. The legs were used for landing and also as arms to hold—and usually mangle—the packages they carried. Twin cameras with sensors on the front reminded me of malevolent, beady eyes. The cameras would often track you in an uncanny way.

      We’d discussed many times the possibility that these drones were actually spying on us as they delivered packages. It wasn’t that far-fetched that they served some other purpose because they weren’t very good at package delivery, which was why we were standing at the ready.

      The drone zoomed up to us, then hovered above, looking down like some sort of comic book bad guy. It made some squeaky noises that sounded like high-pitched creepy laughter as it dangled the package precariously from its claws, zooming first in front of me, then Lexy, then Cassie, then flying over our heads behind us, making us turn around to keep it in our sights.

      I didn’t know if all delivery drones acted this way or just the ones that came to our rooftop. I imagined anyone having a delivery for the first time would be terrified at the way the machine was acting. But we were used to it. We stood our ground as it zoomed around, waving the package.

      Then, it backed up about thirty feet and launched the package toward us with the force of a rocket.

      “I got it!” I yelled as I dove for it like a linebacker diving for a football in the end zone. I caught it, clutched it to my chest and landed, thankfully, on the grassy part of the roof.

      The drone hovered over me, the wipers above its maniacal eye-like cameras dipped in a V shape giving it the appearance of frowning. Then it let out what sounded like a high-pitched laugh right before it zoomed off as quick as a hummingbird disappearing to nothing in the span of a few seconds.

      “Are you all right, dear?” The ladies helped me up.

      I brushed grass off my shirt, noting a fresh green stain. Oh, well, getting it out would be something to keep Artemis busy. I bowed with a flourish and handed the package to Lexy. “I’m fine. Haven’t met a drone that can get the better of me, yet.”

      Cassie glared in the direction the drone had taken. “I don’t know why they can’t make those things work properly. It shouldn't take a rocket scientist to get them to behave.”

      “Darn new technology. It’s not always for the best, you know. Lots of things can go wrong.”

      I thought about Mr. Caffeine and nodded in agreement.

      “It probably just wanted to get a good look at us.” Lexy opened the box to make sure everything she’d ordered had been delivered. “I know we joked before about them having a dual purpose, but I’m starting to think it might not be such a joke. You know, things aren’t always as they seem.”

      “That’s for sure.” I knew Lexy was talking about the drones, but as I said the words, my thoughts turned to Evangeline Barrows. I had a pretty good idea things were not as they seemed when it came to her, and I couldn’t wait to return her money.
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      Artemis had looked up Evangeline’s address and, the next morning while he was still deep in sleep mode in the living room corner chair, I hopped into my personal transportation vehicle and headed to her house.

      I left during morning rush hour on purpose. Even though I hated battling the traffic in my stuffy, cramped little PTV, I wanted to get the money back as soon as possible, but also time it so her husband would have already left for work.

      I didn’t want to raise any questions with her spouse. Better to just return the envelope and have no more to do with her.

      Battling the traffic put me in a bad mood. My PTV was an older model and it didn’t have hover capabilities, so I was stuck down on the pavement while the more expensive models floated up into the air, staying up just long enough to pass those of us crawling along on the ground.

      Higher up in the cloudless, blue sky, I could see the black dots of drones making their morning deliveries. I felt sorry for the recipients.

      It was a perfect fall day. Bright sun streamed in through the bubble that comprised my roof and windshield, heating my vehicle to temperatures that would allow me to roast a turkey.

      I put the windows down to enjoy the fall breeze and keep myself from baking as I made my way out of the city. Evangeline lived in one of the more affluent sections of town and, judging by her address of 21 Lake Street, she was lucky enough to live right on Green Ridge Lake.

      Once I got out of the heavy traffic and onto the country roads, I engaged the autopilot and let the car drive itself. I didn’t dare do that in heavy traffic since the vehicle had a history of glitches that had resulted in several minor fender benders. It was best if I kept control of speed and steering when a lot of other cars were around. Out on the open roads, I could enter in the address and let the car find its own way without any mishaps.

      I sat back and enjoyed the scenery. Out here, the houses had nice big lawns dotted with colorful flowers. The leaves were still mostly green, with just a tinge of yellow and orange starting at the top and on some of the less healthier branches.

      I came to the crest of a hill and looked down at the blue lake gleaming like a jewel, the sun sparkling off shallow waves. I felt a stab of envy of Evangeline, even if she was having trouble with her husband.

      Since Artemis and the ladies had verified my own suspicions about accepting Evangeline’s job, I felt confident I was doing the right thing. For me, at least. Evangeline seemed like she might be a little bossy and high-strung and who needed that? Certainly not me, and I felt confident nothing was going to happen to her—she was just being paranoid.

      When I turned onto her street, I was feeling pretty good about my decision. I pulled the envelope out of my tote in preparation. I was clutching it in my hand when I noticed three cop cars and a fire engine gathered in front of a large house.

      My carefree mood turned gloomy. This had to be a really strange coincidence. My gaze snapped to the GPS. No, it couldn’t be … but it was. The cars were directly in front of 21 Lake Street—Evangeline Barrows house.

      The acrid smell of burning wood and plastic filled the air. My stomach swooped as my transportation vehicle pulled up to the house amidst flashing blue police lights and bright red fire trucks.

      “Looks like a wee bit a’ trouble.” Agatha, my navigation system piped up in her clipped British accent. I was actually surprised she hadn’t said anything on the way over. She could be annoyingly chatty but was also moody, so you never knew when you were going to get a weather report, scenic tour or argument out of her.

      “Yeah, I guess there was a fire.”

      “Coincidence? I think not.” Agatha’s tone was stern. “Best we leave and come back later.”

      The vehicle started to pull away and I jammed my foot on the brake to override Agatha’s control. “Whoa, there. I think I better check this out.”

      I jammed the car into park and opened the door.

      “You should really listen to me. My circuits have calculated all the possibilities and-”

      “Not now, Agatha.” I slammed the door shut, cutting off any further arguing on her part.

      Glancing behind the house, I could see there had been a fire out on the water. It looked like it was just a boat fire. I almost laughed with relief—and here I was expecting them to be pulling Evangeline’s body out of the house.

      I stuffed the envelope back into my tote bag. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to be giving Evangeline an envelope full of cash in front of the cops when she’d clearly had some sort of incident in her backyard. Thoughts of arson committed on purpose to collect insurance money ran through my head. Maybe her suspicions of her husband being in financial trouble were correct?

      I wondered if I should just leave, but one of the cops had already spotted me and was heading my way. Sergeant Harry Hale.

      Unfortunately, Hale and I did not get along. He was an older guy—one of those by-the-book guys that didn’t like people questioning official police department rulings. Like the one concerning my mother’s death.

      I’d never believed my father’s account of what happened that night, or the official investigation’s findings of the American Intelligence Agency, for which both my parents had worked.

      I bit back the bile that rose in my throat as I thought of my parents. I guess you could say they had been spies. Both had worked undercover for the AIA. They’d been my idols and largely the reason why I’d also gone into law enforcement.

      But something had happened a couple of years ago. An assignment gone wrong. My mother had ended up dead and my father, who had apparently been a traitor, a liar and a double agent all this time, ended up in jail.

      I didn’t really care much about my father. He’d betrayed not only his country but his daughter, as well. But I wanted to know the real truth about what happened to my mother. My father said she’d died at the hands of rogue spies, but since I already knew he was a liar, I didn’t know if I could trust that information.

      Since her death had happened right here in town, I’d tried to dig up all I could through the police station, and Hale had been there blocking me every step of the way. It almost made me wonder if he, himself, had been involved.

      “Well, well, well. What brings you here?” Hale had walked over and was now standing in front of me, scratching his balding head. He wore the outdated fashion of plaid slacks and a polo shirt with some little animal on it. A muskrat? Or was it a ferret? I couldn’t tell.

      I faltered. What was I doing there? I didn’t want to tell him about Evangeline’s visit to contract my services, so I made up a lie. Maybe I was more like my father than I thought. “Evangeline Barrows is a friend. I was driving by and saw the commotion. I thought I’d stop in to see if she needed help.”

      His brows snapped together. “A friend? How good of a friend?”

      I craned my neck to see what was going on in the backyard behind him. Police swarmed the yard, scanning the ground with instruments. Drones skimmed one foot off the surface of the grass, mapping out the whole area with a sequence of videos that the police would later use to canvas for clues by eye and also with the aid of software.

      There was a lot of stuff going on at the boat or, I should say, what had been the boat. Now it looked more like a crispy, burned marshmallow floating on the water as opposed to a vessel that would actually carry people.

      I realized Hale was studying me, expecting my answer.

      “Oh, I don’t know her very well. What happened? It looks like a boat caught on fire.”

      Hale turned around to look. “You could say that. When did you last see Mrs. Barrows?”

      “What? Umm … it wasn’t that long ago.” My answer was intentionally vague.

      Hale’s brows pulled further inward. I got a nervous feeling that he was about to interrogate me, and was wondering why he seemed so concerned about when I’d last seen Evangeline when a younger cop came up and interrupted us, much to my relief.

      The new guy was a refreshing change from Hale. He was about my age. Tall, with a full head of hair, and dressed in a much more flattering outfit of blue jeans and police issue T-shirt—navy blue with the word ‘police’ on the front in big, white letters.

      His face was just short of handsome. Maybe his nose was a little too big and his jaw a little too square, but somehow it all seemed to work. His eyes were a striking, deep gray which stood out on his tanned face. Not that I was looking. I wasn’t in the market for a man.

      “I think we’re about done,” the new guy said to Hale, his eyes drifting over to me, probably wondering how much information he should let out in front of me.

      “Callie Justice, meet Detective Tony Royce. Tony is new with the department.” Hale gave Tony a knowing look. “Callie is a private investigator.”

      Tony stuck his hand out and we shook. His was a firm, warm handshake. Rather pleasant.

      “Justice?” Tony’s brow puckered. “That sounds familiar.”

      A sigh escaped my lips. Most everyone in law enforcement had heard about what had happened with my parents. It was embarrassing and I hated it being the first impression anyone ever got of me.

      “You probably heard about her dad,” Hale said. Was there a smirk on his face?

      Tony’s eyes widened. “Ohhh. Right. Well, nice to meet you.”

      He sounded uncertain, like he was really thinking ‘nice to meet you even though I don’t want to have anything to do with you or your family’. Whatever. I didn’t really care because I had a bigger problem right now.

      I had come to give Evangeline back the envelope, but that probably wasn’t a good idea now considering the circumstances. I was almost certain her husband wouldn’t be at work given the fire in their backyard, and I was sure Evangeline would have more pressing concerns than the money. But that meant I needed to hightail it out of there before she noticed me. Or worse, her husband did and started asking questions about who I was and why I was there.

      I was just turning to leave when a familiar figure came walking up towards us. January Frederick, the medical examiner.

      What was she doing here?

      I jerked my head in the direction of the boat again. Was there a body on it?

      As if to answer my question, January waived a little black device in her hand, nodded to me and turned to Hale. “I’ve got an ID. Turns out the deceased had registered titanium cheek implants. I was able to trace the numbers.”

      “So, who is it?” Hale asked.

      “One of the homeowners. Evangeline Barrows.”
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      My stomach plummeted.

      Evangeline was dead?

      A wave of guilt washed over me. I hadn’t believed her when she’d claimed her husband was trying to kill her, and now she was dead. What if I’d taken her more seriously and followed her husband like she wanted? Would I have been able to stop him?

      I felt like a heel. And responsible. I glanced down at my tote bag with the white envelope inside. Still full of money. Money she’d wanted to pay me to prevent this very thing.

      But now I was in a weird position. I had to tell Hale that Evangeline had wanted to hire me, even though just a few minutes earlier I’d said she was my friend, not my client. That was going to make me seem even more suspicious and unreliable than Hale already thought I was.

      Hale looked back to the boat and shook his head. “What an unfortunate accident.”

      My heart skidded. Accident? “What makes you think it was an accident?”

      He turned back to me. “The boat was an antique model. An old Chris Craft, made before everything went solar. It was powered by gasoline. As you can see, the boat is pretty burned up, but according to the fire chief it looks like someone must have forgotten to close the hatches after refueling. The inside of the boat filled up with fumes and then all it took was a little spark and … kaboom.”

      “But that could have been done on purpose, couldn’t it? What makes you sure it was an accident?” I eyed the charred remains of the boat, a chill running through me as I pictured Evangeline in there somewhere. Had it really been an accident? Given what she’d told me yesterday, that seemed like one heck of a coincidence.

      Hale’s brow ticked up. He glanced over at Tony as if to say ‘look at the know-it-all PI butting in’.

      “We’ve been investigating crime scenes for a few years now,” he said sarcastically, “and we’ve gone over the area pretty good. Haven’t found anything suspicious.”

      “Why was she out on the boat in the middle of the night? Doesn’t that seem odd? What about her husband? What does he say?” I persisted.

      Hale’s eyes darkened. I could tell he was getting tired of my questions. “Why is this your concern?”

      The envelope was burning a hole in my tote bag. Should I tell Hale about Evangeline’s suspicions? It seemed like he was going to be happy as a clam to just put this down to an accident and close the case. It was a lot less work for him. I snuck a look at Tony to see if I could get a read on whether or not he was more inclined to launch an investigation, but he had a poker face on.

      Since Evangeline was dead, I didn’t have to worry about client confidentiality. Confessing to Hale about my real relationship with her might be the only way for her to get justice. And I was all about justice.

      “Okay. I didn’t want to say this before because of client confidentiality and all, but Evangeline came to my office yesterday and wanted to hire me because she suspected her husband was trying to kill her.”

      “Oh, really? So it seems like you might know more about this than you were letting on if you are investigating the husband.”

      “No, not really. Actually, I was going to return her money.”

      “And why is that?”

      He had me there. I was returning the money because I didn’t believe her and I could see it in his eyes that he didn’t believe the husband did it, either.

      I shifted on my feet. “I felt like she wasn’t being straight with me … but now in light of what’s happened, the husband seems pretty suspicious, don’t you think?”

      “No, I don’t think. I look at clues. And so far there aren’t any pointing to the husband. He’s not even home.”

      “He’s not? That seems suspicious right there … I mean, he didn’t notice the fire in his backyard when he got up for work this morning?”

      Hale looked at Tony, who was patiently standing there listening to us argue. “Apparently, the husband wasn’t at home when the fire started, which we figure was around two a.m. Not that this is any of your concern. In fact, I think we can do the job of figuring out what happened fine without your input … and if we come across some evidence of foul play, we’ll be sure to suspect the husband first.”

      And with that, he motioned to Tony and turned around, heading toward the back yard. Tony shot me a sympathetic look and followed him.

      I hated being dismissed like that. I was watching his retreating back, trying to keep my blood from boiling over, when he turned around. “Oh, and Callie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Sounds like you don’t have a client anymore, so there’s no need to be sticking your nose in the investigation. Right?”

      “Yeah. Right,” I lied. He spun back around and continued on his way. I didn’t like the way he had said that last line. It sounded like a command … or a threat. Either way, I had no intention of following his ‘orders’.

      I felt like I’d let Evangeline Barrows down by not taking her suspicions seriously. I didn’t care what Hale thought. That boat fire had been no accident. Evangeline had been right. Her husband had been planning to kill her … and I’d be damned if I’d let him get away with it.

      

      After I left the Barrows’s house, I drove home. Agatha must have still been mad at the way I'd cut her off because she gave me her version of a cold shoulder. The silent treatment didn't bother me, but the way she kept blasting the air conditioning in my face was annoying.

      It looked like Hale wasn’t going to do his job, so I’d have to do it for him. And I knew what I had to do next—look for the motive.

      In my experience, motive usually came down to three things—money, love or revenge. Evangeline had suspected her husband was having an affair, plus she’d said he was up to something at work … something to do with money. So, that’s where I’d look.

      Thankfully, computers made that kind of investigating easy, and I had the best of the best right at home.

      When I got home, Artemis was lying halfway under the Meal-A-Tron, his legs sticking out into the kitchen.

      “Artemis?” I ventured, not sure what exactly was going on.

      “Huh?” His muffled voice drifted out from under the machine. He slid out, grease on his cheek and a wrench in his hand.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, just tinkering with this thing. You said the consistency of the food is not to your liking.”

      I was touched. I hadn’t actually realized that he’d noticed. “Oh, thanks. Did you fix it?”

      His brow creased and he turned back to look at the machine. “Not sure. Guess we’ll find out next time we make a meal.”

      His lack of confidence worried me, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that now. I needed to dig up some evidence on Evangeline’s husband so I could push Hale in the right direction.

      I slid the envelope out of my tote bag and slapped it onto the counter. “Anyway, I have big news and more important things for us to do.”

      The crease in Artemis’s brow deepened at the sight of the envelope. “You didn’t return that yet? I thought that was where you went.”

      “It was, but I couldn’t return it. Looks like Evangeline wasn’t exaggerating when she thought her husband was trying to kill her.” I told him about the events of the morning and my new desire to seek justice for Evangeline.

      “Just because you couldn’t return the money doesn’t mean that you have to take the case,” Artemis pointed out.

      “I’m not taking the case … not really. I just want to find some evidence to give to Hale so he’ll investigate it as a murder instead of an accident. I feel like I owe her that much.”

      “Okay. What angle were you thinking?”

      “Evangeline said her husband had just boosted up her life insurance, and the boat was an antique. Do you have any way of looking at either of those?”

      “Of course.” Artemis’s face went blank, his brows shifting up and down in an expression that I knew meant he was accessing data.

      A few seconds later, he said, “Yep, her life insurance was upped just four days ago. From five hundred thousand to three million. And the boat was insured for two hundred thousand. I checked the blue book value and that was in keeping with the value of the boat so it wasn’t over-insured.”

      “So he did change the life insurance. Hopefully, that will spurn Hale into action,” I said.

      Artemis nodded. “I took the liberty of doing a wider search and there’s another thing that Hale might find suspicious as well.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Nathan Barrows bought two one-way tickets to Star Island early this morning.”
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      Star Island was in a chain of exotic man-made islands, built out of a series of synthetic reefs and lots of sand that sat in the middle of the Persian Gulf. The islands were a separate country owned by some billionaire and were out of United States jurisdiction—a nice place to vacation, but a perfect place to run off to after you’ve murdered your wife.

      The tickets were for a flight the following week and purchased at six a.m.—after the boat fire. If this didn’t persuade Hale, I didn’t know what would. I had Artemis print off the appropriate evidence and headed down to the police station.

      When I announced my intentions to the desk clerk, she told me that Sergeant Hale was busy. Would I like to talk to Detective Royce? Royce had seemed nicer than Hale that morning, so maybe it was a lucky break for me.

      The desk clerk made a call and I waited in the lobby, clutching the print-outs in my hand as I listened to the trill of phones and the clacking of keys.

      Finally, the door opened and Tony Royce appeared. He looked more tired than he had that morning, a shadow of stubble already forming on his chin as if he’d been roused early by the police call and hadn’t had a chance to shave.

      He stuck out his hand. “Callie, right?”

      “Everyone calls me Cal.”

      “Okay, Cal, what can I do for you?

      I held up the papers. “I did a little research this morning, since I still had Evangeline’s money. I just felt like it was the least I could do.”

      “And …” His brow furrowed.

      I was afraid he was going to lecture me like Hale would have, but I plunged in anyway. I shoved the papers toward him and he took them. “It looks like Evangeline’s husband upped her insurance policy just a couple of days ago. He stands to get money from the boat insurance and he’s booked two tickets to Star Island.”

      Tony’s eyes flicked to the paper, then he glanced behind him and pulled me over to the corner. “Hale seems to think this was an accident, but I have to admit, the more I think about it, the more suspicious it seems. He’s talking to the husband right now and seems to be buying his story of being away for the night.”

      “Really?” I studied Tony’s face, picking my words carefully. “Do you think Hale is trying to throw the case?”

      Tony shook his head. “No. Nothing like that. But Hale is close to retirement and maybe he doesn’t want to work a big murder case.”

      “Do you think this evidence will change his mind?”

      Tony fanned the papers out in his hand and studied them. “I’m not sure. Maybe. I mean it’s not really much to go on. People do change the amounts on their life insurance policies … though the timing is suspicious.”

      “And when you combine that with the purchase of the tickets, don’t you think it bears looking into?”

      “It does. I’ll see what I can do. I don’t know if Hale will like that this information came from you. I sense that the two of you don’t get along.”

      I pressed my lips together, not wanting to give out too much of my personal business. Apparently, Tony already knew about my parents, but he didn’t need to know I was investigating my Mom's death on the side. The less people that knew that, the better off I was. “Yeah, I guess you could say we have a little bit of history.”

      A flicker of something in Tony’s gray eyes made me feel uneasy. I couldn’t pinpoint what it was. Did he know something about my parents, or was it sympathy? Maybe he just felt bad for me because I had a history with Hale. Whatever it was, it unnerved me and I took a step backward.

      My curiosity got the better of me and I couldn’t help but ask, “So what is the husband saying? What’s your read on him?”

      Tony shrugged. “He says he and the wife had a fight last night. He went to their cabin upstate. Alone.”

      “How convenient. This is getting more and more sticky.”

      “Yeah, but there’s still nothing concrete. No eyewitnesses, no physical evidence.” His brow creased as he studied the papers I’d given him. “Though there is something very interesting here.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If he bought these tickets after his wife was already dead, who was the other ticket for?”

      

      Tony’s question reminded me of the affair Evangeline had suspected her husband was having with their domestic helper. Where was the domestic? I hadn’t seen anyone being interviewed at the house, but I supposed she could have been inside.

      I hadn’t mentioned the suspected affair to Hale and I didn’t tell Tony, either. I wanted to keep that to myself until I checked it out and was sure of it. I still thought Evangeline had been holding something back, and it wasn’t a good idea to blab unsubstantiated suspicions to the police.

      I needed to talk to the domestic and the husband … and the best way to catch them both was to pay a visit to their house. Since I wasn’t on the case officially, and I could hardly tell the husband his now-dead wife had tried to hire me, I’d have to think up another way to talk to them. Luckily, I had a trick up my sleeve that I’d learned from my neighbor, Lexy. Thanks to her, I knew just how to get access to talk to almost any suspect as if by magic.

      I raced back home, but this time I took the elevator to the top floor, passing my own condo and heading toward Lexy’s. The elevator doors whooshed open and the smell of sugar, cinnamon and spices hit me. My mind drifted back to when I was eight years old, baking Christmas cookies with my mother. I could almost taste the sugary frosting she’d let me glob onto the cookie and feel the crunch of the overabundance of sprinkles I would dump on top.

      Her smiling face swirled up from my memory and a pang of emptiness stabbed me. I missed my mother. I had precious little information about her death, but somewhere inside I knew that my father had somehow been involved and I was pissed at him because of it.

      I pushed those feelings down as I walked toward Lexy’s door. This wasn’t the time to think about my parents’ ‘case’.

      As she opened the door and saw me, Lexy's bright smile widened. Her silver hair was curled in a bun on top of her head, her full cheeks flushed from baking.

      “Cal! What a nice surprise!” She pulled me inside, then poked her nose back out into the hallway and took an exaggerated sniff. “Don’t tell me you could smell the cookies all the way down at your place?”

      I laughed. “No. Actually, I was coming to see if I could snag a batch of them.”

      Lexy’s eyes widened. “Oh? You have a suspect you need to interrogate?”

      I’d learned the trick of fabricating the perfect excuse to get suspects to let you into their house from Lexy. She’d used the same trick many times back in the day when she used to sleuth with her grandmother. I had to admit the simple trick of posing as if you were bringing a gift of baked goods, usually under the pretext of coming to relay your condolences, was ingenious. No one turned down desserts, and it was a great way to get them to open up and talk to you.

      I filled her in on everything that had happened that morning. Her eyes grew wider as I described the burned boat, and the evidence Artemis had found.

      “Yes, I should say you definitely need to talk to her husband right away. And that domestic, I bet she’s got something to do with this.” Lexy’s green eyes sparkled mischievously.

      “Right, so I figured the best way to talk to them both was to bring over some cookies and pretend like I’d heard about the fire and wanted to extend condolences.”

      “I’ll just pack up some of these cookies in one of my white bakery boxes.” She indicated stacks of flat white cardboard piled in the corner. “My great-granddaughter keeps me supplied with them. I think it makes a much nicer presentation when you put the goodies in a box.”

      “That would be perfect.” I leaned against her counter, my mouth watering as I eyed the perfectly round light brown cookies that sat on the little wire cooling racks.

      “Help yourself.” Lexy smiled as she expertly flicked open the cardboard, folding the corners so that it took on a three-dimensional shape.

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. I grabbed the nearest cookie and bit in, letting the sugar, pumpkin and spices coat my tongue with sweet warmth. “Thanks for doing this.” I mumbled the words around the cookie as I cupped my hand under my chin to catch any stray crumbs

      “I’m happy to.” Lexy glanced up at me. “Under one condition.”

      I swallowed the cookie hard. I had a sneaking suspicion I knew what the condition was going to be. “Condition?”

      “Yes. I want to go with you.” Lexy spread a doily in the bottom of the box and got to work with a spatula, arranging cookies in expert circular patterns on top of the doily.

      “I don’t know about that. It could be dangerous. The man could be a murderer.” I’d never brought Lexy, or anyone for that matter, on one of my cases before. But I’d seen the way her eyes sparkled when I talked shop, and the other times she’d given me cookies like this, she’d had a look of longing on her face.

      I guess I’d known it was only a matter of time before she asked to come along. I could see she really wanted to go and part of me wanted to take her along. She was a good friend and I figured she could use some excitement. Not to mention that she still had good instincts. Maybe she could help.

      Lexy waved her hand. “Pshaw. I’ve dealt with my share of murderers. I can handle myself. Besides, you need me.”

      “I do?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Sure. What excuse are you going to use?”

      “I was just planning to stretch the truth and say I was a friend of Evangeline’s, and I’d heard about what happened and was coming to pay my respects.”

      She screwed up her face. “And you think he’ll fall for that? He just murdered his wife, so he’s going to be very suspicious of everything now and he’s bound to wonder why he never met you.”

      “You have a point and that’s exactly why I don’t want to bring you.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, he won’t do anything to us. Not in broad daylight with the police watching over him. But my presence will give you a distinct advantage in getting in the door in the first place. You don’t want to waste your one cookie-bringing opportunity do you?”

      She was right—I didn’t want to waste my one opportunity. I wouldn’t be able to approach him more than once without him becoming suspicious.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’m just going to use a similar tactic as you, but I have a trick up my sleeve that I never told you about. A way of making the pretext seem more realistic.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You do? What is it?”

      “You don’t need to know. Just leave it up to me and I’ll get us in.” Lexy snapped the box shut and expertly tied pink and white striped twine around it. Holding the box by the twine on the top, she gestured for me to proceed toward the door. “Well, are we going or not?”

      “I guess so…”

      Lexy opened the door and pushed me through. “Don’t worry, dear, nobody ever turns away a grandma carrying baked goods.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      We made the drive to Lake Street crammed into my PTV, the bakery box balanced on Lexy’s lap. As we came up the street, she craned her neck to see the damage in the backyard.

      “Oh, my, there’s not much left of it,” she said.

      We pulled into the circular driveway of the large house and stopped under the portico in front of the door. A water fountain flanked by tall lilyies and maroon and white mums splashed to the right. The lush green grass in the side garden had been trampled by the police that morning. The damage hadn’t stopped there. They’d also mangled the edging and crushed a bed of pansies and black-eyed Susans.

      Lexy eyed the trodden landscaping with disapproval. “Look what the police did here. It should be a crime, I tell you.”

      Then she turned and bounded enthusiastically up the granite steps. Before I could change my mind about the whole visit, she was knocking on the large oak door.

      She was practically bubbling with excitement. I wished I felt the same way, but I mostly felt nervous. We could be confronting a killer … what if he figured out who I really was?

      The door opened and a man of medium build looked out at us. He wore a casual shirt and slate gray slacks. A tie hung half-loosened at his neck. No suit jacket. I pictured it thrown over the back of the couch. He didn’t look like a grieving husband.

      “Can I help you?” he asked gruffly.

      Lexy held up the bakery box. “I’m very sorry to disturb you, but I was a friend of Evangeline’s. I heard the news and I’ve come to offer my condolences.”

      While his gaze was flicking from the box to Lexy to me, she gently pushed him aside and made her way into the expansive, marble-tiled foyer.

      Her gesture had forced him to open the door wider and I could see the house was lavishly decorated. Across from the foyer, a large opening with columns on either side led into the living room, whose other wall boasted floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lake.

      Mahogany plant stands with Boston ferns on top of them flanked either side of the doorway. To our right, just inside the door, was a tiger maple veneer table with an inlay design. A pile of mail was stacked neatly on its edge.

      Lexy’s eyes darted around the foyer as if she was scoping it out for a future robbery. The back of her hand flew up to her forehead and she staggered a little, shoving the bakery box into the man’s hand.

      “Oh, dear,” she said as she bumped against the table, brushing against the pile of mail. Letters, magazines and appointment reminder post cards fell to the floor, scattering around the base of the table.

      “Sorry!” She bent down to pick up the mess. “I spent the morning baking and I’m a little out of sorts. Don’t worry, I’m okay.”

      The man set the box down on the table. “Let me help you.”

      Lexy waved him off.

      “No, no. I’m old, not incapacitated!” She said sharply as she continued to gather the mail at an incredibly slow pace.

      When she was done, she stood up and placed the pile neatly on the table. “There, now. Sorry about that.” She smiled brightly at the man, then looked pointedly at the bakery box. “These are fresh-baked this morning and they go lovely with coffee.”

      The man’s brow creased. “Right. And who did you say you were, exactly?”

      Lexy shoved her hand out. “I’m Lexy Baker-Perillo. I was a friend of your wife, Evangeline.” She cast her eyes down appropriately.

      Another man appeared in the hallway. His facial features were strikingly similar to the man who had opened the door, which I'd assumed was Nathan Barrows. This man was the same height and build. Brothers? The new guy was wearing sweatpants and a white T-shirt with an unbuttoned red and black plaid flannel thrown over it. He had red-rimmed eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses.

      “You knew my Vangie?” he asked, answering my unspoken question as to which one of them was Nathan.

      “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. You’re her husband?” Lexy cast a suspicious glance at the other guy.

      “Yes. I’m Nathan Barrows.” The man gestured towards the other guy. “This is my brother, David. How did you say you knew Vangie? I don’t remember her mentioning you …”

      “Oh, she probably wouldn’t have,” Lexy said. “We met in the waiting room at the dentist a couple times. You know, Dr. Richfeld.”

      Nathan nodded. Apparently, Evangeline did go to Dr. Richfeld, but how in the world did Lexy know that? David looked at me. “Are you a friend of Vangie’s, too?”

      “Oh, no,” Lexy cut in. I was starting to wonder if she was going to let me do any of the talking. “This is my granddaughter. I asked her to give me a ride over. I heard the news on the police scanner this morning and … well …  you know, it’s proper etiquette to come and express your condolences like this, even though it seems to have fallen by the wayside with the younger generation.”

      Lexy shot a pointed look at the two men as if daring them to prove how uncouth the younger generation had become and not invite her in, then she tossed her head and made her way into the living room, sneaking a wink in my direction.

      The men followed her in with me trailing behind. The living room was a plush affair, with overstuffed white sofas and chairs. Expensive artwork in goldleaf-decorated frames lined the walls on the side. The long wall that overlooked the lake was all windows with breezy, white gauze curtains hung at either end so as not to get in the way of the view. Sunlight spilled into the room, lighting the jewel tones of the oriental carpet. The reflection of the sun bouncing off the lake danced on the ceiling.

      Nathan sat heavily in one of the chairs with his back to the lake as if he didn't want to look at the spot where his wife had died. Maybe because it made him feel guilty. He looked up at his brother who was holding the bakery box.

      “Where are my manners, I should get some coffee and a tray for the cookies.” He half pushed himself up from the chair but David shot out his hand to stop him.

      “I’ll do that. You sit.” David turned toward the kitchen.

      Lexy looked at Nathan. “You don’t have hired help to do this for you?”

      Nathan’s eyes clouded. “We do, but she hasn’t come in today. With everything that’s going on, I hadn’t even thought about Jenny—she’s our domestic. She must be terribly upset about what happened. I guess that’s why she didn’t come in.”

      “Oh? Was she very close to your wife?” I asked innocently. About time Lexy let me get a question in.

      Nathan nodded. “Yes, they were very close. She was more than hired help to my wife. Evangeline didn’t have many friends and, well, I guess she just took to Jenny. They did all that girl stuff together—facials, hairdressers, spas and what not. Vangie usually paid. Jenny didn't have any money.”

      That’s funny. Evangeline didn’t mention that to me. I studied Nathan for evidences of lying, but it was hard to tell. He sure was putting on a good act. Of course, claiming his wife and the domestic were good friends would be the perfect cover up to his affair, and if Evangeline didn’t have many friends, who would be around to call his bluff?

      “You guys always treated Jenny like family. She was very close to both of you.” Robert, who had come in balancing a cut glass tray loaded with Lexy’s cookies in one hand and a silver tray with a coffee pot and cups in the other, slid the trays onto the coffee table.

      Nathan’s eyes clouded as he looked up at David. “It was mostly Jenny and Evangeline. I was always so busy at work which is why I was glad Vangie had someone at home.”

      David shot a sharp glance at Nathan. I thought I saw a ‘look’ pass between them, but I couldn’t be sure. Maybe David was wondering why Nathan was lying. He wouldn’t have known Nathan would try to downplay his relationship with Jenny so as to not bring attention to their affair. Did David know about it? I made a mental note about questioning David at a later date.

      We got busy adding cream and sugar to our coffee. It smelled divine, much better than what Mr. Caffeine usually doled out in my office. I took a sip and let the slightly bitter liquid make its way into my bloodstream. Heaven. I couldn’t help but glance out the window at the charred boat.

      “Such a tragic accident,” I said. “I am truly sorry for your loss. What do you think she was doing out there in the middle of the night?”

      Nathan glanced over his shoulder at the lake. When he turned back, his eyes glistened with unshed tears.

      He took off his glasses and pinched his nose, adding a little sniff for dramatic flair. He was putting on a good show. His voice even cracked a little when he said, “That’s the thing—I have no idea why she was on the boat at night. It’s all so terrible. We’d had a big fight. I took off to our cabin in the mountains and I wasn’t even here. If I’d been here, I could have saved her.”

      David reached over and squeezed his brother's shoulder. “Now, Nathan, this is not your fault.”

      Nathan nodded and blew his nose.

      David got up and walked over to a credenza on the side wall. He picked up a crystal decanter and poured some amber liquid into a glass. Whiskey. He brought the glass back to Nathan. "Drink this. It will help calm your nerves."

      Nathan's hand shook as he took the glass from his brother. He raised it to his lips, taking a tiny sip. His face pinched and he shivered. "Can't stand that stuff, but it does take the edge off."

      Lexy took a noisy slurp of coffee. “Evangeline was a lovely person. She’ll be missed by many. And this is especially tragic since you two were going to go on that tropical vacation.”

      Nathan’s head shot up, his eyes narrowed. “Vacation? What are you talking about?”

      Lexy plastered a confused look on her face. “Oh? Weren’t you going on a vacation? I thought she mentioned that to me, but I’m just a silly old lady and sometimes I get things mixed up.”

      “You must have gotten mixed up with someone else. We weren’t planning a vacation. Hadn’t been on one in years. But now I wish we had—we’ll never be able to go on vacation together again.”
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      “He was lying through his teeth,” I said later to Artemis as I told him about my visit to Nathan Barrows.

      At least I thought he was lying. The thing was he had seemed sincere, but maybe he was just a good actor. My mind drifted back to my first meeting with Evangeline, where I had been so sure that she had been lying. It turned out her suspicions were correct—maybe my internal lie detector was out of whack and I couldn’t tell who was lying and who wasn’t anymore.

      “I can’t believe Lexy mentioned those tickets for the trip to the husband,” Artemis chuckled. “She is quite sly.”

      I had to admit, Lexy had surprised me with that. She’d slipped it in beautifully and then covered it up by saying she was just a confused old lady. But I had seen the surprise in Nathan’s eyes. Clearly, he didn’t think anyone would find out about the tickets and it had rattled him. Lexy was pretty good. Maybe I should include her in more of my investigations.

      “I have to wonder where Jenny was, though,” I said.

      “Well, if she was in on it with him, it makes sense that she wouldn’t be there. She wouldn’t have to be the maid anymore, so why would she show up for work?”

      “Good point. She probably was in on it, in which case it might be wise to pay her a visit.”

      “I’ve already anticipated that you would come to that conclusion,” Artemis said proudly. “So, I’ve taken the liberty of researching her.”

      “You have? But I don’t even know her last name.”

      “We computers have ways of finding these things out.” His eyes sparkled mischievously and I could tell he was thrilled to be thinking one step ahead of me. “Her name is Jenny Sparks. She’s been working for the Barrows for one-and-a-half years. She currently lives at 420 Oak St., Apartment 22.”

      “Oak Street—that’s just south of the city, right?”

      Artemis nodded. “I’ve already programmed the route into your PTV. But if you would like me to come along and drive I would be more than happy.” Artemis tilted his head, giving me a hopeful look. He liked accompanying me on investigations. I figured that was probably because it saved him from sitting at home and thinking up new excuses as to why he hadn’t finished the housework. Sometimes, I even enjoyed his company. It was a heck of a lot better than being alone, and his computer brain, extensive knowledge and superior strength did come in handy. But I didn’t want to spook Jenny Sparks.

      “Thanks, but I think I have to do this one alone.”

      “As you wish.” The look of disappointment on his face was obvious. He glanced back at the Meal-A-Tron. “I have important work here, anyway.”

      “Yeah, that would be great if you could fix it.” Artemis went back to tinkering with the Meal-A-Tron and my thoughts turned back to Jenny Sparks. Had she murdered Evangeline with Nathan, or was she just an innocent bystander? I noted her down as a potential suspect.

      “Hey, while I’m gone, maybe you could look up some history on this Sparks person. How long she’s been a domestic. Who she worked for before the Barrows. If she has a criminal record—you know, that sort of thing.”

      Artemis scowled up at me from his position on the floor. “What? Do you think I’m some kind of novice? Of course, I’ve already researched her.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so? What did you find?”

      “Well, that’s a strange thing. I didn’t really find anything. Jenny Sparks doesn’t seem to have any history. I couldn’t dig up a thing. It’s almost as if she never existed before she came to work for the Barrows.”

      

      I got into my PTV with a sinking feeling about Jenny Sparks. How could she possibly have no history? It would be nearly impossible unless she’d assumed a fake identity. And usually one didn’t assume a fake identity unless they had something in their past they wanted hidden—like criminal activity … or possibly even murder.

      Maybe Jenny and Nathan had killed Evangeline together to get her out of the way. It made perfect sense. Nathan would increase the insurance policy so they’d have a cushion of money. Sure, he was already rich, but maybe things weren’t as rosy as they looked on the surface. Evangeline had alluded to the fact that he was in trouble at work—maybe he needed money for that. However it had rolled out, Nathan and Jenny could be dangerous.

      For once, Agatha didn't argue with me. She was probably still mad which was fine with me. I wouldn't miss her directing me down the wrong roads or screaming ‘take the right!’ ‘take the right!’ 'take the right!’ in her accent just as we came upon the road and it was almost impossible for me to turn.

      Instead of being snarky, she simply proceeded to list out directions in a dull monotone and brought me just where I wanted to go.

      The apartment building was an older style, boxy rectangle, three floors high with a plain red brick façade. The parking lot to the side of it had ample room for cars and I pulled into an empty spot.

      I walked to the front, my stomach sinking when I saw the newfangled, computerized security system guarding the entrance. I figured it would give me a hard time just like most other computerized devices.

      I pulled the glass door open and stepped into a small lobby. The security door separated me from the stairs that would lead to the apartments. To the right was a bank of mailboxes. Even though most people got their correspondence electronically, there were some institutions that refused to let go of using paper, so mailboxes were a necessity although the traditional mail carrier had long ago been replaced with mail drones.

      I glanced around nervously to make sure one was not coming this way, but I could see by the pile of mail on the floor that a delivery had already been made. The drone, just as snarky as a product delivery drone, had scattered the mail on the floor instead of placing it in the boxes.

      The security system was a two-foot square, shiny metal plate. A small, black hole in the top indicated a camera was watching my every move. I doubted a person was behind the camera, but the goings-on in the lobby were probably being recorded in some computer database somewhere.

      A keypad sat in the middle of the plaque for the residents to enter their code and gain entry. There was another button for nonresidents.

      I stepped up and pressed the button.

      “May I help you?” a snotty nasal-toned voice blared out of the box.

      “I’m here to visit Jenny Sparks.” I acted as if she knew I was coming.

      “Really?” I could almost feel the computer sizing me up. “And just what is the nature of your business?”

      “Just to visit. You can just buzz me and I’ll head on up.”

      “Oh, I think you'll have to do better than that for me to buzz you in.” Clearly the computer was impressed with its own power of keeping riff-raff like me out of the inner sanctum. I shifted my weight and rolled my eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me, young lady,” the computer said.

      I debated pulling out my badge, but I didn’t want to tip Jenny off that I was a private investigator. Besides, security systems didn’t really put much weight on a private investigator’s badge. Not like they did with the police. I decided to try another tactic.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but a terrible tragedy has happened at Jenny’s place of employment. I’ve come to see if she needs anything.”

      “Of course I’ve heard. I’m a model X3CP security system. I’m tied into the Internet and have the interests of my residents programmed into my database. I know everything that is going on with them.”

      Creepy. Who wants a security system to know everything that’s going on with them? Then again, Artemis acted like security for me and he pretty much knew everything that was going on in my life.

      “Okay, then, so you know she must be terribly upset. Just buzz me in and I’ll make sure she’s okay.”

      “Not necessary. She’s okay.”

      I narrowed my eyes at it. “How do you know that? Can you see into her apartment?”

      “No, but she’s already left for the day. She seemed quite fine when she passed through the lobby at eight a.m..”

      I stood there, stunned. Left for the day? “Where did she go?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      These infernal machines were so frustrating.

      “Are you looking for Jenny?” The voice came from behind me and I spun around to find a little old lady leaning on a purple aluminum three-legged cane. She couldn’t have been more than four feet tall when she wasn’t all hunched over like she was now. Wisps of white hair stood up from her head. Her skin was so pale she was almost invisible, but she blinked at me with sparkly, cornflower blue eyes that telegraphed intelligence and mischief.

      “Yes. In fact, I was looking for Jenny. Do you know her?”

      She leaned on her cane and tilted her head to the right, looking up at me. “Oh, I know her a little bit. I’m Gerta Beavers. I live down the hall from her. I don’t know her very well, though. Jenny keeps to herself. Didn’t have but one friend who came to visit.”

      She started to bend down toward the mail on the floor. Her bones made alarming creaking and snapping noises. “Those darned drones, they do this almost every time. It’s a good thing I don’t get too much of this snail mail. I do like the catalogs, though.”

      “Let me get that for you.” I dove for the mail so as to avoid her falling flat on the floor right in front of me.

      “Thank you. Just this mail here.” She pointed a gnarled finger toward several catalogs that were lying in a slipshod pile. “The rest of it is for the other residents.”

      I scooped up the catalogs and handed them to her, wondering if she could give me any more information about Jenny. “I don’t know if you’ve heard what happened at Jenny’s employers, the Barrows …” I let my voice trail off.

      She nodded. “Oh, yes, I have a police scanner that I listen to religiously. In fact, I went over to see if Jenny was all right soon as I heard this morning. I didn’t know if she’d heard the news yet.”

      “And had she?”

      Gerta's face puckered. “I can’t rightly say, but I assume she must have.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “When I opened my door, Jenny was already out in the hallway. I called to her. ‘Yoo Hoo Jenny!’ I asked her if she was okay and she didn’t even turn around. She just waved her hand in the air and kept on going full steam ahead down the hallway, dragging that purple leopard print suitcase behind her.”
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      I went back to my office just in case a new client showed up. I still had Evangeline’s money and felt like I should be doing something for her, especially since the police didn’t seem interested in investigating. I hadn’t heard anything from Tony or Hale on the information I'd given them, but I didn’t really expect them to keep me up to date.

      What I’d discovered about Jenny Sparks was interesting. Was it possible that Jenny was in this as deep as Nathan? A lot of clues were piling up fast and I needed to get my thoughts organized, so I pulled out my tablet and opened up my mind-mapping application.

      The mind-mapping app helped me organize my thoughts. I usually made a separate ‘bubble’ for each suspect and clue. Then I could connect them with lines and move them around electronically on the screen as well as put them on a timeline so as to get a picture of the actual crime.

      The first bubble, I made for Nathan’s flimsy alibi. He claimed he had gone to their cabin which was conveniently secluded. There was no one around to indicate otherwise but also no one to corroborate it. I needed to figure out how to prove his whereabouts that night.

      The second, I marked for the crime scene. I didn’t have the advantage of knowing about any of the evidence the police had found. Was there some way I could find out more about the crime scene on my own? I made a note to try to talk to one of the neighbors. The houses on Lake Street were set far apart, but maybe I could find someone who had seen something going on in the backyard, or maybe seen Nathan or his car there that night.

      My third bubble was labeled Jenny Sparks. She was in on this somehow—her behavior was too suspicious for her not to be. Plus Evangeline had suspected she was having an affair with Nathan—who I put in the fourth bubble. Had she used one of the tickets that Nathan had purchased? But she couldn’t have, because the tickets were for next week and she had left with luggage this morning. I made a note to have Artemis check all the transportation databases to see if he could find out where Jenny had gone.

      Was it possible that Jenny was behind this on her own? I had gotten the sense that Nathan was telling the truth, but he could be an accomplished liar. Why would Jenny kill Evangeline and then leave? If she wanted Nathan all to herself, it didn’t make sense that she would leave.

      I doubted Jenny would have another motive other than to get Evangeline out of the way. She wouldn’t benefit from the money directly so she had to be in on it with Nathan—he was the only one who would benefit from the insurance policy … but Nathan was already rich. Why would he need more money?

      Which reminded me of Evangeline's suspicions about Nathan having trouble at work—bubble number five. She'd said something about 'moving' money which sounded like embezzlement to me. Barrows Investments was a big company with lots of people's money.

      So far, there was no hint of any wrongdoing at the company, so how could I find out more about it? I needed to talk to someone inside the company. His brother? No, I doubted the brother would say anything about it and he’d already ‘met’ me as Lexy’s granddaughter. I was sure he’d become suspicious and clam up right away if I started trying to get information out of him. I’d have to ask around and see if I knew of anyone who worked at Barrows Investments who I could talk to.

      The other thing that was niggling at the back of my brain was how Nathan had claimed Evangeline and Jenny were friends. That didn’t match with what Evangeline had told me. Who would be friends with someone they thought their husband was cheating with? And pay for facials and 'girly' stuff? But why would Nathan lie about that? Clearly, he must have had an ulterior motive. Maybe it was just to throw us off track so we wouldn’t suspect the affair. And maybe that’s why Jenny left—they were trying to distance themselves from each other so as to deflect suspicion from their murderous partnership.

      Gerta had mentioned one friend who came to visit Jenny. Was that friend Evangeline? And if they were friends, why wouldn't Evangeline have mentioned it to me?

      Maybe I should take another trip over to Jenny’s apartment building and talk to Gerta—she seemed like the type that kept an eye on the goings on. Maybe she’d know more about Jenny … maybe she’d seen Nathan there.

      I connected the Jenny and Nathan bubbles, then moved the others around. But it didn’t help much, the only thing that I discovered was that I needed a lot more information.

      I had a sneaking suspicion there was more going on here than met the eye. I wondered what the police had discovered. They would have probably talked to the neighbors already. They might have found an eyewitness who saw something going on that night at the boat. But how could I get that information? I knew Hale probably wouldn’t talk to me, but would Royce?

      I sighed and leaned forward to study the mind map, trying to find a clue in the sequence of events. But they didn’t really tell me much.

      Evangeline had come to me suspecting Nathan of wanting to kill her.

      Nathan was having an affair and possibly pulling some shenanigans at his company.

      Nathan claimed to be out of town the night Evangeline was killed.

      Nathan bought two tickets to Star Island after Evangeline’s death and denied buying them.

      The next day, Jenny, the domestic who Nathan was having the affair with, takes off with her things packed in a suitcase.

      Mr. Caffeine gleamed suggestively in the corner. Good idea. Some caffeine might help me think better.

      The green power light glowed brighter as I approached. “I hope you’re not going to ask for a latte. My powdered milk pod is empty.”

      I stood on my tiptoes to peer over Mr. Caffeine so I could see the pod slots in the back of the machine. He was right, powdered milk was out. I opened the cabinet and rummaged around. No powdered milk pods.

      “You’d be best to order the tea anyway. There’s hardly any calories and you can benefit from the anti-aging properties.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I scowled at the machine then wondered if my scowling was causing the permanent frown line in my forehead.

      “Oh, nothing. It’s just that you’re not getting any younger. I recommend green tea.”

      Green tea actually did sound good. I thought about Lexy and Cassie and how well they were doing in their mid-nineties. They drank a lot of green tea. “Okay, I’ll have a green tea.”

      “Excellent.”

      I stuck my mug under the spout and listened to the whirring, bubbling and gurgling noises. A teabag dropped into the cup, and then steaming water sputtered out of the machine.

      “There you go!” Mr. Caffeine exclaimed cheerfully, then his voice turned more serious. “Oh, dear. I seem to have spilled some water on the credenza. Sorry, but it’s hard to make beverages without leaving a trace.”

      I wiped up the spill while I thought about Mr. Caffeine’s words. It was hard to do anything without leaving a trace.

      One thing had been bothering me about the boat fire. How did Nathan get Evangeline on the boat and then blow it up without blowing himself up? That must have taken some planning and planning leaves a trail of evidence. No matter how clever a criminal is, there’s always at least one clue that trips him up. I was sure this case was no different. Now all I had to do was figure out what that one clue was.
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      By the time I was done at the office, it was almost suppertime. No new clients came, but I developed a 'to do' list for Evangeline’s case. The first item on the list was to talk to Gerta. I had a pretty good idea that she was the type of woman that could be persuaded to talk with a few baked goods.

      I headed home wondering if today would be one of the rare occasions when Artemis would actually cook supper. I was hopeful, especially remembering how he had been working on the Meal-A-Tron.

      As soon as I opened my apartment door, I was met with the unfamiliar scent of lemons and sanitizer. Had Artemis been cleaning? The living room was in pristine condition. The television was turned off. Magazines piled neatly on the coffee table, even the shag rug had been raked. I put my tote bag down next to the credenza and peered cautiously into the kitchen, afraid that I had been robbed or Artemis had blown a circuit.

      “You're home.” Artemis was sitting at the kitchen table which had been set with two place settings.

      I eyed him suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

      He looked hurt. “I’m just doing my job. Is that not what you want?”

      “Yes, but you’ve never done it before.”

      “I’m just turning over a new leaf. I figure if I start doing what you acquired me to do, maybe you’ll start also letting me help you out in the field.”

      So, that’s what this was about. Artemis was mad that I wasn’t taking him out on cases. I knew he wanted to go, but he often got in the way and his eager way of reciting facts had a way of putting people off. Though I had to admit, sometimes he could come in handy and I did like having the house cleaned.

      He got up from the table, his six foot frame towering over me as he moved toward the Meal-A-Tron. I noticed he had a bunch of ingredients out on the counter. Potatoes, beef cubes, cobs of corn and spices.

      “I’m making shepherd’s pie tonight,” he said in a clipped tone. He was probably mad I hadn’t commented on him being able to come out in the field.

      “That would be delicious. Did you fix that thing?” I thrust my chin in the direction of the Meal-A-Tron.

      Artemis frowned. “I’m not sure. I usually have a way with computers and machines but this thing … well, let’s just say we do not see eye to eye.” He dumped the ingredients into the hopper, pressed the button, and sat back down while we both eyed the machine nervously as it made crunching, grinding and sloshing noises.

      My gaze slid from the machine to Artemis, who was tapping his index finger on the shiny surface of the kitchen table. I could tell he wanted to ask about the case, but his computer brain had probably told him that he should let me break the ice. I took pity on him. After all, he had done a good job cleaning the place and providing software.

      “I spent the day entering my notes in my mind-mapping software on my tablet. Maybe you could compile them into the database.” Being a computer, Artemis could take my notes from the tablet and compile them in his own database of information where more programs could be run to crunch the data. My tablet was not as sophisticated as Artemis’s brain.

      “I would love to. Where is your tablet?”

      I pushed up from the table. “It’s in the foyer. I’ll get it.” I grabbed it from my tote bag and return to the kitchen just as the Meal-A-Tron made a loud coughing sound and then an ear-piercing beep.

      “What was that?” I asked as I slid my tablet onto the table.

      “I think it’s done.” Artemis’s voice carried a hint of trepidation.

      We approached the machine to investigate. At one end was a large steel door inside which the prepared food, already plated, would reside. Artemis slid the door up slowly, and I leaned over and peered cautiously inside. The enticing smell of browned beef and creamy potatoes wafted out, but, instead of two bowls layered with the ground beef, whipped potatoes and corn topping of shepherd’s pie, there were two bowls of a thin, brown soup with little yellow chunks floating in it.

      Artemis’s brows snapped together. “Oh, that does not look appetizing.”

      “No, but it smells good.” I took a bowl, intending to brave the dinner so as not to hurt Artemis’s feelings. Did he even have feelings? The look of hopeful anxiety on his face made me think that he did.

      He watched me like a hawk watches a rabbit as I raised the spoon to my lips, taking a small, tentative sip. It wasn’t really that bad—a rich beef broth taste but a little starchy. The corn chunks I could have done without, so I managed to avoid them as I sipped the soup.

      “It’s good,” I said.

      Artemis’s face relaxed. His lips cracked into a smile, showing perfect white teeth and reminding me of how handsome he was. For a robot.

      He pulled the tablet over in front of him and stuck the fingernail of his index finger into the USB port. His nose wrinkled and his eyelids twitched as he downloaded the data from my tablet.

      “Oh, yes, I see that you have quite a few questions but not much of a timeline mapped out.” He raised his brows at me.

      “Right. All I know is that Evangeline came to my office and then later that night was murdered. How did they get in the boat? Who was involved? How exactly did they blow it up?”

      “Yes, those are good questions. It’s possible that the killer did fill the boat with fumes ahead of time. They could have already rendered Evangeline unconscious, then they could place her on the boat and they would only need a spark to ignite it. Maybe something that could be triggered remotely?” Artemis suggested. “I’ll search my database for various ways to do that.”

      “That would be helpful.” I took another sip of soup. “I wonder if the coroners found any signs of foul play on the body.”

      Artemis raised a brow at me. “I could check the police database…”

      “You mean hack into it?”

      He blushed.

      “I don't think that's a good idea. If they find out I could lose my license,” I said sternly and he looked appropriately chastised if a little disappointed. I wasn't above pushing the envelope, but messing around in the police computer system would be tempting fate.

      “I’ve already compiled a list of the neighbors and have sent that to the printer in the home office." Artemis gestured toward the hallway where my spare bedroom home office was. "I will also compare the database of employees at Barrows Investments to the database of your friends and acquaintances.”

      I frowned. “You have a database of my friends and acquaintances?”

      “Of course. Anytime you come in contact with someone new, their data automatically gets recorded in my database.”

      I guess that didn’t seem as creepy as it sounded. That sort of behavior is probably par for the course when you are a computer. “Can you check the travel databases to see where Jenny Sparks went?”

      “Already done. Jenny Sparks took the super shuttle train this morning and got off in Boston. I checked for connecting travel, but her name did not come up. Unfortunately, after she got off that shuttle in Boston there doesn’t seem to be any indication of where she went next.”
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      I wondered why Jenny would go to Boston. Did she have family there? Artemis hadn’t found any evidence of her having any family when he'd checked her out before, but that was probably because she was using an assumed identity. Who knew what her real name even was or where she was from? Maybe she had taken a connecting shuttle or hopped a train or plane using a different name. Given her suspiciously empty past, she was probably a master at using assumed identities.

      It was a mere ten-minute super shuttle ride from here to Boston. I could go and check it out, maybe bring a picture and question the people who worked there or the cab drivers. There must be some way to track her. She didn’t just stop existing at that super shuttle station.

      I had a lot of other leads to follow up closer to home, so I figured it might be better to search through the surveillance videos of the super shuttle terminal. I knew they had cameras set up in many locations and I figured Artemis could access those videos. If we focused on the time that Jenny’s shuttle arrived, we might luck out and see where she'd headed. I was hoping she got into a cab, or took another shuttle. Maybe she’d even have a plane ticket in her hand and we could zoom in and read the destination, and possibly her new assumed name. It was worth a shot. Besides, what else did Artemis have to do?

      I decided to pursue my easiest lead first. So the next morning I went up to Lexy’s, grabbed a dozen of her famous frosted cupcake tops and headed over to 420 Oak Street to visit Gerta.

      But before I could get access to Gerta, I had to do battle with the persnickety security system.

      “Please state your business,” it said briskly after I pressed the button.

      I held up the white bakery box. “I’ve brought some cupcake tops for Gerta Beavers.”

      “Weren’t you the lady who was here yesterday looking for Jenny Sparks?”

      “Yes, so? A person can’t have more than one friend in a building?”

      “I just think it’s a little suspicious. I don’t think you know Gerta at all. In fact, my databanks show that you met Gerta right in this very lobby yesterday.”

      “So what if I did? I’m bringing her cupcake tops today. She was a nice old lady and she was very helpful. Are you going to let me in or not?”

      “My duty is to protect the residents of this building. I sense that you are up to something. Admittance denied.”

      And with that, its light blinked off and its panel shut down. What the heck? The door behind me whooshed open and I whirled around, relived to see Gerta hobbling through the door. Her eyes lit in recognition when she saw me. “You’re the young lady that was here yesterday looking for Jenny, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.” I stuck out my hand. “My name is Callie Justice. I actually brought these cupcake tops for you.”

      Gerta put her gnarled, wrinkled hand into mine. Her skin was dry and paper thin, but her handshake was surprisingly strong. Her eyes flicked to the bakery box.

      “I do love cupcake tops. I have fresh coffee in my apartment. Won’t you come in?” She hobbled over to the security panel and typed in her code then hit the green button. The door clicked open and I held it for her to precede me.

      When she was through the door, I turned around and stuck my tongue out at the security system then slipped through the door, a childish feeling of victory bubbling up inside me.

      Gerta's apartment was on the second floor and we took a rickety elevator up, then walked about one hundred feet to a plain metal door. I glanced around the hallway wondering which door was Jenny’s.

      As if reading my mind, Gerta said, “Jenny hasn’t come back yet.”

      Gerta pressed her thumb to a keypad beside the door and the door clicked open. “My grandson installed this fingerprint security pad. Not all the apartments have them. He was worried about my safety.”

      “One can’t be too careful these days.” I followed her inside. The main door opened right into the living room. It was done in blue and yellow with lots of floral fabrics and overstuffed furniture. A white wrought iron birdcage sat in the corner, a colorful green and yellow bird chirping pleasantly inside.

      “That’s Petunia. She’s a parakeet. Keeps me company.” Gerta motioned for me to follow her through the living room to the door on the right that opened into the dining room. She gestured for me to sit at an ornate mahogany dining room table While she disappeared through another small door into a modest kitchen, a little outdated with dark granite countertops and oak cabinets.

      I saw Gerta approach a gleaming silver machine—Mr. Caffeine.

      “Jonathan, I would like two Brazilian coffees.”

      Jonathan? Hers had a name? Maybe if I named mine, it would be more agreeable.

      “As you wish.” The machine whirred happily. Apparently, Mr. Caffeine was nicer to other people.

      Gerta got busy taking things out of the cabinet and the fridge.

      “Can I help with anything?” I asked.

      “No, dear.” Gerta's voice was muffled from inside the refrigerator. “I’m just getting some cream and sugar for coffee. You just sit there. You’re my guest.”

      I did as told. I could tell Gerta liked fussing over people and I figured she didn’t get a lot of visitors, so this was probably fun for her. Besides, I was afraid if I went in the kitchen, Mr. Caffeine would start spewing hot water all over the place.

      Gerta hobbled back, struggling with a silver tray, on which she had put out a matching crystal creamer and sugar bowl. Wisps of steam drifted up from two delicate, pink-flowered cups that sat in the center of the tray next to a pile of cupcake tops.

      She slid the tray onto the table, took some napkins from the sideboard and sat down next to me.

      “Help yourself.” She gestured to the cupcake tops and took one herself, placing it on a dainty, flowered dessert plate.

      I got busy with my cup of coffee, splashing in a dollop of cream and then using the ornate silver tongs that looked like a bird’s claw to pluck a sugar cube out of the bowl and drop it into my cup. I swirled the coffee with a tiny silver demi-tasse spoon and watched the sugar cube melt.

      “It was very nice of you to bring these, dear. I don’t get a lot of visitors, you know.” She bit into the cupcake top and made yum-yum noises as she chewed. She swallowed, brushed the crumbs from her fingertips onto a napkin and turned her keen blue eyes on me. “Now, tell me. What really brings you here?”

      I wasn’t that surprised by her question. I’d figured Gerta would catch on pretty quick. She seemed like she was sharp as a tack. But I also sensed that she loved an adventure, so I knew she would help me out.

      I leaned back in my chair and laughed. “Okay, I guess you’re on to me. I really wanted more information about Jenny. I’m a private detective and I was working for her employer who was murdered.”

      Gerta's eyes widened. “Really? How exciting.” Then her look turned skeptical. “But how do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      I reached over into my tote and pulled out my badge and a business card, then slid them both across the table to her. Gerta studied them carefully, then nodded her head. “Okay. What kind of things do you want to know.”

      I took a sip of the coffee. It was delightful. Earthy and full, not too sweet and not too bitter. Just the way I liked it. I wondered if I should check out what model of Mr. Caffeine she had. Mine never made coffee like this.

      “How well did you know Jenny?” I asked

      “Not very well, really.” Gerta straightened in her chair. “I make it my business to know the goings on in the building. Jenny was very secretive. I tried to make friends with her, but she only came for coffee once. We chatted in the lobby or the hallway sometimes. She never invited me to her place.”

      “How long did she live here?”

      Gerta pressed her lips together and looked up at the ceiling. “Now, let me see. That was about when Evan, my great grandson, was born so about a year-and-a-half.”

      Interesting. That was when she started working for the Barrows, but I guess it made sense if you move to a new city you would need to find a new job. But where had she moved here from?

      “Did she ever talk about any family or where she used to live?”

      Gerta shook her head. “Nope. Any time you asked her anything personal like that, she’d snap shut like a clam.”

      “And you say she didn’t have many friends.”

      “Not any really.” Gerta's forehead wrinkled. “Well, except that blonde woman. She came around a few times.”

      An image of Evangeline with her white blonde hair came to mind and I remembered how Nathan had said that Evangeline and Jenny were friends. I thought he’d been lying to throw us off track from suspecting an affair. “Did this blonde woman have really long hair, very nicely done with lavender tips?”

      Gerta shoved the rest of a cupcake top into her mouth and chewed while she thought about it. She patted her lips with a napkin. “She did have very nice blonde hair, very light white color. I don’t know anything about if it was expensive or the latest fashions or the lavender tips.” She pushed her glasses up on her nose. “I only saw her from far away, and my eyesight isn’t that good anymore.”

      Could the blonde woman be Evangeline? She’d never mentioned visiting Jenny, and why would she if she suspected she was having an affair with her husband? Maybe she came to see if her suspicions were correct? But if so, why would she visit more than once?

      “When did you see her? Did she come often?”

      Gerta wrinkled up her face. “Not too often. But I saw her a few times over the past several months. In fact, she was here the night before last.”

      “She was?” That was the night Evangeline died. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I remember because I heard some yelling and goings on and I opened my door and peeked out into the hallway to see what it was.”

      “And you saw the blonde?”

      “Yep, she was out in the hallway with Jenny and the two of them were having one heck of an argument.”
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      I wished I’d had a picture of Evangeline to show to Gerta. It would be pretty easy to get one and come back, but I wasn’t sure Gerta could reliably recognize her, anyway. She said she’d never gotten a good look at her. Unfortunately, her ears weren’t in much better working condition than her eyes and she couldn’t say what they were fighting about—she’d heard the loud voices but not any of the actual words.

      Evangeline had never told me that she’d gone to Jenny’s and argued with her, but she was probably embarrassed. Had she gone there seeking confirmation about the affair? But why go more than once? Was the last fight a confrontation with Jenny? Maybe that’s what set Jenny off to kill Evangeline. Maybe Jenny was just one of those fatal attraction killers. But Nathan must have helped her—she couldn’t have pulled that off alone, could she? And if she did, wouldn’t she have known that Nathan would look guilty?

      I left Gerta with instructions to call me if she remembered anything or saw Jenny come back, and I headed back home. I wanted to see if Artemis had come up with anything from the super shuttle terminal videos.

      When I got home, he was just copying the videos from the Internet to his internal database.

      “I was just about to watch them. Do you want me to display them on the projection screen and we can look for her together?” he asked.

      “Sure. Wait a minute. I don’t even know what she looks like.”

      “I’ve got that covered, too. Hold on.”

      We went into the living room and Artemis stuck his finger into the entertainment center. An image of a brunette woman flashed onto the screen. I could see why Evangeline had thought Nathan was having an affair with her. The woman was an exotic beauty with shoulder-length hair, cut in the unusual fashion of being shorter on the left and longer on the right that was becoming more popular. It curled just slightly under her chin in the front, accentuating her strong, high cheekbones and wide-set, almond-shaped hazel eyes.

      “That’s Jenny Sparks?” I asked.

      “Yep. I got it from her driver’s license.” Artemis fiddled with the entertainment unit a little bit more and asked over his shoulder, “Did you get any information from Gerta?”

      I relayed my conversation with Gerta and he turned back toward me, his right eyebrow quirked upwards. “And you think the blonde was Evangeline? Why would she be there?”

      I shrugged. “You got me. All I can figure is she must’ve confronted her.”

      Artemis leveled me with a look. “Normally, when one confronts another person that only happens once. You said that Gerta saw her there more than once. I don’t like what’s going on here. Something does not compute.”

      I had to give it to him, he had a point. Something didn’t compute, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. The case was getting complicated, but the only thing I could do was trudge forward and see if I could fit the clues together.

      “I know. Let’s look at the super shuttle video and see if it leads to an answer.”

      An image popped onto my projection wall. It was the typical surveillance camera image that hadn’t changed much in the past sixty years—a grainy image of the super shuttle terminal with a digital timestamp in the upper right. I watched as a throng of people walked past the camera, getting into various lines on the opposite side of the terminal. Would we be able to pick her out from the crowd?

      “Are there other cameras?” I asked.

      “There is one other camera on the opposite corner of the wall this one is on. But this camera has the angle that shows the people coming off of the shuttle that Jenny took. I figured we could watch this one and then switch to the other cameras if she heads in that direction.

      “Good thinking.” We were both silent, our eyes glued to the screen, mine flicking from the people to the digital timestamp on top.

      “This is just about sixty seconds after her shuttle came in right now. We should be seeing the people coming from it on screen any second,” Artemis said.

      We both leaned forward, our elbows on our knees.

      “That’s her!” I leapt up and stabbed my finger against the wall at a figure briskly walking from the bottom left of the screen to the top right. We could only see her from the back, but she had the same lopsided haircut and it looked to be the same shade of hair as her driver’s license.

      “That was the same haircut. But she can't be the only person who wears her hair that way,” Artemis pointed out.

      “Can we get one of the other camera angles to see her face?”

      “No. The other camera is here.” He pointed to the lower right. “There is no camera facing her. We can only get a partial side view, but maybe I can use some 3D modeling software to model her license into a side view and we can match that.”

      He looped that section through again and I noticed something. “Wait a minute, we may not need a side view.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Play it back, but slower this time.”

      He played it back and I leaned closer to the picture. “Stop.”

      He freeze-framed it, showing her in the middle of the screen. I tapped her shoulder. “Can you enlarge that?”

      Artemis did as told, the image zeroing in just behind her and slowly getting larger.

      My suspicions were confirmed. The woman had to be Jenny—there were two things that identified her. I could see it being a different woman if she had only one of them, but not both. One was the haircut. The other was the luggage—purple leopard print.
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      I knew it was Jenny at the super shuttle station. The question was … was she running away from Nathan because she knew he was a killer, or was she running away because she was an accomplice? I needed solid physical evidence linking one or both of them to the boat fire.

      I wondered if the police had been sifting through the evidence and if they’d found anything. Fires were problematic since the evidence tended to go up in smoke. But there was always some clue that things weren’t right. Were they coming to the same conclusion about Evangeline’s death being murder instead of an accident? Did I dare approach them about it?

      I was debating that very thing when I met up with Lexy and Cassie on the roof later that night.

      It was one of those warm, early fall nights. The kind where the air is crisp and you can almost hear the leaves crackling. When the chirping of crickets and peepers seems most intense, as if the creatures know they only have a short time before winter sets in and they have to burrow down into the earth until spring.

      A host of insects and reptiles had found their way to our rooftop garden and they were singing in full force tonight. If I didn’t know I was six stories in the air, I would have sworn I was sitting in a field on solid ground.

      Lexy and Cassie were bent over the pumpkin patch, admiring the giant pumpkin when I came out onto the roof.

      “Look Cal, I think it’s grown a foot since the other night.” Lexy moved the dense leaves aside and I caught a glimpse of the large, orange orb nestled underneath. It did look much bigger and was twice as big as the others.

      “That’s getting huge,” I agreed.

      Lexy released the leaves and the two women straightened.

      “We have iced green tea over at the table.” Lexy tilted her head toward one of the smaller bistro tables at the edge of the rooftop. I noticed they’d already set out three glasses. I guess they were expecting me.

      As we sat down, Cassie squinted at the horizon. “You expecting a delivery today, Lexy?”

      Lexy twisted in her seat. “No. Why … Oh, drat, one of those delivery drones is headed our way. I don’t think it’s for us, though.”

      A giant brown package dangled precariously from the clutches of the drone as it zoomed over our heads, stopping for a quick second just above us. I got the distinct impression it was actually looking at us, sizing us up and deciding what to do. Then it blinked its camera-like eye and zoomed off to the rooftop of the apartment building next door.

      “I wonder what they’re getting.” Lexy’s eyes followed the drone as it hovered over the building, then dropped the package from twenty feet in the air. It must have been heavy. We could hear the muffled thud from where we sat.

      “It was pretty big,” Cassie said. “I heard they were installing a brick pizza oven over there. Maybe that was part of it.”

      My stomach grumbled. Brick oven pizza would taste good right now. Considering what I’d been getting out of the Meal-A-Tron, any solid food sounded like heaven.

      I poured the amber liquid, along with several ice cubes, from the pitcher into my glass. The tall tumbler was cool against my palm, the tea itself smooth and slightly sweet. The ice cubes clinked together as I took a sip.

      “So, Cal, tell us about the case.” Lexy and Cassie listened with rapt attention as I brought them up to date on Jenny Sparks.

      “That’s interesting. I never had a case where the mistress did it. Maybe she’s crazy,” Cassie said.

      “That’s a definite possibility,” I replied.

      “You better be careful, then. You might need me to go with you in the field more for protection,” Lexy joked.

      “Actually, you were quite helpful with Nathan Barrows. I don’t understand how you knew what dentist she went to, though. If you were guessing, you took a hell of a chance."

      Lexy waved her hand in the air. “I didn’t take a chance. I used an old trick that my grandmother taught me. Remember when we went in the house and I knocked the mail off the counter?”

      “Yeah.” I’d thought she’d just stumbled.

      “That was no accident. I did it on purpose. As I was picking the mail up, I shuffled through it looking for certain pieces of mail. See, the trick is that you find a reminder card or a card from a store or restaurant. Then you know the person went there and you just say you know them from that place. Works like a charm every time.” Lexy sat back in her chair, a self-satisfied grin on her face. “The dentist reminder card was perfect because I actually do go to Dr. Richfeld.”

      “He’s wonderful.” Cassie turned to Lexy. “Don’t you think?”

      “Oh, yes. I’m not surprised she went there. Most of the people in town go to him for their various … ahh … dental needs.” Lexy winked.

      Lexy and Cassie had told me about the various anti-aging treatments they’d had done at Richfeld’s. Apparently, he was a whiz with the Botox needle in addition to the king of porcelain crowns. Cassie had also just had her eyelids done recently, so apparently he was branching out into surgery. I wasn’t surprised. Many dentists were doing that these days. And I wasn’t surprised a woman with the kind of money that Evangeline Barrows had would want to avail herself of the latest anti-aging enhancements.

      “Well, I don’t see how the police can’t be catching on to this. Surely they don’t still think it was an accident. Unless they aren’t as smart as John and Jack were.” Cassie and Lexy exchanged a wistful look at the mention of their late husbands.

      “They probably aren’t as smart,” Lexy said. “But I bet they are starting to see it wasn’t an accident. Have you heard anything from them, Cal?”

      I shook my head. “No and I don’t want to call. I gave them what I had and I’m sure Hale won’t give me the time of day, anyway. Plus I’m not sure I want him to know I’m looking into this.”

      “Right. You need more concrete evidence, anyway.” Lexy turned to me. “What do you plan to do next?”

      I sank back into the chair. “I’m not sure. My resources are limited because I’m not with the police and, technically, I don’t even have a client. But I wish I could talk to someone at Barrows Investments. Evangeline said he had something bad going on at work. I’m hoping if I find out more about that, I can figure out more about his motives. The only problem is that I don’t have an ‘in’ at the company.”

      “Oh, that’s no problem,” Lexy said.

      I lifted a brow at her. Did she have another sneaky trick to interrogate company employees?

      She continued. “I know the perfect place to talk to people who worked with Nathan and he won’t suspect a thing.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. Where is that?”

      “Why, at the wake, silly,” Lexy smiled. “All his friends and co-workers will be there and, since I was such a good friend of Evangeline, I wouldn’t miss attending … and naturally, I’ll need you—my granddaughter—to drive me.”
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      McGreevy’s Funeral home was an old, antique Victorian house just outside of Brooke Ridge Falls. I’d gone to my office in the morning, and when I pulled my PTV up to our building that afternoon to pick up Lexy, she was waiting on one of the benches outside the front door in a smart navy blue suit. She practically leaped into the vehicle, exhibiting a lot more excitement than anyone going to a wake should have.

      “I’ve been to lots of these in my day, you know,” she said as she settled into the squeaky leather seat and pulled the top of her jacket out of the restraint belt so it wouldn’t wrinkle. “On investigations, I mean. They haven’t changed much in sixty years. You follow my lead. I know just what to do to get the scoop.”

      I didn’t bother to remind her that I had been a private investigator for several years and also knew what to do to. I didn’t want to spoil her fun and besides, she had been pretty helpful at Nathan’s. Maybe she had some other tricks up her sleeve. I just hoped they didn’t involve bumping into a piece of furniture, especially not the casket.

      I parked in the back of the funeral home and followed Lexy to the front of the building where she practically ran up the granite steps. She wrenched the eight-foot tall honey-oak door open, startling the somber, dark-suited doorman who had been poised to push it open for us from the inside. She stood there holding the door and gesturing for me to hurry up.

      Inside, snatches of hushed conversation drifted into the foyer. Everything was muted, as if the plush carpeting absorbed most of the sound. I could hear soft weeping coming from the blue room down on the left, the ‘slumber room’ as it was called. I figured that’s where they had Evangeline, or at least what was left of her.

      We’d timed our arrival purposely for the middle of the viewing hours so as to be able to overhear as many conversations as possible, and the place was crowded. Lexy made a beeline for the slumber room and I followed, jostling through the crowd in the hall.

      The cloying scent of flowers hit me as I turned into the room and I stifled a sneeze. The mahogany casket was set along the wall to the right. Both sections were closed and it was draped with a blanket of white roses. A large picture of Evangeline was propped up on top. Flowers on pedestals and tables crowded all three sides of the room. Two giant arrangements guarded either end of the casket. The somber tones of organ music drifted out of unseen speakers somewhere up in the ceiling.

      A line had formed and I took my place at the end, just inside the doorway. To my direct right was the guest book which Lexy was already eagerly signing. Nathan Barrows stood directly across from the door, the first stop after the line filed past the casket. He wore an expensive and well-cut suit. His face looked haggard, his eyes and the tip of his nose red and raw. His hands were clasped in front of him, and the white ends of a wad of tissues peeked out from his fist. I watched as he shook hands and accepted condolences from the people streaming by. Every so often, his eyes would drift in the direction of Evangeline’s casket, then jerk back to whoever was in front of him.

      Lexy leaned back toward me, cupped her hand over her mouth and whispered, “He sure does look genuinely upset. He must be a good actor.”

      My thoughts precisely. I kept my eye on him as we advanced in the line. He certainly was doing a good job. He even broke down a couple of times in tears.

      We made our way past the casket and over to Nathan, who looked at us as if he recognized us but couldn’t quite remember where from.

      “Lexy grabbed his hand and held it between hers. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Barrows. It’s me, Lexy Baker. I came to your house the other day…”

      “Oh, yes. You knew Vangie from the doctor’s office, right?”

      “The dentist,” Lexy corrected him. “This here’s my granddaughter.” She gestured toward me and I murmured something appropriately sympathetic. More people had piled in the line behind us and I could sense their impatience. We were holding the line up, so I knew we couldn’t spend a lot of time talking to Nathan. I was more interested in listening to the murmured whispers and speculation amongst the other mourners, anyway.

      Lexy dropped his hand and we moved along. Lexy skirted the metal folding chairs and headed back out into the hall toward a narrow room off to the side.

      “This is where they usually keep the refreshments. I like to come in here and check up to see who they’ve got providing them.” She glanced into the room, her face pinched in disapproval. “Looks like grocery store goods. They should have my great-granddaughter supply them from the bakery, but people are so cheap these days.”

      She slipped inside, plucked a napkin from the pile then proceeded to unfold it, stuff it full of lemon cookies and shove it into her large, tan patent leather purse. She saw me watching and winked. “Anyway, this is the place to hang out. it's where all the good stuff gets talked about.”

      I already knew that, but pretended like she’d just given me the tip of the day. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Nathan’s brother, David, making the rounds. As he talked to various mourners, he cast furtive glances in Nathan’s direction. I figured he was probably trying to make sure Nathan didn’t break down. I sidled over in his direction, my mind busy trying to think up a way I could ask him about Nathan’s suspicious absence the night of Evangeline’s death and Jenny Sparks disappearing without it seeming as if I was interrogating him.

      He caught my eye and recognition flashed across his face. He remembered me from the other day at Nathan’s house.

      “Callie?” He stuck out his hand and we shook. “Is your grandmother here?”

      I inclined my head toward the small room where Lexy was still sampling the cookies. “She’s in the refreshment room.”

      He glanced over, a smile quirking his lips. “Oh, right. Those little old ladies do like their refreshments. It was so nice of you both to come. I know Nathan can use all the support he can get. He’s really torn up about this and … well, honestly I’m worried. He’s been acting so odd.”

      My ears perked up. Odd? Then again it was probably normal to act odd when your wife had just burned to death on your boat. “I imagine this has been very hard on him. It’s so sudden … and violent. Especially since they’d had a fight and he was away at their cabin. I hope he doesn’t feel guilty thinking he could have done something to save her if he’d been home.”

      David looked at me funny and I hoped I hadn’t overdone it. I didn’t have much of a choice, though. I’d have very few opportunities to talk to him and I wanted to feel him out.

      “Yes. He does seem to blame himself. He’s just so out of sorts. Not remembering things correctly. I’m sure he’s confused about when he was at the cabin,” David said.

      I tried to keep my brows from shooting up to my hairline and feigned disinterest. I didn’t want David to know that he’d piqued my interest. “Oh, you mean he was at home that night?”

      David scrunched up his face. “Well, I’m not exactly sure. He did say he’d gone to the cabin, but the cabin is on an isolated dirt road and there is only one way in. He’d have to drive by a neighboring cabin, and I talked to those neighbors yesterday and they never saw Nathan drive by.”

      “Maybe they didn’t notice. I mean, they don’t watch the road all night, do they?”

      “No, but Myra—that’s the neighbor—was awaiting a drone delivery and was on the lookout. You know how those drones can be … you have to watch them all the time.” David shrugged. “I talked to Nathan’s doctor and she said he might have some kind of post-traumatic stress disorder. I just hope he gets through this okay. He did love Evangeline quite deeply … even though they might have been going through a rough spot.”

      I nodded as if in sympathy. I was so excited at this new information that I could barely contain myself, but I still wanted to know more. “A big shock like that can wreak havoc on your mind. I can imagine that he can barely think straight with everything he’s going through, especially with his domestic helper disappearing. That’s just an added stress that he probably doesn’t need at this time.”

      David pulled a face. “His domestic helper?”

      “When we came to pay our respects, he’d said the housekeeper never showed up for work. My grandmother said she probably just got spooked by what had happened and took off. You know how help is so unreliable these days.”

      “That’s true, but I don’t think that’s the case with David’s housekeeper. I know she didn’t show up that day, but when I was over there last night, I’m pretty sure she was there. At least, I think it was her.”

      “Oh? Why do you say that?”

      “I only stopped over real quick to drop off the mass cards from the funeral parlor, but there was a strange car in the driveway and I heard noises in the back. Nathan said someone was cleaning up in the kitchen so I assumed it was Jenny. I never went inside. I just dropped off the cards, but who else could it have been?”

      Who else, indeed. “Well, what kind of car did she—”

      “Callie Justice! Is that you?” The voice was slightly familiar and I spun around to recognize Suzanne St. Thomas, a former classmate of mine from the private investigator licensing course I’d taken.

      “Suzanne?”

      David touched my elbow and I switched my attention back to him.

      Shoot! I couldn’t let him get away but Suzanne had already appeared at my other elbow.

      “I need to go talk to some relatives over there. Thank you so much for coming,” David said and then disappeared before I could stop him.

      Dang!

      I’d wanted to know what kind of car had been parked in front of Nathan’s. I could easily find out what kind of car Jenny Sparks drove and then I’d know for sure if it was her. But we’d seen her leave town on the super shuttle. Had she come back? Or was it someone else at Nathan’s house? Was another person involved in the murder?

      “ … seen you in ages!” Suzanne was saying. She threw her arms wide and enveloped me in a hug. We’d been close in PI school and had spent many nights together studying over beer and pizza. We’d drifted apart in the years after and hadn’t kept in touch. Still, it was good to see her and I returned her hug eagerly.

      “I know. It’s good seeing you, too,” I said.

      She held me at arm’s-length. “You look great. What have you been up to?”

      I glanced around to make sure neither Nathan or David were within hearing distance and lowered my voice. “I opened my own private investigator business.”

      Her eyes went wide. “How do you like that? I’ve thought about venturing out on my own, but the security of a paid job and the benefits make it hard. “

      I knew what she meant. Even with the new government insurance programs, the insurance premiums were astronomical. Not to mention liability insurance and not knowing when your next client would appear. But still, I loved the freedom.

      “Where do you work? And what brings you here?” I asked.

      “I’m in corporate security. I work for Barrows Investments. Nathan Barrows is technically my boss, so I’m here paying my respects.”

      She glanced uneasily into the room at the closed casket.

      I couldn’t believe my good luck. One of the missing pieces in my investigation—having an 'in' to talk to at Barrows Investments—had just fallen right into my lap.

      Artemis’s search for people I knew at Barrows Investments hadn’t found Suzanne because I'd taken those PI classes before I’d acquired him. He only had people I currently knew in his database and didn’t know the connection between me and Suzanne.

      I would have loved to have asked if she knew anything about Nathan’s misbehavior at the company right then and there, but I knew she wouldn’t spill her guts with all her co-workers around.

      “We really need to get together and catch up. It’s been way too long,” I said.

      “We do.” Suzanne’s gaze drifted over my shoulder and I turned around to see two women at the end of the long receiving line jerking their heads for her to join them. “My coworkers are in line. I better go join them.”

      She reached into her purse, slipped out a business card and handed it to me. “Give me a call and we’ll get together and chat.”

      “Absolutely,” I said as she headed off toward her friends.

      I smiled at the business card in my hand. Attending the wake had been very productive. Not only had I gotten a great contact inside Barrows Investments, but David had given me a valuable clue. As I had suspected, Nathan Barrows may not have been at the cabin when his wife was killed.

      Now all I had to do was prove it.
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      I was still staring at the card when Lexy grabbed my elbow and steered me toward the door.

      “Did you find anything out?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I got a couple good leads, what did you find?”

      “Nothing. These people are shut up tighter than a drum. This is nothing like when I used to investigate. I used to get all kinds of good information back in the day. And the refreshments … Pfft.” She waved her hand in the air dismissively. “Not worth coming at all.”

      I hid my smile from her as we walked toward the door. Even though she was disappointed, I’d gotten more than I bargained for and was anxious to start digging into my new clues. I had to wait until I could meet with Suzanne before I dig into what was going on at Barrows Investments, but I could start trying to prove exactly where Nathan really was the night of the fire right away. Now that David had mentioned Nathan wasn’t at the cabin, I knew I was on to something.

      I opened the oak door for Lexy and we spilled out onto the steps just in time to see Sgt. Hale and Det. Royce crossing the parking lot. What would they be doing here? There was only one reason for them to attend—they were starting to realize Evangeline’s death was not an accident.

      I altered my course so as to intercept them and we met in the middle of the lot. I could tell by the look on Hale’s face that he didn’t like running into me.

      “What are you doing here, Justice?” Hale scowled at me, then flicked his eyes toward Lexy.

      Lexy gave Hale a defiant look. “Cal is with me. She took me here so I could pay my respects.”

      Hale’s eyes flicked back to my face and I nodded. “That’s right, we were just paying our respects. What are you doing here? The police don’t usually attend wakes, or has that changed?”

      “I see you still have your father’s sarcastic tongue,” Hale said.

      I bristled at his comment. There was a time when I would have been proud to be compared to my father, but not anymore. I bit back my nasty reply. I figured it wouldn’t get me anywhere to piss Hale off.

      I turned to Tony, figuring I might get more information from him. “Did you guys look at that evidence I sent in? You’re starting to think this wasn’t just an accident, right?”

      “We really can’t say. But you might be onto something.” Tony glanced at Hale as if asking permission to continue further.

      Hale rolled his eyes. “I’m going to go inside. Don’t tell her too much. She shouldn’t be butting into this case. There could be more going on than she’s aware of.” Hale looked directly at me. “I suggest you take my advice and find something else to work on. You could be playing with fire.”

      He turned on his heel and we watched him walk away. His play on words wasn’t lost on me, but I almost got the feeling that he really didn’t want me to get burned.

      “Is he always so dramatic?” Lexy asked.

      Tony laughed. “Hale’s not that bad.” His face turned grim and he zeroed in on me. “But he’s right. There could be more to this. I didn’t realize you were still investigating it. Are you?”

      I shrugged. “Not really, but Evangeline came to me and told me she suspected Nathan was the killer. I feel responsible and guilty that I didn't take her seriously. I figured the least I could do was come to her wake. But I would appreciate knowing that justice is being served.”

      Tony nodded. “I can understand that. We have been looking into it. I can’t get into the details, but let’s just say there are a few things that are a little suspicious. But the CSIs didn’t come up with much because the whole crime scene was incinerated. And we talked to almost all the neighbors, none of whom saw anything.”

      “Almost all the neighbors?”

      “There was one neighbor who wasn’t home when we canvassed the area. George Grindley. He’s an avid fisherman. In fact, he was out on the lake fishing when we went to talk to him. His wife said he goes out real early in the morning. She’s usually sleep and she couldn’t remember, but he might have been on the lake the night the boat burned.”

      I made a mental note to talk to George Grindley. If he was on the lake, he might have seen something.

      I decided to give Tony another clue. Maybe the cops would do some of the legwork for me. “I just talked to David and he says Nathan wasn’t at the cabin that night.”

      Tony looked surprised. “Really? How would he know that?”

      “David said the neighbor was checking out her door quite frequently. Apparently, she was expecting a delivery.”

      Tony’s brow furrowed. “I thought Hale followed up with the neighbor. He didn’t mention anything about that.”

      “That’s odd.” Was Hale lying? It seemed like he hadn’t wanted to investigate in the first place and I wondered if he had a reason for that other than sheer laziness. Maybe there really was more going on here.

      “I’ll have to double check on that.” Tony glanced over at the funeral parlor. “I need to get going inside, but I wanted to talk to you about something else.”

      He leaned toward me conspiratorially and my left brow ticked up. What the heck was he getting at? “Oh?”

      “Hale mentioned that he thought you were looking into your mom’s death. That you weren’t satisfied with the investigation.” Tony paused as if he was feeling me out.

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, I know he wasn’t forthcoming with information, but I stumbled across something that might interest you.”

      My eyes narrowed. “And why would you give me police evidence? I’m sure Hale wouldn’t like it if he knew. Why be so nice?”

      Tony looked away, his eyes clouding. “My mom was murdered, too. I know how it feels.”

      My suspicions melted into sympathies. His mom had met a similar fate? Was it related? I didn’t know much about my own mother’s death. I’d started to investigate it in my spare time, but the feelings were still too raw and I hadn’t worked on it in a while. Artemis had actually been the one that suggested I take a break from it after seeing how it affected me and who could argue with a computer? But if something was going to fall right into my lap, I could hardly refuse it.

      “I’m not really actively looking into it, but I’d be curious to see anything that you have.”

      Tony started backing away from me. “Okay. I gotta go, but I’ll see what I can do. I’ll give you a call.”

      “Okay.”

      He turned and jogged off toward the building, leaving me staring after him. I had to admit he looked pretty good jogging. His long legs ate up the pavement quickly and he carried himself well. Lexy caught me looking and snickered.

      “What?”

      “Oh, I think I see a little romance budding.” Lexy’s eyes sparkled.

      I pulled a face. “What? No. I’m not in the market for romance.”

      “Lots of times, romance happens when you’re not in the market for it. Besides, that young man is a hunk. Not as cute as my Jack was, but I’d take him up on it.”

      “Take him up on what? All he did was offer to give me some information on my mom’s death. Although it does make me kind of suspicious as to why he would do that.”

      Lexy snorted even louder. “Sheesh, Cal, you really are naive. I’ll tell you why he would do it. It’s obvious. He’s trying to get into your Levi’s.”
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      When I got back to my condo, I found Artemis lounging on the couch watching soap operas.

      “You do an awful lot of lounging for a robot. Do robots really need to relax that much?” I asked.

      Artemis looked hurt. “As a matter fact, I’m programmed to mimic human behavior. I think I’m doing a pretty good job.”

      I laughed. “I can’t argue with that.”

      He turned the TV off and sat up straight on the couch, angling himself to face me. “So, how did it go?”

      I threw my tote bag on the floor and sunk into the chair. I was eager to share my news with Artemis and his face took on a look of excitement when I told him what David had said about the neighbors at the cabin, but when I got to the part about meeting up with Suzanne, his face darkened.

      “I don’t have any Suzanne St. James in my database of contacts for you,” he said.

      “That’s because I knew her back in PI school. I didn’t know you then.” Why did I feel like I needed to explain myself to him?

      Artemis bristled. “Well, I think you need to tell me all the people you know so I can have a proper database of it.”

      “Okay, I didn’t really think about it. I mean, I can’t remember all the people I've ever known.”

      His face relaxed. “I guess you can’t. Sorry. I just like to do a thorough job.”

      “Right. I wasn’t saying you didn’t do a good job. I wouldn’t expect you to know about people I knew before you.”

      “Okay. I have entered her. Is there anyone else?”

      “I can’t think of anyone now, but I’ll try to come up with a list later.”

      Artemis seemed appeased with this and he smiled that lopsided smile that tweaked my heart and made me forget he was really just a computer. He reached over and put his hand on mine. It was so soft and warm and human-like. “I just want to make sure that I can give you the best information to do your job and keep you safe.”

      “Thanks.” My heart melted. After all, that wasn’t even in his job description. He was just a computerized domestic helper, although he did seem to have some extra programs that made him much more useful.

      “Did you find out anything else? How was Nathan? Was he acting appropriately bereaved.”

      “He was. He seemed genuinely upset, which worries me. Honestly, I don’t get a ‘I’m a murderer’ vibe from him. Then again I got the vibe from Evangeline that she was lying and I was wrong about that, so I guess I can’t trust my instincts anymore,” I said. “I did find out another interesting thing, though.”

      “Oh?”

      “As we were leaving, I ran into the police. Hale and Royce.”

      Artemis frowned. “Royce? Who is that?”

      Artemis knew about my run-ins with Sgt. Hale but I hadn’t yet mentioned Tony Royce to him. “He’s a new detective that works with Hale. Tony Royce. Anyway, Hale was his usual jerky self, but Royce gave me some interesting information about this case. And he said he had something about my mother’s case, too.”

      Artemis jerked up straighter. “Your mother’s case? I thought you weren’t looking into that anymore.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not actively right now, but I might pick it up again someday. He said he had something I might be interested in and I figured I might as well take a look.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Hold on a minute while I check out this Tony Royce guy.” Artemis's face contorted into a series of expressions as he accessed his database. When he was done, his face was stuck in a frown expression. “I don’t know about this Royce character. I think you should proceed cautiously when it comes to him. Especially since I get the distinct vibe you may be interested in him.”

      “Interested? I’m interested in the information he has on my mother’s case.” Was I giving off some sort of a vibe that I was interested in some other way? Artemis had a way of interpreting my inner feelings, knowing what I was thinking sometimes even when I didn’t. He must have some sort of a intuition program installed.

      Artemis's left brow ticked up. “Really? You don’t need to make up stories with me, Cal.”

      “I’m not making up a story.” I wasn’t going to sit here and argue with my computer over whether I had romantic feelings for someone. It was weird. It almost seemed to be like Artemis was a little jealous. But that was crazy. He was just a computer. I decided to change the subject. “Anyway, I discovered two interesting things regarding Evangeline’s case. Tony said that Hale talked to the neighbors of the cabin and they didn’t mention anything about being sure Nathan wasn’t there. Or at least Hale didn’t tell Tony. Tony was going to check into it and there was one other thing I can check into myself.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The police talked to all the neighbors and no one saw anything. But one neighbor was not available that day. George Grindley. He was out on his fishing boat where he spends most of his time.”

      Artemis’s face lit up. “And if he was out on his fishing boat the night of the murder, he may have seen something happening on the Barrows's boat.”

      “Bingo. I think I need to have a little talk with George Grindley.”

      “Absolutely. Do you need me to come with you?”

      “Thanks, but I’m perfectly capable of doing that on my own. However, I could use your help getting the address … And one other thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Tony Royce said his mother had been murdered. I was suspicious about why he’d want to give me information and he gave that as the reason, saying that he sympathized with me. I was wondering if you could search the database and see if you can find out anything about the circumstances of his mother’s death.”

      Artemis nodded. “Coming right up.”

      I pushed up from the chair and went in the kitchen to get a snack. The refrigerator section of the Meal-A-Tron was practically empty, but I managed to pull out a plump, red tomato which had been a late harvest from our rooftop garden.

      My mouth watered as I cut it open, exposing the juicy flesh inside. There was nothing like homegrown tomatoes. The store-bought tasted like soft plastic and I was loath to eat them, especially since most foods were genetically modified and came in strange shapes. I was especially suspicious of the tomatoes that were shaped like cats and dogs which were grown that way specifically to get kids to eat them.

      When I came back into the living room, Artemis had a curious look on his face.

      “What is it?”

      I got the address for George Grindley and programmed it into Agatha for you already.” Artemis had a wireless link to the GPS system in my PTV. “But I wasn’t as successful with Tony Royce’s mother.”

      My brows mashed together. “Oh, no? What did you find?”

      “Well that’s just the thing. I couldn’t really find anything about Tony’s parents. He joined the police force eight years ago, but he did some work with the intelligence agency, so there is a block on all his background information. I can’t find a thing about his mother.”

      “That’s interesting. There’s usually only a block for people on secret assignment … like my parents.”

      “Exactly.” Concern flickered in Artemis’s eyes. “This seems a little fishy to me. You need to proceed with caution.”

      I nodded. “I always do. And anyway, I’m just going to take the information he has for me and set it aside. I don’t have any plans to dig into the information … or Tony Royce … any further. Besides, I have much bigger fish to fry right now.”
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      My PTV took three wrong turns on the way to the Grindleys and I didn’t get there until almost supper time, which turned out to be a good thing because George was just pulling into the dock behind the house as I parked in their large, circular driveway. I skirted around the side of the house, my white tennis shoes making tracks in their lush, green lawn.

      “Yoohoo! Mr. Grindley?” I yelled as I came around the corner of the house. The man on the boat turned to look in my direction, shading his eyes from the setting sun behind me. He was an older man, his face wrinkled with concern, probably wondering who the crazy lady running across his lawn was.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      I reach into my tote and pulled out my private investigator badge. Badges worked wonders to get people to talk and unlike snarky computerized security systems, real people tended to assume a badge meant you were with the cops.

      “Callie Justice. I’m investigating the death of Evangeline Barrows.” He didn’t need to know that I was a ‘private’ investigator.

      “Oh, such a terrible thing. I don’t know that I can help with anything, though.” He bent down to tie the ropes from his boat to the metal cleats on his dock. I remained on the grass and listened to the water lap lazily at the shore while he secured the boat. The lake had that ‘somber’ feel to it that happens in fall, as if it knows the warm weather is over and it will soon be frozen over. A seagull cried in the distance and as I glanced in its direction, I realized you could see the Barrows’s backyard from where I stood. There was still evidence of the fire, but the charred remains of the boat and the dock had been removed, leaving only a burned out patch of grass behind the house.

      I squinted to try to see further. Was Nathan in the house right now? Maybe he was with Jenny. I realized that from this vantage point, you could almost see into the big glass windows in their living room. But I didn’t see anyone inside.

      “Did you want to ask me some questions?” George had finished securing the boat and come to stand beside me while I had been spying on his neighbor.

      “Yes. I’m sorry to bother you. I won’t take long. I was just wondering if you noticed anything out of the ordinary that night. I see you have a view from your garden here of the Barrows’s house. Were you home? I believe your wife told the other police officer you might have been out in the boat.”

      “I’m usually out in the boat. Mostly fishing. Sometimes just gettin’ away from the missus.” He winked at me.

      “Were you out on the boat before? Did you see anything unusual or suspicious.”

      “I’m usually not staring at the neighbors’ houses. I’m more concerned with getting my fishing rig set up and all. But I think if there was a big fire, I would’ve noticed. Fires kind of stand out. Especially at night. But I heard it happened at two in the morning and I’m sure I was tucked into bed at that time. The fish don’t bite much after dark.” His gray brows furrowed together. “Just how did that fire start anyway?”

      Good question. “We’re not exactly sure. We think the boat filled up with gas fumes and then a spark ignited it.”

      George snorted. “Really? What kind of a dumb ass fisherman would let his boat fill up with gas fumes. And on their own dock? Usually the fumes happen when they fill it up, ‘least as I can remember with a gas-powered boat.” He glanced back at his dock. “Mine’s solar powered. But anyway, if it did fill up with fumes and blew up, how come no one heard it?”

      That was a good question. The lake was like an amplifier for sound. If there had been an explosion, someone would have heard, but Tony said none of the neighbors had heard a thing. The only other way to get a boat to burn that quickly was to douse it with something flammable … on purpose.

      “It does seem rather suspicious. That’s why we’re investigating.” I gazed out over the blue lake. It was calm and quiet. “I know that sound travels over the lake and I was wondering if maybe you ever heard the Barrows fighting?”

      George shook his head. “I never heard them fightin’. Not that night and not before. In fact, I'd say they were in very good spirits earlier that evening.”

      “What do you mean? You saw them?”

      “Yes. I’d say it was right around midnight. I like to take a nightly toot in the boat. You know, look at the stars and listen to nature. Knock back a beer or two. It gets me away from the missus’ infernal television programs.” George glanced uneasily at his house as if to make sure the wife hadn’t overheard him. “Anyway, I was coming back from the east end of the lake and making my way to the dock here when I heard the laughing.”

      “So you saw Evangeline that night?”

      “Sure. They were out in the back heading toward the boat. I have to tell you, they did look quite tipsy the way they were lurching along.”

      “How do you know it was them? You said it was dark out, how do you know it was the two of them.”

      “Oh, it weren’t the two of them. There were three of them.” George chuckled. “I know it was them because the moon came out and I could see them good enough. They were lurching and lunging … and I knew Nathan and Vangie enough to recognize them.”

      “Who was the third person?”

      “It was a woman. Not sure who she is, but I think I’ve seen her at their place before. She’s easy to recognize as she has one of those fancy new uneven haircuts.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      I could hardly contain myself with what I had learned from George. The third person had to be Jenny Sparks. This proved that Nathan and Jenny were in on it together. The fact that no one heard an explosion dismissed the police’s idea about the fumes building up and it being an accident. Why had the police not caught on to that? Or had they caught on and were keeping that information close to the vest?

      It didn’t matter if the police had figured it out or not. I had figured it out and now I just needed something concrete to prove it. George was an eyewitness to seeing Nathan in his yard that night when he said he’d been at the cabin, but would that be good enough for the police? I’d had similar cases where an older witness swore to have seen one thing at night only to be proven wrong. It’s hard to see in the dark and when you are older, it’s even harder. Plus George said he liked to ‘knock back a beer or two’. A good lawyer would have a field day with George’s testimony in court. I needed something indisputable.

      If I could get evidence about Nathan’s affair with Jenny, that might carry some weight, and if I could prove his nefarious business activities that would show his lack of character. Suzanne St. James worked at Barrows Investment and affairs were hardly ever secret at the office. Maybe she would have some insight.

      I punched the communications button on the cockpit of my PTV.

      “Yes?” Artemis’s voice filled the car.

      “Can you text Suzanne St. James a message from me to ask her to meet for lunch tomorrow?” I’d already given him Suzanne’s card to scan, so I knew he had her contact information in his database.

      “I can do that, too, you know.” Agatha’s voice cut in. She sounded put out.

      “You can?”

      “Yes. I’m more than just a bloody simple navigation system. I can do a lot of other tasks.” I frowned at the navigation display. She could barely get the car to the destinations that were programmed in, and she wanted to do other tasks? I eyed the ‘off’ button. The last thing I needed right now was another persnickety computerized device. I had enough trouble trying to handle Artemis.

      “Okay. Well, I don’t care who does it—”

      “I will do it,” Artemis cut in.

      “Aren't you busy fixing the Meal-A-Tron so Cal can eat a decent meal?” Agatha asked. She knew about the Meal-A-Tron?

      “Unlike some systems, I am programmed to multitask.” Artemis's tone was snippy.

      “No need to be cheeky, Artemis. Some of us that focus all our computing power on one task do it well. When you focus on multiple tasks, you tend to bugger things up,” Agatha said.

      I couldn’t believe my car and my domestic helper robot were having a fight like jealous siblings. “Cut it out, you two. Somebody just send the text. Artemis, you do it so Agatha can focus on driving.”

      “But you’re driving the vehicle,” Agatha said. "There’s nothing for me to do when you take the wheel. It's boring.”

      “Ummm, sorry, but I usually get there faster when I’m driving."

      “Fine. I’ll just bugger off then, shall I?”

      “No, no.” The last thing I wanted was for Agatha to be mad at me. God only knew where she'd take the car the next time I wanted to use the navigation. “I’m engaging the auto-navigation now. You can drive all the rest of the way home.”

      “Very well, then. That's much more suitable.”

      I spent the rest of the ride home on pins and needles, but there were no further issues and Agatha navigated the car straight to my parking lot. Artemis met me at the door of the condo, an unusual occurrence since he was usually sacked out on the couch.

      “Suzanne will meet you tomorrow at noon at the Riverside Café." He relieved me of my tote bag and ushered me into the living room where he had a glass of wine waiting.

      I eyed him suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, nothing. I’m just doing my job. What did you find out from George Grindley?”

      As I told him about my discussion with George, I became distracted by the smell of fresh baked bread and stewing vegetables wafting out from the kitchen.

      “Did you fix the Meal-A-Tron?” I asked.

      Artemis shrugged. “I tinkered with it again. Are you hungry?”

      My stomach grumbled in response and we went into the kitchen.

      “I still don’t understand why Evangeline didn’t tell you she was friends with Jenny. Clearly they must be friends if they were giggling and laughing with Nathan on their way to the boat,” Artemis said as he put utensils on the table in front of me. "And Gerta said she'd seen them together, too."

      “I know. I knew she was lying to me that day in my office but what I can’t figure out is why? Why wouldn’t she just tell me she and Jenny were friends. Maybe she simply didn't mention it because it was too hurtful and embarrassing.”

      Artemis slid the Meal-A-Tron door open and looked inside, his face puckering.

      “Uh … oh. What is it?” I craned my neck to see the bowl he was pulling out. It looked like a chunky mess of gluey goop.

      His face turned apologetic as he slid it on the table in front of me.

      “It smells good,” I said, not wanting to hurt his feelings.

      I took a tentative taste. It wasn’t too bad. I settled back in my chair and continued the conversation while working my way around the chunks to get the 'gravy' on my spoon. “I'm more certain than ever that Nathan and Jenny did this together. I wish we could find out where he really was that night.”

      “That reminds me. I looked up the other cabin on that road. It belongs to Rhoda and Gil Harrison and they have a cell phone. Maybe you can get more information from them?”

      "You think I should call them? What would I say to get them to talk?"

      Artemis shrugged. “Just say that you’re investigating the case. That is what you are doing.”

      He had a point. I didn't need to mention in what capacity. They'd probably think I was with the police just like I figured George had. “Okay, connect me up.”

      Artemis's face contorted into a series of strange expressions and then a ringing sound came from him. It rang four times and I was about to tell him to hang up when I heard someone pick up.

      “Hello? If this is one of them solicitors I don’t want to talk to you. Don’t call again.”

      “Wait! Mrs. Harrison? Don't hang up! I'm investigating the death of your neighbor, Evangeline Barrows, and I have some questions."

      "What? I already talked to you people. Can't you keep things straight down there … hold on." I heard the scratchy sound of a hand covering the phone and then her muffled voice. "It's the police again. Incompetent nincompoops. Sounds like they forgot they talked to me." She removed her hand, then barked into the phone. "I told you I didn't see anything."

      “Sorry, ma’am. I’m just doing a double check. It's like a quality check to make sure everyone is doing their job.”

      “Well, I'm glad to see you do that because my past experience with you people leaves a lot to be desired. So what you want to know? I already told the other officer that Nathan might’ve been up here, or he might not have. I don’t spend all my time watching the road for him.”

      “Hmm … My information says that you were expecting a delivery so you were watching out in the road.”

      “A delivery? Who told you that? I never told the officer that. See, you people are incompetent!”

      “Actually, David Barrows was the one that told me that. You didn’t say that you were expecting a drone delivery?”

      “Heck, no! I hate them dang things. I don't come way up country to be pestered with newfangled contraptions. Heck, I wouldn't even have this cell phone, but my kids made me take it for emergencies." She paused. "Wait, now, who did you say told you I said that?"

      "David Barrows."

      "David? I never talked to any David. The guy I talked to was named Heel."

      "Hale," I corrected. "That was the police officer, but David Barrows, Nathan's brother, talked to you when you came down to give Nathan your condolences."

      “You people are crazy. I didn’t go anywhere to give any condolences. I didn’t talk to any David and I don’t get any deliveries. I’m not gonna keep repeating myself to you people, so don’t call me again.”

      And with that she hung up, leaving Artemis and me staring at each other in puzzlement.

      “Are you sure that’s the right neighbor?” I asked Artemis. “David must have meant another neighbor.”

      Artemis shook his head. “No. There’s only one other cabin on that road. It had to be the Harrisons. Maybe you are mistaken about what David said.”

      "I'm not mistaken. That’s what he said.”

      “Maybe he was just distraught and distracted at the wake and misspoke? You said he was worried about Nathan. Perhaps he became confused."

      “I guess that’s a possibility. He did seem terribly worried about Nathan. Nathan really is putting on a good act, especially to fool his own brother like that. Maybe David did get confused about what the Harrisons told him or maybe he thought he was covering for Nathan somehow?"

      Artemis nodded. "That must be it. Because otherwise, why would David lie?"

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Artemis said he had an idea about how to prove where Nathan was that night but he required some downtime. So, after dinner, he retired to the chair in the living room and I snuck a power bar and headed up to the roof.

      It wasn’t that the dinner didn’t taste good. It was flavorful, but the consistency was gross. Artemis said he had been trying to make Chicken à la King. The bread was a soggy mess, the chicken had been macerated into unrecognizable flakes and the gravy was sticky. I could only stomach a few spoonfuls. I needed the power bar to fortify myself.

      Lexy and Cassie were sitting in lounge chairs, bundled up in cable knit sweaters. The night was a little nippy but I found the cold air refreshing. Scanning past the rooftop, I could see more leaves were turning red, orange and yellow at the tops of the trees. Some trees were turning more than others, but the majority of the leaves were still green. Which meant there were still quite a few nice fall days left.

      Lexy’s green eyes sparkled at me over the top of her giant sunglasses. “So are you going on a date with that hunk?”

      “Hunk? Oh you mean Tony Royce? I’m not going on a date with him.”

      Cassie and Lexy looked at each other. “Suuure.” She dragged the word out and they both laughed.

      “I might meet him to get that information about my mother. But that’s all.”

      “Right. So what’s going on with the Barrows case?” Lexy poured me a glass of a light-colored fizzy liquid that had fruit marinating in it. I took a sip. It was light, fruity and slightly tart. Sangria. I opened my energy bar and chowed down while I brought them up to speed on what I had discovered from George Grindley and Rhoda Harrison.

      “So, the plot thickens,” Cassie said.

      “It is getting a little confusing. A lot of things don’t add up,” I said. “I guess I should let the cops know about these new developments.”

      Lexy scrunched her face at me. Or at least I thought she was scrunching. It was hard to tell with the way the Botox impeded the functioning of her brow muscles. “I don’t know if that’s wise … unless you’re angling to see that Tony guy again. If that’s what you’re up to, then go for it.”

      “I’m not angling to see him again. It feels like I shouldn’t be withholding this information. It could help persuade them that this was no accident. Plus I don’t want them to be mad that I withheld information. Knowing Hale, he’ll probably charge me with obstruction of justice.”

      “I’m pretty sure they already know it’s not an accident. I’m good at reading between the lines, especially with cop speak. I was married to one, you know.” Lexy glanced at Cassie for confirmation and she nodded her head.

      “They often act cagey and don’t tell you the whole truth. You have to be able to translate what they are saying,” Cassie added.

      “Anyway, I studied them when we ran into them at the wake and I'm certain Sergeant Hale knows this was a murder. He doesn’t want to let on to you, though. I mean, why else would they have been at the wake?” Lexy asked.

      “You’ve got a point. But then isn’t that even more reason for me to tell them what I know?”

      “No!” Both women shouted at once and I nearly dropped my drink.

      “Why not? I’m sure George is going to mention the female investigator that was out there, and they’ll be able to put two and two together and figure out it was me.”

      Lexy shook her head. “Trust me. I’ve had lots of experience with this very thing. Back in the day, my grandmother and I used to always get the information before the police, but the few times we told them about it, things didn’t go in our favor.”

      I thought back on the few cases where I’d had to share information with the police and things hadn’t gone in my favor, either.

      Lexy continued. “The police don’t like it when you get information before they do. So, we learned to just sit back and pretend like we didn’t know anything. That’s the best way if you don’t want your detective friend to get stingy with the clues.”

      I sipped my drink and considered what Lexy was saying. She had a point. I knew Hale would be mad if he found out I had talked to George Grindley and called the Harrisons. He might even get mad at Tony for tipping me off and then Tony might not want to give me any more information. Not even information about my mother. It was better to take my chances and hope that neither one of the other parties would tell the police I’d talked to them. The police were going to be just as mad at me either way, and at least this way I had a chance of them not finding out.

      “Okay, I think you guys are right. But, honestly, this case is starting to get sticky. I think there is a lot more going on than meets the eye. Maybe even more than Evangeline knew about.

      “It sounds like it,” Lexy said. “And you know what the best thing to do is when a case gets sticky, right?”

      The three of us looked at each other over the rims of our fruity sangrias and said the words at the same time. “Follow the money.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Luckily, I’d already made a luncheon date with Suzanne, so I could start to follow the money the very next day. It was unseasonably warm for fall, which was perfect because the Riverside Café boasted outdoor seating next to the Brooke Ridge River. I arrived before Suzanne and was seated at a table for two, watching the sunlight glint off the river as it carried colorful, early fall leaves floating along the current like miniature boats.

      I stretched my legs out and relaxed, the sun warming my shoulders. A dragonfly flitted on the railing next to me, its gossamer wings glinting in the light. The smell of the river water mingled with the smell of bread and coffee. It was hard to believe I was sitting in this peaceful setting about to get information that might help me nail a pair of killers.

      “It’s so great that we could get together.” Suzanne gave me a hug and then slipped into the chair across from me. “I was thinking about you the other day and I feel sad that we lost touch. We used to have a lot of fun back in school.”

      Memories of some of our antics brought a smile to my face. “We sure did. But you know how it is … we all get so busy.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” The waitress appeared and we ordered, chicken salad on whole-grain for me and a Greek salad for Suzanne.

      I squeezed my lemon wedge into my glass of water as I contemplated how to broach the subject without sounding like I’d only asked her out to lunch to get information from her. I truly was happy to reconnect with her.

      “So, what’s it like being a private investigator? You have any tips? I’ve really been considering branching out on my own, especially since seeing you yesterday,” Suzanne said.

      “It’s great. I love the freedom. I’d be happy to help you out if you do decide to go freelance.” I couldn’t be happier that she’d asked about this. It was the perfect segue for bringing up Barrows Investments. “The work is really interesting, too. Like for example the case I’m working on now—Evangeline Barrows’s death.”

      Suzanne’s eyes widened. “Is that why you were at the wake?”

      The waitress appeared with our food and set it on the table, and Suzanne looked like she couldn’t wait for her to leave so she could ask me more questions. “So, were you there trying to get information?”

      “Yes. I think Evangeline was murdered.”

      Suzanne’s face pinched. “But we heard it was an accident. Her boat blew up.”

      I shrugged. “That’s what they say, but I don’t think it was an accident. In fact, I think it might have had something to do with what is going on at Barrows Investments.” I’d learned it was always better to ask leading questions and give the other person a chance to spill their guts when you were fishing for information. Make it seem like you already knew what is going on and people were happy to gossip about it when they didn't feel like they were the ones spilling the beans.

      Suzanne leaned over the table and lowered her voice. ”You know about what’s going on there?”

      Bingo. “A little bit. What do you know?”

      Suzanne studied her salad as if deciding how much to tell me, weighing her loyalty to her boss over her loyalty to her old friend who could possibly help get her started with her own private investigator business. Her old friend won. “Well, I’m just in the security section. I see the comings and goings. Mr. Barrows works very late a lot of nights. He puts in a lot more hours than seems necessary.”

      “Oh, really? Alone?”

      Suzanne frowned. I had assumed he was faking like he worked late to have his affair with Jenny, but from the look on Suzanne’s face, it appeared I’d been on the wrong track.

      “He’s usually alone. Why do you ask?”

      “I was just wondering if he had a woman friend with him? You know, other than Evangeline?” I didn’t want to come out and say that he was having an affair, but I did want to nudge Suzanne in that direction so she’d think about whether or not she’d seen him be overly friendly with someone else.

      “No. I never saw Nathan with anyone else. Evangeline did come there a lot. I’d see her come and go on the security camera. But I don’t think she had anything to do with the…” Suzanne glanced around as if to make sure no one could hear her and whispered, “Financial goings-on.”

      “Oh?” I bit into my sandwich and raised my brows to encourage her to continue.

      “She didn’t have computer access to any of the financial accounts, so she couldn’t have been moving any money.”

      “So only someone within the company could access the accounts.” Evangeline had said Nathan was into some shenanigans with the finances, so I figured it was safe for me to assume someone was doing something they shouldn’t with people’s accounts. I hoped Suzanne would give me more details.

      “Exactly. In fact, my friend that does the computer work for the accounting department said that what was going on could only come from people with the highest computer access. It would be almost impossible to trace. Which is why no one knows about it.” She leaned back in her chair and frowned at me. “How do you know about it?”

      “I’m an investigator on the case. I have my ways.” I shot her a teasing smile.

      “It sounds exciting. I’m thinking more and more that opening my own business would be a good move.”

      “You should try it. I know some of the ins and outs. Definitely let me know so I can help you.” I feigned interest in my sandwich and pushed chips around my plate. I needed to turn the conversation back to Nathan Barrows. “So, he was trying to hide that he was filtering money. But you can’t hide that for very long, can you?”

      “No. That’s the thing. It’s all about to come to a head soon and I think Mr. Barrows knows it. That’s why he ramped up putting that money into an offshore account.”

      “So Nathan Barrows was in pretty deep financial trouble, then? The kind he could go to jail for, right?”

      Suzanne looked startled. “Nathan Barrows? No. My friend said that Nathan had no idea about any of this. He’s not involved. It’s David Barrows who is stealing the money from the company.”
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      My head was whirling as I walked toward my PTV after the lunch with Suzanne. David Barrows was the one embezzling from the company, not Nathan. But Evangeline had said she’d overheard Nathan. Maybe Nathan was making David do the dirty work so it couldn’t be traced to him?

      Before I could think further, my phone rang. Tony Royce.

      “Hi, Tony,” I answered.

      “Callie. I was hoping I could catch you. I have some news about the Barrows case that I think will set your mind at ease.”

      I bet it wasn’t more interesting than my news. But I couldn’t actually tell him my news. That would give away the fact that I’d been investigating and, as Lexy had told me, the cops didn’t like it when you one-upped them.

      “Oh? I almost forgot about that case.”

      He chuckled. Apparently, Tony Royce wasn’t easily fooled. “I doubt that, but you can forget about it after you hear this. Nathan Barrows attempted suicide this morning. His note is as good as a confession. So, looks like you were right about him being the killer.”

      I stopped in my tracks, my hand stretched out toward my car door. Nathan had confessed? But where did that leave Jenny … and David?

      “Wait, what? He killed himself?”

      “Attempted. Washed down a bottle of sleeping pills with whiskey. His note said he couldn’t bear the guilt of killing Evangeline … among other things.”

      I wondered if the ‘other things’ had anything to do with embezzling from Barrows Investments. “So he told you he killed her?”

      “Well, not in person. He’s in a coma. Doctors don’t know if he'll make it. But it’s a shut case now, so you don’t need to go around investigating it anymore, right?”

      “Sure. I wasn’t really doing much anyway,” I lied.

      My head was still spinning with everything I’d learned from Suzanne and now this. Maybe Suzanne had been wrong about Nathan not knowing anything about the embezzling. He might have been able to make it look like David was the one, covering his tracks to blame him later on.

      “Good.” Tony hesitated, then lowered his voice. “So, anyway I have that information on your mother and I was wondering if you wanted to meet tonight at Vincenzo’s. We could grab a pizza…”

      “Oh, okay.” Was he asking me on a date?

      “It’s not much, but I figured you’d want to know anything that concerns your mother’s case. I know I would.”

      “I do. Thanks.” I remembered how Artemis’s search on Tony had come up blocked. Should I ask about his mother?

      “I gotta go. Is seven o’clock okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay, see you then.”

      He hung up before I had the chance to ask him about his mother’s death. Probably not something to be discussed over the phone, anyway. I knew how emotional I was about my own mom. Maybe I could broach the subject at dinner.

      “Did you just make a date with that hot detective?” Agatha’s voice blared out from the side of my PTV.

      “What? How did you know I was talking to him? And no, it is not a date.” I opened the door and slipped inside before anyone could hear us. “Do you really need to broadcast things like that?”

      “Sorry. My sensors told me you were outside the car, so I diverted the audio to the outside speakers.”

      “Well, please keep it inside from now on.”

      “Yeah, have some class. Callie’s phone conversations are private and personal.” Artemis’s voice filled the car.

      “Right,” I agreed.

      “And I don’t think you should meet him alone. You barely know him,” Artemis continued. “Anyway, this business with Nathan is interesting.”

      “Wait, you overheard the phone conversation?” Could they tap into my calls? I wasn’t sure I liked that.

      “Of course,” Agatha said. “I’m linked to your phone with bluetooth and Artemis is linked into my system … against my wishes, I might add.”

      “Okay…”

      Artemis must have sensed the hesitation in my voice because he added, “It’s for your safety and we would never divulge your personal conversations to anyone.”

      Right. What did I care if they overheard me? They were just computers.

      “I searched the shopping databases for Nathan Barrows’s purchases,” Artemis said, cleverly changing the subject.

      “I can do that, too,” Agatha informed me.

      I ignored her. “What did you find?”

      “Nothing. He didn’t purchase anything that could remotely set off a spark on the boat.”

      “Hrrrumph. Did you search for purchases from Jenny Sparks?” Agatha asked.

      “Of course.”

      “What about David Barrows? Did he purchase anything?” I asked.

      “David?” Agatha and Artemis said it at the same time.

      I filled them in on what I’d learned from Suzanne, thankful that at least they couldn’t monitor my person-to-person conversations.

      “So you think David might be involved?” Artemis asked.

      I pressed my lips together. He had lied about the neighbors at the cabin, but why would he be involved in killing Evangeline? He wouldn’t have a motive, at least not that I could see. “I’m not sure, but something is fishy about him.”

      “I’ll get on that right away,” Artemis said. “I’ll have the data by the time you get home.”

      “Let me know if you need help!” Agatha chimed in as I started the vehicle and pulled away from the curb.

      Both Agatha and Artemis were blissfully silent on the way home, giving me much-needed time to think. I wondered if Nathan would come out of the coma. If he’d felt guilty enough to attempt suicide, maybe he would confess everything when he woke up, including what role, if any, David had in the whole thing. I knew Jenny was involved, but would he name her or try to protect her?

      But the big question was … was my obligation to Evangeline completed now that the police knew Nathan really did kill her? I couldn’t help but feel it wasn’t. There was more going on and Nathan did not act alone—I still owed it to Evangeline to make sure the whole truth came out.
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      By the time I got home, my thoughts had turned to the evidence that Tony Royce had on my mother’s case. He’d given me no clue as to what it could be. I had collected very little on her case. Would this be helpful?

      Did I even want to delve into it any further?

      The emotional scarring of her death and my father’s betrayal was finally starting to heal. Would investigating open the wound again? Maybe it was better to let sleeping dogs lie—no matter what I discovered, it would not bring my mother back.

      Artemis opened the door for me, beaming with pride. “I’ve discovered something you will find very useful.”

      “Great. Wait. How did you know to open the door for me?” Did he have a tracking device on me or something? How would he know the exact second I was at the door?

      He looked at me like I was an imbecile. “Math. I get the data from Agatha’s system, so I know the exact location of your PTV. Then I know it takes you precisely four minutes to get out of the car and walk to the condo. It’s easy.”

      “Oh.” I was relieved it wasn’t the tracking device. “So did you find something in David’s purchases?”

      Artemis dragged me into the living room and pushed me down on the couch. “No. He didn’t buy anything except some foot powder, a blender, men’s hair coloring, two toy slot cars, a remote control plane, cat food and fifteen packs of gum.”

      “You thought I'd find that useful?”

      "No. It’s what I found after that is useful.”

      “What?”

      “Watch.” Artemis looked rather pleased with himself as he plugged his index finger into the entertainment center. A grainy, sepia-toned image popped up on the projection wall. It was from the air, taken from something in flight. I squinted my eyes to see better. A house came into view, and then a package landed on the porch.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a delivery drone,” Artemis said. “When it turned out David’s purchases were a bust, I got to thinking about the drone delivery system. I mean how do they know where to drop the packages? Drones have a GPS system much like Agatha.”

      I raised my brows. If the GPS systems were ‘like’ Agatha, that explained why the drones were always acting so persnickety. “Okay, so why is this package important.”

      “It’s not.”

      I sighed, tapping my fingers on my leg. What was he getting at? Time was wasting and he was fiddling around with a drone video.

      Artemis must have noticed my impatience. “So, anyway. I figured out that the drones have cameras. They use image recognition software to pick out places for delivery drops. So they can identify where the porch or deck or driveway is.”

      Artemis glanced over at me and I nodded. That explained why it felt like the delivery drones were looking at us. Creepy. I didn’t voice my opinion about the quality of the image recognition software—it couldn’t be that good if the drones were always flinging their packages straight at us. Then again, maybe the software had been programmed by some maniacal software engineer who thought that would be funny.

      I motioned for him to continue. Surely, there must be more to his presentation?

      “Okay, here’s the kicker. The drones keep a video of everything they see on their route. All the cars, people and so on.”

      I got it now. Artemis was brilliant! “So you figured we could look at the drone videos and see exactly what happened to Evangeline that night!”

      Artemis frowned and shook his head. “That would have been perfect. Unfortunately, the drones don’t deliver after dark.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders sagged. Then why was he putting on this big show … and how did he get these videos, anyway? “So anyone can look at these videos?”

      Artemis’s face pinched. “Not exactly. I kind of had to hack into the delivery system database.”

      “Hack in? How can you do that? Is that legal?”

      “It’s not hard for me to figure out the passwords to any database. Sometimes it takes time. The delivery drones were easy.”

      I noticed he didn’t answer my question about legalities. Maybe it was better that I didn’t now. “I still don’t get how this helps me with the Barrows case.”

      “Ah!” Artemis snapped his fingers. “I knew we couldn’t get any videos at night. But the drones start up at four in the morning. So, I searched the database for the drone service areas and isolated the drones that deliver between Nathan Barrows’s house and his cabin. I have analyzed every microsecond of video from those drones.”

      “And?”

      With a flourish, Artemis pointed to the screen. The video showed a road, taken from about ten feet above. A car came into view. Suddenly, the drone swooped down, causing my stomach to lurch along with it. I got a clear view into the car … the driver was Nathan Barrows.

      “This video was taken at five a.m. on Tuesday—the morning of Evangeline Barrows’s death.” He twisted his finger and the video rewound then zoomed out. “This is route 89. The car is heading south—see the Moose River bridge there?” He pointed to the screen.

      “Wait a minute. If he was on that section of 89 at five, there’s no way he could have been at his house when Evangeline was killed. That’s four hours away.”

      “That’s right.” Artemis beamed.

      “But he didn’t necessarily have to be there, because we already determined that somehow the boat was blown up remotely.”

      “Blown up?” Artemis cocked a brow at me. “That’s what the police thought, but remember how you thought it was suspicious that no one heard an explosion.”

      “That’s right. So someone could have set the fire and then run off.”

      “Right. And it couldn’t have been Nathan unless the cops are wrong about the time.”

      He was right, but I wasn’t going to get too excited yet. Jenny could have started the fire, or someone else if there was a third person. By the way things were turning out, I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone involved had been in on it.

      “And that’s not all.” Artemis scrunched up his face and the video fast-forwarded at breakneck speed. Suddenly, he slowed it down. The same car appeared and Nathan was driving. Artemis zoomed out and the video was taken at about the same spot—probably the drone’s regular route—but this time, the car was heading north. “This video was taken at seven p.m. the night before.”

      I squinted at the video. “But George Grindley said he saw Nathan drunk and going to the boat at midnight. And in this, he’s heading north. He would have had to turn around right then and rush back home in order to get drunk and stumble out to the boat. This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Right. Why would he go all the way up, turn around, race back, get drunk, go to the boat with Evangeline, set it on fire, then race back up to the cabin, only to turn around and go home?”

      My eyes narrowed. My brain felt like it was stuck in mud, slowly trying to piece things together. It all came to the same astonishing conclusion. “He couldn’t have. Nathan Barrows was nowhere near Evangeline the night she died.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      If Nathan wasn’t near the house that night, then who was the man with Evangeline and Jenny? Could it have been David Barrows? He’d lied about the neighbors near the cabin, but why? Suzanne had said he was the one stealing money from the company and not Nathan. But then where did Jenny fit in? And was Nathan innocent or in on it with them?

      “I know what you are thinking,” Artemis said.

      My brows arched. “You do?” I was half afraid he could actually read my mind.

      Artemis laughed. “Don’t be afraid. I can’t read your mind, but I’m good at logic. And I bet you’re wondering if David, Nathan and Jenny were working together.”

      “Yes, but the question is were they after the same thing or are there two different things going on here. Evangeline had suspected an affair between Jenny and Nathan, so why would Jenny have been with David and Evangeline the night of the fire? And why would David want to get involved in killing Evangeline.”

      “Did Jenny even know David?”

      “She easily could have. He was Nathan’s brother and was probably at the house a lot. Although David did say that he didn’t know her well.”

      “But we can’t trust anything he says now, can we?” Artemis’s brow wrinkled.

      “No. And Nathan’s attempted suicide throws me off. I’ve seen a lot of cases where men try to kill their wives so they can be with their mistresses but I’ve never heard of one where the husband suddenly has a bout of regret severe enough to attempt suicide.”

      “Maybe his suicide was about more than just killing Evangeline. Didn’t Royce say his note said something about ‘other things’?”

      “He did. Maybe those other things had to do with the finances. Evangeline heard him on the phone talking about finances and something to do with the company. If he was in a bad way financially, that would explain why he would be stealing money from Barrows Investment.” I pressed my lips together and scrunched up my face. “But Suzanne had said Nathan wasn’t the one stealing from the company.”

      Artemis shrugged. “This whole case is full of clever maneuverings. Maybe Nathan is smarter than we think and he manipulated it to look like David was the one stealing the money. After all, Evangeline did overhear his conversation, so it’s a pretty good bet Nathan was up to something and if it’s all going to come out like Suzanne told you, he might want to do away with himself rather than face prison.”

      “Good point. He could be very crafty. He sure did seem like a good actor. If he was having financial troubles that badly it would probably show up in his personal finances, wouldn’t it?”

      Artemis’s lips cracked into a crafty smile. “Yep. And I can find out exactly what his personal finances are.”

      I pulled out my tablet, brought up my brainstorming application and entered the new information I’d learned since the last time I used it. I now knew that Jenny, Evangeline and an unknown man—possibly David—walked to the boat that night and that Nathan had been at the cabin when the boat caught on fire. I also knew that Jenny had taken off from Boston and possibly turned right around and come back to town. But no matter how I entered the information and moved it around, I still didn’t come up with any answers.

      “There is one big question here that sticks out to me. And that is Jenny’s role in this whole thing. Nathan claimed that Jenny and Evangeline were friends, but Evangeline had said that Nathan and Jenny were having an affair. That doesn’t sit right with me. It’s too weird. But why would either one of them lie?”

      “Why? Plenty of women screw around with their friends’ husbands,” Artemis said matter-of-factly.

      “True. But the scorned wife doesn’t usually keep hanging around with them and paying for their anti-aging treatments.”

      “Right. But maybe she had stopped hanging around with her by then. Didn’t you say that woman in her apartment building saw them fighting in the hallway.”

      “She did, but the fight was recent. And besides, Jenny hadn’t even been working for the Barrows that long. Would a year and a half be enough time for them to become such good of friends and also for Evangeline to start suspecting the affair?”

      “Maybe they were friends before Jenny worked there?” Artemis suggested. “I know we discovered that Jenny’s past is shady, but what about Evangeline? We didn’t look into her.”

      “Right, because Evangeline is the victim. But I see what you are saying. Maybe she did know her from somewhere else. Maybe she hired her because of that, and that’s why the betrayal would’ve hurt her so much.”

      “I can look into that along with the Barrows’s finances.”

      “That’ll be great. I think Jenny has more to do with this than I first imagined.” I pointed to the screen of my tablet, tapping on each of the information cards on Jenny in turn. “She was friends with Evangeline and seen fighting with her. She was on the boat the night Evangeline died. The next day, she hightailed it out of town, and David claimed he’d seen her at Nathan’s house later on.”

      “And just where has Jenny been all this time? If she was back in town, wouldn’t she have gone to the wake?”

      I shrugged. “You'd think she would have. If she’s the killer, maybe she couldn't bring herself to go. But if she is back in town, that begs the question where has she been and what has she been doing?”
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      I figured that if Jenny was in town, she’d be at her apartment and I knew just who to call to find out if she’d been there. Gerta Beavers. Artemis dialed the number for me.

      “Hello?”

      “Gerta, this is Callie Justice. Remember, we met the other day?”

      “Huh? Speak up. Did you say you were from the Department of Justice?”

      “No. Callie Justice. I was there asking about your neighbor Jenny Sparks,” I yelled.

      “Oh. Right. You don’t have to yell. Of course I remember you, I’m not senile. As a matter of fact, I was just rummaging in my credenza for your card.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. You said to call you if I found anything of interest and I was sorting through my stacks of mail when I realized some of Jenny’s mail had gotten into my pile. You know those darn mail delivery drones just drop the mail in a haphazard manner. Anyway, I thought there might be something in here that would interest you … there are some bills, junk mail and letters.”

      That piqued my interest. I was surprised and delighted that Jenny still got paper bills. Most people didn’t. I’d learned that you could find out a lot about a person by checking out their bills. “So Jenny hasn’t been home, then? What are you doing right now? I’d love to come over and take a look.”

      “She hasn’t been home and I’m not doing a thing. I’ll put on a pot of tea.”

      I hung up and jumped into Agatha. She must’ve been in a good mood because she didn’t argue. She knew right where I was going and drove me straight there. As I exited the car, she said, “Be careful, petal.”

      I opened the outer glass door and my body tensed imagining an epic battle with the security system, but it must have been my lucky day because Gerta was there waiting at the door and she opened it to let me in.

      “Thanks. And thanks for planning on calling me. I really appreciate that,” I said.

      Gerta waved her hand in the air as she walked toward the elevator. “Don’t think a thing of it. I’ve got nothing better to do.”

      The mail was neatly arranged in a stack in the middle of her dining room table. I sat down and accepted her offer of tea in a delicate, pink chintz cup.

      Gerta watched me intently as I sorted through the pile. Jenny had a subscription to Cosmopolitan and International Health magazine. I set the magazines aside. No clues there.

      There was an electric bill, a rent due notice, and a bill from a credit card company. I set those aside in a pile. I was interested to see what her credit card purchases might be, but opening someone else’s mail was a federal offense.

      The other mail consisted of small, card-sized flyers from local restaurants advertising their specials and an appointment reminder card from Dr. Richfeld. I was amused to see that the doctor still used old-fashioned cards with handwriting on them to boot. He even still used whiteout, which I saw up in the corner where they had made a mistake on her patient profile number.

      “So is there anything interesting in there?” Gerta eyed me over the rim of her teacup.

      I picked up the bills, tapping the edges against the table. “I’d like to see what’s in here, but it’s against the law to open this mail.”

      Gerta's brows snapped together. “You don’t say? Why, those mail delivery drones mangle the mail all the time. I see open letters all over the lobby floor.”

      She slid her eyes over to the bills, then snatched her hand out and grabbed them. Using a fingernail, she expertly slit them open, turned them upside down so the bills inside slid out and dropped them on the table. “There. I’m pretty sure these were open and in this condition when I found them. It’s not against the law to glance at the mail while you’re putting it back in the envelope, is it?”

      I laughed. “I guess not.” I glanced through the bills looking for any kind of a purchase that might have been used in Evangeline’s death. Something that could set off a remote spark, or anything that could be used as an accelerant. Unfortunately, I came up empty.

      “There’s nothing good there, is there?” Gerta sounded just as disappointed as I felt.

      “Not really. It’s all just regular purchases. Are you sure she hasn’t been home?”

      “Sure as shootin’. I've been keeping an extra-special eye out for her.” Gerta took a sip of her tea and then leaned forward. “So how is the investigation going? I heard on the scanner that an ambulance was dispatched to the Barrows house.”

      “Nathan tried to commit suicide.”

      “Oh, Lordy. Well then that means he’s not the killer?”

      My brows mashed together. “Why do you say that?”

      “Why would he go to all that trouble of this complicated murder, burning up his boat and all and then kill himself. Doesn’t make any sense.”

      I shrugged. “There’s a lot about this case that doesn’t make sense.” I slipped another card out of my tote bag. “I’d really appreciate it if you’d give me a call if you see any sign of Jenny. It would be a huge help to the case.”

      She reached her gnarled hand out and slid the card over in front of her. “You betcha. If I see even so much as an ant going toward her place, you’ll be the first one I’ll call.”
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      I went home frustrated and confused. The case had me running in circles and there were no answers in sight. I wondered if I should head over to the hospital and see if Nathan had recovered. The police probably had a guard at his door, though, and wouldn’t let me talk to him. Even if I could talk to him, would he give me straight answers?

      And where was Jenny? She was deep into this, I knew it. I bet I wouldn’t get straight answers from her, either. But sometimes even when suspects aren’t being straight with you, you can read between the lines and figure out little pieces of the truth.

      I arrived at my apartment to find Artemis sitting on the couch, frowning down at my tablet.

      “What’s going on?”

      Artemis looked up at me. “I was just trying to see if I could come up with any clues given the juxtaposition of the new information against what you already had.”

      “New information?”

      Artemis straightened, looking quite pleased with himself. “Yes. I was able to complete the searches you requested. And I found something very interesting about Evangeline.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “She also does not have a past.”

      “What do you mean, she doesn’t have a past? You mean, like Jenny?”

      “Exactly. She must have been using a fake identity.”

      “A fake identity? But she was married to Nathan. How long have they been married?”

      “Five years. It’s likely he did not do a background check on her. Most people don’t.”

      I flopped down on the chair. This was an interesting development. No wonder I’d felt she hadn’t been straight with me that day in my office. She wasn’t even who she said she was. But, she was the one that had been murdered, so what did that prove?

      “Maybe Evangeline and Jenny did know each other before. Maybe they were scammers together.” I shot up from my chair and started pacing, the ideas flowing. “What if Evangeline got her new identity and went straight, or at least pretended to. Somehow she gets her hooks into Nathan … he is rich, after all. Then Jenny finds out and blackmails her. Makes Evangeline pay up or she’ll tell Nathan about her sordid past. Maybe that’s why Evangeline was paying for expensive facials and treatments and who knows what else.”

      “So, then how does Evangeline end up dead? You’d think Jenny would want to keep her alive if she was a cash cow. And why would she be working as their domestic helper?”

      “Good questions,” I said. “And why would Evangeline tell me about the supposed affair and not mention the blackmail? Maybe Evangeline was trying to pull a fast one, too. That would explain why my internal lie detector went off when she was in my office.”

      Artemis nodded slowly. “Right. All four of them were up to no good, and then something went drastically wrong and Evangeline ended up dead.”

      “For all I know, they were all trying to get rid of each other.”

      “But why would they do that?”

      “Money. We already know that at least one of the Barrows brothers was siphoning money from the investment company. What were Nathan’s and Evangeline’s finances like? Did you get a chance to check them?”

      “Their finances were apparently in very good shape. They had a lot of money in their payment accounts and quite a bit of retirement investments.”

      “And they hadn’t moved any money around or made any big withdrawals recently?”

      Artemis shook his head. “No. The only thing that came up was that Nathan had emptied out a safety deposit box at seven a.m. on Tuesday.”

      “Seven in the morning? How could he have done that? The bank isn’t even open then.”

      “They have one of the newfangled safety deposit boxes with thumb print access. There is a special access door at the back of the bank and you can get into your safety deposit box twenty-four hours a day in complete privacy with no humans even having to be there.”

      “They have that? I didn’t know.” I felt like my grandmother, not keeping up with modern technology, but apparently computers were replacing humans in all jobs now, even at the bank. “So, you know it was definitely Nathan from his thumbprint, then?”

      “Either Nathan or Evangeline. They were the only two who would’ve been able to get access … but by seven a.m. on Tuesday, Evangeline was already dead.”

      “So Nathan killed his wife and then ran off to the bank to empty out the safety deposit box? What was in it?”

      “That, I cannot tell you. But I can tell you it did weigh almost exactly the amount of one hundred thousand dollars if the denominations were in hundred dollar bills.”

      Artemis must have noticed my quizzical look, because he added, “I had a lot of time on my hands while you were gone and I, too, wondered what was in the box. The bank does not have any cameras in the rooms so as to provide complete privacy. But one thing they do record is the weight of each box when it is put in and removed. People only keep things that are valuable in the safety deposit box, so I just sent my programs off to determine what type of valuable would match the weight difference.”

      “Wow. So, it seems like Nathan was trying to make a break for it. He bought those tickets to get out of town the week after Evangeline’s death. He set it up to look like an accident and probably figured the police would have been fooled and the investigation would be over by then. Then he cleaned out the safety deposit box for spending money. He already had the money in an offshore account that he’d siphoned out of Barrows Investments. But, then why did he try to kill himself?”

      “And why would he have to run off if the case was already closed?”

      “Wait a minute. When did you say he cleaned out the safety deposit box?”

      Artemis didn’t have a chance to answer me because just then my phone went off. I rummaged in my tote bag. It was Gerta Barrows.

      “Callie Justice,” I answered.

      “I’m so glad I caught you.” Gerta’s voice was laced with excitement. “You asked me to call if I saw or heard anything from Jenny.”

      My heartbeat kicked up a notch. “She came back?”

      “Well, I haven’t actually seen her. But she must be fixin’ to come back because the delivery drone just dropped off a package for her. She must’ve ordered something and timed the delivery so it would be here when she got back.”

      “So she could be back at any minute.” I grabbed my tote bag and shot up from the chair. “Thanks a lot, Gerta. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem. I’ll keep a watch out in the hallway and give you a call if I see anything. I don’t know what she’s up to, but I think you should come quick because she may not be home for long.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “It looks like she’s going to a costume party.”

      That stopped me in my tracks. My brows snapped together. “Costume party? Why do you say that?”

      “Why? Because the delivery is from costumes online dot com.”

      “Oh. Right.” I snapped the phone shut and stared at it, my brows still drawn tight. Something stirred in the back of my brain … why would Jenny order a costume?

      Why would Nathan try to kill himself—and with whiskey, of all things … he’d said he hated whiskey.

      And how could he possibly have started the boat fire and emptied the safety deposit box when he was in his car several hours away.

      And then it all clicked into place.

      I grabbed my tote and ran for the door, shouting instructions to Artemis over my shoulder. “See if you can get into Dr. Richfeld’s patient database and poke around. Check the patient numbers.”

      “What? Why? What am I looking for and where are you going?”

      I ignored the concerned tone in his voice as I ripped the door open. “I'm sure your computer brain can figure it out. I'm going to the hospital. If my theory is correct, Nathan Barrows is in extreme danger!”
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      My mind whirled with the possibilities all the way to the hospital. If I was wrong, then so be it. But if I was right … I just hoped that I wasn’t too late.

      I’d had to pull the plug on Agatha. Her incessant questions were wreaking havoc with my thought process. I needed to concentrate.

      I squealed into the first parking spot and ran into the building. Shoot. What room was Nathan in?

      I barked the question at the startled desk clerk, practically running in place while she looked up the room number. Three-seventeen.

      I snagged an empty elevator, then stood inside stabbing my finger into the button for the third floor as if jabbing it would make the elevator go faster. It might have, though, because it was only a few seconds until the doors whooshed open, spilling me out on the third floor. The smell of rubbing alcohol and bleach made my nose tingle as I ran toward room three-seventeen.

      Surprisingly, there was no police guard. The room was dark, all the lights turned off, and the curtain pulled around the single bed beside the wall.

      Was I too late?

      But the beep, beep, beeping of the machines sent relief flooding through me. Nathan was still alive.

      I quietly peeked around the curtain. A nurse was bending over the bed, her back to me. She was fixing his IV line … or so it appeared. But if my fears were correct, the brunette nurse with the newfangled haircut wasn’t fixing the IV line, especially not with a syringe in her hand!

      I lunged for her hand.

      She spun around, the syringe up in the air, stabbing downward toward my neck.

      I lurched to the right, narrowly avoiding the deadly needle. She leaped toward me and I ducked down just in time, plowing my head into her stomach and sending us both toppling to the ground.

      We grappled on the floor. Adrenaline shot through me as I felt the prick of the needle in my arm. I swatted it away wondering, if I’d been too late. Had whatever toxic serum was in there gotten into me?

      “You won’t get away with this!” My tongue already felt thick, but I wasn’t about to give up and let her finish me off. With the last of my strength I grabbed onto her hair and brought my knee up, crunching it into her face.

      When I pulled my hands away, the brunette wig came with it.

      The last thing I registered before I blacked out was the angry face of Evangeline Barrows.

      

      

      “God dammit, Justice, you are just as stubborn and meddlesome as your father.” I thought the voice sounded like Sgt. Hale but I couldn’t be sure. Was I dead? I sure hoped Sgt. Hale wasn’t lurking around in the afterlife.

      “She’s coming 'round now. She’ll be okay.” This was a female voice.

      I tried to open my eyes but someone had weighted them down with five-pound lead sinkers.

      “I should have her PI license pulled.” Hale again.

      “Oh, come on, she actually did us a favor. If she hadn’t come when she did, we would have been too late.” That voice sounded like Royce.

      What were they talking about and where the hell was I?

      Sensation started to return to my body. I was lying down on something soft and scratchy. Sheets? Hospital sheets. The incessant beeping of the machines confirmed that I was, indeed, in the hospital.

      I managed to formulate what I thought was a word, “Wha???”

      A warm hand covered mine. “Callie? You’re okay. You’re in the hospital.”

      I wrestled one eyelid open to see Tony Royce’s face hovering over me. His concerned expression made my heart give a little hitch. I struggled to open the other eye while trying to unstick my thick tongue from the roof of my mouth.

      Someone handed me a plastic cup full of ice chips. Hale? That seemed like an awfully nice gesture for him.

      I sucked on an ice chip while I drifted back to reality. My other eye popped open.

      “Nathan!” I shot up in the bed.

      Royce pushed me back down. “Nathan is fine. Evangeline is on her way to jail.”

      My eyes jerked to the spot on my arm where she’d jabbed me with the needle.

      “Luckily, she only got a few drops of etorphine into you. Not enough to be fatal. You’ll be fine.”

      I frowned as my mind ran over the events. I was grateful I'd arrived just in the nick of time, but I still had some unanswered questions.

      “What are you guys doing here?” I asked.

      “We should ask you the same thing. What’s the matter with you, running in here to confront a killer? You should have called us.”

      He had a point. “One of Jenny Sparks’s neighbors called to tell me a costume had been delivered to Jenny’s apartment, then it all clicked in place. But it was still just a theory. I didn’t know if you guys would believe me. So I came by myself. But I thought you guys would have a police guard at the door, seeing as Nathan was a confessed murderer.”

      “See. That’s where your meddling screws things up.” Hale leveled me with a stern look. “We pulled the guard off on purpose. So we could catch the killer red-handed.”

      “So you knew it was murder and that Nathan didn’t do it all along?” I asked.

      “Well, not all along. But we can read the clues as easily as you can. And we are the police, so it’s our job to interpret them,” Hale said.

      My brows pushed together. “How did you know about the costume?”

      “We put a tap on Evangeline’s and Jenny’s online shopping and delivery accounts. We saw the purchase come through from Evangeline’s account but the address was Jenny’s.” Hale shrugged. “It was a nurse costume and since we knew someone had already tried to kill Nathan, we just put two and two together along with the other clues and came to the same conclusion you did.”

      “Okay. So then where were you all the time I was fighting with her?” I looked back down at my arm, which was now turning purple. “You guys could have saved me from getting injected.”

      “Sorry about that.” Royce grimaced. “Our timing was a little off, but it all worked out in the end, right?”

      “Right,” I said. “So, Nathan wasn’t involved in this at all? He wasn’t having an affair with Jenny and he wasn’t stealing money from his company?”

      “Nope. He’s an innocent victim. We have solid proof he wasn’t anywhere near the house when the boat burned.”

      I cocked a brow, not wanting to mention that I did, too. I was pretty sure hacking into the drones was illegal. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Drone surveillance. Interesting thing, when we subpoenaed the videos, they thought we’d already seen them. Apparently, someone got into their system and viewed them.” Hale’s eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      I ignored his question and asked, “Was his brother David involved?”

      Royce nodded. “Our forensic computer scientist found some discrepancies at Barrows Investments when we were investigating as part of our standard procedure. Then, at the wake, when you mentioned that David had told you the neighbors claimed Nathan wasn’t at the cabin, we started to get suspicious. There was only one reason David would lie to try to make Nathan look guilty.”

      “So, it was David all along? Where did Evangeline and Jenny come in?” I shivered, thinking about Jenny’s burned body buried in Evangeline’s grave. Had she been an innocent victim?

      Royce and Hale exchanged a look. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, letting myself ease into the standing up process.

      “That’s the part that had us confused. Since we thought Evangeline was dead, the clues we had pointed to the whole thing being planned by David and Jenny, but we just couldn’t figure out why the two of them would kill Evangeline,” Hale admitted.

      “Not until that anonymous call today,” Royce added.

      “Anonymous call?” I stopped halfway off the bed and shot them a quizzical look. “You guys got a call?”

      “Yeah, some English dame and some guy. At first, I thought it was a prank. They were arguing like a bad Laurel and Hardy act.” Hale shrugged. “We get a lot of prank calls. Anyway, they were yammering on about Evangeline and some dentist and how Nathan could be in trouble.”

      “We almost hung up on them, but then they patched in Dr. Richfeld and he verified it.”

      “Verified what?” I thought I knew where they were going because I’d figured that clue out myself. That’s why I’d had Artemis check up on the dentist. But I wanted to find out if I’d been right.

      “The body on Nathan Barrows’s boat had been so badly burned that the only thing left were the bones and titanium cheek implants. We couldn’t identify the victim by the teeth because they’d had no dental work done. But titanium implants have serial numbers. Dr. Richfeld was the surgeon and he was able to identify who the patient was by the serial number,” Hale said.

      “Both Evangeline and Jenny had cheek implants done by Dr. Richfield," said Royce. "Evangeline must’ve been planning this for quite some time as she paid for Jenny’s surgery. Anyway, Richfeld keeps paper records which are transposed onto the computer weekly. Somehow, Evangeline had gone in and changed the patient numbers when no one was looking in the office. She switched her number with Jenny’s knowing it would get transcribed into the computer eventually. She planned all along to kill Jenny and make it look like the victim had been her.”

      “That way she’d never have to worry about being accused of murder or anything else she was into,” I mused.

      “Those two who called seemed awfully concerned that we get to the hospital right away. They were insistent and very dramatic about it, like they might have known someone would be in trouble here. Luckily we were on the way anyway.” Hale’s eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t happen to know these people, would you? The guy had a deep voice and the woman was chirpy with an English accent.”

      I pretended like I was focused on standing up so I could avoid eye contact with Hale. “People? No I don’t know any people that fit that description.”

      Hale made a noise like maybe he didn’t believe me while he grabbed my elbow to help steady me. “I have to say, you did a good job figuring out these clues. Your father would be proud.”

      My gaze snapped in his direction. His voice had a soft tone to it, almost like a friendly uncle. Did he think I would be flattered that my father would be proud or was he getting in another jab, knowing what a jerk my father was?

      I was about to say something sarcastic, but when I saw the compassion and concern in Hale’s eyes, I bit off my reply. Or maybe I just thought I saw concern because the next second, his expression shuttered into the mean, disapproving one that I was used to.

      I pulled my elbow away, swaying only slightly, but managing to stand on my own.

      “But, on future cases, you need to stay out of our way. I could have you put in jail for obstruction of justice. Maybe even get you a cell next to your dad. We don’t need your help solving cases. In fact, you almost blew this one for us.” Hale shot a pointed look at Royce and jerked his head toward the door.

      I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at his retreating back. He was just jealous that I’d solved the case. Sure, the police had found the same clues, but I was the one who had figured out that Evangeline had done the switch.

      I still had some unanswered questions, like why Evangeline would have tried to hire me in the first place, but I didn’t yell after them to come back. I was feeling fine and my first order of business was to get a doctor in here, so I could check out. The answers could come later, after the police had questioned Evangeline. Maybe I’d find out more during my meeting with Tony Royce.

      I pressed the call button for the nurse and sat on the edge of the bed, tapping my feet on the industrial tiled floor as I waited.

      I was brimming with energy now. My brush with death and the solving of the case gave me renewed vigor. I’d figured out who the killer was and saved an innocent man.

      This case was now closed, and I was anxious to get to work on the next one. Hale’s warning to butt out of police business on future cases echoed in my head.

      Would I heed it?

      Heck no.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      I met with Tony Royce three days later at Flo’s Diner, a greasy spoon just off the highway. Our meeting at the pizza place had been cancelled since Tony was busy processing Evangeline. It was just as well. I didn’t get released from the hospital until after seven that night anyway.

      Flo’s was a throwback from the early 2000s known for their quick service. It was a bit out of the way, and that’s why I figured Tony picked it. He probably didn’t want Hale to see us meeting.

      I’d almost canceled. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to see this supposed evidence he had from my mother’s case. What good could it do? But the promise of Tony’s boyish grin and the answers to more questions about the Barrows case won out. It still stung that I didn’t get any recognition from the cops for catching the bad guy, but I was used to that.

      We sat in a booth in the back corner, the kind with red Naugahyde seats that squeaked as you moved and an aluminum-edged table with a white and gold flecked Formica top.

      The place was crowded. The murmur of diners and clanking of flatware on thick restaurant grade china provided a muffled backdrop for our conversation. It was breakfast time and the smell of crisp bacon made me second-guess my decision to skip the food.

      We ordered coffees and passed the time with the usual idle chit-chat, waiting for our drinks to be delivered before we got down to the real reason for the meeting.

      “You look good,” Tony said, then backtracked when he saw my pinch-browed expression. “I mean, it’s nice to see you outside of crime scenes, funeral parlors and hospitals.”

      “Thanks, I think.” I laughed, eliciting a frown from Artemis who was sitting on a chrome swivel stool at the counter. He’d insisted on positioning himself here ahead of time so he could keep an eye on me ‘just in case’ Tony tried ‘something’. He said his computer programs picked up a ‘vibe’, but he was acting a lot like he was jealous. I humored him, figuring it was better to have input on his plan rather than have him randomly show up and stare in the window at us.

      My gaze drifted out the window where my PTV gleamed in the sun. As I watched, it looked like the right headlight blinked on for a split second, giving the impression the vehicle was winking at me. Must have been an optical illusion. Probably just the reflection of the sun off the glass door of the diner as it swung open to let another customer in.

      I turned my attention back to Tony, my heart giving a teeny jump at seeing him across the table from me. I didn’t go out a lot and it was kind of nice to have coffee with someone. It was almost like a date. I wondered if Tony felt the same way.

      As I gazed into his gray eyes, I realized I should probably turn the conversation toward the business at hand before Artemis did something crazy. I wasn’t in the market for a boyfriend and I still had unanswered questions about the Barrows case.

      I noticed the pink-aproned waitress heading our way with two mugs and my taste buds started dancing in anticipation of the creamy latte I had ordered. She slid a mug in front of me. It was filled with watery brown liquid.

      “I’m sorry. I ordered a caramel latte.” I tilted the mug in her direction. “This looks like something else.”

      A pained expression crossed her face. “I’m sorry, ma’am. We don’t have the fancy latte machines here. All we have is that thing over there and it doesn’t always do as it's told.”

      She jerked her head in the direction of the corner and I slid my eyes over to see a shiny, chrome Mr. Caffeine. I could have sworn it winked at me.

      My spirits sank. “Oh. I know how they can be. I’ll just drink this.”

      I took a sip of the weak, tepid brew. It tasted like dirty dishwater. I glared at the Mr. Caffeine while I went over my questions about the case in my head.

      “Have you guys been able to get any more information out of Evangeline Barrows?” I asked.

      “She’s tried to cut a deal with us, full disclosure on everything David did at Barrows Investments in exchange for a lenient sentence on the murder. Naturally, she’s making it sound as if David was the mastermind and she had no choice but to go along with him, but my feeling is she was just as bad as him. She’s the vindictive type—seems pissed off that David overdid the clue dropping and that’s what got them caught.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “The lies about the Harrisons and telling you that Jenny was at Nathan’s after the fire. She said those were not necessary.”

      “Sounds like David is in a boatload of trouble. I guess you can’t trust anyone these days, not even your murder accomplice.”

      Tony laughed. “That’s for sure and now that Nathan is recovering, he’s made sure she won’t get any money for lawyers.”

      I was happy Nathan was going to make a full recovery physically, but mentally, he’d probably be in bad shape for a while. I couldn't imagine having your wife and brother conspiring to frame you for embezzlement and murder and then trying to kill you was something you recovered from too easily.

      “That was quite an elaborate scheme she worked up. She must have been planning that for a while. I wonder if she ever really loved Nathan.” I said.

      “I don't think so. Sadly, she hooked up with him because he was rich. Then she discovered David was embezzling money and she hooked up with him. The two of them hatched this plan to blame it all on Nathan.”

      “It was a pretty involved plan.”

      “It was. She put a lot of time into the details, including the one about hiring you.”

      “I wondered about that. Why did she hire me?”

      “She knew of your reputation. Their plan was to set things up so that you thought you were following Nathan. Except it would really be David disguised as Nathan. Then they would orchestrate it so you witnessed him doing incriminating things. She was initially going to have you do surveillance that night out by the boat. You would see her, Nathan and Jenny  walking to the boat. Then, later on, after you had gone home, they would set the boat on fire. Your testimony that you’d been tailing Nathan and what you had seen would have gone a long way toward nailing him.”

      I pressed my lips together. “She must have been pissed when I didn’t want to take the case. That explains why she shoved the money through my door and insisted I look into it.”

      “She hoped that you’d change your mind. When you didn’t call her back that night, she decided to go ahead with it anyway. She’d already planted the seed that Nathan was trying to kill her in your office and she knew you’d tell that to the cops. It was almost as good as having you accept her offer.” Tony smiled and looked at me with something akin to admiration. “Turns out it was a mistake for her to try to force you to take the money. It made you continue with the investigation. If it wasn’t for your persistence, she might have gotten away with it.”

      Finally, some recognition. “So, she was always going to kill Jenny? How did she manage to get Jenny to have those cheek implants. That seems like it was the key to her plan.”

      “It turns out she and Jenny knew each other from before. They’d done a few scams together in the past. Evangeline had changed her name and come up here to make a new start … or run a new scam. She was still in contact with Jenny and roped her in by telling Jenny she needed her help to run a scam on Nathan. She promised to cut Jenny in. That’s how she got Jenny to pretend to be their domestic helper and to have the cosmetic surgery.”

      I frowned. “What kind of scam was that?”

      “She told Jenny it was the terms of the pre-nup that if Nathan cheated on her, she got a large amount of money. So, Jenny had to pose as their domestic helper to establish that Nathan knew her. Evangeline had the cheek implants done and told Jenny that it was at Nathan’s insistence. She claimed Nathan liked high cheekbones in his women. She made Jenny get them, too, and told her that she had forged the checks with Nathan’s name, making it appear as if Nathan was paying for the surgery. Something a rich man might do for the woman he was having an affair with. And it served a dual purpose—she’d be able to switch the patient numbers later and make it look like she was the one who had perished in the fire and it would be one other thing to show that Nathan was having an affair with Jenny.”

      “And the whole time, she had poor Nathan believing she was just doing all that because she was friends with Jenny. I feel sorry for him, but I’m also pretty mad she tried to use me to make her scam more believable and make an innocent man look guilty.” No wonder I thought she’d been lying to me in my office. She had! And my instincts to not take the case had been spot on. My lips curled in a smug smile—even though Evangeline had tried to use me to get away with murder, in the end I’d been the one who had exposed her.

      “That’s right. And David, too. He knew exactly who you were when you went over to Nathan’s with that neighbor of yours. In fact, they were almost counting on you going there.”

      I grimaced. “Oh, you knew I went there?”

      “Not until Evangeline told us. She said that David used the opportunity to try to gloss over Nathan’s statement that Jenny and Evangeline were friends. And later, at the wake, he told you the lie about the neighbors at the cabin.” Tony leveled me with a look. “By the way, Hale took a dim view of you going over there to visit Nathan, especially since it was under false pretenses.”

      I shrugged. “Just another day in the life of a private investigator. But it turns out David and Evangeline tried to get a little too tricky. That lie about the people at the cabin is one of the things that tripped them up.”

      “I guess David didn’t expect the Harrisons to talk to the police. Evangeline said they don’t usually like to cooperate with the cops and figured we would need some sort of subpoena to get them to talk.”

      I remembered how suspicious and tight-lipped Rhoda Harrison had been. I could see why David had made that assumption. “If they weren’t murderers, I’d almost admire their aptitude for planning.”

      “They thought of everything. Evangeline upped the amount on her life insurance policy, electronically signing in as Nathan so it would appear as if he'd done it. She also bought the tickets the morning after the boat fire in his name. She wanted to make it look like he was planning a quick getaway with Jenny.”

      “Right. She would be the only one with access and passwords to Nathan’s accounts but everyone thought she was dead, so we’d all assume it was Nathan.”

      Royce sipped his coffee. “And she even went to great lengths to make it seem like Jenny was still alive.”

      “That’s right! Jenny’s neighbor saw her in the hall with a suitcase the day after the fire.” I didn’t mention the part about how we’d seen Jenny, or who we thought was Jenny, on the super shuttle station video.

      “Yep. She’d had Jenny cut her hair in that unusual trendy fashion and then bought a wig to match so that she could impersonate her later on. We found the wig receipt in her hotel room, along with eighty grand in cash and some diamonds.”

      “Eighty grand in cash? From the safety deposit box?” I remembered Artemis’s estimation that the weight reduction was the same as a hundred grand. Apparently, he hadn’t figured in the weight of a few diamonds.

      “How do you now about the safety deposit box?”

      Artemis coughed over at the counter and I resisted looking in his direction.

      “Oh, I have my ways...”

      Tony looked at me out of the corner of his eye. I hoped he wasn’t trying to figure out if I’d crossed the line in some of my investigation techniques. But instead of a scowl like Hale would’ve had, Tony’s face cracked in a smile of appreciation. “It must be nice to be able to get things done without the complication of police department red-tape.”

      “It sure is. But I always try to stay within the limits of the law,” I said, just in case.

      “The safety deposit box was another mistake. Only Nathan and Evangeline had access to it. By the rules of the bank, anyone with thumbprint access can get in but there is no record of actually whose thumbprint was used. Evangeline figured everyone thought she was dead, so cleaning it out could do double duty for her—they would assume Nathan was the one taking everything out to make a getaway and Evangeline could pocket all the money.”

      “I still don’t get why she would go to the trouble of faking her own death. It seems like it would have been easier just to get rid of Nathan. Then she would inherit everything he had.”

      “She figured that was too risky. Especially with her background. If anyone became suspicious about Nathan’s death and started to investigate, it would look bad for her. And you know how it is, the spouse is always the one we look at first.”

      “Right just like how we looked at Nathan first for Evangeline’s death.” I took a sip from the mug. It still tasted like old dishwater. “Did they intend to kill Nathan all along?”

      Royce shook his head. “No. They had hoped that Nathan would be arrested for Evangeline’s death. Jenny had no friends or family, so they figured it would look like she disappeared. Evangeline’s plan was to just change her identity. She’d done it many times before. And after making it look like Nathan was the one embezzling from the company, she and David would take off to parts unknown. He’d already moved a small fortune from Barrows Investments into a satellite account, so Evangeline didn’t mind pretending she was dead and walking away from everything she had with Nathan.”

      “There’s one thing that I can't figure out,” I said. “Grindley said he saw two women and a man going out to the boat that night. I figured it was Evangeline, Jenny and David. But how did they get Jenny to stay on the boat and then blow it up?”

      “Jenny thought she was in on the scam with both David and Evangeline. Evangeline staged the fight with Nathan so he would take off for the cabin. That’s where he always retreated to when they fought. Then they drugged Jenny. Apparently, Jenny was starting to get restless and they had to speed up their plan before she ruined things.”

      I remembered Gerta saying she’d heard Jenny and Evangeline fighting. Jenny must have confronted Evangeline and they argued. “So that’s why they were lurching. Jenny couldn’t even walk.”

      Royce nodded. “When Grindley saw them stumbling down to the boat, it wasn’t because they were drunk. They were dragging Jenny along—she was practically passed out. They left her there either unconscious or unable to get off the boat. Then they doused the boat with gasoline. Our CSI’s did find gasoline at the crime scene, but it was a gas-powered boat, so nobody thought anything of it.”

      “And then they just lit the match and ran?”

      Royce shook his head. “Nope. They even had that planned out. David went back to the office where the security cameras could provide him with an alibi if needed. Evangeline went into the house, set a remote control plane on fire and flew it remotely to the boat, setting it down on the gasoline soaked deck where it quickly caught fire. There was actually only a small explosion when the fire hit the gas tank.” The listing of David’s purchases bubbled up into my memory. Along with all the gum, he’d bought a remote control plane.

      “I’m just glad their attempt to kill Nathan failed. He’s lucky.”

      “Lucky about that, in other ways not so much.”

      I nodded. That was the truth. The poor guy—his brother had ruined the family business, had an affair with his wife and they’d both tried to set him up for murder and then kill him.

      Royce looked at his watch. “I gotta get going, but I wanted to pass this along to you. It’s new evidence on your mother’s case.”

      I looked suspiciously at the folded piece of paper he’d slid across the table to me. “I didn’t realize you were still investigating it.”

      “I don’t think we are, but if something new comes in, we put it in the files. I just happened to see this.”

      I picked up the paper and unfolded it. It was a copy of a photograph. The subject was the interior of what looked like a mill building. Abandoned, probably for decades as many of them were. But that wasn’t the interesting part. Amidst the piles of bricks and lumber, I saw a familiar object. My mother’s locket.

      Why would her locket be in an abandoned warehouse? It had been her grandmother’s and she’d worn it as long as I’d known her and never took it off. Ever.

      “Where is this building?” I asked.

      Tony pulled an electronic money coin out of his pocked and shrugged. “I don’t know. The paperwork that came with it didn’t specify.”

      I squinted at the picture, trying to make out something … anything … that would reveal the location. But I couldn’t see out the windows, and the interior had no distinguishing marks. The strange thing was, my mother hadn’t died anywhere near any mill buildings. So how did her locket get there?

      “Does it help?” Royce flipped the coin onto the table and pushed himself up.

      “Maybe. It’s her locket. Where did this come from?”

      “That I cannot tell you. I only happened to be in the evidence room when it was admitted. I figured you might be interested.” He glanced around the restaurant as if to make sure no one could hear and then leaned across the table. “Don’t tell Hale. For some reason, he didn’t want you to have this and I don’t want to cause any problems.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      He nodded. “Okay. Well, I guess I’ll see you later, then.”

      I smiled. “Hopefully not at a crime scene.”

      He laughed, gave a half wave and strode out the door.

      As I watched Tony leave, something fluttered in my chest. Interest? Or something else? Artemis was watching him, too, a pinched look on his face. Once Tony was in his car and pulling out of the parking lot, Artemis slid into the booth across from me.

      “What did he give you?” he asked.

      I pushed the photo over to him. “That’s my mom’s locket.”

      “The crime scene?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not sure where this is. There were no mills near where she died. She drowned in the river up by Fallows Bend.” Or so I’d been told.

      “So she lost it before she died.”

      “She never took it off, though, so she didn’t just lose it. And what was she doing in an abandoned mill building?”

      Artemis looked at me thoughtfully. The concern in his eyes seemed so human-like it was scary. “Are you going to restart investigating your mom’s death?”

      I looked down at the photo, then folded it up and put it in my tote bag. “Maybe, but not today. Today, I’m going to go to the office and see if a new client shows up. Hopefully, this one won’t end up dead.”

      

      The End.
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