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            Chapter One

         
         Roger Rapperson drove the golf cart to avoid a caddie with big ears listening to this difficult but necessary conversation
            with his in-house lawyer.
         

         
         Roger never missed playing the back nine on Thursday morning, even in the summer when temperatures were unbearable by 9:00
            a.m. Sometimes he came alone, but usually he brought someone to impress or to pressure. He’d bought a discounted ten-year
            membership to Saguaro Springs the day they announced their plans for a major remodel and facelift. The deal was generous and
            the golf course was the first feature to be renovated. He didn’t care about the spa or the condos or the restaurants. All
            he wanted was a well-maintained and challenging golf course.
         

         
         “Floyd, I don’t think you understand the seriousness of this situation,” Roger said.

         
         “I assure you, I understand. When I learned what Thornton did with the files, I did everything in my power to obtain them.
            The law is clear on this point, and if I pushed any harder than I did, the manager of the unit would have become suspicious.”
         

         
         To Roger, these were excuses, and he abhorred excuses from anyone he paid, from his employees to staff at the resort. He wanted
            his will done, no excuses, no hesitation, no argument.
         

         
         He was Roger Rapperson, dammit!
         

         
         But Floyd was the firm’s lawyer, and he also answered to Roger’s partner. If Roger angered Floyd, he might tell Andrew what
            was in Thornton’s files, and that would create an unnecessary and sticky situation. If Andrew knew the truth, Roger would
            lose everything.
         

         
         Thornton had assured him that all the files would be shredded upon his death. But apparently that order hadn’t made it to
            the legal secretary who, instead of shredding the files, had sent them to storage.
         

         
         Roger hadn’t even wanted to tell Floyd about the nondisclosure agreements. But he’d helped Floyd out of a jam, and the man
            owed him one.
         

         
         Still, Floyd worked for the company, so Roger tread carefully. “Just buy everything in that damn storage locker and burn it
            all. Then I can rest easier.”
         

         
         “I’m on top of it. No unit has been auctioned off for more than two thousand dollars, so five thousand should be plenty. They
            require cash.”
         

         
         Roger, who detested parting with money almost as much as he detested John Thornton for putting him in this uncomfortable situation,
            said, “I’ll have the cash first thing in the morning.”
         

         
         “Trust me, this will all be over by 5:00 p.m. tomorrow. But you know, Andrew is forgiving. You shouldn’t worry about what
            he might think of you for paying off some woman because you had an affair.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to risk it,” Roger said. “Since Andrew found Jesus, he can be weird about these things.”

         
         It wasn’t that Roger had had an affair. It was who he’d had an affair with . . . and what happened after it was over.

         
         But that was something Roger wouldn’t even tell Floyd.

         
          

         While Roger and Floyd discussed obtaining John Thornton’s legal records through proper channels, someone else was planning
            a burglary. He didn’t care about the paper files; he cared about one particular item.
         

         
         Four months ago, he should have had it. He’d waited until John Thornton had left his house. Thornton had no security system,
            but even if he had, it wouldn’t have been much of a problem. Inside Thornton’s house, he’d searched high and low: The box
            was nowhere.
         

         
         Then Thornton had come home.

         
         He’d panicked. He hadn’t meant to kill him—Thornton was the only person who knew where the damn box was!

         
         But the weak old bastard died—and the box was still missing.

         
         Now it was found. He knew where it was and he would have it. He deserved it. He always got what he wanted, by any means necessary.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Laura hooked her arm through Logan’s as her brother walked her to her car.

         
         “I love it,” she said with a glance at the beautiful home on a rare five acres in Cave Creek, near the exclusive Boulders
            resort. “This is you.”
         

         
         “I think so, too.” He looked at the house, nodded. “Thirty days. I didn’t think living at the resort would be that bad, but
            I need more space and privacy. The house isn’t too big, and I love having more land.”
         

         
         “We all need a bit of elbow room.”

         
         Two months ago, Logan had learned his wife had cheated on him and her lover had embezzled from a company Logan had founded,
            and then tried to steal from Logan. Against Laura’s advice, he’d given his soon-to-be ex-wife the house they’d shared and
            three million dollars, even though her infidelity should have gotten her nothing based on the prenup she’d signed.
         

         
         But Logan, for all his wealth and business acumen, was a softie. She loved him for it, except when someone—like his ex—abused
            his kindness.
         

         
         After, he moved into a condo at the Scottsdale golf resort he was in the middle of renovating. Convenient, but impractical.

         
         “Where are those darn kids of mine?” Laura said. As she drew in a breath to call them, Sydney and Cody ran from the side of
            the house.
 
            
           “Are you going to get a horse, Uncle Logan?” Cody said.
         

         
         “Probably not a horse, but I’m thinking about a dog.”

         
         Sydney brightened. “My best friend’s Lab is going to have puppies in four weeks!”

         
         “I said thinking,” Logan said with a grin.
         

         
         Laura glanced at her brother. If Logan was thinking about a dog, that meant he wasn’t going to travel much. She had worried
            that after the divorce, he wouldn’t want to be in Phoenix as often, and then what would be keeping her here? Their parents
            wanted her to move back to Texas. Laura loved where she’d grown up, but there was not much to do in their little town outside
            San Angelo.
         

         
         “It’s late, we need to get going,” Laura said.

         
         “I’ll need your help furnishing the place, sis,” Logan said. “You know what I like.”

         
         Logan was one of the most brilliant people she knew, but he only bought what he needed when he needed it. He’d given everything
            but his personal belongings to his ex, so he’d be starting from scratch.
         

         
         “I love spending your money,” she teased and kissed his cheek.

         
         She motioned for the kids to get into the 4-Runner, then climbed into the driver’s seat.

         
         “Buckle,” she said automatically when she turned the ignition. Cody was nine. Not a day went by that she didn’t have to tell
            him to buckle. Sometimes, Laura thought he intentionally waited for her to remind him.
         

         
         Sydney grabbed Laura’s phone and scrolled through the music. She desperately wanted her own phone, but Laura had put her foot
            down—high school was soon enough. They had two flip-phones in the house for the kids to take when they went biking or horseback
            riding; neither needed a portable computer in their pocket.
         

         
         Laura honked at Logan when she turned west and he turned east out of his new neighborhood.

         
         It was a straight shot to her house in Desert Hills, a rural community on the very northern edge of Phoenix where she lived
            in a house Logan had bought after her divorce. She hadn’t wanted to accept it—just because Logan had money didn’t mean he
            should spend it on her after her ex-husband had lost everything they’d owned in one of his get-rich-quick schemes. Logan wanted
            to give it to her, but she’d said no, though she’d agreed to move in if he agreed that she would pay the mortgage. Having
            the space was a huge relief. She could keep her animals, the kids had a home base and she wouldn’t have to worry (as much)
            about rebuilding from nothing.
         

         
         After starting and stopping six songs in less than a minute, Sydney finally settled on one by a young female artist who had
            a nice voice, but Laura didn’t recognize.
         

         
         It was later than Laura wanted to be out. They’d gone to dinner with Logan before touring the house, and then she and Logan
            spent far too much time talking about the house, the kids, and their family back in Texas. Their baby brother—not so much
            a baby anymore at thirty-three—had taken over most of the day-to-day responsibilities of the family ranch along with his wife,
            who was pregnant with their third child, due on New Year’s Day.
         

         
         Laura also had work early tomorrow, but the kids were out of school for the summer. Now that Sydney was twelve, they stayed
            home alone when they didn’t have one of their many activities. Juggling rides and pickups necessitated a wall calendar. On
            Mondays, Laura dropped the kids off at the Anthem rec center on her way to work, provided they finished their morning chores.
            Having animals—four horses, two goats, a dozen chickens, and three dogs—meant responsibility. Fortunately, her kids loved
            their small farm as much as Laura did.
         

         
         Cody chattered away about what kind of dog Logan should get, and Sydney sang along with the music. Laura turned onto Carefree
            Highway. Sunday-night traffic was light.
         

         
         Bright lights suddenly flashed behind her, blinding through her back window. For a second she thought they were going to rear-end
            her.
         

         
         “Jerk,” she muttered. She pulled over to the right lane, and the truck immediately pulled over with her.

         
         That’s when she grew concerned.

         
         “Check your seat belts,” she ordered her children.

         
         Cody and Sydney both looked behind them, shielding their eyes. Laura sped up; the car behind her kept pace. The speed limit
            was fifty-five, and she was now going over sixty-five.
         

         
         She quickly considered her options. There wasn’t a safe place to turn off for at least a mile, and if the driver followed
            she would be trapped.
         

         
         “Sydney, call 911.”

         
         “Mom?” her daughter said, fear in her voice.

         
         “Tell them—”

         
         The truck slammed into the back of her truck. Laura screamed, fighting the wheel, but another jolt hit her left side, hard,
            spinning the 4-Runner out of control. It hit a post, flipped, rolled—once, twice—and landed upright, crumpled against a fence.
         

         
         Sudden silence. Then she heard the engine ticking, glass falling, horns honking.

         
         She couldn’t speak. She could scarcely breathe. Her heart pounded painfully. Shards of safety glass clung to her lap, stuck
            in her hair. The steering wheel was jammed against her legs.
         

         
         Sydney. Cody.

         
         “Kids,” she said faintly.

         
         It was on purpose. That truck hit her on purpose! Were they coming back?

         
         “Kids!” Now she heard herself, though her ears were ringing. “Sydney! Cody!”

         
         “Mommy?” Cody said.

         
         Thank God. “Cody, baby, are you okay?”

         
         “What happened?”

         
         Sydney started crying.

         
         “Syd, honey? Are you hurt?”

         
         Sydney was talking and crying at the same time and Laura didn’t understand what she was saying.

         
         A knock on her roof made Laura scream.

         
         “Ma’am? I called the police. I saw that truck hit you.”

         
         An older man in his sixties stood there.

         
         “Police,” Laura said. She tried to clear her head. “Thank you. My kids.”

         
         “Don’t move yet. You’re bleeding.”

         
         She hadn’t noticed, but when he said it she reached for her head and came away with blood on her fingers.

         
         “Sydney. Sydney,” Laura repeated as her daughter’s cries became more hysterical. “I’m okay. Are you hurt? Sydney, are you hurt?”
         

         
         “They hit us!” she wailed. “On purpose! Mom!”

         
         “Is anything broken?”

         
         “N-n-no.”

         
         They would all be sore tomorrow, Laura thought.

         
         “Cody?” She tried to turn to see her son in the back, but it hurt to move her neck. “Cody? Are you okay?”

         
         “I want to get out, Mom. Can I get out? There’s glass all over.”

         
         Laura said to Sydney, “If you can get out, you stay with your brother, okay?”

         
         “What about you? Ohmigod Mom! You’re hurt!”

         
         “No,” she assured her daughter. It wasn’t the complete truth—but it wasn’t serious. She hoped. “The steering wheel is wedged
            on my legs, but I’m okay, I promise.”
         

         
         She could feel her feet and toes; she didn’t feel any sharp pain in her legs. She suspected a mild concussion, whiplash, some
            cuts on her face and hands.
         

         
         But her babies were okay. That was all she cared about.

         
         Five minutes later the first officer arrived, followed by a fire truck and ambulance. The firefighters got her out of the
            seat but wouldn’t let her walk until the paramedics checked her out. They wanted her to go to the hospital, but after she
            walked a few feet back and forth, she knew nothing was broken. She might be a vet and not a medical doctor, but she would
            know if she was seriously injured.
         

         
         Laura talked to the man who had stopped to help them—Melvin Janson. He stayed with them the entire time, helped to calm the
            kids, and gave a statement to the police that was clear and concise.
         

         
         “The truck passed me about two miles back, just past the old church that shut down a few years back, they use it as an event
            center now. I flashed my lights at him to slow down, but he didn’t slow.”
         

         
         “Did you see the driver?” the officer asked.

         
         “No. There were two people, though—I saw someone in the passenger seat. I got a sense that the driver was a man, large build,
            but I barely caught a glimpse of the passenger.”
         

         
         The officer took notes. “And then?”

         
         “Ms. Barrett was in the left lane, and when the truck came up on her, she moved over to the right. He immediately followed
            and rear-ended her—then hit her again on the left corner of the car, causing her to spin out and roll. They didn’t stop, didn’t
            even slow down, just continued down Carefree Highway heading west.”
         

         
         “Did you get a good look at the make and model?”

         
         “A dark pickup. I think Ford, but I can’t swear to it. I didn’t get the license number, but it was a California plate.”

         
         “That gives us something. Thank you.”

         
         Laura called Logan and told him they’d been in an accident and asked for a ride. She could have called a friend, but she was
            shaken and wanted her brother.
         

         
         She tried to figure out why someone had hit her. Twice. Maybe she’d cut them off and hadn’t realized it. Road rage was real. Or a couple of drunks messing around. But if they were
            drunk, why had they hit her twice? Unless the second time was an accident as they were fleeing. Maybe mistaken identity? Were they trying to hurt someone in
            a similar car?
         

         
         Whoever they were, she was grateful that she and the kids were okay.

         
         “Did you call Dad?” Sydney asked as they sat in the back of the police car waiting for Logan.

         
         Laura hadn’t thought of it. Her first thought was her brother, the one person who never let her down, never disappointed her.
            And if she was honest, she was still upset with her ex for canceling his weekend with the kids. He was supposed to pick them
            up on Friday after work and have them all weekend. They’d been looking forward to it, and this wasn’t the first time he had
            canceled last minute.
         

         
         “Of course, I’ll do that now,” Laura said.

         
         Her phone was cracked from the accident, but that was minor considering that she doubted her 4-Runner was salvageable. She
            called Charlie.
         

         
         It went immediately to voicemail. That irritated her—once again, he’d let his phone die. What if she had needed him? What
            if one of the kids had been seriously injured?
         

         
         “Charlie, it’s Laura. Give me a call as soon as you can. The kids are fine, but we were in an accident. I’ll tell you what
            happened when we talk. Bye.”
         

         
         “He didn’t answer?” Sydney said, her voice cracking.

         
         “It went to voicemail. You know Dad forgets to charge his phone.”

         
         Sydney looked glum and put her head on Laura’s shoulder.

         
         Laura should have accepted long ago that Charlie would continue to disappoint their kids. But every time, it was another knife
            twist in her heart.
         

         
          

         Her brother talked to the police, to Melvin—who had waited with them until Logan arrived—and then finally they left the accident.
            By the time Logan pulled into her driveway, it was nearly midnight and Laura was exhausted.
         

         
         But she was home.

         
         Obi and R2—their four-year-old Labs—ran up to the car, even more excited than Laura that the family was home.

         
         The dogs shouldn’t be out.

         
         Her first thought was that Cody had left the back door unlatched—the dogs had been known to open the door if they heard or
            smelled something interesting. But Cody was diligent about the animals, better about his responsibilities than any other nine-year-old
            she knew.
         

         
         Cody was the first out of the car. “How’d you boys get out?” he asked firmly, sounding more like a man than a little boy,
            making Laura’s heartstrings tighten.
         

         
         They didn’t let the dogs out alone at night because of the coyotes and foxes that prowled Desert Hills after sundown.

         
         Cody led the dogs around to the back of the house while Logan helped Laura out of the car. “I’m fine,” she said even as she
            winced at her sore muscles.
         

         
         “The paramedic said tomorrow you’ll feel like you were hit by a truck—oh wait, you were hit by a truck.”
         

         
         “Mom, let us help you for a change.” Sydney picked up the bag of personal items they’d collected from their totaled 4-Runner.

         
         “You need to take it easy too, Sydney. You’re going to be sore, just like me.”

         
         “I’m young, I’ll bounce back faster,” Sydney teased. She sounded almost like her normal self.

         
         Laura sighed. She had never felt old—and thirty-six was not old. But the ten-minute drive from the accident to home had stiffened her muscles. A couple Tylenol and lots of water and
            a hot bath sounded very good right now, but that might have to wait until tomorrow because she wasn’t certain she’d be able
            to get out of the tub on her own tonight.
         

         
         “Mom!” Cody screamed.

         
         Logan ran to the back of the house and Laura followed as fast as she could, her heart pounding.

         
         Cody was standing in the backyard, holding the collars of the two Labs, who were both trying to get out of his grasp.

         
         The back door leading into the large, country-style kitchen was askew. The beautiful antique cabinet she’d lovingly restored
            last summer, where she kept her favorite dishes and her grandmother’s china, had been pushed over and partly blocked the threshold.
            
         

         
         Someone had broken into her house.

         
         She drew Sydney close to her side. “Where’s Bagel?” Sydney asked of their nine-year-old beagle. “Bagel!” She ran toward the
            house, but Logan pulled her back.
         

         
         “Wait, Sydney.”

         
         He had his phone out and dialed 911.

         
         “What if they hurt him?” Sydney wailed. “Or he got out and is lost? Or a coyote got him? Bagel can’t outrun a coyote!” Tears
            started to fall.
         

         
         As if the little dog heard them, a chunky beagle wiggled through the space between the fallen cabinet and the door frame.
            He bounded over to Laura, his white-tipped tail wagging furiously. Sydney collapsed to her knees and hugged him. He licked
            her tears.
         

         
         Logan said into his phone, “I need to report a break-in.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Jack arrived at the Barrett house at five in the morning. The sun had already broken over the McDowell Mountains and the eighty-degree
            morning would turn to triple digits before noon.
         

         
         Logan Monroe’s sister lived north of Phoenix, where every house was on a couple acres and many people owned horses. Jack had
            always wanted a spread out here, but it was beyond his price range. After paying off the debt his ex-wife had amassed, he
            was still in the rebuilding phase. His goal was to buy a place with elbow room before Austin started high school. The little
            house he’d bought last year should appreciate with all the work he was doing on it, and he hoped to sell it for a good profit
            in three years.
         

         
         Logan hadn’t given him much detail, only that his sister’s house had been broken into and he wanted to hire Jack. Jack didn’t
            think that was necessary—Phoenix PD, though understaffed, had a unit dedicated to property crimes. They had a decent clearance
            rate.
         

         
         But Logan had become a good friend over the last couple months and his business had Angelhart Investigations on retainer,
            so if Jack could help him with a personal matter he was happy to do so.
         

         
         Logan answered as soon as Jack knocked. He looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes. “Thanks so much for coming,
            Jack.”
         

         
         “Not a problem.”

         
         Two Labs greeted Jack with wagging tails, but they were well-trained enough not to jump on him. He put his hand out for them
            to sniff, then he pet them.
         

         
         “Seriously, I woke you in the middle of the night and I really appreciate you coming up here. Laura finally went to bed after
            the police left.”
         

         
         Jack looked around. Standard ranch-style house with a lived-in, homey feel. “What did the police say?”

         
         “They took prints from Laura’s office and the back door, where the burglars broke in. Pictures—a decent boot print was visible
            on the door where it was kicked in. But one of the officers—Tom Degas—said he didn’t find much. Whoever broke in didn’t even
            take anything!”
         

         
         “We’ll figure it out,” Jack said as they walked back to the kitchen. A long center island provided ample counter space for
            food prep, herbs grew in a picture window that looked out back, and an amazing Spanish-tile backsplash behind the Wolf gas
            stove added color to the large, functional space.
         

         
         The kitchen was L-shaped, and the short part of the L was a cozy sunroom with a couch, extra storage and a solid wood shelf
            that had been knocked over. Someone had swept broken plates and bowls into the corner. The door was lopsided, unable to fully
            close. 
         

         
         “They knocked over the cabinet after they broke in,” Logan said. “The police pushed it back enough to close the door, but
            it won’t close with the broken frame. I’ll get someone over to fix it today.”
         

         
         Logan pinched the bridge of his nose then ran his thumb and forefinger over his eyes. “Someone ran Laura and the kids off
            the road last night. Totaled her car, so I picked them up and then we came home to this.”
         

         
         “Are they related?” Jack asked.

         
         “What?” Logan asked, confused.

         
         “They were run off the road and then came home to a break-in—it’s a logical assumption that the two events are connected.
            What did the police say?”
         

         
         “They were vague, said they’d look at the report and get back to us. You really think the hit-and-run is connected to this?”
            He waved his hand toward the broken door.
         

         
         “It’s worth considering. Your sister’s a veterinarian, right?”

         
         Logan nodded. “She has a practice in Carefree.”

         
         Vets didn’t make natural targets.

         
         “Does she keep drugs or valuable equipment here?”

         
         “Laura doesn’t do drugs,” Logan snapped.

         
         “I meant for her practice,” Jack said. Logan was certainly tired and not thinking clearly. “Ketamine, other animal pharmaceuticals
            that might make her a target for thieves.”
         

         
         “Oh. Right. No, she has a clinic, never practiced here.”

         
         It was worth the ask. Jack went down his mental checklist. Enemies, work, family, exes.

         
         “Any problems with her ex-husband?” he asked.

         
         Logan rolled his eyes.

         
         “You don’t like him,” Jack guessed.

         
         “I like Charlie, and I’m not going to say anything bad about him.”

         
         “You like him, but . . . ?” Jack pushed.

         
         Logan glanced toward the hall, lowered his voice. “I don’t want the kids to overhear.”

         
         “Nutshell.”

         
         “Charlie’s not a bad guy. But he lost all their money and their house in a get-rich-quick scheme. It wasn’t the first time,
            but this time Laura left him. It wasn’t easy. They were high school sweethearts back in Texas. The Barretts and the Monroes
            have been longtime family friends. But Laura grew up, and Charlie didn’t. He took out a second mortgage on their house and
            cashed out their kids’ college funds to invest in a scam. A golf resort in Lake Havasu. He was defrauded, lost four hundred
            thousand dollars. They lost everything, but his apologies were too little too late. Stealing from the kids was the final straw.”
         

         
         He paused. “She wouldn’t let me cover it. She found out I’d covered for Charlie once before. It was all I could do to convince
            her to let me buy this house for her. And still, she pays me every month, which I don’t want or need.”
         

         
         Jack respected both Logan’s desire to protect his sister and her kids and Laura’s desire to be independent and self-sufficient. Logan had money and was happy to spend it on those he loved, but most
            adults wanted to forge their own path without relying on others. Jack’s parents had offered to bail him out when Whitney,
            his ex-wife, got them so deep in debt that Jack considered bankruptcy. Instead, he cashed out his retirement, took the hefty
            tax hit, worked hundreds of hours of overtime—which meant losing time with Austin—and was able to save the house his ex now
            lived in with their son. But Austin needed stability and security. Jack wouldn’t have done it any other way, and he wouldn’t
            have respected himself if he’d taken help from his parents.
         

         
         What hurt worse was that after he saved their house, Whitney left him. He’d begged her to go to counseling, to help him make
            their marriage work, and she’d said she didn’t love him anymore and there was nothing he could say or do to fix it.
         

         
         Then he learned she had cheated on him. While he’d been working overtime to get them out of debt, she had slept with another
            man—but blamed Jack for not being around for her.
         

         
         Jack didn’t know why Whitney had been on his mind lately.

         
         Don’t lie to yourself. You damn well know why. In two days it will have been three years since your divorce was final.

         
         Jack had never wanted a divorce. He’d loved Whitney even though she’d broken his heart. But she’d demanded it. Fortunately,
            she hadn’t argued with him on joint custody—he would have gone scorched earth on her if she had.
         

         
         As Jack looked around the living areas of the house, he noted that aside from the cabinet in the kitchen only the den had
            been disturbed—drawers askew, papers on the floor, files tossed.
         

         
         “They didn’t take anything?”

         
         “No,” Logan said. “At least we didn’t discover anything missing. Computers, television, jewelry, nothing’s gone.”

         
         “They were looking for something specific,” Jack said.

         
         “Laura is an animal doctor. She has thousands of dollars in horses and equipment in the barn—all still there. She was more concerned about her horses
            than her things. She has a gun safe they didn’t even attempt to access. She has a shotgun under her bed—still there. So what
            did they think they’d find?”
         

         
         “Whatever it was, they didn’t find it,” Jack said.

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “The cabinet.” He gestured to the solid antique that had been knocked over. “That was done as they left, a sign of frustration.
            They focused on the den, which suggests they were looking for information. I worked a case a couple years before I left the
            force where two thieves broke into expensive homes in Central Phoenix and didn’t take anything from the house, except photos of financial information and passwords. Too many people leave their passwords near their computer.
            People lost a lot of money before we caught them.”
         

         
         Logan hit his head with his palm. “I didn’t even think! I’ll have Laura change all her passwords and contact her bank right
            when they open. She has fraud protection, but it’s better to prevent the fraud in the first place.”
         

         
         Finances were Logan’s strength, so Jack didn’t give him a list of accounts to check.

         
         “Has she received any threats?” Jack asked. “Written, verbal? Someone who seemed suspicious at the clinic?”

         
         “Nothing she’s mentioned.”

         
         “We need to ask. It might not be something she’s thought about.”

         
         “I don’t want to wake her up,” Logan said.

         
         “That’s fine. We’ll talk to her later this morning.”

         
         “Jack, I need you to stick to my sister until we find out what’s going on. I don’t know that the police are going to take
            this seriously, or if they do that they’ll even be able to find answers. If there are no prints and the truck that hit them
            doesn’t turn up, what can they do?”
         

         
         “A lot. Look into like crimes, dig into Laura’s past, her associates, talk to the kids—”

         
         “That will take weeks. I want you and Margo on this. Your entire agency if that’s what we need. I don’t want Laura and the kids looking over their
            shoulder, afraid all the time. Their car was totaled. The kids were in there. It could have been so much worse.”
         

         
         Jack motioned to the fallen cabinet. “Is there a reason you’re keeping it like that? The police already took pictures, right?”

         
         “Yeah, they said we could clean up, but the cabinet is solid.”

         
         “You’re not that much of a wimp, are you?” he teased.

         
         Logan sighed. “You have no idea how heavy this is.”

         
         Jack tested the cabinet. It was eight feet wide and about six feet tall, the bottom wider than the shelves. He noted the doors
            on the cabinet hadn’t opened and whatever was inside might be salvageable.
         

         
         He made sure there was nothing behind the cabinet, then instructed Logan to grab under the lip of the heavy bottom piece,
            squat, and they would push it up from the center to avoid further damage to the lighter top half.
         

         
         It was heavy, a solid hardwood. But with a bit of straining, they got it upright. “I don’t dare open it,” Logan said. “Something
            down there is broken. I hope not everything. Some of the things are family heirlooms.” He glanced to where the broken glass
            had been swept. “There was no reason to break stuff.”
         

         
         That was true, Jack thought, which told him the culprit or culprits were angry and impulsive.

         
         He grunted and pushed the cabinet back into place against the wall. The tile floor had been damaged from the fall. He grabbed
            the broom in the corner and swept up the shards. “If there’s a throw rug, we can put it on the tile so it doesn’t get further
            damaged and keep chips from getting into the dogs’ paws.”
         

         
         “Laura probably has something that will work.”

         
         “I’m going to have to ask your sister hard questions,” Jack said. “Do you think she’ll be able to handle that?”

         
         “Of course I will,” a female voice said from the hall.

         
         Laura Monroe Barrett stood in the threshold wearing sweatpants and a tank top. A bruise covered a large part of her chest,
            her darkly lidded blue eyes bloodshot. Her long blond hair was piled into a messy bun. Even with the tired face and casual
            attire, she was a very pretty woman.
         

         
         “Laura, this is Jack Angelhart.”

         
         “Your PI,” she said as she walked over to the coffeepot. “Coffee?” she asked Jack.

         
         “Yes, please,” Jack said.

         
         “Logan, I told you not to touch the cabinet. It’s too heavy, you could have hurt yourself. I can get the neighbors over to
            help.” Laura rinsed the pot, emptied grounds from yesterday and ground fresh beans.
         

         
         “Jack insisted,” Logan said.

         
         Laura glanced at him. “Thank you.” She stared at the coffeepot as it brewed.

         
         “You need more sleep,” Logan said.

         
         “I need to feed the animals, let the chickens out.”

         
         “I can do that. I grew up on a ranch, too.”

         
         She smiled thinly. “Thanks, but I want to do it. I also need to call the clinic and see if they can reschedule my appointments,
            or if Davy can take them for me. Go home and sleep. We’re fine.”
         

         
         “Jack is going to stay here until we know what’s going on, okay?”

         
         “We’re fine, Logan. There’s a logical explanation, and the police will handle it.”
         

         
         “Jack and his sister can get answers faster.”

         
         “That’s not necessary,” Laura said, slightly dismissive.

         
         “Yes, it is!” Logan exclaimed. His outburst surprised Jack and, apparently, Laura. Logan was one of the most even-tempered
            people Jack had ever met.
         

         
         Logan rubbed his face with both hands. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Laura, let me do this, please? Maybe this break-in is connected
            to me or my business. I don’t know, and neither do you.”
         

         
         “Do you think that’s possible?” Jack asked.

         
         “Anything’s possible,” Logan said.

         
         Laura put her hand on Logan’s arm. “Okay, for a couple days we’ll do it your way. I think you’re blowing this out of proportion,
            but after the break-in—maybe you’re right. For a day or two,” she said pointedly, looking at Jack.
         

         
         “It wouldn’t hurt to install a basic security system,” Jack said.

         
         “Done,” Logan said. “I’ll get on it today.”

         
         “Logan—” Laura began, then stopped when she studied his face. “All right, I’ll accept the help on one condition—go home and
            sleep. You’re punchy.”
         

         
         “I’m going to my office,” Logan said. “I’ll leave a list of instructions for my admin so she may call you for information.
            I’ll sleep on my couch.”
         

         
         “Just sleep, okay?” Laura hugged her brother. “I love you, Lo. But I’m a big girl.”

         
         Jack walked Logan out. “I’ll keep an eye on her. I already sent Margo a message. She’ll start digging around, and when I need
            to sleep either Margo or Luisa will be here. Have you talked to Laura’s ex-husband?”
         

         
         “Laura left a message after the accident last night, but I don’t know if he called her back.”

         
         “I want to talk to him—me or Margo.”

         
         “Of course. For all of Charlie’s faults, he would never hurt Laura or the kids.”

         
         “Maybe not, but we still need to rule him out.”

         
         Logan nodded soberly. “Thanks, Jack. I mean it.”

         
         “I’ll send you a bill,” Jack said with a smile.

         
         Logan’s brows furrowed. “Of course.”

         
         Sometimes, the brilliant Logan didn’t understand humor.

         
         When Jack returned to the kitchen, Laura was gone. He stepped out back and found her unlatching the ramp to the chicken hutch.
            One by one, the chickens descended, until an impatient brown one jumped off. 
         

         
         The pen was secure from predators. Part of it sat beneath the squat, barn-like hutch. The rest provided space to roam roosting
            rods, and an awning for shade. Misters in the corner, off for now, would cool the air during sweltering Arizona days.
         

         
         Laura scattered pellets and chunks of watermelon. The chickens rushed over, clucking all the way, and devoured their breakfast.
            Then she unlatched a side door and lifted it to reveal the nesting boxes. She filled a basket with at least twenty eggs.
         

         
         “Need help?” Jack said.

         
         “Coffee’s ready. I’ll be in shortly.”

         
         The two Labs ran around Laura, then went off into the field behind the barn. A chunky beagle sat in the shade near the barn
            door, his tongue out.
         

         
         “Laura, I know you don’t want to hear this, but you and your kids need to take precautions, until we can figure out if the
            break-in was an isolated incident, or if they still think you have something they want.”
         

         
         “I can’t imagine they’ll be back. There’s nothing here for them.”

         
         “You don’t know that.”

         
         “What?” She waved her arms around to indicate her land. “I have horses and some equipment in the barn that they could have
            taken. They didn’t. They didn’t take any electronics or my shotgun. They went through my things. It was a violation, but not a theft.”
         

         
         “Then what were they looking for?”

         
         “I don’t know!”

         
         The chickens closest to Laura squawked and scattered.

         
         She took a deep breath, slowly let it out. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “Don’t apologize. You have every right to be angry and scared.”

         
         She didn’t say anything and he couldn’t read her expression. He hated that someone had shaken Laura and her family; he hoped
            he could find answers.
         

         
         He said, “Do you mind if I look around the property?”

         
         “Go ahead,” she said, putting the basket of eggs on a worktable and opening the barn doors. The smell of hay and horse wafted
            out, and several horses whinnied when Laura walked in.
         

         
         While Jack walked around getting the lay of the land, he called Margo.

         
         “Is our favorite gazillionaire alive and well?” Margo asked.

         
         “He is. “His sister had a break-in last night.” Jack told her about the accident, the break-in, the lack of obvious motive.

         
         “Hmm,” Margo said. “So you’re on babysitting detail?”

         
         “For now. I’ll call in Lu to help. I need you to find out everything you can about Laura’s ex-husband, Charlie Barrett.”

         
         “Think he’s behind it?”

         
         “Doubtful, but he’s had some financial trouble in the past. Also, Logan is going to make a list of business concerns—anyone
            who might not be happy with his decisions, disgruntled employees, things like that.”
         

         
         “Seems weak.”

         
         “And we need to talk to Brittney.”

         
         “Well, you’ve ruined my day and it’s not even seven in the morning.”

         
         “I can do it,” Jack said.

         
         “No, I’ll do it. Damn. But seriously, why would Brittney go after Logan’s sister? Logan, sure. Brittney is a vindictive bitch.
            But she’s also dense as a box of rocks. Oh, I guess I just answered my own question.”
         

         
         “I doubt it’s Brittney,” Jack said. “Laura was run off the road by a large dark truck. I’ll talk to Laura about her vet practice
            and anyone who has caused problems or threatened her there.”
         

         
         “So you’re assuming the two incidents are connected?”

         
         “Until we learn otherwise.”

         
         “Okay, I’ll deal with Brittney and dig around into Charlie.”

         
         “Talk to Logan first, find out where the guy works, where he lives, anything else that could be useful. Also, consider Logan’s
            business and projects. I doubt anyone would target Laura because of her brother, but it’s a possibility.”
         

         
         “Roger that. I’m on it. You need me to come up there, holler.”

         
         “Thanks, Margo.” He ended the call and continued walking the property, making note of neighbors (all more than a stone’s throw)
            and who might have security cameras facing the street—cameras that might have caught sight of a vehicle at Laura’s house last
            night.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Margo read Jack’s text messages with information he had about Charlie Barrett. It wasn’t much. She sent him a series of questions
            she wanted answers to; he responded that he’d get back to her.
         

         
         She pulled up to Brittney Monroe’s house in a pricey North Scottsdale neighborhood. It was neighborhoods like this that gave
            Scottsdale the nickname “Snobsdale.”
         

         
         She took a sip from her Yeti, still groggy after a long night playing Call of Duty with three of her Army buddies—two still active. They met online every month to battle it out and catch up. When she crashed
            at three in the morning, she hadn’t expected Jack to call before seven asking for help.
         

         
         Margo rang the bell, waited ten seconds, then rang it again and again and again until Brittney answered.

         
         “What?” Brittney shouted as she swung the door open, then took a step back when she recognized Margo. “Oh, fuck. What the
            hell do you want?”
         

         
         “Just a chat,” she said with a fake smile. “Like old friends.”

         
         “Go away,” Brittney said and would have shut the door if Margo hadn’t already blocked it with her foot.

         
         “Five minutes, and I’ll go. I’m asking questions for your ex-husband, who you are not allowed to be within a hundred yards
            of, so if you don’t give me the time, you’ll be brought down to the police station for questioning.”
         

         
         Margo doubted she’d be able to get a cop to arrest Brittney, but since the woman had spent a night in jail two months ago
            when she was involved with the man who had tried to kill Logan, Margo thought she could play off that.
         

         
         She detested this woman. Brittney had tried to set up Logan in a honeytrap so she could divorce him for more money. She’d
            been having an affair their entire marriage with the jerk she’d broken up with in order to date Logan in the first place.
            The jerk had embezzled money from a friend of Logan’s, and then tried to kill Logan once he was discovered.
         

         
         And nothing happened to her other than a single night in jail because there was no evidence that she’d been involved with
            the embezzlement. Margo still couldn’t believe that Logan had given her the house and money.
         

         
         “Is Logan saying I violated the restraining order? I did not.” She looked both indignant and worried.
         

         
         She was up to something. But Margo didn’t know if it involved breaking into Laura’s house or running her off the road or something
            completely different.
         

         
         “Can I come in?” Margo asked.

         
         “No.” Brittney stepped out and shut the door, chin up. “We’ll talk here.”

         
         “Whatever floats your boat,” Margo said.

         
         “You ruined my marriage,” Brittney snapped.

         
         You ruined your marriage, Margo thought, but didn’t say. Instead, she said, “Last night, Logan’s sister was run off the road. Hit-and-run. Know anything
            about that?”
         

         
         “What?” She looked confused, and Brittney wasn’t that great of an actress. “Laura?”

         
         “At approximately 10:00 p.m. Where were you?”

         
         “I don’t have to tell you that,” she said.

         
         Margo lied smoothly. “Logan doesn’t want to send the police here to interview you, so he asked me. You don’t answer, the police
            will come and ask the same questions. Only they’ll have a lot more information about the reasons Logan divorced you in the
            first place, because that’s motive.”
         

         
         Brittney was processing Margo’s words, and it took her just a beat before she understood. “Fine,” she said. “I was out.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “It’s really none of your business, but I don’t want the neighbors talking any more than they already do after that little dispute in May.”
         

         
         Little dispute. Her boyfriend had shot at Logan and it was a little dispute. Margo kept her face blank, waited for more information.
         

         
         Brittney said, “I was at Mastro’s for dinner.”

         
         Mastro’s was one of the nicest, most expensive restaurants in Scottsdale. Margo had never been there. She couldn’t fathom
            paying nearly a hundred bucks for a steak when she could buy and grill a decent cut for less than ten bucks.
         

         
         “Time?”

         
         “Reservations were at seven thirty, we were there until about quarter to ten.”

         
         Not enough time to get up to Carefree Highway before ten, but liars lied.

         
         Still, it was easy enough to check out.

         
         “With?”

         
         Brittney didn’t want to tell her. “Do not talk to him.”
         

         
         “So a date.”

         
         “I am legally separated, and our divorce will be final in—”

         
         “I don’t care if you’re dating anyone. Laura’s car was totaled, and you threatened your ex-husband.”

         
         “The kids weren’t there, were they?” she asked, which surprised Margo. She sounded . . . genuine.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Are they okay?”

         
         “They were lucky.”

         
         “I would never hurt anyone,” she said, “especially Laura and her kids. I liked them.”
         

         
         Margo believed her. For all Brittney’s faults—of which there were many—she appeared to be telling the truth now.

         
         “Do you have anything you can show me to corroborate your statement? A receipt maybe?”

         
         “I didn’t pay,” Brittney said. “Really, I think you’re blowing this out of proportion. Phoenix has the world’s worst drivers,
            it must have been an accident.”
         

         
         She wasn’t wrong about the drivers, Margo thought. Born and raised in Phoenix, she knew the driving reputation was well-earned.

         
         “Her house was also broken into.”

         
         “Why are you investigating and not the police? Isn’t that what the police are for?”

         
         “Brittney, I just need to tell Logan you had nothing to do with it, and we’re done.”

         
         “I had nothing to do with it! Why would I want to hurt Laura?” She paused. “I’m sure the valet at Mastro’s will remember us.
            We were in a Mercedes Roadster, and the valet commented on it. It’s a beautiful vehicle.”
         

         
         Margo would follow up, mostly because she wanted to know who Brittney was dating and if she should warn him about her boyfriend
            who was currently in prison.
         

         
         “See, that wasn’t hard,” she said.

         
         Brittney opened her door and stepped inside. “I don’t want to see you again.”

         
         “Keep your nose clean and you won’t.”

         
         Brittney shut the door in her face. Margo smirked. She did enjoy getting under her skin.

         
         Margo didn’t have information from Jack yet, so she drove to Logan’s office in the Scottsdale Quarter, fifteen minutes down
            the mountain from his former residence.
         

         
         There was plenty of street parking because it was only nine. Most businesses wouldn’t open until ten, restaurants at eleven,
            leaving just the Apple Store and a coffee shop operating. She took the elevator up to the third floor where Logan kept a small
            suite of offices. Part of the ownership group for the Quarter, he used the space to oversee his various ventures. Margo didn’t
            fully grasp what Logan did—he’d explained once that he funded promising ideas—but that hardly explained the resort, properties,
            and multiple businesses he owned, all stemming from a single software program he created at twenty.
         

         
         Logan’s team was small: a financial advisor Margo had never met, and Veronica, an assistant she’d only spoken to by phone.
            The office layout was open with a central hub, Logan’s large office overlooking the Quarter, and three bright street-facing
            offices. From one of them, a tall, impeccably dressed woman with black hair and striking blue eyes rose from her desk. She
            looked between forty and fifty and wore no jewelry except a massive diamond on her left ring finger. “Hello, do you have an
            appointment?” she asked.
         

         
         “I’m Margo Angelhart. Logan said he’d be here?”

         
         She smiled warmly and visibly relaxed. “Margo, so good to meet you in person. I’m Veronica Van Owen, Logan’s admin. He told
            me to wake him when you got here, but he’s only been sleeping for an hour.”
         

         
         “Give him a couple more minutes. In fact, you might be able to answer most of my questions.”

         
         “Absolutely.” She motioned for Margo to follow her to her office, then shut the door. “Can I get you anything?”

         
         “I’m good.” Margo pulled out her phone and brought up the Notepad app. “I assume you’re aware of what’s been going on with
            Laura?”
         

         
         “Yes. Logan called me early this morning, asked me to come in to help Laura secure her financial and personal information,
            contact the insurance company, and hire someone to install an alarm system.”
         

         
         “How long have you been with Logan?”

         
         “Since he set up his office here in Scottsdale—nine years ago now. Bob—Bob Greyson, his CFO—and I started the same week.”

         
         “No disgruntled employees?”

         
         She laughed lightly. “No. There have been no other employees to be disgruntled.”

         
         “What about at the resort? Do you work on that project?”

         
         “On the periphery, since I keep Logan’s schedule. I know the firm we hired to manage the renovations.”

         
         “Any problems there? Anyone upset about changes or job losses?”

         
         “Not to my knowledge. You’ll want to talk to Annette DuBois, the resort manager. She was his first hire. She’s competent and
            has her finger on the pulse of the business.”
         

         
         “I’ll do that.” Margo made note of the name. “Charlie Barrett. You know him?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Laura couldn’t reach him last night, and he hasn’t returned her call. I’m trying to track him down.”

         
         She turned and typed on her computer, then wrote on a slip of paper. “His address, the code to the building, and his supervisor.”

         
         “Do you have a key too?” she said, half joking.

         
         “It’s the building code, plus the last four digits of Logan’s cell phone.”

         
         Margo mentally ran through Logan’s properties. “Charlie lives in the condo Logan owns in Old Town Scottsdale?”

         
         Veronica nodded. “Logan leased it to him after the divorce.”

         
         “Charlie lost everything Laura and he had, yet Logan gave his ex-brother-in-law a place to live?”

         
         Margo didn’t know why she was surprised. After all, he paid his cheating ex-wife millions and gave her a house.

         
         “Logan wanted to ensure that the kids had a safe, comfortable place to stay when they visited their father.”

         
         “Okay, but I know the property in that neighborhood. The condo is worth at least a million.”

         
         “One point three million last appraisal,” Veronica said.

         
         “And Charlie’s paying rent? What’s that look like?”

         
         Veronica hesitated, then said, “You can ask Logan for the details, but suffice it to say, he’s not charging market value.”

         
         That didn’t surprise Margo, either.

         
         “Logan said to assist in any way I could, but why are you asking so many questions about Charlie?”

         
         “Because he hasn’t returned Laura’s call, and Laura is a low-risk target. Meaning, there’s no clear reason why anyone would
            break into her house and not steal valuables. We’re also looking into friends, neighbors, colleagues of Laura, but ex-husbands
            are usually high on the list for trouble.”
         

         
         “Charlie is trouble,” she muttered, then put her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

         
         “Trouble how?” When Veronica hesitated, Margo added, “Logan would want you to share.”

         
         “Logan moved to Arizona because of business and stayed primarily because of Laura and her family. Charlie has had one wild
            idea after another. When I say trouble, I don’t mean trouble with the law, as far as I know. More trouble with responsibility. He couldn’t keep a job. Had a hundred
            excuses. Logan hired him onto the maintenance staff at the resort earlier this year, when he lost his last job.”
         

         
         “And how is that working out?”

         
         “I couldn’t say. I sense that the staff doesn’t want to share any problems they’re having, so they work around them.”

         
         “Is he incompetent?”

         
         “No, he’s fully capable. People like him. He’s simply . . . a daydreamer. Pie-in-the-sky ideas. Always has the next greatest
            idea, if he only had this financing or that financing. I think . . . I would say he’s not reliable.”
         

         
         “Would Annette at the resort know him?”

         
         “Yes. She would be able to give a more accurate assessment.”

         
         “Could you give her a heads-up that I’m coming by and it’s okay to talk to me?”

         
         “Certainly,” Veronica said.

         
         “And as you go through Logan’s businesses and correspondence, if anything jumps out at you as odd, an overt threat or something
            that feels wrong, let me know.”
         

         
         “Have you spoken to his ex-wife?”

         
         Margo sighed. “Unfortunately. She was evasive as usual, but I don’t think she was involved. I’ll dig around a little more,
            but she seemed genuinely surprised.”
         

         
         “I don’t trust her,” Veronica said. “I’m glad he saw the truth, even if it took being hit over the head to realize it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         The boy stopped short of entering the kitchen as Jack refilled his coffee.

         
         “I’m Jack Angelhart, a friend of your Uncle Logan.”

         
         The boy’s light brown hair fell into his eyes that were the same blue as his mother’s. Those eyes narrowed as he assessed
            Jack.
         

         
         “You’re Cody, right?” Jack said.

         
         “Where’s Mom?”

         
         “In the barn.”

         
         He walked through the kitchen and out the broken back door. Probably a smart kid, not taking Jack’s word without confirmation.
            Jack watched from the large kitchen window as the two Labs bounded up to Cody and then followed him into the barn, tails wagging.
         

         
         Laura had a nice setup here with the animals and the space. It angered him that someone had violated it. But it was the accident
            that gave him pause. From what Logan had told him earlier, Laura had driven to Cave Creek to have dinner and see his new house.
            They were together for more than four hours. If someone had been watching her, waiting for an opportunity to break into her
            house, they’d had ample opportunity. Unless the police learned something new, they didn’t know when the house had been breached—sometime
            after Laura left at five thirty and before she returned at midnight.
         

         
         Had the hit-and-run truly been a coincidence? Or had it been to scare her?

         
         He had a lot of questions and hoped Laura wouldn’t be offended when he started asking.

         
         Jack took his coffee back outside and watched the chickens, which had spread out in the pen. There were six white chickens
            that looked skinnier than the others, eight or nine big brown hens, and three—no, four—bluish-black hens. Three black-and-white
            chickens were off together in the far corner as if having a conversation. He didn’t know enough about these birds to know
            what kind they were. But there were nearly two dozen hens running around and twenty eggs in the basket, and suddenly he was
            thinking breakfast.
         

         
         Cody came out of the barn and looked at him. “Mom says she’ll be done in fifteen minutes.”

         
         Jack wondered if it normally took more than an hour to care for the animals, or if Laura was delaying the inevitable conversation.

         
         “Nice chickens.”

         
         Cody looked at the flock, nodded. “I gotta get breakfast started.”

         
         “You cook?”

         
         “Yep. Not as good as Mom, but much better than Sydney.”

         
         Cody picked up the basket of eggs, counted. Then he put the basket down, walked around to the tall side of the pen and opened
            the gate. All the chickens ran to him.
         

         
         “You’ve been fed, girls. Leave me alone,” he said as he walked through the clucking hens.

         
         Jack hadn’t noticed that the hutch had a bigger access door on the opposite side, with a short staircase that led into the
            hutch. Cody went in and a minute later came out with three eggs, all greenish-blue.
         

         
         “Green eggs?”

         
         “Yeah, those girls over there—” he gestured to the flock and Jack couldn’t tell who he was pointing to “—the Ameraucanas.
            They look like Rhode Island Reds, but they’re not as big.”
         

         
         “You know your chickens.”

         
         He locked up the pen and put the eggs in the basket. “They’re all different, lay different eggs. The skinny white chickens
            are leghorns, lay nearly an egg a day, white eggs. The Rhode Island Whites—those two bigger white chickens over there—give
            about five eggs a week, they’re brown but not as dark brown as the Reds.”
         

         
         He walked into the house and Jack followed.

         
         “Need help?” Jack asked.

         
         “Naw, I’m just going to prep for Mom. We were in an accident, and she’s really sore.”

         
         “I heard about that. Are you sore?”

         
         He shrugged. “Not really. Just bummed we can’t go to the rec up in Anthem today. We go there every Monday and Wednesday, all
            my friends do.”
         

         
         Cody went about sorting the eggs into trays and putting them into the refrigerator. He said, “You’re staying for breakfast,
            right?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” Jack said, amused at Cody’s efficiency in the kitchen.

         
         Cody took eight eggs that had already been in the trays and carefully cracked them into a large bowl. He added a healthy dollop
            of milk, scrambled them with a whisk, and put them aside. He went into a pantry and brought out a loaf of thick white bread
            and put it next to the stove. Then he went back to the refrigerator and took out a package of bacon, opened it and laid the
            slices on a plate. Finally, he opened a cabinet and pulled out a shaker of cinnamon and set it on the counter. “My mom likes
            French toast when she’s upset.”
         

         
         “You’re a good son. So you prep and she cooks?”

         
         He held up his arm. There was a burn scar on his forearm, about three inches long and a quarter inch wide, faded but visible.
            “Over Easter I was stupid and burned myself, so I can’t cook unless she’s in the kitchen with me until I’m ten.” He rolled
            his eyes.
         

         
         “What about me? Think she’d let me cook?”

         
         Cody shrugged, but his eyes lit up. “Don’t see why not.”

         
         Jack washed his hands and asked Cody for instructions. Cody showed him how to work the stove, which had a grill in the middle
            for the bacon and French toast. The kid supervised every move with a critical eye. When he was satisfied Jack knew what he
            was doing, he retrieved a large glass jar from the refrigerator half filled with fresh strawberries and blueberries. He carefully
            poured equal portions into small fruit bowls. “We usually don’t make breakfast during the week because Mom has to be at work
            by eight.”
         

         
         “What do you and your sister do while she works?”

         
         “The rec twice a week, and then we stay here or go to a friend’s house. Mom lets me stay if Sydney is here, but if she has
            plans I have to go to a friend’s house.” He rolled his eyes. “I am more responsible than my sister even if I’m younger.”
         

         
         “Liar,” a girl said as she walked into the kitchen. She gave Jack a long look. Sydney had blond hair like her mother, but
            her eyes were a warm golden brown.
         

         
         “This is Uncle Logan’s friend Jack,” Cody piped up. “That’s Sydney. She’s not a morning person.”

         
         “Shut up,” Sydney said and poured a cup of coffee. Then she added a hefty amount of milk and honey.

         
         Cody didn’t seem phased by his sister’s comment and continued talking to Jack as if they had been friends for years. Sydney
            sat at the table and stared at the broken dishes and bowls in the corner.
         

         
         “Hey, buddy, you think you can finish up the bacon without incident?” Jack said.

         
         “Sure, it’s almost done!”

         
         Jack walked over to Sydney and said, “Where do you keep the broom?”

         
         “Pantry,” she said glumly.

         
         Jack retrieved the broom and dustpan and found a heavy-duty black garbage bag. He handed the bag to Sydney and said, “Can
            you hold that for me?”
         

         
         She sighed, took the bag, opened it.

         
         Jack swept up the mess, setting aside a few larger pieces that hadn’t completely shattered—there was a chance they could be
            repaired. In ten minutes, the room was clean, and Cody said, “Sydney, tell Mom breakfast is ready.”
         

         
         Cody happily set the table, then poured real maple syrup into a small carafe and warmed it in the microwave.

         
         Sydney and Laura came back in and Laura said, “Cody—”

         
         “Jack cooked with me, promise!”

         
         Laura glanced at Jack. He couldn’t read her expression. He didn’t want to upset her, he just wanted to make her day less stressful.

         
         Laura looked at the bag he’d swept up, and the row of pieces that Jack felt might be salvageable. “You really didn’t have
            to do all this,” she said quietly.
         

         
         “I don’t mind,” he said. “Let’s eat, then maybe I can ask you a few questions?”

         
         “That’s fine,” she said. “Thanks, Jack, Cody, for making breakfast. I’m actually starving.”

         
         They ate and Cody had dozens of questions about what Jack did. He answered them. Sydney listened, but didn’t contribute much
            to the conversation.
         

         
         When they were done, Jack started to help Sydney clear the table, when Laura said, “Cody, would you mind helping your sister?
            Jack and I need to talk about the break-in.”
         

         
         “Okay,” he said, not quite as cheerful as he’d been when he was cooking.

         
         “Mom,” Sydney said, “did you talk to Dad?”

         
         “I left him two messages last night,” Laura said.

         
         “And he didn’t call back?”

         
         “It’s still early.”

         
         “It’s after nine. Can I call him?”

         
         “Of course. You never have to ask permission to talk to your dad.”

         
         “Okay. Just—well, I’ll clean up first,” she mumbled.

         
         Laura walked over to her daughter and spoke quietly. Jack stepped outside, not wanting to intrude on their conversation. A
            few minutes later, Laura came out of the house.
         

         
         “Is she okay?” Jack asked.

         
         Laura nodded. “She’s shaken and scared. I’m not scared, I’m just angry.”

         
         “Is it like your ex not to answer your calls?”

         
         She shrugged. “If he has his phone on him, he’ll always pick up. But whether he remembers to charge his phone or take it when
            he’s leaving the house is fifty-fifty.” 
         

         
         They walked north to the end of the barn, where a vine-covered awning shaded a brick patio furnished with outdoor seating.
            The chicken coop extended nearby, offering a clear view of the hens that braved the morning sun, as well as the few that had
            fluttered up to roost beneath their own sliver of shade. Trees bordered the eastern split-rail fence, creating a natural boundary.
            From this quiet spot, most of Laura’s property was visible, yet still felt tucked away, both private and peaceful. 
         

         
         “This is nice,” Jack said and sat.

         
         “I come out here a lot, especially in the evening.” She put her coffee mug down on the solid wood table between them. “I’m
            sure Logan gave you an earful about Charlie.”
         

         
         “He doesn’t think your ex-husband is responsible for this. He said Charlie loves the kids, and you still have a relationship
            with him.”
         

         
         Laura smiled, shook her head. “Not that kind of a relationship, not anymore. Charlie was my high school sweetheart. I loved
            him. Still do. I’ve known Charlie almost my entire life, and he’s always going to be in my life because of the kids. I don’t
            hate him.”
         

         
         “I don’t think Logan does, either.”

         
         “Logan doesn’t hate anyone. If Logan had his way, he would have bailed us out of Charlie’s financial mess and wouldn’t have
            cared if we stayed together. He wants everyone to be happy. Sometimes, he thinks money fixes everything. It helps, but it
            doesn’t fix trust.”
         

         
         Jack understood exactly how she felt.

         
         “Anyway, what do you want to know?” Laura asked, weary. He didn’t blame her. She didn’t know him, and just because Logan trusted
            him didn’t mean that Laura did.
         

         
         “With me,” Jack said, “you get my whole family. We own Angelhart Investigations, and we’ll find out what’s going on. Logan
            told you I used to be with Phoenix PD?”
         

         
         She nodded.

         
         “So first, I’ll talk to the officers who responded, find out which detective is working each case, get information. I’ll talk
            to your neighbors, check any security cameras that face the street. Because you’re near an intersection, I’d like to talk
            to the neighbors across the way, they may have seen or recorded a vehicle leaving your property.”
         

         
         “Logical,” she said.

         
         “The hit-and-run and the break-in aren’t a coincidence,” Jack said. “Have you thought about anything strange or unexpected
            that’s happened at home or work over the last month?”
         

         
         She shook her head. “My life is busy, but predictable. I work five days a week and every other Saturday. Sydney is on her
            middle school volleyball team in the fall—practices start first week of August—and a rec swim team in the spring. Cody started
            little league baseball this spring, the season ended two weeks ago. They’re both in a 4-H club that meets biweekly. The animals
            take most of their free time. The kids go to the Anthem rec twice a week in the summer, a friend brings them home after lunch.”
         

         
         “Anyone at your clinic who was upset? Angry?”

         
         She shook her head. “Our business is 90 percent dogs, cats, birds. My partner Davy also sees reptiles, and I take farm animals,
            which is usually a house call. We’ve had the clinic for more than ten years.”
         

         
         “I’ll want to talk to your partner,” Jack said. “He might have seen or heard something.”

         
         “Sure. He’ll be at the clinic until six today.”

         
         “Any disgruntled employees?”

         
         She shook her head. “Everyone on staff has been there for at least a year, and our office manager for as long as we’ve been
            open.”
         

         
         “Neighbors you’ve had issues with?”

         
         “I would tell you, Jack. I’ve had no threats, no one has followed me, no strange phone calls, nothing!” She was getting upset.

         
         “We’re also going to look into Logan’s businesses and see if there’s someone who may want to get to him through you. And my
            sister Margo has already talked to Brittney.”
         

         
         She grunted. “Bitch.”

         
         Jack smiled. “It’s unlikely that she would commit a crime now that she has a settlement and would lose it if she violates
            the agreement.”
         

         
         “What agreement?”

         
         Jack shouldn’t have said anything, but he did. “Logan gave her the house and a cash settlement—”

         
         “Which he shouldn’t have. She cheated on him, her boyfriend nearly killed him!”

         
         “And as part of the divorce settlement, she can’t contact him or any member of his family or business for a year, except through
            his lawyer. So I don’t see what her endgame would be going after you through a surrogate.”
         

         
         “Oh. He didn’t tell me.”

         
         “I don’t think it’s a secret, but he doesn’t seem comfortable talking about what he considers a failure.”

         
         “My big bro.” She smiled, sipped her coffee, grimaced and dumped it out in a potted plant. “You know him pretty well.”

         
         “We became friends after I determined he wasn’t committing corporate espionage.”

         
         “He told me about that,” she said with a small laugh. “So what’s next?”

         
         “Margo will track down your ex-husband. Maybe he has an idea what’s going on.”

         
         “I’ll ask him when he calls me back,” she said. “Charlie’s irresponsible and always has his head in the clouds, but he wouldn’t
            get involved with anything illegal.” 
         

         
         She paused, bit her lip. “Logan’s always had vision. Growing up on the ranch, he wasn’t as physical as our younger brother,
            Henry, who loved working with cattle and fixing things. Logan wanted to make work easier and more efficient. He failed a lot,
            but he learned. By thirteen, he’d designed an innovative irrigation system for our garden, sold it around town, and hired
            nine-year-old Henry to help install it. He’s clever. Charlie admires that, believes he can come up with ideas that will make
            him rich, too.”
         

         
         “And his ideas?” Jack asked.

         
         “Wild. Mostly about investing. He’s been fired from nearly every job for daydreaming. But Charlie’s always happy. He fails,
            gets up, tries again. I loved that about him. But he doesn’t accept consequences for his actions, nor does he learn from his
            failures. When we lost the house, he believed his next idea would fix everything. That’s when I said enough.” 
         

         
         She looked away. “After the second major financial upheaval he put us through, I told Charlie I was done. He promised no more
            investments without my explicit approval, no more risks. Six months later, I found out he’d forged my name on a second mortgage.
            So I left. That was four years ago. I don’t think he’s ever accepted that I’m not coming back. He still thinks if one idea
            succeeds, I’ll forgive him.”
         

         
         Jack treaded carefully. “Have you given him any reason to think that?”

         
         “No. I told him never. I love him, but I’m not in love with him. I can forgive, but I can’t forget. It wasn’t just one lie.”

         
         “Does he have a job now?”

         
         “He works in maintenance at Logan’s resort. He’s had similar jobs—golf courses, outdoor work. Logan’s crew cuts him slack
            because he’s family, but he does well when he shows up.”
         

         
         To Jack, it sounded like Charlie kept getting second chances and never learned. He’d already ruined his marriage. Was he chasing
            a new scheme? Had he put Laura in danger without realizing it?
         

         
         “Talk to your husband,” he said. “Margo will also speak to him, his boss, his neighbors. Maybe he ticked someone off.”

         
         “That doesn’t sound like Charlie,” she said.

         
         Jack wasn’t sure. If Charlie was in financial trouble, had he borrowed from the wrong people? That was a job for Tess—she
            was better with financials than Margo. 
         

         
         “And this may have nothing to do with your ex,” he said. “But we have to cover the bases.”

         
         “I understand,” she said, looking glum. “You don’t have to stay here, Jack. Logan can be overprotective.”

         
         “Until we know what’s going on, there will be an Angelhart here. At least for a couple days, then hopefully we’ll have answers.”

         
         “Mom?” Cody called. “Mom!”

         
         He sounded worried, and Laura and Jack jumped up and ran to the barn. Cody was coming out.

         
         “What’s wrong?” Laura asked.

         
         “I can’t find Nimbus! She’s not in the box I made for her. What if those people scared her? What if she ran away?”

         
         “Remember, cats don’t always have kittens where we want them to. She might be looking for a different nest.”

         
         “But she could have them any day! If she got scared and ran off and got hurt the kittens will die.”

         
         He was near tears.

         
         “Let’s look for her,” Laura said. “We’ve been feeding her and she hasn’t left for two weeks. I don’t think she would leave
            when she is so close to giving birth.”
         

         
         Jack followed the mother and son into the barn, but he gave them space. Laura looked in each stall, Cody at her side. They
            both patted the horses when they walked by. At the last stall on the right, Laura said, “Aw.”
         

         
         “Where is she?” Cody said.

         
         Jack walked up behind them as Laura went into the stall and squatted in the corner. She moved some of the hay and a cat hissed.
            Laura spoke softly to the cat, stroked it, put her hand on its stomach. “You’re a good mom, Nimbus,” she said.
         

         
         The cat was small, mostly gray with white paws and a gray-and-white-striped tail.

         
         “I missed her,” Cody said. “I looked and didn’t see her.”

         
         “She burrowed into the hay. It makes her feel safe,” Laura said. “Bring her food and water here, okay?”

         
         Cody ran to another vacant stall and returned with the food and water. He carefully placed it close to the cat.

         
         “Is she having the kittens?” Cody asked quietly.

         
         “My guess is two days. I think she wants to have them here, so we’ll check on her and let her be for now.”

         
         “Okay. I’ll bring her fresh water tonight and in the morning. But we should let her rest, right?”

         
         Laura stood. “Right.”

         
         They walked out. Cody said to Jack, “I found Nimbus hiding behind the barn with a sore leg. Mom said she was feral, but I
            talked to her and fed her and didn’t scare her for days and days until she trusted me and came into the barn. Then we found
            out she was pregnant. She only lets me pet her now, not Sydney.” He said that with some pride. “And of course Mom, but all
            animals love Mom.”
         

         
         “I don’t know about that,” Laura said and put her arm around her son’s shoulders. She turned her left arm up, revealing a
            faded scar at least three inches long. “I’ll never forget Whiskers, the cat who gave me this. He was one mean feline.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         Margo left Logan’s office without talking to him and drove to his golf resort nestled in Desert Ridge, an area west of Scottsdale.
            He’d bought it several years ago with a group of local investors who wanted to bring one of the oldest Phoenix resorts back
            to life after years of neglect. Golf was as common as breathing in the desert, and while Margo didn’t particularly care for
            the sport, her dad, Jack, and younger sister, Luisa, loved it.
         

         
         True to her word, Veronica had contacted the resort manager, Annette DuBois, who already knew of Margo from the work Angelhart
            Investigations had been doing for Logan. She drove Margo in a golf cart to the far side of the property where the maintenance
            building was located.
         

         
         “Veronica said to help with anything you need,” Annette said with a slight accent. Margo wasn’t good with accents—she thought
            maybe European. Annette had been with the resort since Logan and his group bought it.
         

         
         “Can you tell me anything about Charlie Barrett?”

         
         “I can tell you that he didn’t come to work on Saturday when he was scheduled. I don’t normally concern myself with day-to-day
            staff issues, but because it’s Charlie I’m kept apprised.”
         

         
         “Which means?”

         
         “He’s Mr. Monroe’s brother-in-law, and while Mr. Monroe has said that no one should give him special consideration, that’s
            a difficult rule to follow.”
         

         
         “You don’t want to rat him out,” Margo said bluntly.

         
         “You could say that. Charlie is gifted—he can fix anything, and everyone likes him. He’s friendly, kind, will do anything
            that is asked of him, no matter how mundane or complicated.”
         

         
         “But,” Margo prompted, sensing there was more.

         
         “He’s not punctual, often misses shifts without notice. His work is good, but he’s slow, not from carefulness, though he is
            meticulous, but because he’s easily distracted. He might start fixing a sprinkler head, then pause to stare at a tree or get
            sidetracked replacing a dead bush, forgetting the original task. His supervisor often has to remind him.”
         

         
         “That gives me a clear picture,” Margo said. It aligned with what Jack had told her.

         
         “I have a twelve-year-old son,” Annette added. “He’s brilliant, does well in school, but his teachers have told me he daydreams.
            Doesn’t listen in class, stares out the window. They have to call his name multiple times. When I ask him about this, he says
            he gets caught up thinking through a problem. Charlie’s the same. The difference is, my son is still a child. Charlie’s a
            grown man.”
         

         
         “I get it. I’m sure Logan would want honesty, though.”

         
         “No one has lied to him. Mr. Monroe has turned this resort around in far less time than I thought possible. His vision is
            sound, he listens, and he is surprisingly approachable. But no one wants to tell him his brother-in-law is lazy.”
         

         
         “I think he knows that.”

         
         Annette pulled up to a cement building discreetly built behind a row of palm trees. Employee parking on the opposite side,
            and a covered patio area lined with misters for taking breaks. A row of maintenance carts and small trucks were neatly parked.
         

         
         Annette escorted Margo into the building, said hello to the secretary, who appeared to be doing three things at once, and
            walked down the hall to a small office with windows looking out to the green.
         

         
         “Frank, do you have a minute?”

         
         “Yeah, one sec.” He finished what he was typing—it took him a minute as he used only his index fingers to do so. “Okay, how
            can I help you, Annette?”
         

         
         “This is Margo Angelhart. She’s Mr. Monroe’s private investigator with some questions about Charlie Barrett. Mr. Monroe has
            asked that we cooperate fully.”
         

         
         “Well, damn,” Frank said.

         
         “I’ll let you talk, before I take Ms. Angelhart back to her vehicle.”

         
         “No need for you to wait, Annette,” Frank said. “I have to go to the lodge anyway to meet the contractor about the fountain.
            I’ll take her back.”
         

         
         “Very well, thank you,” Annette said, then nodded to Margo and left.

         
         “Sit, sit,” he said, motioning to a vinyl-covered chair. “Coffee? Water?”

         
         “I’m good, thanks.”

         
         He picked up a mug, drank, grimaced, put it down. “Charlie. Damn. What’dya want to know?”

         
         “His ex-wife and children were in an accident last night and neither Laura nor Logan has been able to reach him. Logan asked
            me to track him down.”
         

         
         His face fell. “Are they okay?”

         
         “Yes, they’re fine. Just want to talk to their dad.”

         
         “They’re great kids. What do you need from me?”

         
         “Annette said that Charlie didn’t show up for work on Saturday.”

         
         Frank frowned and nodded. “Didn’t even call, though that isn’t unusual.”

         
         “Does he have a schedule?”

         
         “Yes.” Frank turned to his computer, typed with one finger, then said, “Okay . . . he works Wednesday through Saturday, 6:00
            a.m. to 3:00 p.m. He’s often late, and I dock him for that. He’s always apologetic. Friday he left early—took his lunch at
            eleven, which is usual, then told one of the other guys that he might be late getting back, but didn’t return. Typical.”
         

         
         “How often would you say he misses work or leaves early?”

         
         “Used to be at least once a week, but he was getting better the last couple months. Sure, he still comes in late near every
            day, but until Friday, when he just left at lunch without a word, he hadn’t missed work in weeks. I don’t mean to be ragging
            on him, I like Charlie. When I really need him—like when the monsoon came through here a couple weeks ago and we worked round
            the clock to fix the damage? He’s here, no complaints. If I didn’t like him, I woulda told Logan it wasn’t working out. And
            if the guys didn’t like the big boss, they wouldn’t put up with the special treatment Charlie gets being late and skipping
            out.”
         

         
         Between Jack, Annette and Frank, Margo had a good picture of Charlie Barrett. “Did Charlie tell his coworker where he was
            going for lunch?”
         

         
         “I don’t know. Julio didn’t say to me.”

         
         “Do you mind if I talk to him?”

         
         “I’ll need to translate. Julio doesn’t speak much English.”

         
         “I’m bilingual,” Margo said.

         
         “Hold on a sec.” Again, using one finger, Frank typed on his computer. “Okay—he’s out working on one of our flower beds. I’ll
            take you to him. Unless you have another question for me?”
         

         
         “Does Charlie have a locker here?”

         
         “We don’t have lockers.”

         
         “Then I guess we’ll talk to Julio,” she said.

         
         It took five minutes to take the golf cart to a flower bed adjacent to Bar Nine, an open-air full-service bar and coffee shop
            at the ninth hole. A foursome were drinking coffee at one of the patio tables, two golf carts parked in one of many slots.
         

         
         Julio was fixing an irrigation issue on one side of the flower bed, the flowers dug up and placed carefully on the ground
            next to him.
         

         
         Frank introduced them and told Julio to answer all Margo’s questions.

         
         It didn’t take long to learn that Charlie hadn’t told Julio where he was going Friday afternoon. “Do you work with Charlie
            regularly?” Margo asked in Spanish.
         

         
         “Yes,” he said.

         
         “Do you get along with him?”

         
         He shrugged. “Sure. He’s all right.”

         
         “Does he often leave early?”

         
         He shrugged again. “More often than most, but he tries to make it up.”

         
         “His ex-wife can’t reach him. Other times he’s left early, where has he gone?”

         
         “Don’t know. He doesn’t tell me. Not evasive, just says bye, see you tomorrow.”

         
         “So he was planning to work Saturday?”

         
         “Didn’t say he wasn’t. I don’t work Saturdays.” He glanced at Frank.

         
         “Charlie didn’t come in this weekend.”

         
         He frowned at the muddy flower bed. “Aww, that’s why this is so bad.” 

         
         Margo asked, “Has Charlie’s behavior changed over the last few weeks?”

         
         “I don’t understand.”

         
         “Has he been more secretive, leaving early more often, acting preoccupied? Any change of behavior.”

         
         Julio thought. “He’s been on the phone a lot over the last week or so.”

         
         “Define ‘a lot.’”

         
         “Six, seven calls a day? And texting. Lotta texting.”

         
         Frank swore under his breath.

         
         “And he didn’t say who?” Margo asked.

         
         “No—well, on Wednesday I think it was, he was texting a lot, and he looked upset. I asked him if something was wrong, you
            know? With his family. I know he’s divorced, but he talks about his kids all the time, proud of them, proud of his ex-wife
            too—there’s no like, um, anger. Sometimes there is, you know.”
         

         
         “I do,” Margo said. “So you asked and what did he say?”

         
         “He said it was nothing, a job he was doing for someone.” He glanced at Frank.

         
         “No moonlighting allowed?” Margo asked Frank.

         
         “I don’t care, one of my guys has a house-cleaning service with his wife and sister. Works one day a week with them. But if
            Charlie is leaving early to work another job? I’d definitely talk to the boss about that.”
         

         
         “I’ll find out and tell Logan myself,” Margo said and turned back to Julio. “Anything else you remember about these calls
            and texts?”
         

         
         “Only that he was on a call Friday for fifteen minutes before he told me he had to run an errand and might be late getting
            back from lunch. I didn’t hear the conversation, but he looked frustrated. Like, um, if you’re explaining something to someone
            and they aren’t getting it, so you explain it again and again.”
         

         
         “That’s helpful. Thanks, Julio. If you think of anything else, please let Frank know. And if you or anyone else hears from
            Charlie, call me.” Margo gave him her card.
         

         
         “Do it,” Frank said, giving his blessing. “It’s okay with Mr. Monroe and it’s okay with me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         While driving to Charlie’s condo, Margo called Jack.

         
         “Charlie left work early on Friday and didn’t show up at all on Saturday,” Margo said. She told him what she’d learned from
            Frank and Julio. “Can you ask Laura if Charlie has a second job? Maybe a temp job, or working for a friend.”
         

         
         “She’s on the phone with her clinic,” he said. “I’ll text you. Did you follow up on Brittney’s alibi?”

         
         “Her date at Mastro’s? They don’t open until four.”

         
         “Mom knows the owner,” Jack said.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yep. His son’s a veteran and had some legal issues—I don’t know the details—when he left service. Mom helped. She and Dad
            had their anniversary dinner there the year before— Well, I’ll ask Mom to find out.”
         

         
         Before, Margo thought. Their dad had been in prison for the last three years after pleading guilty to killing his colleague at the
            VA. Margo didn’t believe it. Out of everyone in her family, her dad was the least likely to kill anyone. But he refused to
            talk about it, and when Margo visited him, she didn’t bring it up anymore.
         

         
         But that didn’t mean she didn’t have her own private investigation into Dr. Klein’s death. The problem? She was at a standstill
            with no leads to follow.
         

         
         “Brittney’s up to something,” Margo said. “I don’t think she knew anything about the hit-and-run or break-in, but she was
            nervous when I showed up. She became more irritable, but less nervous, during my questioning. She thought I was there for
            something else.”
         

         
         “Up to what?”

         
         “I don’t know if she’s just squeamish because she doesn’t want Logan to know she’s dating or if she has some game going on.
            I think game because she still denies she did anything wrong.
         

         
         “It’s none of our business. I don’t care what happens to her or any other guy who gets stuck in her web.”

         
         Jack was right. Maybe it was just that Margo didn’t like the woman. Brittney had hired her under false pretenses, lied to
            her, cheated on her husband, lied about it, was party to embezzlement, and she was getting away with it—with a two-million-dollar
            house and three million in cash for her efforts. It didn’t sit right with Margo, but she needed to let it go.
         

         
         “Margo,” Jack said when she didn’t immediately say anything.

         
         “Yeah, you’re right. Anyway, I’m heading to Charlie’s condo. Maybe he’s sleeping. Call or text if you learn anything from
            Laura about a second job. I also need to know about his friends. If Laura is on good terms with his family—parents, siblings—she
            should call them. Maybe he has a legitimate reason for being out of reach. If I don’t find him in twenty-four hours, Laura
            needs to think about filing a missing persons report.”
         

         
         “Agreed,” Jack said. “I’ll ask Laura if she can access his phone records.”

         
         “Do you really think her ex-husband has something to do with the hit-and-run?”

         
         “Logan and Laura don’t think so. But they may not be objective.”

         
         “I’ll call when I learn more,” Margo said and ended the call.

         
         Logan’s Scottsdale condo was in a prime location walking distance to dozens of restaurants and shops. He’d bought it more
            than ten years ago when he first moved to Arizona and, like Logan himself, the condo wasn’t flashy. A discreet two-story structure
            with eight units and a classy, understated exterior.
         

         
         Margo parked on the street and fed the meter. She had permission from the owner—Logan—to use the codes Veronica gave her to
            get into the building and apartment, but it was still a gray area.
         

         
         However, considering his ex-wife and kids hadn’t spoken to him in a few days, a welfare check might be in order.

         
         First, she checked the garage. It was under the building, accessible via a gate if you had a key card or code. She had the
            code, but didn’t need it because she could see that Charlie Barrett’s green Ford Ranger wasn’t there.
         

         
         She walked to the entrance and let herself into the building. Three units on the ground floor along with a community room,
            a gym and an indoor-outdoor lounge. An elevator went to the roof . . . which had a pool, hot tub and another indoor-outdoor
            room. A separate elevator went to the second floor, but she opted for the stairs.
         

         
         There was no on-site staff or maintenance, but the space was well-maintained and the HOAs had to be through the roof.

         
         Charlie’s condo was on the second floor, a sixteen-hundred-square-foot space that, from the old real estate photos Margo had
            glanced at, had an open layout and modern kitchen. A balcony on the backside boasted a view of the Camelback Mountains.
         

         
         Yep, definitely a nice bachelor pad, Margo thought. Well out of her price range, but she wasn’t a condo person. She needed
            her own space, and while her little house was old and she’d done much of the remodeling herself—with a lot of help from Jack—she
            would take her house over this condo any day.
         

         
         Though she wouldn’t mind being walking distance from all the great restaurants in Old Town.

         
         Margo knocked on Charlie’s door. No answer. No sound of anyone moving inside.

         
         She knocked on the door of the closest neighbor. Since it was Monday morning, she didn’t expect an answer; there wasn’t one.

         
         Margo texted Jack: No answer. I’m letting myself in.

         
         Margo used Logan’s code to unlock Charlie’s door, then opened it just a couple inches. “Charlie? I’m Margo Angelhart. Logan
            asked me to do a welfare check. Hello? Anyone here?”
         

         
         She heard nothing, so she entered.

         
         The place had been tossed: uneven couch cushions; entertainment center disorganized, as if someone had rifled through all
            the DVDs; papers scattered in the office; and nearly every book was askew in the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Though there
            were cords for a computer, it was missing.
         

         
         In the walk-in closet in the main bedroom, all the clothes had been pushed to one side, revealing a safe—which had been drilled
            through. Whatever was inside was gone.
         

         
         But no Charlie, and no sign that he had been injured.

         
         Also no sign that he’d gone on a trip. Two suitcases and an overnight bag were on the top shelf of the closet, and toiletries
            were spread across the bathroom counter, including a razor resting in a charger.
         

         
         She called Jack and told him what she’d found.

         
         “I’ll have Logan call the police,” Jack said. “No sign of Charlie?”

         
         “Nope,” Margo said. She’d already put on gloves before she touched anything and now opened the cabinet under the sink. No
            garbage. She searched and found there was a dedicated slide-out drawer with two garbage cans, each lined with bags. One was
            empty, one had some empty containers. She carefully moved the containers aside, found a receipt for takeout from a nearby
            restaurant, dated Thursday at 6:15 p.m. She told Jack. “Doesn’t mean anything, but he hasn’t used the trash since Thursday
            night or maybe Friday morning. I don’t think he returned home after he left work on Friday. I’m going to check a few things
            then call you back.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         Jack told Laura what Margo had learned. She grew increasingly worried.

         
         “What could have happened to him? Was he in an accident? Why wouldn’t someone have called me? Where is he?”

         
         “Do you have access to his phone records? Or GPS tracking on his phone?”

         
         She shook her head no.

         
         “Someone accessed his condo and cut open the safe. Logan should call the police about the break-in.”

         
         “Charlie doesn’t use the safe,” Laura said. “Logan had it installed when he lived there but I don’t think Charlie even knows
            the code.”
         

         
         “Are you certain?”

         
         She hesitated a fraction of a second. “Almost certain. Logan would know. He would have given Charlie the code, or created
            a new one for him.”
         

         
         “No one has seen him since late Friday morning, when he left for lunch and didn’t return to work. You may want to contact
            the police and file a missing persons report.”
         

         
         “And say what?”

         
         “That you haven’t been able to reach your ex-husband and it seems someone broke into his condo. At a minimum, they can issue
            a BOLO for his vehicle.”
         

         
         Laura looked torn. “He could have a logical explanation,” she said.

         
         “He could. Why wouldn’t you call?”

         
         She didn’t have an answer.

         
         “He’s not going to get in trouble if you call the police.”

         
         “If I can’t reach him before the end of today, I’ll do it. Is your sister still looking for him?”

         
         “Yes. Do you know his friends? Where he hangs out?”

         
         “I’ll make a list.”

         
         While Laura did that, Jack called Logan and told him what Margo had learned.

         
         “Someone cut open the safe?” he asked, surprised.

         
         “Yes. Do you know if Charlie used it?”

         
         “He said he didn’t need the safe and I never gave him my code.”

         
         “When did he move into your condo?”

         
         “Eighteen months ago.”

         
         “Where was he living before then?”

         
         “He was renting a room near the Wigwam. He had a job there.” The Wigwam was a golf resort and spa in the west valley, not
            far from where Jack had lived before his divorce. Now he had a little house near the Cardinals stadium. “But Laura didn’t
            like the people he was living with and didn’t let the kids stay overnight. She can tell you more about that situation.”
         

         
         “Margo doesn’t think that Charlie has been at his condo all weekend, but she’s going to talk to neighbors and businesses in
            the area. I’d suggest you call the police about the break-in, and we go from there. Both Charlie and Laura had break-ins this
            weekend—that is no coincidence. We find Charlie, I’m certain we’ll get answers.”
         

         
         “And you’ll watch my sister and the kids, right?” Logan asked. “I don’t know what Charlie is up to, but if he brought something
            dangerous into Laura’s life, I’ll never forgive him.”
         

         
         “I’ll stay,” Jack said.

         
         He turned and saw Sydney standing in the hall staring at him, eyes wide.

         
         “I have to go,” Jack said and hung up.

         
         “Where’s my dad?” she demanded.

         
         “We’re looking for him,” Jack said. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for why he hasn’t returned your mom’s call.”

         
         “He hasn’t called me back, either. His phone went straight to voicemail.”

         
         “Which most likely means his battery died,” he said carefully.

         
         “He always calls me back!” Sydney’s voice rose. “Always! We were supposed to go up to his friend’s cabin in Flagstaff, and
            we were going to hike and just hang out, and he canceled!”
         

         
         Laura hadn’t told him that. “When?” Jack asked.

         
         “This weekend!”

         
         “When did he cancel?”

         
         “Friday. Why? What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing is wrong. I’m putting together a timeline.”

         
         “But I heard you talking to Uncle Logan! He’s not at his condo, no one knows where he is. What if something happened to him?”

         
         Jack stepped forward, put a hand on her shoulder. “Sydney, I know you’re worried about your dad. My sister and I are going
            to find him. It’s what we do.”
         

         
         “I thought you were like a bodyguard or something? That’s why you’re here, because of the break-in. Are they going to come
            back?”
         

         
         He squeezed her shoulder. “I don’t think so, but if they do, I’ll be here. I’m not going to let anything happen to you or
            your mom or your brother.”
         

         
         “What about Uncle Logan? What if they go after him? We don’t even know what they want!”

         
         Sydney was working herself up almost to hysteria, and Jack didn’t know what to say to give her peace.

         
         “I’ve already talked to Logan about being careful, and he has security at the resort. My sister Margo is going to come over
            later to meet you all. You’ll like her and she’s very good at her job. Her first priority is to find your dad, and my priority
            is to keep you all safe. Okay?”
         

         
         Sydney nodded. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m so emotional right now.”

         
         “You have nothing to apologize for.”

         
         Laura came into the kitchen. “What are you apologizing for?”

         
         “No one knows where Dad is, and I’m worried.”

         
         “Me, too, sweetheart, but Jack and his sister are looking for him.”

         
         “I’m going to call Jenny,” Sydney said and went down the hall to her room.

         
         “You’re good with Sydney,” Laura said.

         
         “You have two great kids,” he said.

         
         “I was shaken last night, I can only imagine how Sydney feels. Cody? Nothing much seems to faze him—unless one of the animals
            is hurt.”
         

         
         “You didn’t tell me Charlie canceled his weekend with the kids.”

         
         “I didn’t think of it, but yes, he did.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “He called me Friday around lunchtime. I was in the clinic and talked to him between patients. I was angry, because this wasn’t
            the first time, and the kids are always disappointed. He wanted next weekend, like we swap or something, but next weekend
            is Fourth of July, and I have plans for us. So I said no, and I’m always afraid the kids are going to be mad at me when Charlie
            is the one who always changes things on us.”
         

         
         “You have to do what’s right for your family. It’s not easy.”

         
         “It’s not,” she agreed, “but the work is worth it. Like you said, I have two great kids.”

         
         Jack glanced at his watch. It was noon. “I need to talk to your neighbors, check out any security cameras. But first I’m going
            to walk the perimeter again.”
         

         
         “Do you really think that’s necessary?”

         
         “Yes. If Charlie calls, find me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         Not one person was at home when Margo knocked on each door in the building, except a guy on the ground floor who was renting
            the space through Airbnb and didn’t see or hear anything.
         

         
         Next, she went to the restaurant that Charlie had ordered from Thursday night. They made specialty pizzas with hand-tossed
            crust and her stomach growled when she entered. She knew she was hungry when everything on the menu looked good. She ordered
            a personal-size buffalo style—spicy buffalo sauce, chicken, pineapple, mozzarella and blue cheeses.
         

         
         She sat at the bar and ordered a soda while she waited. It wasn’t too busy yet, so when the bartender put her drink down,
            she asked, “Do you know Charlie Barrett? He comes in here quite a bit.” That was a guess. She pulled out her phone and brought
            up the photo Logan had texted her, showed it to the woman.
         

         
         “Charlie, yeah. Comes in at least once a week. Why?”

         
         “I’m a private investigator and his ex-wife hasn’t been able to reach him for a few days. He was supposed to take the kids
            this weekend and didn’t show.” Slight fib, but close to the truth. “I checked his condo, his work. She’s worried about him.”
         

         
         “I’ve seen his kids, boy and girl. Nice kids.”

         
         “She doesn’t want to call the police yet, but will be filing a missing persons report if I can’t track him down. Were you
            working Thursday evening?”
         

         
         “Yeah, until closing. He came in that night, or was it Friday?” she wondered out loud.

         
         “Thursday,” Margo said. “Ordered a special combo.”

         
         “I remember now, I was here both nights.”

         
         “Was he alone?”

         
         “Yeah . . .” Now the bartender sounded a bit skeptical about speaking to her. “Do you want to talk to my manager?”

         
         “Who served him?”

         
         “Me. He sat at the bar while he waited and had a beer, took the pizza with him.”

         
         “Alone?” 

         
         The bartender glanced behind her, but Margo couldn’t see who she was looking at. “Yes,” she responded.

         
         “Did he say anything about his plans?”

         
         “I didn’t talk to him, other than hello. I really can’t tell you anything else. Charlie comes in once or twice a week, really
            nice guy, brings his kids sometimes. That’s it.”
         

         
         Margo’s order was called and the bartender went to the counter and retrieved it for her. “Here,” she said. “Look, if you need
            more information you’ll have to talk to my manager, we’re not supposed to talk about customers.
         

         
         “Thanks for your help.”

         
         Margo left with her pizza and walked back to the condo complex. Before she let herself into the lobby, she noticed a late-model
            black sedan with tinted windows. It stuck out to her because it was idling . . . and she was almost positive it had been there
            earlier, when she first entered.
         

         
         Idling likely because it was too hot to sit in a car without A/C.

         
         She typed in the code, put the pizza down on one of the tables in the lobby. The windows were smoked glass, so she couldn’t
            see out. Well, she’d just have to be bold.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she’d left her camera in her Jeep, so she pulled out her phone and hit the camera app. In Arizona, only rear
            license plates were required on vehicles. The car was facing her; she needed to get behind it for a picture.
         

         
         If they weren’t up to anything, no harm. If they were . . . she’d like to know who was watching Charlie’s building.

         
         She pretended she was walking the two blocks back to the pizza place, but then cut across the street directly behind the car
            and quickly took pictures of the plate, mindful that whoever was inside could come out and confront her.
         

         
         Instead, they sped out of the parking place, nearly sideswiping a Tesla.

         
         They’d either been watching the condo or watching her. She’d put her money on the condo.

         
         If she had to bet, they were waiting for Charlie.

         
         She went back to the lobby and immediately ate a slice of pizza while she dialed Logan. He answered when her mouth was full.

         
         “Hey,” she said, swallowed. “Sorry. So someone was watching the condo. Black sedan. I have the plates.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Tinted windows, I couldn’t see inside. I’m going to call someone to run the plates for me.”

         
         “You think they were looking for Charlie?”

         
         “Yep. Did you talk to the police about the break-in?”

         
         “Scottsdale PD is sending an officer to take a report, but I don’t know what might be missing. Can you stay until they get
            there? I told them you’d be there to let them in.”
         

         
         “Sure, how long?”

         
         “They said within an hour, that was twenty minutes ago.”

         
         “Okay.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m waiting on a list of Charlie’s friends from Laura, then I’m going to head up to her
            house and relieve Jack for a few hours. But I was thinking about Charlie’s past—you told Jack that he’s gotten involved with
            a few get-rich-quick schemes that didn’t work out.”
         

         
         “It’s been a while—”

         
         “A leopard doesn’t change his spots.” Margo heard her abuela’s voice in her ear. How many times had she heard that cliche
            growing up?
         

         
         “Charlie’s closest friends are Bob and Beth O’Neill. The O’Neills have a daughter a year younger than Sydney. I’ll send you
            their contact information. They’re the only people I can think of, I’m sure there are others. There was a guy he used to work
            with out at the Wigwam.”
         

         
         “Is this the same guy he lived with that Laura didn’t want around the kids?”

         
         “It wasn’t so much that as Laura didn’t like the idea of the kids staying at a house with four single men she didn’t know
            much about.”
         

         
         “I need those names and addresses.” If Charlie was in trouble, or if he was trying to lie low, going back to his previous
            residence would be an obvious option.
         

         
         “Give me a couple minutes.”

         
         “You have until the police come and leave,” she said.

         
         “I’ll text you everything I find.” Logan hung up.

         
         Margo had been starving; she finished the pizza in short order and tossed her trash in a receptacle in the lounge. She usually
            had toast or fruit in the morning, but today she’d rushed out without anything because she hadn’t gone to the store in a week
            and all she had in the house was stale bread, a black banana, a half-empty container of garlic dip from Trader Joe’s, and
            bottle of hot sauce her Aunt Rita had made.
         

         
         Yes, when desperate, she was known to spread pretty much anything on a piece of bread.

         
         She called her ex-boyfriend, Phoenix PD Sergeant Rick Devlin.

         
         “I’m working,” he answered.

         
         “That’s why I called. I need you to run a plate.”

         
         “You know I can’t do that.”

         
         “Grumpy.”

         
         “Margo—”

         
         “I’m working a case for Logan Monroe. His sister was run off the road last night with her kids in the car, someone broke into
            her house, her ex also had a break-in, and a black sedan has been watching his place but drove off before I could confront
            them. I got their plates.”
         

         
         He didn’t say anything.

         
         “I’ll text you the photo.”

         
         “No promises,” he said and hung up.

         
         Margo texted him the photo with a kissing emoji.

         
         No, they weren’t dating anymore and likely would never rekindle a relationship. But . . . it wasn’t as awkward as it used
            to be. Margo was relieved, because Rick was Jack’s best friend and the tension wasn’t doing any of them any good. Jack would
            love for them to get back together, but Margo didn’t think it would work . . . maybe. Damn, she was still confused about it
            all.
         

         
         She sat there and waited for the police . . . and for a text from Rick. If Rick didn’t help, she had others she could call . . .
            but Josie didn’t work Mondays, and her MVD contact was prickly and slow. She was fairly confident that Rick would come through
            for her.
         

         
          

         An hour later, the police had come and gone. They took photos, prints, and would follow up with the homeowner. They were surprisingly
            uninterested in Charlie’s whereabouts, and Margo didn’t volunteer any information. Neither Logan nor Laura had filed a missing
            persons report, but if he didn’t turn up today, that should be the next step.
         

         
         Margo texted Logan the police report number, then called her sister Tess, the guru of research.

         
         “Hey Tess, did Jack fill you in on the new case?”

         
         “Yes, I’ve been on the phone half the morning with Logan’s admin, Veronica, working through potential threats, disgruntled
            vendors, and the like. Thing is, Logan doesn’t actually hire anyone. He only has two employees in his office, doesn’t supervise
            anyone else. People like him. Jack said you talked to Brittney?”
         

         
         “I don’t think she has anything to do with it, but she’s up to something—I’m going to ask Mom to follow up on her alibi for
            the hit-and-run. Just to cross t’s and all that. And get the tea on her new boyfriend.”
         

         
         “She has a boyfriend,” Tess said bluntly. “The divorce isn’t even final.”

         
         “Well, to be honest, she had a boyfriend her entire marriage, so I don’t think the divorce decree means anything to her,”
            Margo said. “I’m heading out to Litchfield Park to talk to Charlie’s old roommate. I’m going to send you some names, can you
            do basic backgrounds for me?”
         

         
         “Sure.” Tess sighed.

         
         “What’s wrong?” Margo asked.

         
         “Everyone is divorced.”

         
         “That’s factually inaccurate.”

         
         “You know what I mean.”

         
         “No, I really don’t.” Margo felt an insecurity rant coming on. She wasn’t wrong.

         
         “We set the date and now . . . what if something happens? Logan loved Brittney and she cheated on him! And Laura and Charlie,
            I mean I don’t know them, but they’re divorced and have kids. You know Gabriel and I have to start trying for kids right away because I’m going to be thirty-five this year. And Jack
            and Whitney—I know Jack is still heartbroken about his divorce and—”
         

         
         “Stop,” Margo said. “You’re working yourself up for nothing. You and Gabriel have been engaged for more than a year, you’ve
            known each other even longer. You’re getting married in April, and it’s going to be great. You’re great together, don’t start
            worrying about what-ifs and what happens to other couples. Mom and Dad have been married for thirty-nine years. Pops and Abuela
            have been married for sixty years. You’ll fix any problems that come up, but if you start stressing out because other people have failed marriages, you’ll
            give yourself a coronary. Got it?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” she said, as if she knew she had to agree with Margo but didn’t really want to. She knew Tess was still going to worry.
            Empathy was good, but too much empathy was depressing.
         

         
         “So, I’m going to send you the names. Can you work your magic?”

         
         “I’ll call when I have something.”

         
         Tess hung up and Margo mentally swore. She loved her sister. They were eighteen months apart and had shared a room their entire
            life, until Tess went to college the year before Margo enlisted in the Army. They were very different—Tess super feminine,
            Margo more a tomboy. Tess tall and gorgeous, Margo not so tall and not so gorgeous. Tess was compassionate, smart and empathic.
            Margo . . . yeah, she was smart, but not book smart, and her compassion had limits. But they complemented each other, and
            Margo hadn’t realized how much she missed her sister during the three years she’d been estranged from the family until she
            came back.
         

         
         She’d missed her, but she hadn’t missed how Tess worried about everyone and everything and, as their mom said, “borrowed trouble.”

         
         Margo headed out to Litchfield Park and hoped she didn’t get stuck in traffic.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         Laura’s property was problematic, Jack thought as he finished walking the perimeter of the five acres for a third time.

         
         There were some positives. Only one way a vehicle could enter. Though the split rail fence could easily be climbed, it was
            sturdy, and it would take a large, heavy vehicle to crash through, giving them time to prepare. The house was in the center
            of the spread, which gave them ample line of sight, except behind the barn where trees lined the fence and blocked visibility.
         

         
         The barn was the first problem because it was only thirty yards from the house, and anyone could approach the property from
            the east with the barn and trees as cover. The second main problem was that while there was a gate across the driveway, it
            didn’t lock, and there was no alarm system on the house.
         

         
         Still, the area was quiet, day or night. A serene rural community with little traffic. Sound would carry and be easy to pinpoint.

         
         Jack returned to the house, which was comfortably cool, and accepted the ice water Laura handed him. “You’re making me nervous,”
            she said. “You don’t really believe they’re coming back, do you?”
         

         
         “We need to be cautious. That means securing your house as best we can and not being alone outside. Keep your wits about you.
            I’m going to talk to the neighbors, but the heat sapped my energy so I’m taking my truck.”
         

         
         “I don’t blame you,” she said. “I’m used to Texas summers, but even they didn’t prepare me for this heat.” She rested her
            hand on his arm. “Thank you, Jack. I didn’t sound appreciative for your help this morning, but I am.”
         

         
         “No thanks necessary,” he said.

         
         She noticed that her hand was on him, and she pulled it back, seemingly embarrassed. It was . . . well, Jack wasn’t quite
            sure if he should read anything into it. Laura was Logan’s sister, he was here to watch over her and the kids, and to be honest,
            his romantic radar was rusty. He’d only been on a few dates since his divorce, and no one had stuck.
         

         
         He liked her. She was comfortable in her own skin, confident, accepted help, and pretty.

         
         But, like him, she was divorced with kids and, as she’d said, still loved her ex-husband. It would be too complicated. Maybe . . .
            later. When they resolved this situation, when he had some perspective and had thought things through, he could ask her for
            coffee or something.
         

         
         He said, “I won’t be long. Logan hired someone to fix the back door, they’ll be here within an hour. And I asked that they
            install a better dead bolt on the front door. Just as a precaution, but it would probably be a good thing to keep it engaged
            when you’re home, especially at night.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” she muttered and averted her eyes.

         
         Yep, she was embarrassed because she wasn’t interested, and he’d read too much into a casual touch.

         
         As he walked out, he still felt her hand on his arm.

         
         Laura lived on a half-mile-long road that ended in a small turnabout. There were five houses, including Laura’s, and hers
            was located on the southeast corner lot. The elaborately remodeled house at the end had been completely landscaped, with a
            wide swath of lawn that would cost a fortune to keep so green and a swimming pool that could be seen from the gated entrance.
            They’d also erected a barn that looked too fancy for the rugged community.
         

         
         No one answered the buzzer on the gate, but there was an option to leave a voice message, which he did with his name and phone
            number.
         

         
         The two families across the road were home; both knew Laura and her kids and were concerned about the break-in. Neither had
            security cameras or heard anything unusual yesterday—though the older retired couple had been gone all day.
         

         
         The neighbor to the north of Laura, between her property and the remodeled house, wasn’t home. Jack made a note to return
            later.
         

         
         The two houses across the main road—if one could call the narrow two-lane road a “main” road—were his best bet for cameras.
            One property had obvious cameras on the corner of their garage, which was closer to the road than the house. It appeared to
            look out to the intersection.
         

         
         He knocked on the door. He heard kids playing inside. A teenage boy opened the door and at the same time got whacked on the
            side of the head with a bean bag. A mass of laughter erupted from inside the house.
         

         
         “I’ll get you back, Jared, you fucking brat!”

         
         “Language!” a female voice admonished from behind the teen. She slapped the back of his head in a move that reminded Jack
            of his Abuela, only she used a chancla—basically, a flip-flop—for punishment.
         

         
         Jack and his cousins had learned real quick to abide by Abuela’s rules.

         
         “How can I help you?” the mother said while motioning for her son to disappear.

         
         “I’m Jack Angelhart, a private investigator helping Laura Barrett with a situation.”

         
         “Is she okay? Did something happen?”

         
         “She’s fine. There was a break-in last night—”

         
         “Someone broke into her house?” the woman repeated.

         
         “Yes. What’s your name?”

         
         “Kerry Smith. I’ve known Laura since the day she moved in. Sydney goes to school with my daughter, and Cody is a year older
            than my youngest son. Are they okay?”
         

         
         “They weren’t home. I’m a friend of the family and—”

         
         “Friend?” she said with her eyebrows raised. “I haven’t seen you around before.”

         
         Jack pulled a business card out of his pocket and handed it to her. “I noticed you had a security camera on your garage.”

         
         She looked toward the garage. “My husband put those in last year when we caught our oldest sneaking out of the house.” She
            rolled her eyes. “I told him grounding was sufficient, but he insisted. Two months later, Chris tried it again, my husband
            put on the floodlights, and you’d have thought the police had surrounded the place.” She laughed. “He hasn’t done it since.
            Groveled sufficiently, but my husband said the cameras were a good deterrent.” She frowned. “Poor Laura. Did she lose much?”
         

         
         “Nothing appears to have been taken. I’m hoping that your camera is set to record?”

         
         “I think so?” she said as a question. “My husband is at work, he won’t be home until late, he handles—”

         
         “I can do it, Mom!” a voice piped up from behind her. A tall teenager—not the one who answered the door—towered over his mother
            and was nearly as tall as Jack.
         

         
         “All right, if you have time,” Kerry said. “Mr. Angelhart, this is my son Chris.”

         
         “No problem,” Chris said. “I don’t have to be at work until three today. It won’t take more than a few minutes.”

         
         “Call me Jack,” Jack told them as Kerry led him into the house.

         
         “How do you know Laura?” Kerry asked with a sidelong glance.

         
         “Through her brother.”

         
         “Ah,” she said. “And you’re a private investigator?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Jack was beginning to feel like he was getting the third degree. Friendly, but odd.

         
         Kerry said to Chris, “Don’t go through your dad’s things, computer only, understand?”

         
         “Yeah, Mom,” he said.

         
         Kerry said to Jack, “Chris is a good kid, truly. Being the oldest of six, he sometimes flexes his wings a bit too far, but
            since he got a job at the beginning of the summer, it’s night and day.”
         

         
         “I’m the oldest of five, I did my own flexing,” Jack said.

         
         She laughed, then a crash in the other room followed by shouts had her running out of the den.

         
         Chris rolled his eyes as he sat down at the computer and booted it up. “Jared and Michael are constantly going after each
            other. Do you have a brother?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did you fight with him?”

         
         “We argued about things, but we never really fought.” Nico was five years younger than Jack. They’d shared a room growing
            up, but Nico had been in and out of the hospital until he was twelve, when the doctors finally diagnosed a rare but treatable
            bone cancer. Jack had always been involved in sports and spent a lot of time outside the house. He liked his brother, but
            they didn’t share common interests, other than an interest in criminal justice. Nico worked in the Phoenix Crime Lab. “I fought
            more with my sisters,” Jack said with a smile. “Tess would talk me to death, and Margo was sneaky when she got back at me.”
         

         
         “That’s my sister, the sneaky one.” Chris typed on the keyboard. “Okay, what time?”

         
         “Sunday, I don’t know the time, but I’d like to look at between 10:00 p.m. and midnight first.”

         
         “Sure. Okay . . . do you know what you’re looking for? I can speed through it.”

         
         “I’m looking for any vehicle that turned onto Laura Barrett’s street, so I’m only interested in the camera on your garage
            that faces the intersection.”
         

         
         “The garage is Camera Two . . . okay, here we go. Here’s the current view.”

         
         Jack looked over Chris’s shoulder. The camera showed the driveway and part of the street. He would be able to see any car
            that turned from the east, but not the west. As they watched, an older white pickup turned up Laura’s street. Jack thought
            it might be the handyman to fix the door, but Chris said, “That’s Mr. Berg. He’s kind of a jerk.”
         

         
         “Neighbor?”

         
         “He lives next to the Barretts. My sister was over there horseback riding with Sydney once, and he came out yelling at them
            for no reason. Then a couple weeks ago, our goats got out. We have three, they’re really good at getting out of their pen.
            Other neighbors think it’s funny—like Laura once found them sleeping on her back porch and brought them home. But this time,
            they went to Mr. Berg’s house and ate from his vegetable garden. He said he’d shoot them next time, and Jared and my sister
            started crying and my mom was angry, and then Dad went to talk to him and came back mad and told us we had to do better keeping
            the goats secure. We have an alarm on their pen now.”
         

         
         “Sounds like a really nice guy,” Jack said sarcastically.

         
         “Yeah,” Chris said with a grunt.

         
         Chris typed in a code, and then a time and the digital copy started from 10:00 p.m. last night. “It’s on triple speed now.”

         
         “Any car you see approach, slow it down, okay?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         They watched. The first car that came was a minivan. Chris said, “That’s the Ahmed family. They moved in a year ago, totally
            redid the house at the end of the road. Kinda different.”
         

         
         “I saw it.”

         
         “My dad hates it, but he likes Dr. Ahmed. Both of the parents are doctors, but Dad’s friendly with the dad. They have three
            kids, but they’re all little.”
         

         
         “They weren’t home when I went to talk to them.”

         
         “They work at the new hospital down off the freeway. The dad is in the emergency room, I don’t know what department the mom
            is in.”
         

         
         Chris was a wealth of information. “You know the other neighbors?”

         
         “Sure, I’ve lived here my entire life. My mom knows everyone, and I mean everyone.”
         

         
         “Do the people across the street from you have cameras?”

         
         “Just a camera at their front door, for deliveries and stuff.”

         
         Chris started the recording again, and at ten thirty another vehicle turned in.

         
         A dark truck.

         
         “Go back,” Jack said. “Is that a neighbor?”

         
         “I don’t recognize it.”

         
         Chris rewound, then started the recording in slow motion.

         
         It was night, and the headlights were at first bright, then the camera adjusted. The truck slowed, stopped at the fork even
            though there was no stop sign and no other vehicle. Then the truck turned up the street.
         

         
         “Freeze,” Jack said.

         
         Chris did. Unfortunately, the license plate wasn’t distinct enough.

         
         “Can you go back again?”

         
         Chris did. Now Jack looked at the front of the vehicle. The headlights looked different, one smaller than the other, and that
            could be because the plastic covering over one headlight had been broken in a crash. He thought he could see a dent in the
            bumper, but it was a heavy-duty truck, and he couldn’t be certain.
         

         
         “All right, let’s see when they leave.”

         
         Chris fast-forwarded again. Thirty-two minutes later, the truck left, going back the way it had come. At 11:47—not forty-five
            minutes later—Logan’s Tesla came into view.
         

         
         Jack asked, “Can you copy the segment from when we first see the truck until the truck leaves? I’ll give you an email to send
            it to. My sister might be able to enhance the license plate.”
         

         
         Chris started typing, and said, “They broke into the Barretts’ house?”

         
         “I believe so.”

         
         “Damn.” A moment later Chris said, “Okay, email?”

         
         Jack rattled off Luisa’s email, then dictated a message for Chris to type. “Lu, this is Jack using someone else’s email. Can
            you enhance the vehicle for make and model and possibly get a license plate? Number one suspect in the break-in. Thanks.”
         

         
         Jack thanked Chris for his help and ran into Kerry as she returned from dealing with her kids. “Those boys just earned themselves
            more chores,” she mumbled. “Was Chris able to help?”
         

         
         “Yes, smart kid.”

         
         “That he is.” She beamed. She walked him to the door. “Please, let me know if you need anything else. I’ll call Laura and
            see if she needs anything?” She said it like a question.
         

         
         “I’m sure she’d like that,” he said. “Thanks for your help.”

         
         He left and headed back to Mr. Berg’s house.

         
         While Chris thought Laura’s neighbor was grumpy, he was also a teen, and Jack expected Mr. Berg to be cordial with an adult.

         
         He drove up to the house and saw the white pickup in the carport behind the house. He parked on the packed gravel driveway
            and before he exited his truck, a man in his early sixties came out from the back of the house, wiping his hands on a rag.
            “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying,” the man said with a scowl.
         

         
         “Not selling anything, Mr. Berg. My name is Jack Angelhart and I’m a private investigator. Mrs. Barrett had a break-in last
            night, and I was wondering—”
         

         
         “Don’t know anything about that. I’m busy, so you can move along.”

         
         “I spoke to one of your neighbors and viewed footage from their security camera. You came home thirty minutes before the break-in.”

         
         “You’re spying on me?” The man stepped forward aggressively.

         
         Jack straightened his spine, his cop instincts on high alert. Mr. Berg was not a pleasant fellow. “No, sir,” he said in a
            calm, commanding voice. “I’m investigating the break-in.”
         

         
         “First off, when I came home is none of your business. But since you know, I’ll tell you. I came home at ten last night, had
            a night-cap, went to bed, as I always do. I didn’t hear anything, didn’t see anything, and I have nothing more to say.”
         

         
         “Sorry to bother you.”

         
         “You know,” Mr. Berg continued, “you can tell that woman she needs to keep better control of her dogs. I woke up this morning
            and they had dug through my flower garden. See there?”
         

         
         He gestured to a patch of flowers against the side of the house, partially shaded. Fresh dirt was evident, but Jack couldn’t
            see where the dogs had made a mess.
         

         
         “Took me an hour to get everything back in order again.”

         
         “Thank you for your time,” Jack said before he said something critical.

         
         Before he got back in his truck, the man had disappeared from view.

         
         He had a missed call from Rick, and then a text read: Black sedan registered to Bishop Security, LLC. You’re welcome.

         
         He sent Rick a thumbs-up emoji and sent the info to Tess to run a background, copying in Margo in case she came across the
            business.
         

         
         Margo would be irritated that Rick had sent him the information instead of her. He wished his sister and his best friend would
            fix their problems because they were good together. But they were both stubborn, and he was losing hope that it would work
            out between them.
         

         
         He went back to Laura’s and Cody immediately ran out and greeted him, the two Labs on his heels. “I want to check on Nimbus,
            to see if she had her kittens, and Mom says I can’t go to the barn alone, can you come with me? Please?”
         

         
         “Sure,” Jack said, “let’s check on the mama cat. But you should get the dogs inside, we don’t want to spook her.”

         
         “Okay!” Cody said and whistled. The dogs immediately followed him indoors.

         
         It surprised Jack how comfortable he felt with the Barrett family. Maybe because Laura was Logan’s sister. Maybe because her
            kids were fun and interesting.
         

         
         Or maybe because they were all growing on him, including Laura. He didn’t know quite what to make of it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         Getting out to Litchfield Park in the west valley from Scottsdale was a pain and a half, but Margo beat the afternoon commute,
            so what could have taken more than an hour she made in forty-five minutes.
         

         
         Logan had given her the address, and Jack had come through with the name of the guy Charlie had rented a room from: Greg Nutter.
            Greg had inherited the house from his parents and worked in maintenance at the Wigwam, where Charlie had once worked. Margo
            had the basics on the house from Tess: Nutter had taken out a second mortgage, and two other single men lived in the home.
         

         
         Chances were that no one was home early on a Monday afternoon. Being a PI was a lot of legwork, much of which wouldn’t pan
            out. If she didn’t find him at home, she’d go to his work.
         

         
         The house was in an established neighborhood with well-maintained desert landscaping—rocks, cacti, and palo brea trees which
            looked pretty but dumped a thick layer of tiny yellow flowers half of the year.
         

         
         Margo knocked on the door. She heard movement in the back of the house, and a minute later the door opened. “Yep?” the guy—thirties,
            black, shirtless—smiled. “Can I help you?”
         

         
         “I’m looking for Greg Nutter.”

         
         “That’s me,” he said with a wide smile. “What can I do you for?”

         
         Margo handed him her business card. “I’m a private investigator looking for Charlie Barrett. His ex-wife hasn’t been able
            to reach him the last few days, and he missed his weekend with the kids. This was his last residence before moving to Scottsdale.”
         

         
         “Charlie’s missing? Damn.” He put her card in the pocket of his swim trunks.

         
         “Have you seen or talked to him since Thursday?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “When was the last time you talked to him?”

         
         Greg thought on that. “Well, I haven’t talked to him in weeks, but he left a voice message for me Friday. I was working, and
            I didn’t call him back because I couldn’t help.”
         

         
         “Help?”

         
         “He left a message asking if he could store some stuff in my garage.”

         
         “What stuff?”

         
         “He didn’t say. I texted him back late and said sorry, the garage is full, and he responded with,” he pulled a phone out of
            his pocket and read off, “‘No prob, got it covered. Thanks.’”
         

         
         He turned the phone to show her the message, which was as he read.

         
         Greg said, “His condo out in Scottsdale doesn’t have much storage, and normally I wouldn’t mind, but I gotta new roommate
            and he needed the garage for storage, pays me extra for it. Storage units cost a small fortune.”
         

         
         “If he calls you, please have him call me or his ex-wife as soon as possible. She’s worried,” Margo said. She didn’t give
            him more details, no need to. But now she wanted to know what Charlie had that he needed a garage to store.
         

         
         “Sure,” Greg said. “And have him call me too, would you? I hope nothing happened to him.”

         
         “His ex-wife says he often lets his phone battery die.”

         
         Greg laughed. “True. I gave him a portable charger that was great, but then he forgot to charge the portable charger. And
            I don’t know how many adapters for his truck he’s lost. That’s probably what happened. Tell him I said hi, and to call me.”
         

         
         “I will,” Margo said and left.

         
         She called Jack on her way to the O’Neills’ house in North Glendale. “I have one more stop, then I should be at Laura’s before
            five.”
         

         
         “Just in time for me to hit traffic back to my house.”

         
         She told him what Greg Nutter said, then, “So Rick called you with the info. I thought we were beyond using you as a middleman.”

         
         “He could get in trouble for running plates, you know that.”

         
         “And how does sending it to you and not me avoid trouble?” she responded.

         
         He ignored her question and said, “Tess is digging into Bishop Securities. They have a webpage that states they provide ‘discreet
            executive services’ for ‘discerning clients,’ whatever that means.”
         

         
         “Hmm,” Margo said, thinking. “Physical address?”

         
         “Give Tess time. We’ve dumped a lot on her plate today, and we just got the information an hour ago. Did you get the picture
            I sent of the truck turning onto Laura’s street? I sent it to Luisa to see if she can enhance the license plate.”
         

         
         “If anyone can, it’s Lu,” Margo said. “See you in a bit.”

         
          

         Bob and Beth O’Neill lived on a cul-de-sac in Arrowhead Ranch, an upscale planned community built around man-made lagoons.
            A Ford Explorer was parked in the driveway with a decal on the back window with stick figures portraying a dad, mom, big girl,
            little boy, little girl, dog and two cats.
         

         
         She knocked on the door and a dog barked twice. No one came to the door, but Margo heard laughter and shouts from the backyard,
            then a splash. She rang the bell and the dog barked again, and then she heard someone coming to the door, telling “Barkley”
            to stop barking.
         

         
         Good name for a dog.

         
         A woman answered the door wearing a tank top and shorts, her skin slick with sunscreen. “Yes?”

         
         “Beth O’Neill?”

         
         “Yes?” she said, more cautious.

         
         Margo introduced herself and explained why she was there. “Have you or your husband heard from Charlie in the last few days?”

         
         “Come in, the cold air is escaping,” Beth said. “Barkley doesn’t bite.”

         
         Margo glanced at the drooling mutt—a hint of Lab, maybe, but definitely a mix. He looked like he was smiling at her.

         
         “Hold on,” Beth said. “I need to make sure my oldest will keep an eye on my youngest.” She left the room and Margo looked
            around.
         

         
         The house was comfortable and looked like it catered to their kids. Bookshelves filled with games, comfortable furniture,
            and based on the dog hair, the couch appeared to be Barkley’s preferred bed. Beth returned a minute later with two water bottles,
            handed one to Margo. “You look hot.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” Margo said.

         
         “How is Laura?” Beth asked.

         
         “Good.” She and Jack had already decided not to mention the hit-and-run and break-in, unless they had a good reason to do
            so. Instead, she repeated her line that Laura was worried that she couldn’t reach Charlie.
         

         
         “Charlie is not the most responsible person,” Beth said. “I wish Laura would have called me, I would have helped. She didn’t
            have to hire a private investigator.”
         

         
         “Actually, my firm is on retainer with her brother Logan, so it’s not a problem.”

         
         “Aw. I don’t know Logan well. When Laura and Charlie were still married we did a lot together. I love Laura. She was always
            so busy, though, with her clinic and her horses.”
         

         
         This conversation wasn’t yielding any information. Margo said, “So you and your husband haven’t talked to Charlie?”

         
         “Oh, we have. I was just saying I miss Laura. Bob and Charlie have always been friends, even after the divorce, and I feel
            that people shouldn’t have to choose one or the other. I just don’t see Laura as much as I would like, and since she moved
            to Desert Hills, we don’t even get the kids together much anymore. I miss it.”
         

         
         “When did you last talk to Charlie?”

         
         “He came here Saturday morning and dropped a bunch of things off in our garage. I wasn’t here. I took the kids to my mom’s
            house in Prescott for the weekend because it was so damn hot, and Bob didn’t really ask me. Now I can’t get my car in!”
         

         
         Margo thought about what Greg Nutter had told her about Charlie looking for a garage to store something.

         
         “What did he bring by?”

         
         “Junk, if you ask me.”

         
         “Would you mind showing me?”

         
         “Sure,” Beth said. She drained her water and put the empty bottle on a shelf as they walked down the hall to a laundry room,
            then into the three-car garage. She turned on the bright overhead lights.
         

         
         The one-car bay was filled with toys, sporting equipment, golf clubs, half-packed tents, and a rack for extra goods like toilet
            paper and paper towels. The two-car bay could have comfortably fit the Ford Explorer in the driveway, except for dozens of
            boxes, a gorgeous antique desk that needed a little TLC, two solid wood file cabinets and a dining room table with six chairs—one
            of which was broken.
         

         
         “Charlie gave Bob a hundred dollars to store this junk for a week. At nine this morning when I went to the grocery store,
            my car was sweltering and I burned my hands on the steering wheel. I like parking in my garage. I keep the garage clean so I can park here.” She pointed to the spot now occupied by the boxes.
         

         
         “Do you mind if I look through the stuff?”

         
         “Go ahead.” Beth turned on a fan in the corner. “It’s not going to keep you cool, but it’ll circulate the air. I’m going to
            check on the kids—they have friends over, and while my oldest is generally responsible, I don’t want to leave them too long.”
         

         
         “I’m good, thanks,” Margo said.

         
         When Beth left, Margo opened the closest box labeled only with a date: 2018. Inside were file folders. Upon closer inspection,
            she realized they were legal files for Thornton and Hedge Law Offices, each folder for a different client. She took a picture
            of the top sheet of one folder that had the law office contact information and sent that to Tess and their mom—their mother,
            Ava Angelhart, was a lawyer, and while she didn’t practice much anymore, she knew most of the big attorneys in Phoenix.
         

         
         Margo took more photos of the boxes and furniture. The thirty-seven boxes—she counted—were dated from 2002 through 2025—more
            than twenty years. The early years were doubled up—2002–03, 2004–05, then as the practice apparently grew, there were multiple
            boxes for some years—until 2023–25, which was in one box.
         

         
         Why did Charlie have files from a law office? She was too hot to take the time to look through the files—it would take days
            to even skim all this information. She examined the furniture. It was dusty and a bit scuffed, but high-quality. The file
            cabinets were empty. The desk had some loose papers and pens—pens embossed with Thornton & Hedge, Law Office and their phone number. She pocketed one of the pens.
         

         
         She stood back and assessed while she finished her water bottle. The furniture could be worth something—maybe a couple thousand
            dollars if real antiques. The boxes may have valuable information in them, but valuable to who? She needed information about
            the law firm and their clients. If there was financial information inside, maybe Charlie was involved in something nefarious . . .
            but where did he get these files in the first place?
         

         
         Bob O’Neill would likely have asked Charlie about this stuff if he helped him unload it.

         
         She went back into the house and found Beth in the backyard under a covered patio with misters going full blast. Eight kids
            were in the pool, part of which had a canopy to block the sun.
         

         
         Beth stood and said, “Did you find what you needed?”

         
         “How did Charlie bring all that stuff over? It wouldn’t have fit in his truck.”

         
         “A U-Haul, can you believe it?”

         
         “Where did he get it?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Does your husband know?”

         
         “I’ll call him. He’s still at work.”

         
         Beth glanced at the kids, then went back inside; Margo followed.

         
         She picked her cell phone up from where it was charging on the kitchen counter and called her husband. A minute later he got
            on the phone. “What’s up? Need something at the store?”
         

         
         “You’re on speaker, honey. Logan Monroe’s private investigator is here looking for Charlie. Laura is worried about him, can’t
            reach him. I showed her the junk in the garage, she has some questions.”
         

         
         “It’s not junk,” Bob told his wife. “Charlie is going to sell it, and I promise, it’ll be gone by next weekend.”

         
         “Mr. O’Neill, where did Charlie get the items?”

         
         “An auction.”

         
         “An auction? All of it? The files, too?”

         
         “Yeah, the self-storage facility up off Happy Valley, west of Highway 17, auctioned off the contents of six units that were
            in default. He’s starting a new business, said he would be able to sell the items for far more than he bought them for.”
         

         
         “How much did he spend?” And who would buy boxes of legal files? Margo wondered.

         
         “I didn’t ask. He was excited, and he’s been really down lately, so I want to support him.”

         
         “Do you know where he is?”

         
         “No. I don’t think he works Mondays. Maybe home?”

         
         “He’s not,” Margo said, “and he’s not answering his phone.”

         
         “Well, he took a box with him, said he wanted to get something appraised.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “No idea.”

         
         “What was he getting appraised?”

         
         “He didn’t tell me. It wasn’t a large box, maybe about the size of a shoebox.”

         
         Beth said, “Do you think something happened to him?”

         
         “No,” Margo and Bob said simultaneously.

         
         Bob said, “Honey, you know Charlie. He’s probably off trying to sell this stuff.”

         
         “And not answering Laura’s calls?”

         
         Margo said, “Mr. O’Neill, if he calls you, please ask him to call either myself or Laura as soon as possible. She’s worried
            because she hasn’t heard from him.”
         

         
         Margo thanked them for their time and left.

         
         She texted Jack that she might be later than she’d said because she had one more stop to make.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         Margo pulled into one of the four visitor slots in front of the Storage Spot and considered how she wanted to approach this.

         
         She could go in straightforward, but they had no reason to tell her anything. The auction itself was public. She’d looked
            up the website and saw six units that had been auctioned off on Friday afternoon, and the one Charlie had bought—Unit 238—was
            evident because of a photo of the interior showing the boxes and furniture. Everything in the picture was in the O’Neills’
            garage. She didn’t see a shoebox in the photo, but it could have been in one of the drawers.
         

         
         Margo was not above lying to obtain information, but if she said she was with the law firm, that was easily disproved, and
            they might have lawyers get involved because they sold the unit.
         

         
         She decided to wing it.

         
         She walked in and two young men in short-sleeved button-down shirts and khakis sat behind the counter. One was inputting files
            into the computer, the other greeted her. He was tall with a used car salesman smile. “How may we help you?”
         

         
         “I have some questions about your auction on Friday.”

         
         “I’ll help if I can.”

         
         “I went to your webpage that advertised the auction but couldn’t tell when it was posted.”

         
         “Two weeks before the auction,” he said. “We take photos of the units in default and spread the word. Most of the people who
            come to auctions are professionals—they know what they’re looking for, what they can resell. And a good chunk are antique
            dealers who will bid on units with a lot of furniture. Sometimes we get amateurs who see an item and think they can get a
            good deal on it. They don’t always know the rules.”
         

         
         “Like?”

         
         “You buy the whole unit. You can’t pick and choose, and you can’t leave anything behind.”

         
         “Do they have to take the stuff right then?”

         
         “No, we give them twenty-four hours.”

         
         “They pay when they pick up?”

         
         He shook his head. “They pay as soon as they win the auction, before we allow them to look through the items. Generally, the
            winning bidders will pay, then enter and assess the goods, put their own lock on the unit, and return Saturday morning with
            a truck.”
         

         
         “Are these auctions weekly or monthly?”

         
         “Quarterly. We don’t have many units in default, so the owner plans for quarterly auctions. Why all the questions? You planning
            to get into the business?”
         

         
         “No. A friend of mine was here on Friday—an amateur, he’d never done it before and was excited, told me all about it, but
            it seemed weird.”
         

         
         “How so?”

         
         “He got all these boxes of files—nothing really of value. The furniture was nice, but not worth what he paid for it.”

         
         “Aw, yeah, Unit 238. The unit from hell.”

         
         Margo frowned and raised her eyebrows, silently urging the clerk to continue talking. When he didn’t, she prompted, “What
            happened?”
         

         
         “What didn’t happen? First, I have this guy practically bribing me to let him pay the fees on the unit and a thousand bucks
            for my trouble. We can’t do that. Once the auction is posted, we are legally required to have the auction. I told him to come
            on Friday and bid with everyone else. Sometimes we only have one or two bidders on a space, and I didn’t expect anyone to
            want that unit—there wasn’t much in there, and the boxes were clearly file boxes. Didn’t look like they had much value to
            me.”
         

         
         “Odd,” Margo said and leaned slightly forward, as if hanging on his every word.

         
         He nodded. “It’s happened before, but no one was ever that pushy. And then Thursday night there was a break-in. Fortunately,
            we have motion detectors that are separate from the alarm system. Whoever came disabled the alarm, so they had some skill,
            but they didn’t know about the motion detectors inside the storage buildings because the office is on a separate system. The
            alarm is loud, all these bright lights go off. The police came within seven minutes, but whoever broke in was gone.”
         

         
         “How do you know they were after that unit?”

         
         He shrugged. “I don’t, really, but we have three buildings, right? All climate controlled. They entered the building with
            Unit 238. I actually didn’t think much about it until Friday during the auction.”
         

         
         “What happened then?” Margo asked as if he was telling her the most fascinating story she’d ever heard. The more she seemed
            interested, the chattier he got.
         

         
         “So, like I said, usually we only have one or two people bidding on each unit. Sometimes a larger group comes if it’s really
            good stuff—like last year, there was a unit that had a shit-ton of sports memorabilia. Signed baseballs, autographed pictures,
            sporting equipment. Until Unit 238, that was the largest auction we had, went for over three thousand dollars. But the bidder
            later sold most of the stuff and made many times more. But for a unit with boxes and a couple pieces of furniture? I expected
            one, maybe two, and mostly wanting the office furniture.”
         

         
         “Charlie said he was surprised. I can’t believe he paid that much,” Margo said, urging the guy to tell her what Charlie actually
            paid, but asking would clue him in that she was making it all up and wasn’t privy to Charlie’s purchase.
         

         
         “There were two other guys bidding,” the sales clerk said. “But they dropped out after it hit five thousand. Everything is
            cash, so if you don’t have the cash on hand . . .” He shrugged. “Your friend Charlie came prepared, loaded everything right
            then in a U-Haul he’d brought with him. One of the bidders left—he was really pissed—but the other guy, the one in a suit,
            tried to get your friend to sell him the boxes. I thought he would, because literally the guy offered him five thousand cash
            for three dozen boxes of what had to be worthless files—and he just smiled and said maybe he would after he went through everything.”
         

         
         The second clerk piped up then, swiveling around on his stool. “You should have seen that guy flip out,” he said.

         
         “Charlie doesn’t flip out,” Margo said. “He’s pretty even-tempered.” She had no idea, but from what Jack and Logan had said,
            it was a good guess.
         

         
         “No, the suit. He got all red in the face and then I heard him offer your friend five thousand cash now, and more later. When
            I went over because it was getting testy, the guy walked away.”
         

         
         “Do you have his name?” Margo said. “I mean, do you know why he was so interested in those things? Maybe they used to belong
            to him?”
         

         
         “Never saw him before,” the first clerk said, and the second nodded. “Never saw any of those three people bidding on Unit
            238. Which is odd, because we get a lot of repeat bidders.”
         

         
         The office phone started ringing, and Margo thanked him for his time.

         
         Files from a law firm . . . what was the value? Why were they in the storage unit? Why in default? And why were people so
            interested in them?
         

         
         Her cell phone rang when she drove away. It was her mother.

         
         “Hi, Mom.”

         
         “Margo. Where did you find the files?”

         
         “In a garage. They were auctioned off at a self-storage facility,” Margo said. She told her what she’d learned. “So who are
            these lawyers? Why would they store their files instead of passing them to whoever took over their practice?”
         

         
         “John Thornton and Vincent Hedge.”

         
         “You know them?”

         
         “I knew John, never met his partner. They handled family law. John died four, nearly five months ago. His partner, who was
            already semi-retired, shut down the practice.”
         

         
         “Charlie Barrett paid over five thousand for the contents of their storage unit.”

         
         “That seems high.”

         
         “Very high. Not only that, two others were bidding against him.”

         
         “Something important must be in there.”

         
         “There are thirty-seven boxes that Charlie left with a friend. I might be able to convince Jack to pick them up and we can
            go through them, see what’s so valuable.”
         

         
         “Family law reveals a lot of dark secrets. Some of the files won’t be public record. It’s highly unethical for Vincent Hedge
            to store the documents in such a manner. They should have been destroyed, or sent to another law office.”
         

         
         “Charlie was alive and well Saturday morning when he brought the items to his friend’s house. But that’s the last person I
            can find who saw him.”
         

         
         “Where are you now?”

         
         “Heading to Laura’s to relieve Jack.”

         
         “Be careful.”

         
         Margo smiled. She was thirty-three and had been in the Army for six years, a private investigator for more than eight, and
            was well-trained with all manner of weapons, and still her mom worried.
         

         
         “I promise.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         By the time Jack returned to Laura’s house with his overnight bag, the kids were asleep and Laura was talking with Margo in
            the kitchen.
         

         
         “All quiet?” he asked.

         
         “Yep,” Margo said.

         
         Laura said, “You don’t have to stay. Logan is overreacting.”

         
         “It’s just a precaution.” Jack checked the back door. The handyman had been working on the door when Jack left a few hours
            before. The work was good, the lock secure. The new frame needed to be painted, but for now this would suffice.
         

         
         “I talked to Beth,” Laura said. “She doesn’t want those boxes in her garage.”

         
         Jack glanced at Margo, who said, “I hadn’t told Beth and Bob about the break-in, so when Laura mentioned it, the woman freaked.”

         
         “I shouldn’t have, I didn’t think—”

         
         “You can share that information with anyone you want,” Jack said. “Laura, call Beth and tell her someone from Angelhart Investigations
            will pick up the boxes first thing in the morning.”
         

         
         “I can get them if you let me take your truck,” Margo said.

         
         “I was thinking Luisa and Tess could bring them to the office. Mom and Tess would know best the value of the information.”

         
         While their mother had been a lawyer for more than thirty years—first as a prosecutor, then in private practice—Tess had also
            gone through law school and passed the bar, but her specialty, contract law, hadn’t excited her as much as being an investigator
            for her mother’s firm, before they started the family PI business.
         

         
         “Good idea,” Margo said.

         
         “I think Beth would feel better not having the boxes in her garage,” Laura agreed. “She sent her kids to friends’ houses tonight
            she was so nervous.”
         

         
         “A good precaution,” Jack said, “though I think Margo’s right. If whoever wants that information knew it was at the house,
            they would have already taken it.”
         

         
         Margo stood. “Jack, you look like crap, and I know you’ve been up since four this morning. Sleep, I’ll take a look around
            the property and take the first shift.”
         

         
         “Do you really think that’s nec—” Laura began and cut herself off when both Jack and Margo turned and stared at her.

         
         “Okay, okay,” she said. “I’ll try and accept the fact that Charlie got himself into a mess and that—maybe—someone thinks I’m
            involved.”
         

         
         “Most likely,” Jack said, wanting to ease her mind a bit, “they came here to look for whatever was in the storage locker,
            didn’t find it, and won’t be back. But if they think you’re a line to Charlie, they could return, so it’s better that Margo
            and I stick around for the next day or two.”
         

         
         She nodded. “I need to go to the clinic tomorrow morning. We rescheduled all the appointments, but I have a surgery at seven
            a.m. I need to be there.”
         

         
         “I’ll take you,” Jack said, “and Margo can stay here with the kids.”

         
         Laura agreed.

         
         Margo grabbed a flashlight and her Yeti with, Jack presumed, the iced coffee she drank like water. She gave him a salute,
            then went out the back door.
         

         
         Laura showed Jack to the guest room. “The sheets are clean, and there’s a small bathroom. If you need anything, let me know.”

         
         “You didn’t have to go to any trouble.”

         
         “It really wasn’t.”

         
         “You should get some sleep as well,” Jack said. “You didn’t have much last night, and you need a sharp brain for that surgery
            tomorrow.”
         

         
         She tried to smile, but it turned into a yawn. “I am beat and still sore, though the hot bath I took this evening worked wonders.” She hesitated, as if thinking maybe she didn’t
            want to share that information with him. “I’ll make sure Margo knows where everything is and then hit the hay. Thanks again,
            Jack. I mean it. I gave you a bad time this morning, and I do appreciate you being here.”
         

         
         “Aw, shucks, ma’am,” he said, trying to lighten things up.

         
         She laughed. “My knight in shining armor.”

         
         There was something in her eyes and her smile faltered as she looked at him, as if she had second thoughts about her words.
            “Good night,” she said and quickly walked out.
         

         
         It took Jack far too long to fall asleep.

         
          

         As previously arranged with Margo, Jack woke at two thirty in the morning, and Margo collapsed onto the bed. Like Jack, Margo
            could sleep anywhere. She was out before he closed the door.
         

         
         He quietly made a pot of coffee and listened to the quiet of the country.

         
         This was exactly the kind of place he wanted for his forever home. A few acres, minimal light pollution, no traffic. His siblings
            all seemed to thrive living in the city, but Jack had always wanted to be away from it. It’s why he and Whitney had bought
            a house in the west valley, in a neighborhood they could afford, with good schools and more police per capita than Phoenix.
            He didn’t mind commuting because his family was safe in a nice home in a quiet neighborhood where they had a big yard, a nearby
            park, and friends.
         

         
         Whitney hated it, and grew to hate him. The only reason she hadn’t sold the house was because the divorce settlement allowed
            her to live in it until three months after Austin’s high school graduation. When they sold it, they would evenly split the
            equity. Right now there was no equity to split because they had to refinance the house to help pay Whitney’s debt.
         

         
         Now, she lived there for free because Jack paid the mortgage. He didn’t mind—it was his son’s house, too. He just wished Whitney
            would find something that made her happy, because an unhappy mother wouldn’t help Austin grow into a confident, capable man.
         

         
         It pained him that Whitney hadn’t found joy in their family, or in her career as a teacher that she’d abandoned. She now worked
            in school administration and didn’t like the job, complained about it every time Jack saw her. He’d suggested she find something
            else, even if it didn’t pay as much—since he paid the mortgage and child support, she didn’t need much money to live on. However,
            her lifestyle was expensive, and she insisted that Austin needed all the latest gadgets, clothes, private coaching in baseball,
            and more.
         

         
         Jack poured coffee and took his mug outside. At three in the morning, it was still hot—eighty-seven degrees. As a Phoenix
            native, he was used to it.
         

         
         He walked to the barn door, listened. The animals made noise while they slept. A little rustling. One of the horses was snoring—he
            almost laughed. The chickens seemed to talk in their sleep, secure in their hutch.
         

         
         He walked the perimeter, enjoying the early morning. No one was around, and he didn’t even hear a distant vehicle.

         
         Thirty minutes later he went back inside and found Laura sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee. Only the stove light
            remained on.
         

         
         “Did I wake you?” he asked.

         
         “No.”

         
         He poured himself another cup of coffee, sat across from her. “Are you okay?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I woke up and my mind just wouldn’t stop. I’m angry at Charlie and so very worried about
            him. I don’t know what he’s up to, but it’s rubbed off on me and the kids, and our friends, and I can’t even yell at him about
            it. What if something happened to him? What if he’s hurt? What if the men who wanted that storage unit found him?”
         

         
         “All good questions, but you can only control what you can control. That’s you, your home, your kids. If we get a lead on
            Charlie today, Margo will pursue it and my sister Luisa will stay with Sydney and Cody. You can trust her like you trust me.”
         

         
         “Your family really is something,” she said. “I love how you work together.”

         
         “It took some getting used to, but it works for us.”

         
         “You complement each other  and really care about each other. It shows.”

         
         “There was a time not too far back where Margo was estranged from the family.” He paused, considered what to tell Laura and
            how to tell her. Nothing was a secret, but he didn’t like talking about his dad’s imprisonment. “A little over three years
            ago, our dad pled guilty to, um, to killing his colleague. It came as a shock to all of us—he’s a doctor, he saves lives.
            None of us believed it. There was no trial because he turned himself in, took a plea agreement, and is now in prison for twelve
            more years. At first, we fought him on it, but he didn’t want us to, my mom didn’t want us to, and so we all backed down and
            accepted his decision. Except for Margo.”
         

         
         “That must have been awful for all of you. Did he ever say why?”

         
         “No. He pled guilty to second degree, unpremeditated homicide. He told the police that they had an argument and he shot Dr.
            Klein without thinking about it. It doesn’t sound like my dad, but he wouldn’t change his story and refused to talk about
            it. There was nothing we could do.”
         

         
         “And Margo? She didn’t accept that?”

         
         “She started looking into Dr. Klein’s murder on her own, and our mom was furious. They got into a huge fight—nothing like
            I’ve ever seen before, to be honest—and Margo walked away. I saw her—we all did—at family gatherings, at our grandparents’,
            things like that, but she really stood fast that unless we came around to her way of thinking, she wouldn’t work with us.”
         

         
         “What changed? Because from what I’ve seen, you work well together.”

         
         Jack thought on that. “It was a couple of things. First, Margo was stuck. She couldn’t find any alternative theory about what
            happened to Dr. Klein, and no one was talking about it. Family as well—my mom is a Morales, one of seven kids, and we have
            a lot of cousins and aunts and uncles, plus our grandparents keep us together. Margo would never have turned her back on them.
            And Margo’s beef was mostly with Mom and Dad, not us. I made a point to keep in regular communication, and she was my rock
            during my divorce. Then a couple months ago, one of Margo’s cases collided with one of our cases—that’s how we met Logan—and
            we ended up working together.”
         

         
         “And Margo and your mom resolved everything?”

         
         Jack shrugged. “I wouldn’t go that far. They have a truce. Margo isn’t promising not to investigate Dr. Klein’s death, but
            she’s stuck, and I think Mom doesn’t believe she’ll find anything that will dredge it all up.” He sighed. “I see my dad at
            least once a month, but it’s hard. His spirits seem good, and he has a lot of faith—faith that I’ve struggled with since my
            divorce and my dad’s incarceration. He shouldn’t be there, but he confessed, and while I didn’t believe his guilt before,
            now? Maybe. Maybe he really did do it, it was an accident, he didn’t mean to, whatever, but he deserves to be in prison if
            he intentionally took the life of another person.”
         

         
         Laura rested her hand on his. “I can imagine how difficult this had been on you and your family.”

         
         He nodded, because suddenly he was choked up and couldn’t speak. He’d thought he’d gotten out all his anger, his frustration,
            his sorrow years ago. He hadn’t realized it was still there, buried deep but always present.
         

         
         “You and Margo clearly have a good relationship,” Laura said. “I like that—I love both of my brothers. I have much more in
            common with Henry and our love of ranch life and animals, but I’m closer to Logan. He’s so smart and kind and generous, but
            he’s also a little naive and innocent about things that sometimes stun me. He gets hyper-focused on his projects and can forget
            you’re in the room, he can be blunt and undiplomatic with people, and he expects a lot from the people who work for him, yet
            he’ll never forget your birthday and will drop everything if you need help, no questions.”
         

         
         “He’s a good guy,” Jack agreed.

         
         “Have you cleared him as a target? Meaning, you don’t think someone he’s doing business with—or someone he angered and didn’t
            realize it, which has happened more than once—is behind this?”
         

         
         She was grasping at straws and knew it, Jack thought.

         
         “Tess, my brilliant sister who specializes in research, has looked at the people Logan and his admin gave us as possible threats.
            There’s nothing there, and honestly, I don’t think this has anything to do with Logan, not directly at any rate. This is about
            what Charlie found in that storage unit.”
         

         
         “Why would he even bid on a storage unit?” Laura asked, exasperated. “And spend over five thousand dollars?”

         
         “I was thinking about that this morning. You’d told me Charlie was trying to come up with business ideas, partly because Logan
            has been successful and Charlie both envied and admired him.”
         

         
         “Did I say that?”

         
         “Implied.”

         
         She nodded. “But that still doesn’t explain the storage unit. He has no experience buying and selling.”

         
         “There are people who make a living or a second income buying secondhand goods and fixing them up for resale. Or looking for
            the diamond in the rough. Could Charlie have thought this was a viable business choice? Maybe he had an idea of starting something?”
         

         
         Laura opened her mouth, closed it, thought. “I was going to say no because that’s a lot of start-up capital—five thousand
            for one locker, and the items aren’t even worth that? But he doesn’t think these things through. He might have thought if
            those other people wanted what was in the locker, then it was worth something so he had to win the bid. That would be Charlie. Yet to do this successfully, he would need a business plan and some idea of what income he could make, how
            much outlay, where he would store the items. He didn’t even think about any of that.”
         

         
         Laura sighed, rubbed her eyes. “It’s just like him. Jump first. Excuses later. Dammit.”

         
         “I’ve been wondering if someone may have told him about the locker. Maybe a third party gave him the money to bid, or suggested
            there was something valuable inside.”
         

         
         “At this point, I’d believe just about anything.”

         
         It was then that Laura noticed her hand was still on Jack’s. She pulled it away, surprised, and Jack wished she hadn’t. He
            liked this connection with Laura; he liked the way she looked and smelled and her faint Texas accent.
         

         
         “I’m going to shower. We should leave by six thirty for the clinic,” Laura said as she got up.

         
         “I’ll make some breakfast,” he said.

         
         “You don’t have to—”

         
         “I want to.”

         
         “Okay. Thanks.”

         
         Jack sat there a moment as he sifted through these feelings he had. It would be irresponsible and unprofessional to act on
            any of them while he was working for Laura.
         

         
         But after? He was going to ask Laura Barrett on a date. Just thinking about it made him smile.

         
          

         Jack waited two hours in the lobby for Laura while she was in surgery. The receptionist was friendly and chatted with him
            between clients. At nine, Laura came out. “Surgery was a success,” she said. “I need to be here for the next hour or so to
            monitor the patient, but then I can leave. My vet assistant is the best, she’ll let me know if there are any issues.”
         

         
         “I’ll be here,” Jack said with a smile.

         
         Five minutes after Laura went to the back of her clinic, two men entered. They looked like federal agents in manner and dress,
            and introduced themselves to the receptionist as Miller and Ramirez from Bishop Securities.
         

         
         The receptionist looked scared—maybe because she knew that Laura’s house had been broken into and Jack was here as protection.
            She glanced at Jack, so he rose and said, “Jack Angelhart. What can I do for you?”
         

         
         The two men glanced at each other, then the taller one said, “Ian Miller. Bishop Securities. Is Dr. Barrett here?”

         
         “You can talk to me,” Jack said. “I’m her representative.”

         
         “We’re actually looking for Charlie Barrett, her ex-husband.”

         
         When they didn’t continue, Jack said, “Go on.”

         
         “We were hired by an individual who wishes to remain anonymous to offer payment for the contents of the storage unit Mr. Barrett
            obtained on Friday. I can promise, the payment will more than cover Mr. Barrett’s time and expenses.”
         

         
         The men were too clean-cut, too professional to be involved with a messy break-in—at least that was Jack’s gut talking. These
            were the type of men who would enter and leave a home and no one would know they had been there.
         

         
         “I will pass the message on to Mr. Barrett if I see him.

         
         “We were hoping that his ex-wife would know how to reach him.”

         
         “Like I said, I’ll pass the message along.”

         
         Again, the men exchanged glances, then Miller handed Jack his business card. It was simple white linen stock with Bishop Securities, LLC, Scottsdale, Arizona in block letters, a phone number in the lower right corner.
         

         
         “Don’t follow my people,” Jack said as they started to leave.

         
         Miller turned back to him. “I can assure you, we haven’t followed anyone. We only want to discuss a mutually beneficial business
            arrangement with Mr. Barrett regarding the files he has. That is all.”
         

         
         Jack watched the two men exit and approach a late-model black SUV similar to the one Margo had described outside Charlie’s
            condo.
         

         
         What was so important in those files?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         Margo liked the dogs—Obi, R2, and Bagel were great. When her life settled down a bit, she might get a dog someday.

         
         The chickens and goats and horses? Not so much.

         
         Sydney and Cody worked mostly together to feed the animals, collect eggs, clean out the water trough, groom the horses, and
            milk the goats.
         

         
         Milking goats. She’d never seen it before.
         

         
         She kept an eye on them and on the property, but it was quiet. She walked the perimeter, made note of neighbors leaving for
            work, came back to the barn.
         

         
         Her mother called at seven thirty.

         
         “Yep,” she answered.

         
         “I just spoke with Beth O’Neill. Poor woman barely slept last night she’s so worried about those boxes. Tess is borrowing
            Tom’s truck, and we’ll bring them to the office.”
         

         
         “Don’t tell me you want me down there.” Margo loved the field. She detested going into the office and all the work that was
            required there.
         

         
         “No, Tess and I have this, and we might bring in Rita’s interns.”

         
         Aunt Rita, her mom’s younger sister, still ran the law office they’d opened after Margo’s mom left the county attorney’s office.
            They shared the building with Angelhart Investigations.
         

         
         “Have you tracked down Vincent Hedge?”

         
         “I started the process. Which is why I called you. The legal secretary for Thornton and Hedge is now working for another law
            firm. I reached out to her last night, and she left a voicemail for me this morning, saying she would be available at eleven
            if I wanted to come to her office and talk. You should do that.”
         

         
         “You speak their language.”

         
         “Would you like to go through the files instead?” her mother asked.

         
         “Send me her name and address,” Margo said.

         
         Margo finished with her mom, then called Luisa.

         
         The youngest Angelhart was born eight years after Margo. While Jack, Tess, Margo, and Nico were born in five years, Luisa
            came along much later. She was beautiful, brilliant, and stubborn. Her parents had wanted her to go to college—she had above
            a 4.0 GPA and could have done anything she wanted. Lu, instead, enlisted in the Marines out of high school and was now in
            college on the GI Bill. Her MOS—Military Occupation Specialty—was computer related, and when she left after six years of service,
            she had advanced computer security skills. Lu didn’t have to go to college—her skill set was in high demand—but she’d told
            Margo that she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with her life, and thought a couple years in college would help her make
            decisions.
         

         
         Regardless of any uncertainty, Lu was an overachiever who could do anything she put her mind to. It was kind of scary at times.

         
         Margo, however, gloated over the fact that she had beat Lu at the gun range two weeks ago. Friendly-ish competition, Army
            versus Marines.
         

         
         Margo arranged for Luisa to relieve her at the Barrett house, then called Jack to give him the info. It felt right working
            as a team. While Margo wasn’t going to forget about her investigation into the murder of Dr. Devin Klein; she knew in her
            heart that her dad was innocent. But for now, working with her family gave her peace that she hadn’t expected.
         

         
         Lu arrived at nine thirty. Margo introduced her to the kids, then left for downtown Phoenix, a forty-minute drive south.

         
         Lorraine Perez was more than happy to talk. Margo suspected that her mom had smoothed the way.

         
         “John and Vincent handled mostly family law issues,” Lorraine explained. “Vincent was divorced, John a widower. They both
            had two grown children and doted on them.”
         

         
         “Why did Vincent close the office after John died?”

         
         “He had wanted to retire for a while, and he was only working part-time anyway. John was taking fewer cases—I think some of
            the family issues were beginning to get to him. Divorce and custody issues are never easy, but John said there was more anger
            in the last few years, more vindictiveness. It’s one reason he started branching out into contract law—simple things like
            NDAs and working with corporate lawyers, things like that. But then the NDAs began to irritate him. And Vincent, he was seventy-five
            I think? Without John, there was no reason to continue. He moved all the active cases to another attorney, and I boxed up
            the office.”
         

         
         “Why the storage unit?”

         
         She looked sheepish. “He asked me to take care of cleaning out the office, and I didn’t know what else to do—I’d already taken
            another job, and I didn’t know what he wanted to save or not. He’d already thrown out and shredded so much, and given away
            a bunch of furniture and all their law books, so I assumed he wanted to keep what was left.”
         

         
         “You didn’t ask?”

         
         “I did, but when he didn’t respond, I told him that I’d put the remainder of the furniture and files in a storage unit. I
            explained that I’d paid for the first month up front with petty cash from the office, but he would need to call with his credit
            card. He said he would.”
         

         
         “Where is Vincent? You told my mom he moved out of state.”

         
         “I think he did, but he never got back to me after that email. His daughter lives in Florida, I still have her contact information.”

         
         Lorraine looked it up, wrote the details on a note pad, and handed it to Margo.

         
         “This gives us a place to start,” Margo said as she stood. Then she asked, “Do you know if there was anything other than case
            files in the boxes?”
         

         
         “No, I really don’t. I’m sorry. I was in a rush to get out of the office because the landlord had a new tenant, and Vincent
            wasn’t helping.”
         

         
         “Thanks for your time,” Margo said and left.

         
          

         It was a five-minute drive from where Lorraine worked to the Angelhart offices. As soon as Margo walked in, Tess called out
            from the conference room, “I was just about to call you.”
         

         
         Margo stood in the doorway and stared at the stacks of boxes and paperwork and groaned. Two of Aunt Rita’s interns were rapidly
            sorting through files. “I hope you don’t need my help.”
         

         
         “No,” Ava said. “I think I know what files caused all this drama.”

         
         Ava sat at the head of the table with a short stack of about a dozen thin file folders. “John Thornton primarily worked in
            family law, but on occasion he handled confidential nondisclosure agreements. He kept a copy of everything, including his
            personal notes—” she put her hand on the folders “—and there is scathing information in these files. Some are straightforward—such
            as an employee agreement not to share proprietary information upon separation from a company. And some are more personal.
            I’ve culled these files as being noteworthy.”
         

         
         “You narrowed it down, but that’s still a lot of people to talk to.”

         
         “Thirteen, but I just spoke with Logan and one name jumps out at him.” Ava handed Margo a sticky note with a name and address.

         
         “Who’s Roger Rapperson?” she asked.

         
         “He’s a member of Saguaro Springs and regularly golfs. According to Logan, he has a standing tee time every Thursday morning.
            Of all these potentials, he’s the most likely to have crossed paths with Charlie Barrett.” Ava handed Margo a file. “Maybe
            you should ask him about the NDA he signed with a woman named Melissa Fleischman for one million dollars in exchange for agreement
            to have an abortion and remain silent about their affair.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
         Roger Rapperson co-owned a development company in Scottsdale—Fleischman & Rapperson Luxury Homes. The acronym FRLH was well
            known in the community, but until today, Margo hadn’t known the names of the principals.
         

         
         By the time Margo reached their headquarters not far from Logan’s office, she knew exactly why Rapperson had Melissa sign
            the NDA eight years ago: He was married, and Melissa was his partner’s college-aged daughter. Tess was feeding her information
            on Melissa as she uncovered it. The NDA had no details in it other than the names of the parties and their signatures, but
            Thornton’s notes were incriminating.
         

         
         Rapperson’s bulldog secretary refused to even tell Margo whether he was in the office. Margo knew Rapperson was in the building—she’d
            spotted his car in his helpfully labeled assigned parking place. His partner was also in the building, and Margo would use
            that to her advantage.
         

         
         “Tell Roger that John Thornton sent me. If he doesn’t have time for me right now, maybe his wife would be interested in the
            information I have.” She handed the secretary a folded note that Margo had hastily written. It was just a name, but it would
            certainly put fear into Roger’s heart.
         

         
         She didn’t want to do what Margo asked, but was green enough that she got on the phone and spoke in a hushed voice. Then she
            took Margo’s note and left the lobby.
         

         
         Her phone vibrated and she read a long message from Tess, growing angrier with each sentence. When the secretary returned,
            Margo pocketed her phone.
         

         
         “Follow me,” the woman said.

         
         “What, no offer of coffee? Water? Champagne?” Margo said. All three had been offered to the couple who had entered immediately
            before Margo.
         

         
         The woman said nothing, only led Margo down the hall, opened Roger’s door, and then firmly closed it behind Margo.

         
         Roger’s spacious office had a view of the McDowell Mountains, which were in sharp contrast to the bright blue sky. He stood
            behind his large desk. If he thought that would intimidate her, he clearly didn’t know her.
         

         
         “Are you with John Thornton’s office?” Roger demanded. She heard an underlying waver beneath his gruff tone.

         
         She sat down even though he didn’t offer a seat. He remained standing, though his spine sagged. He was fifty and she didn’t
            know what a college girl saw in him. Sure, he was attractive and fit, but he was nearly twice Melissa’s age.
         

         
         “I’m going to cut to the chase because I don’t have a lot of time. Tell me exactly why you’re looking for Charlie Barrett
            and who you hired to find him.”
         

         
         Roger paled but kept his voice relatively steady.

         
         “It is none of your concern. If you’re with Mr. Thornton’s office, you’ll understand the legal requirements—”

         
         “Cut the bullshit, Roger. I’m not with Thornton’s office.”

         
         “You said—”

         
         “I said his name. I never said I worked for him. He died a few months back. His files were accidentally stored instead of
            shredded, but you knew that.” Margo considered what the Storage Spot manager had told her, and suspected Roger would attempt
            to get the files back through bribery before violence. “You tried to bribe the manager of the storage unit to let you take
            the files. You tried to pay Charlie for the files, but he didn’t want to part with them.”
         

         
         “I did no such thing.” He tried, but failed, to sound indignant.

         
         “You don’t get your hands dirty, but you sure as shit hired someone to do it. You had an affair with your partner’s daughter
            and paid her a million bucks to have an abortion and remain silent about your relationship. I don’t know if you wanted her
            to keep quiet so your wife didn’t find out or so your partner didn’t find out. Probably both.”
         

         
         Roger sat down heavily.

         
         “So you got your partner’s barely legal daughter pregnant,” Margo continued, “paid her off, and then she dropped out of college
            and cut ties with her family.”
         

         
         “Missy went into the affair with her eyes open,” Roger said, his voice low as he glanced toward his closed door.

         
         “Oh, yeah, I’m sure,” Margo said. It all became so clear to her. “She was nineteen, totally legal, but by my math—and I’m
            pretty good at math—she was still three years younger than your own daughter.”
         

         
         He was sweating. Margo was enjoying this way too much.

         
         “I read the NDA and—”

         
         “You can’t! That’s a legal document and—”

         
         Margo held up her phone. She had the rest of the story because Tess had run a background on Melissa and, with a little math,
            found the truth.
         

         
         “Melissa never had the abortion.”

         
         “That’s not true!”

         
         “She had a baby six months after she signed the NDA.”

         
         “She told me—” Then he stopped talking. Because he also was putting two and two together.

         
         “You had an affair with nineteen-year-old Melissa Fleischman. It must have been at the end of her sophomore year that she
            told you she was pregnant. You couldn’t have your partner find out, so you gave her a million dollars if she aborted the baby.
            She took it. She dropped out of college, cut ties with her family, and had the baby alone.”
         

         
         “How do you know?” he demanded.

         
         “Like I said, my sister is resourceful. While I was waiting for you to agree to talk to me, she went through all of Thornton’s
            notes and ran a background on Melissa. She’s now married to a great guy, and her daughter—your daughter—is seven. She also
            had a little boy last year.  I’m happy for her, and don’t want to uproot her life, but you know what? I suspect that her dad
            would love to know you’re the reason his only daughter disappeared and won’t even talk to her family anymore.”
         

         
         “Do. Not. I-I-I... Please.”

         
         “Oh, shut up. You’re an asshole, Roger. You’re fifty-two years old and still fucking around with young women. You know how
            many NDAs I read with your name on them? Six. And that’s just in the last ten years. You like them between eighteen and twenty-two.
            And you’re going to tell me everything I want to know or I’m taking this file—” she held it up “—to your partner and dropping
            it right on his desk.”
         

         
         “I will sue you.”

         
         “I don’t care.”

         
         She wasn’t bluffing. She could do whatever she wanted because the NDA was binding only for Melissa, not Margo.

         
         Ruining this man’s life would be a complete joy.

         
         “I can sue Missy—she was supposed to have an abortion! She lied to me!”

         
         “Sue her. It’s a civil case. It’ll be public record.” Margo could see Rapperson weighing the pros and cons so she said, “If
            you sue her, I will give this NDA to your partner. You might get your million dollars back from Melissa, but I don’t think
            you’d have a business anymore.”
         

         
         “What do you want?” he said, voice quivering.

         
         “Did you send one of your people to bid on the storage unit?”

         
         “Yes! So what? He didn’t get it.”

         
         “Did you hire someone to get the files back from Mr. Barrett?”

         
         “Of course! It’s going to ruin me. Andrew will never forgive me.”

         
         “For screwing his daughter? Yeah, I’m sure he won’t.”

         
         “I didn’t rape her.”

         
         “We’ll engrave that on your headstone. I didn’t rape her. That will make Andrew feel so much better.” She really hated this man. “Who did you hire?”
         

         
         “My lawyer. The company lawyer. He’s discreet, which is more than I can say for you.”

         
         “Ouch,” Margo said. “Bring him in here.”

         
         “I do not take orders from you.”

         
         She held up the file folder. “By the way, this is a copy.”

         
         Roger slammed his finger on his office phone. “Donna, send Floyd in now.”

         
         Without waiting for a response from his admin, he pointed the same finger to Margo. “This should have been over and done with!
            I don’t know how Mr. Barrett found out about the storage locker, but if he thinks he can blackmail me . . .”
         

         
         “Is that what you think? That he bid on the unit to blackmail you? How would he have known that there was anything in that
            unit to blackmail you with?”
         

         
         “I didn’t even know who he was until Friday when he won that damn auction!”

         
         Margo believed him. Interesting, and it made her wonder how Charlie had learned about the unit. Maybe Jack was right and someone
            hired him, or . . .
         

         
         “You golf at Saguaro Springs every Thursday, correct?”

         
         “What does that have to do with anything?”

         
         “I’m curious.”

         
         “Yes. Thursdays and most Saturdays as well. So?”

         
         “Were you there last Thursday?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         Hand shaking, he reached for a water glass on his desk and sipped. A short, nondescript man in his forties walked into the
            room. “Yes, Roger?”
         

         
         “Tell this woman what happened when you bid on Unit 238.”

         
         Floyd hesitated.

         
         “She has the damn files, and she wants information.”

         
         Margo said to Floyd, “Mr. Barrett bid on the storage unit along with yourself and one other person, correct?”

         
         He nodded once.

         
         “After you lost the bid, did you approach Mr. Barrett to buy the contents?”

         
         “I did. I offered him five thousand dollars for the boxes, and he could keep the furniture. He declined.”

         
         “Do you think he knew what was inside the boxes?”

         
         Floyd shook his head. “No, he seemed rather . . . well, I wouldn’t say simple, but maybe clueless.”
         

         
         “Did you get the impression that he was going to use the contents to blackmail anyone?”

         
         “I didn’t really know what to think. He was . . . giddy, as if he had won a lottery.”

         
         “Did you or anyone on your orders approach him again?”

         
         Floyd hesitated, glanced at Roger.

         
         “Tell her,” Roger grumbled.

         
         “I hired Bishop Securities, a firm we have used from time to time to discreetly handle certain situations.”

         
         “What did they do?”

         
         “They were instructed to approach Mr. Barrett and offer him twenty-five thousand dollars for the files. If he declined, they
            were to quietly find and retrieve them.”
         

         
         Margo considered the Bishop sedan parked outside Charlie’s condo, and the visit with Jack. This didn’t seem the type of firm
            to break into a woman’s house and then break her things out of frustration.
         

         
         Still, she asked, “Did you authorize Bishop to run Mr. Barrett’s wife off the road? Or break into her house?”

         
         “What? I have no idea what you’re talking about!” Roger said. “I was happy to pay him anything for the files. Anything!”
         

         
         Floyd cleared his throat and said, “Ma’am—”

         
         “Angelhart. Margo Angelhart.”

         
         Floyd recognized the name. A lot of people did, especially those in law. He looked at her differently—with a bit more respect,
            she thought.
         

         
         “Ms. Angelhart, I can send you a copy of the report I just received from Bishop Securities and it will show exactly what they
            did to locate Mr. Barrett. They have not found him, but indicate that he is currently in Los Angeles and have asked if we
            would authorize an expenditure for travel.”
         

         
         “I would love the report, thank you very much.”

         
         Roger moaned.

         
         Margo wrote her email on the back of her business card and handed it to Floyd. “One more question,” she said. “The third man
            bidding on the unit. Did you know him?”
         

         
         “No,” Floyd said.

         
         “Can you describe him?”

         
         “Would you like the photo I took?”

         
         “Yeah, that would be great.” She liked Floyd and wondered if he knew the real reason Roger wanted the files.

         
         Floyd turned to Roger. “What would you like to do regarding the Los Angeles information?”

         
         “Just drop it. Barrett doesn’t have the files. She does.” He flicked his wrist toward Margo.
         

         
         “Very well,” Floyd said. “Do you need me for anything else?”

         
         “No. Go.”

         
         Rude, Margo thought.

         
         When Floyd left, Roger asked Margo, “What are you going to do with that?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she lied. “Are you currently sleeping with another college girl?”

         
         “Fuck you,” Roger snapped.

         
         “No thank you.” She walked out.

         
         She headed down the hall to a door marked Andrew Fleischman. She opened it without knocking. A handsome older man in his late fifties sat behind the desk, reading glasses halfway down
            his nose.
         

         
         He looked up. “Can I help you?”

         
         Margo looked around the office. The photos of his family on the wall behind him, free standing frames on his desk. Him, his
            wife, two boys and a girl—Melissa—and then grandchildren. He had a small, simple cross on the wall next to a motivational
            bible verse, and in the corner a small table for young kids, like you might find in a preschool, with books and games neatly
            stacked.
         

         
         She wanted to out Roger Rapperson to his partner. She wanted Andrew to know the truth about his daughter. She wanted Melissa
            to have a relationship with her family again, if that’s what she wanted. Not to be browbeat and intimidated by a predator
            like Roger.
         

         
         But it wasn’t Margo’s secret to tell. It would destroy Roger—which was a big plus—but it would also hurt this man and his
            daughter.
         

         
         Margo couldn’t do it.

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, “wrong office.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
         Jack showed Laura the photo Margo sent him of the third man who had been bidding on Unit 238.

         
         “I’ve never seen him before,” she said.

         
         The man was anywhere between thirty and forty, with short dark hair, a square jaw, and a couple days’ growth of beard. He
            wore dark sunglasses, a generic black baseball cap with no logo, a black T-shirt, and dark gray khakis. He had the stance
            and body of someone who regularly worked out. The photographer had zoomed in so Jack couldn’t get a gauge of this height.
         

         
         Jack didn’t know what specifically was going on, but he and Margo had been going back and forth on a theory now that they
            had the Bishop Securities report. The company was legit, though they sometimes walked the legal line. Jack considered them
            a “fixer” for businesses, to help make problems disappear. But committing a felony? He didn’t see it.
         

         
         Their report was clear: They were hired Saturday morning to locate Charlie Barrett and pay him for the files. They had run
            a background on Charlie and sat on his apartment and his work from 4:00 p.m. Saturday through Monday at noon when Margo ran
            them off. He hadn’t shown up. They returned Monday at 4:00 p.m. and stayed all night. Again, Charlie hadn’t shown. They’d
            taken photos of every person entering the building, and on Saturday night they had taken a vague photo of two men entering
            at 1:10 a.m. and leaving an hour later. One of the men could have been the man in the ball cap. They hadn’t seen what vehicle
            they’d arrived in.
         

         
         “Rapperson wanted the files, but I don’t see him committing a major crime like a hit-and-run or trashing your house to scare
            you. Hiring Bishop was logical for him, and when they learned about you, they reached out to you at your clinic instead of
            home because you would feel safer there with people around,” Jack said. “They didn’t want to intimidate you, they wanted your
            cooperation.”
         

         
         “How did this other guy get my address?”

         
         “There are a half dozen ways,” he said. “He could have found it in Charlie’s condo, or by running any number of public reports.”

         
         “Then why run me off the road?”

         
         “Either he wanted to scare you or he wanted time to search your house when he knew you would be out. He didn’t care whether
            you were hurt or not.” That angered Jack greatly—that this guy would hurt innocent people to get to Charlie.
         

         
         Laura rubbed her temples. “And he’s looking for those files too?”

         
         She sounded skeptical, and Jack didn’t blame her. It seemed a lot to go through for legal records. “I don’t know if it was
            the files or something else. We have the files now, and while there is potential blackmail material in the records, nothing
            has jumped out at my mom as being worth all this trouble. Your friend Bob said that there was a smaller box that Charlie took
            with him. Maybe that had something valuable inside.”
         

         
         “Why is he in LA?” Laura asked as she paced the kitchen. “Why hasn’t he called me? How could he put the kids in danger like
            this? Dammit! I need to talk to him.”
         

         
         “For what it’s worth,” Jack said calmly, “I doubt Charlie knew what he was getting into.”

         
         “I don’t care!” She turned to the kitchen window above the sink and put her hands on the counter, took a long, deep breath.
            “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
         

         
         “Don’t apologize.”

         
         “Good. Because I’m not sorry that I’m mad, I just don’t want to take it out on you.”

         
         “Margo has a theory. Charlie worked on Thursday, and he could have overheard Rapperson and his lawyer talking about the storage
            unit. He likely didn’t know what specifically they wanted inside it, just that there was something valuable. He may have gotten
            it into his head that he could profit off it. The auction was at three Friday, which coincides with him leaving work at lunch
            and would have given him enough time to go to the bank and withdraw cash, then rent a U-Haul.”
         

         
         “He did not think this through. He never thinks anything through. That’s why we lost the house, lost every dime in the kids’
            college funds, why I left!”
         

         
         The kids came in with Luisa at that moment. Cody’s face fell, and Sydney ran through the kitchen and down the hall.

         
         Cody went to his mom and hugged her. “It’s going to be okay, Mom.”

         
         She hugged her son and said, “Yes, it will. I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have heard that.”

         
         “Daddy means well,” Cody said, sounding almost grown-up.

         
         “I better talk to your sister. You okay?”

         
         “I’m fine. Luisa rides, can we take the horses out later? It’s too hot now, but after dinner? Please? And she wants to see
            Nimbus, she might want a kitten!”
         

         
         Luisa laughed. “Not me, kid. But I might be able to find a home for one.”

         
         “The horses need to be exercised, after dinner would be great. I’ll be right back.” She followed her daughter down the hall.

         
         Cody went into the refrigerator and took out a pitcher of lemonade. He poured two glasses over ice and handed one to Luisa.
            “I made it this morning,” he said.
         

         
         “As long as you didn’t let Margo help, it’s probably great,” Luisa said, and Jack laughed.

         
         “Do you want some, Jack?” Cody asked.

         
         “Sure, thank you.”

         
         Cody poured another glass and gave it to Jack. “From the lemons behind the barn. We also have oranges and limes and a garden,
            but Sydney is better at growing things than me.” He sat down. “Did my dad break the law?”
         

         
         “No, I don’t think so,” Jack said.

         
         “Mom doesn’t usually get so upset. I don’t like it when she’s sad.”

         
         Neither do I, Jack thought.
         

         
          

         Laura knocked on Sydney’s door and entered before her daughter said anything. She was lying on her bed staring at the ceiling
            fan. She wasn’t crying; she looked more angry than sad.
         

         
         Laura pulled out the desk chair and sat down. “I shouldn’t have lost my cool like that, I’m sorry.”

         
         She felt like she was always apologizing to her kids for what she said or didn’t say, for what Charlie did or didn’t do. She’d
            tried to stop, but she hated that they didn’t have the stability that she’d had growing up. She had never wanted them to become
            a statistic, kids growing up with divorced parents. And now they were.
         

         
         “I’m almost thirteen, I know things.”

         
         Almost thirteen. Laura restrained her laughter. Sydney would be thirteen at the end of March, nine months from now.

         
         “I know Dad screwed everything up.”

         
         “Not everything. We have you and Cody. The two best things in my life. I mean that.”

         
         “I know,” she mumbled. “I don’t want to be mad at him, but I am.”

         
         “Honey, your dad would never hurt you. Ever. He doesn’t even know what happened on Sunday—”

         
         “Because he wasn’t here. He didn’t call you or me. I’ve left five messages for him. And he’s not ignoring me, he just doesn’t have his phone! And we’re here worrying about him, and he’s in Los Angeles. And didn’t even tell us he was going!”
         

         
         Laura hadn’t told Sydney all the details, and maybe she should have. Hell, she didn’t even know everything that Charlie was doing.
         

         
         “Whatever your dad did, he did it for the right reasons.”

         
         “He did it because he thinks if he makes it big with one of his stupid ideas, you’ll take him back.”

         
         “I’ve told him many times that won’t work. I would love to raise you in the same house as your dad, to be a family again.
            But—” How much should she tell her daughter? She didn’t want Sydney to resent Charlie—or her.
         

         
         “You don’t have to make excuses for him.”

         
         “I’m not.” She paused. “I love your dad and always will. We grew up together, we were friends, and we had fun. But there comes
            a time when you can have fun and be responsible. For me, it came when I had you. You were the most beautiful, perfect baby I could have ever dreamed about.
            I fell in love, hook, line, and sinker. And I knew that I had to be serious about my career, I had to provide a home and love
            and stability. I wanted to. You and Cody make my life better, you make me a better person. Charlie loves you both. He just has a very different idea of what a home is. A different idea of stability
            and responsibility and trust.” She paused. “I love your dad, but he broke my trust.”
         

         
         “I know,” Sydney whispered. “But Dad still thinks he can win you back.”

         
         “When we find him, I’ll talk to him.” Again. And again. Until he understood that their relationship was over and done. She
            had never led him on or led him to believe she would have a change of heart, but maybe she shouldn’t have had him over for
            dinner so often. She thought it was good for the kids—but if Charlie couldn’t separate that from his feelings for her, then
            neither of them would be able to move forward.
         

         
         “You good?” Laura asked.

         
         “Yeah. Thanks, Mom. I’m sorry I ran out, but . . .” She shrugged, sighed. “Just, everything.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         Laura got up to leave when Sydney said, “Do you like Jack?”

         
         “Yes, he’s very nice, very good at his job.”

         
         “That not what I meant, Mom.”
         

         
         Laura’s heart skipped a beat. “I don’t understand,” she lied.

         
         Sydney rolled over on her side and propped her head on her arm and grinned. “You’re blushing.”

         
         “I am not!” She was. She could feel her flushed skin.

         
         “I saw you looking at him this morning, before you went to the clinic.”

         
         Oh, God, she did not want this conversation with her daughter. “Well, he’s a nice-looking man.”
         

         
         Now Sydney laughed out loud. “Nice-looking? Is that what you call it?”

         
         “Just stop. Now’s not the time.”

         
         “Then when? You’re not getting younger.”

         
         “I beg your pardon!”

         
         “I think he likes you, too. Mom, don’t let Dad stop you from going out.”

         
         “I wouldn’t.”

         
         “You haven’t been on even one date since . . . ever.”
         

         
         “You and Cody come first.”

         
         “Of course we do,” Sydney said with a smile. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t go out sometime. I appreciate everything you
            do, Mom, I really do, even if I don’t act like it all the time. Like, I still don’t understand why I can’t have a cell phone
            when every single one of my friends has one.” She paused, as if waiting for Laura to give in—so Laura remained silent. “But
            I think you’d be happier if you found someone to share things with. Someone that’s not your kids.”
         

         
         Laura crossed the room and hugged her daughter. “When did you grow up on me?” 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
         Margo hated paperwork. With a passion. But thirty-seven boxes was a lot to go through, and Tess and their mom needed help—otherwise
            it would take days, even with the help of Aunt Rita’s two interns.
         

         
         So Margo sat at the conference table going over files one by one. For two hours she sat and read, paced and read, lay on the
            couch and read.
         

         
         “Oh, by the way, Margo,” Ava said after a long silence.

         
         “Hmm?” Margo glanced up. Her eyes were fuzzy and she blinked, then rubbed them.

         
         “I talked to the owner of Mastro’s yesterday. When I told him I was verifying someone’s alibi, he took me in the back to show
            me the security footage. It was actually quite exciting—I never get to work in the field. Even when I was the county attorney,
            I was tied to my desk or the courtroom all day.”
         

         
         “I’m glad you had fun,” Margo said. “And Brittney was there?”

         
         “She was. She dined with Trey Bartholomew.”

         
         “That name sounds familiar, but I’ve never met him.”

         
         “His mother is Congresswoman Denise Shaw.”

         
         “Oh. Shit. She’s one of Logan’s partners in the resort. Brittney, that bitch.”

         
         Ava cleared her throat.

         
         “You see what she’s doing, don’t you?” Margo said. “She’s trying to stay close to Logan, through his associates.”

         
         “Perhaps. But why? She has a settlement, Logan isn’t going to go back to her.”

         
         “I don’t know why,” Margo said. “But I sensed she was up to something.”

         
         “Just because she had dinner with an associate of Logan’s doesn’t mean she has ulterior motives.”

         
         Margo snorted. “She does. I just don’t know what they are yet.”

         
         “This is odd,” Tess said and straightened in her chair.

         
         Margo and Ava looked over at Tess. “What?” they said in unison.

         
         “Every file I’ve looked at is a family law case, with a few NDA agreements here and there, mostly for Roger Rapperson and
            a few other prominent businesspeople.”
         

         
         “Same here,” Ava said.

         
         “This is a certified letter sent to John Thornton stating that he had been listed in the last will and testament of Bernadette
            Kay Willis. The letter indicates that he needed to return the affidavit and the items would be sent to him by courier upon
            receipt.”
         

         
         “What items?”

         
         “It doesn’t say. But the affidavit isn’t in the letter, so I assume he returned it.”

         
         Margo looked up Bernadette Kay Willis on her phone. “Wow, she was an heiress to a small fortune. Ninety-two when she died,
            had two daughters, one grandson. Donated most of her money to UCLA and the LA Museum. Born in Los Angeles, died in Los Angeles.”
            She scrolled, read quickly. “Thornton was her godson.”
         

         
         “The letter came from a law firm in Los Angeles,” Tess said.

         
         “When did she die?” Ava asked.

         
         “February.”

         
         “Right before John died,” Ava said. “So tragic.”

         
         “This letter was delivered on February 27,” Tess said. “He could have received the package days after returning the affidavit.”

         
         “John died March 3,” Ava said. “He may never have received it.”

         
         “And maybe it was boxed up in his things?” Margo said. “Wouldn’t his partner have opened it? Given it to his family?”

         
         “I couldn’t say,” Ava said. “Did Lorraine mention anything?”

         
         “No. In fact, she already had another job because Hedge was shutting down the office. Tess,” Margo continued, “did you track
            him down yet?”
         

         
         “He’s living in Florida. I reached out, but he hasn’t gotten back to me.”

         
         “Maybe the bequeathed item was worth something,” Margo said.

         
         “If it was, why would it be in a storage unit?” Ava said. “And we can’t assume that it was. We’re making some leaps.”

         
         “Plausible leaps,” Margo said. “We know Charlie left the O’Neill house with something the size of a shoebox. He returned the
            U-Haul, picked up his truck, and Bishop Securities tracked him down to Los Angeles.”
         

         
         “And,” Tess said, “I reached out to the motel where he was staying and he checked out this morning.”

         
         “So he could be on his way back,” Margo said.

         
         “Why Los Angeles?” Ava said.

         
         “The letter about the will is from a lawyer in Los Angeles,” Tess said.

         
         “Where was Charlie’s motel?” Margo asked.

         
         Tess pulled up the Bishop report on her computer. “Near downtown,” she muttered and clicked through to street view. “Not a
            very good neighborhood by the looks of it.”
         

         
         “Where’s the lawyer located?”

         
         “Oh, I see what you’re thinking—his office is also downtown, but in a high-rise.”

         
         “Mom,” Margo said, “call them, you can get them to talk.”

         
         Ava looked at her with an expression that said, I can’t move mountains.

         
         Then she picked up the letter and went into her office.

         
         “She’ll get something,” Margo said with confidence.

         
         Fifteen minutes later, Ava returned. “Charlie Barrett did in fact meet with Mrs. Willis’s lawyer yesterday afternoon. He brought
            a picture of an antique box that contained a diamond-and-sapphire necklace. Also in the box was a note from Mrs. Willis to
            John Thornton about the history of the necklace. The lawyer asked where he’d obtained the piece, and Charlie told him he’d
            bought it at an auction and wanted to know more about it and where he could get it appraised, because he planned to give the
            necklace to his wife.”
         

         
         Margo winced. “Any reputable auction house would have an appraisal available to bidders.”

         
         “That is correct,” Ava said. “The lawyer was suspicious. However, he knew that John Thornton had died and therefore didn’t
            suspect foul play in how Charlie had obtained the piece. He even provided Charlie with a copy of the appraisal that Mrs. Willis
            had done five years before she passed. The piece is worth—” she cleared her throat “—a hundred thousand dollars.”
         

         
         “Holy shit,” Margo said.

         
         “But the lawyer said John was bequeathed two items—the necklace, which was custom made for Mrs. Willis by a master jeweler
            for her tenth wedding anniversary. And a Burma ruby.”
         

         
         “Is that something pricey?” Margo asked. She knew next to nothing about jewelry.

         
         “Only the most expensive ruby out there,” Tess said. She turned to their mom. “Are you serious?”

         
         “Yes. It’s two carats and worth just over two million dollars.”

         
         Margo couldn’t speak.

         
         “What happened to the ruby?” Tess said, almost breathless.

         
         “The lawyer didn’t mention the ruby to Charlie because, as I said, he was suspicious. But once we got our credentials out
            of the way—and chatted about common acquaintances—he told me the ruby was stored in a special compartment in the same jewelry
            box. Charlie may not even know it’s there.”
         

         
         “The third bidder,” Margo muttered. “He knew. Maybe he didn’t know where it was, but he figured it out after the auction was
            posted.”
         

         
         “And tried to steal it first,” Tess said.

         
         “And figured out who Charlie was. That’s why he cut into his safe. That’s why he went to Laura’s house, thinking he might
            have given it to her. But why not search her bedroom?”
         

         
         “Perhaps,” Ava said, “they were looking for where Charlie had gone, since he hadn’t returned home, and thought Laura might
            have contact information.”
         

         
         Tess said, “John Thornton was a widower. He left behind a son and daughter and five grandchildren. All local. The son—John
            Jr.—is a high school math teacher, and the daughter, Abigail, is a stay-at-home mom. Her husband is a police officer down
            in Queen’s Creek.”
         

         
         “They could sue for the jewelry,” Ava said, “but I doubt they would win the case. They would have to prove either theft or
            fraud, and that would be difficult, especially now that John is deceased.”
         

         
         “So where do we think Charlie is now?” Tess asked.

         
         “Driving back here?” Margo said. “Want to bet he’s going straight to Laura’s house to give her the necklace? Completely oblivious
            to everything that’s been going on here. But that third bidder wants the jewels. As soon as Charlie comes back into the picture,
            he’s in danger.”
         

         
         “Who is that guy? Someone who worked for the lawyer?” Tess asked.

         
         “My guess? Mrs. Willis’s grandson.” Margo tapped her computer screen. “She had two daughters, one daughter had a son, Jerry
            Aberdeen. He’s thirty-five, lives in San Diego according to the obituary. Maybe you can find more about him. Like a photo
            that we can compare with what Rapperson’s lawyer sent.”
         

         
         “Great idea.” Tess started typing and Margo saw their mother nodding her approval.

         
         Margo had never thought she needed a team as a PI. She still liked working alone, picking her own cases, planning her investigation.

         
         But they did work well together, and this was one case that would have taken Margo much longer to figure out without the family
            resources.
         

         
         “Bingo!” Tess turned her computer screen around so Margo and Ava could see her find.

         
         “Jerry Aberdeen is our third bidder,” Margo said. “Now all we need to do is prove he ran Laura off the road and broke into
            her house—before he finds Charlie and that two-million-dollar ruby.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
         Jack followed Laura out to the barn late Tuesday afternoon. She’d listened to Margo explain over the phone what they thought
            was going on with Charlie. She hadn’t asked questions, just nodded—even though Margo couldn’t see her.
         

         
         Jack needed Laura to understand the threat—and find out what she was thinking. Not just about Charlie, but the entire situation.

         
         Jack watched her feed and water the horses. She didn’t talk. Her lean muscles rippled with the exertion, but Jack sensed she
            didn’t want his help. He knew from experience that physical labor purged many demons.
         

         
         Until he saw that her face was wet from silent tears.

         
         He went to her, took the bucket from her hands and put it down. “Hey.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “I’m not going to
            let anything happen to you or your family.”
         

         
         “I know,” she said, her voice clipped. “It’s not that. Damn.” She sniffled and rubbed her face with the palms of her hands.
            “I’m angry. I’m so damn angry about this whole thing. I was in a good place, the kids were in a good place. We had adjusted,
            and honestly? We’re happy. I know Sydney doesn’t think I’m happy, she thinks I need to go out and have fun, but fun is overrated.
            I love my house, I love my kids, I love my animals, I love my job. Who can say that? Who can honestly say that they are truly
            satisfied with their life in almost every way? Sure, I don’t get to have sex anymore, I haven’t been on a date since my divorce,
            I— Oh, shit.”
         

         
         She blinked rapidly and stared at him, her face flushed with tears and embarrassment.

         
         “I—I—”

         
         She had gotten close to him, so close that he could smell the lavender of her shampoo, over and above the smell of hay and
            horses.
         

         
         She stepped back, caught his eye, and he saw that she was nervous and curious, maybe questioning the same way he was. Asking,
            would a kiss be okay? Would it be what they both imagined?
         

         
         He stepped forward, hesitated, but when she didn’t step back or turn away, he put his hand on her neck, pulled her to him,
            and kissed her. He’d intended for it to be a light kiss, a friendly kiss, but it turned into something more, something that
            wanted to be more. She tasted salty and warm and wonderful.
         

         
         It took all his willpower to take a step back. Professionally, this was not the right time.

         
         He wanted to tell himself screw the right time, but personal entanglements during a protection detail were dangerous.

         
         He asked, “What are you doing for Fourth of July?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she whispered.

         
         “This will be over by then. I usually take Austin—my son—to the Cardinals stadium to watch the fireworks. Maybe you and the
            kids can join us? No pressure.”
         

         
         “What if . . . what if I want a little pressure?” Then she smiled slyly, flirting, making him smile and realize that his feelings
            for Laura were mutual.
         

         
         “I will do my best to accommodate you.” He touched her lips, brushed loose strands of hair from her face, then he dropped
            his hands. “We have something to look forward to. But for now, you need to be cautious. Margo and Tess are searching for Jerry
            Aberdeen. You’ve seen his picture. He also has an accomplice. No coming out to the barn without me or Margo or Luisa, and
            if only one of us is here, the animals are going to have to wait.”
         

         
         His phone rang. He looked down and saw Luisa’s caller ID. “Yep,” he answered.

         
         “Charlie’s here.”

         
          

         After the kids spent a few minutes with their dad, Laura asked Luisa to take them to another room. Charlie didn’t understand,
            but the kids did—and they left without being asked twice.
         

         
         She didn’t want them to be part of this conversation. She wouldn’t be able to tell Charlie exactly what she thought and felt
            if the kids were listening.
         

         
         “I just got here,” Charlie said, glancing at Jack with suspicious confusion. “I want to spend time with my kids because I
            missed my weekend.”
         

         
         “Would you like me to step out?” Jack asked her softly.

         
         “No,” she said at the same time Charlie said, “Yes.”

         
         “No,” Laura repeated and glared at her ex-husband. “Jack stays here.” She needed the support, she realized. So much had happened
            over the last two days that she was running on fumes. “There’s been a lot going on since you disappeared.”
         

         
         “I told you, I had something to do, and I’ll make it up to them.”

         
         “I have been trying to call you since Sunday night. So have the kids.”

         
         “I lost my phone. Seriously, I’m sorry. It’s probably at my place.”

         
         “We were in an accident Sunday night,” Laura said. “Someone ran us off the road. The 4-Runner is totaled.”

         
         He rushed over to her, rubbed her arms. “Are you okay? The kids? What happened?”

         
         She stepped away from him. “We’re fine. Sit. Please, Charlie, we have to talk.”

         
         Charlie glanced at Jack again, then slowly eased himself into the kitchen chair. “What’s going on?”

         
         “What isn’t going on?” Laura snapped. “We were run off the road, my house was broken into, all because of what you found in that storage locker Friday afternoon.”
         

         
         He blinked, now fully confused. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Just think for two minutes and you’ll realize that something was off about that entire bidding process. Three people bidding
            for a unit full of boxes? You bought it for over five thousand dollars?”
         

         
         “How do you know all this?”

         
         “Because Logan hired a private investigator—” she motioned to Jack “—after the hit-and-run and break-in. I couldn’t find you.
            I called, Sydney called, Logan gave the PIs access to your condo to make sure you were okay and someone had broken in there,
            too. They broke open the safe.”
         

         
         “I don’t have anything in the safe,” Charlie said.

         
         Laura threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t believe you sometimes! Whoever broke in wouldn’t know that. Then you use Bob
            and Beth’s garage, go to LA without telling anyone. Until I learned you were in LA, I really thought something bad had happened.”
         

         
         He frowned, his brows furrowed as he tried to absorb what she was saying. Charlie was not stupid. He was just clueless. It
            had once been endearing. Now it was like having another child.
         

         
         “You’re right,” he said. “It was odd that others were bidding, but I knew something valuable was in the locker so I took a
            gamble.”
         

         
         “How did you know there was something valuable?” Jack asked.

         
         “Who are you?” Charlie asked him pointedly.

         
         “Jack Angelhart.”

         
         “You’re a private investigator?”

         
         “I am. How did you know about the locker to begin with?”

         
         “I’m not going to tell you that. Laura, if we can have some privacy for a minute—”

         
         “I’ll tell you how you knew,” Laura said. “You overhead two golfers at Logan’s club talking about it on Thursday. Do not deny
            it,” she added quickly when she saw his mouth open.
         

         
         He closed his mouth.

         
         “Dammit, Charlie! Logan gave you a job because you were fired from the Wigwam.”

         
         “I don’t want charity from your brother. I do good work.”

         
         “You do a great job—when you work. But you didn’t show up on Saturday and didn’t even call! What was I to think when I couldn’t reach you?”
         

         
         “Honey—”

         
         “Don’t,” she warned. He would try to sweet-talk it. He always did, and it never worked—at least it hadn’t worked since she
            filed for divorce.
         

         
         “Look, Jack, thanks for helping,” Charlie said with a fake smile, “but I got this from here. Nothing happened, I’m fine, it’s
            just a misunderstanding.”
         

         
         “Jack’s not going anywhere,” Laura said. “Someone is after those jewels.”

         
         “Wh-what?” Charlie asked, his voice cracking.

         
         “Where’s the jewelry, Charlie?”

         
         He glanced at Jack, then said, “Laura, I need to talk to you alone. Please.”

         
         Laura didn’t know what to do here. Charlie was completely ignorant of all the trouble that had been caused since he’d bid
            on that damn storage locker. She looked at Jack, hoping he had answers. He just nodded, giving her the choice.
         

         
         Maybe she didn’t want the choice. She felt her entire world spiraling around her. She had loved Charlie for half her life. She had two kids with
            him. She had history, and most of it had been great. If he had just grown up, they would still be married.
         

         
         But he’d bankrupted them and lied about it and his apology rang hollow.

         
         I’m sorry, but . . .

         
         Everything had been like that. I’m sorry, but I didn’t know the resort didn’t exist. I’m sorry, but I thought you’d want to invest in futures because it’s
               a sure thing. I’m sorry, but I love you.

         
         Every apology had a but because he didn’t accept that he was responsible for his decisions—decisions that directly impacted her and the children.
         

         
         She motioned for Charlie to follow her down the hall to her room. She closed the door behind them.

         
         Charlie jumped on the opportunity to explain.

         
         “Laura, this is it. I can finally make up for my mistakes.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a stunning diamond-and-sapphire
            necklace. “It’s mine. I won the locker bid fair and square, everything in it is mine. I can sell this and rebuild what I lost.
            With you and the kids.”
         

         
         “Charlie, we’ve been divorced for nearly four years. I will always love you, because you are the father of our children. But
            you broke my trust.”
         

         
         “I’ll make up for it. Now I can.”

         
         “This isn’t about money. It never has been about money.”

         
         “Yes, it is! I want to give you what your brother can give you—”

         
         “What does that mean?” She couldn’t have heard him right. “What does Logan have to do with anything?”

         
         “He gave you the house, I’ll buy it for you.”

         
         “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I pay for this house. But because you ruined my credit, Logan carries the loan. But I am making payments.”
         

         
         Charlie frowned. “That’s kind of selfish of him—”

         
         “Logan has bailed you out more times than I remember. And I let him put the money back in the kids’ college accounts because
            that’s for them, not me. Still, I hated accepting it. I didn’t ask, he offered.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Laura, but—”

         
         “No. No! I don’t want to be dependent on my brother. We were married, Charlie. We were supposed to make major decisions together. You violated that not once, not twice, but three times. No more. I’m not in love with you. We are not getting back together.
            You’re part of my life, and that’s fine. We were friends for a long time before we even kissed. And if you can’t accept friendship,
            then we’ll have a formal custody arrangement and we won’t see each other at all.”
         

         
         “You don’t mean that.”

         
         “Yes, I do.”

         
         Laura watched him, hardening her heart. She couldn’t let his sorrow get to her. It was over, and if she didn’t know it before,
            she knew it now.
         

         
         “But—” he began.

         
         “Don’t push me.”

         
         He nodded, his face falling. He shoved the necklace into her hands. “I want you to have this. No strings.”

         
         She took it, then said, “I’m not keeping it. I’m giving it back to the lawyer’s family. They didn’t even know it was in the
            locker. Where’s the other piece?”
         

         
         “What other piece?”

         
         “I know about the antique jewelry box. There were two pieces inside. This and a ruby.”

         
         “There’s no ruby.”

         
         “Where is the box?” she said, exasperated.

         
         “In my truck.”

         
         She turned and walked out, even over his protest. She headed out of the house, noticed that Jack immediately jumped up and
            followed her.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” he said, eyes everywhere but on her as he looked around the yard.

         
         “Charlie left the box in his car.”

         
         She opened the door—he hadn’t even locked it—and the box was sitting on the passenger seat. She picked it up, opened it. It
            was empty.
         

         
         Then she gently pushed the bottom corners, and just like Margo had said, the spring clicked, then released.

         
         Nestled in a white satin bed was the deepest red ruby she had ever seen.

         
         “Oh. My. God,” she said. “It’s real.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
         Tess was her usual brilliant self and located the hotel Jerry Aberdeen was staying at, not far from the storage locker.

         
         Margo grabbed her keys and was heading out the door when her mom stepped out and said, “Margo.”

         
         She stopped, antsy to get going. “I’ll call Jack for backup.”

         
         “Of course you will. You also need to know that Jerry Aberdeen has a lengthy record in California. Assault, battery, theft,
            going back to when he was nineteen. Most charges were dropped or reduced, but he spent eighteen months in prison for assault
            with a deadly weapon. The last five years he has apparently been clean.”
         

         
         “Or just got better at not being caught,” Margo mumbled.

         
         “And,” Tess said, “I found a gossip column that says Jerry had a very public falling-out with his mother after his grandmother’s
            funeral when he learned she left him a million dollars in her will. He’s quoted as saying, ‘The bitch was worth hundreds of
            millions and she leaves me only one.’”
         

         
         “Only a million,” Ava said, shaking her head.

         
         “He must have known her godson, not even a blood relative, received a two-million-dollar ruby,” Margo guessed. “I’ll give
            Jack the heads-up and he’ll meet me there. Thanks.”
         

         
         Margo called Jack as soon as she was on the road.

         
         “I need backup,” she said. “We found where Jerry Aberdeen is staying.” She told him everything Tess and their mom had said.

         
         “Send me the address,” Jack said. “Charlie’s here.”

         
         “Told you he’d show up there.”

         
         “I didn’t doubt you. And you were right about the ruby—he hadn’t found it.”

         
         “So, do you think he’ll give it to the Thornton family?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “He should. I mean, legally it’s his, but they didn’t even know it was in there,” Margo said. “The timing is too tight—Thornton probably died before
            he received the package from the lawyer.”
         

         
         “It’s really his partner’s fault for not being more thorough before packing up the office,” Jack said. “Laura wants him to
            give it to the family, and maybe they’d pay him whatever he spent on the unit. But we’ll deal with that after Laura and the
            kids are safe.”
         

         
         “It’s going to take me thirty-five minutes to get to Aberdeen’s hotel. I hate downtown traffic.”

         
         “I’ll meet you there.”

         
         “Did you call Logan?”

         
         “No, there’s a lot going on here right now.”

         
         “I’ll call and fill him in. Do you think Luisa can handle the four of them?”

         
         “Luisa can handle anything,” Jack said, “but I’ll lay down the law and explain the danger. Looks like we’re putting Charlie
            under our protective wing.”
         

         
         Margo ended the call, then called Logan and told him what they knew.

         
         “I’m going over there.”

         
         “No need. Luisa is holding down the fort while Jack and I track down Aberdeen.”

         
         “I didn’t ask for permission. Charlie betrayed my trust, and he put my sister in danger. He never sees the error of his ways;
            he will this time.”
         

         
         She wouldn’t be able to talk him out of it, so she didn’t try. “Jack’s telling everyone to stay inside, doors locked, until
            he returns. Luisa is there, she’s well-trained and a Marine. She knows what she’s doing.”
         

         
         “I have no doubt that she is as competent and capable as you and your brother. Let me know when you arrest Aberdeen.”

         
         “Logan, I’m not a cop. We can’t arrest anyone. But if we see a damaged truck that matches the one that hit Laura, we can call
            the police to investigate.”
         

         
         He paused. “Oh. Right. I’ll talk to you later.”

         
         He ended the call. She wanted to tell him about Brittney and the congresswoman’s son, but she should probably tell him in
            person. It might not matter, but Margo didn’t trust the woman, and Logan needed to know.
         

         
          

         “There’s his truck,” Margo said to Jack, who she had on speaker. He was right behind her as they circled the lot of the hotel.

         
         It was a black Dodge Ram pickup with damage to its passenger side-bumper. Luisa hadn’t been able to enhance the video enough
            to get all the numbers on the plate, but the last three were 733—and these matched.
         

         
         And California plates. Bingo.

         
         “I’ll call the officer who investigated the hit-and-run,” Jack said. “If he doesn’t jump on it, I’ll call Rick.”

         
         “I’ll park behind the truck so he can’t get out.”

         
         “Stay alert.”

         
         Jack ended the call and Margo put her Jeep in Park behind Aberdeen’s truck. He had a partner—but was it someone he knew or
            someone he’d hired? He had no close family and he wasn’t from Phoenix.
         

         
         But he was a criminal, and probably had connections in that world.

         
         She’d been piecing together the puzzle, and figured the most likely scenario was that Aberdeen had gotten Charlie’s name from
            the storage center during bidding. Except how did he know where Charlie lived? If he followed him, wouldn’t he have jumped
            him to get the jewels? Or known that he went to Los Angeles? He would have no reason to go after Laura if he knew how to get
            to Charlie.
         

         
         Charlie hadn’t answered his phone and had told Jack and Laura that he’d lost it. What if Aberdeen had grabbed the phone and
            paperwork from the U-Haul truck at the facility? It would have Charlie’s personal information on it. Except Charlie had called
            his friend Greg and his friend Bob on Friday and didn’t drop the boxes off in Bob’s garage until Saturday morning, and Bishop
            Securities hadn’t seen the two men entering Charlie’s condo until Saturday night.
         

         
         Something didn’t quite fit, Margo thought. Aberdeen saw Charlie on Friday . . . could he have bribed the U-Haul manager? Or
            the Storage Spot? Maybe he didn’t have to bribe anyone; the manager at the Storage Spot said they’d had a break-in the night
            before the auction. Could Aberdeen have broken into the facility a second time to access Charlie’s contact information?
         

         
         The break-in at Charlie’s had been Saturday night. Aberdeen hadn’t found the jewels, maybe waited around to see if Charlie
            would come home . . . When he hadn’t, or when he’d seen the Bishop Security team, he’d left—with Charlie’s computer and information
            about Laura. Followed her, maybe to see if she’d lead him to Charlie. When she didn’t, they ran her off the road and searched
            her house.
         

         
         It fit, but not perfectly, and Margo hoped she’d have the opportunity to ask Aberdeen. She considered how lucky Charlie had
            been to avoid running into Jerry Aberdeen every step of the way. And then Charlie went to Los Angeles to meet with the lawyer
            who’d sent the jewelry to John Thornton and no one knew where he was or what he was doing.
         

         
         Jack called her. “I don’t know when the police are going to get here, but they are aware of the situation. They already have
            nine calls holding, and this isn’t an active crime in progress.”
         

         
         “Did you call Rick?” Rick was a sergeant in the precinct that bordered the 200, where the hotel was located.

         
         “He can’t send anyone, they’re all out on calls, but said he’d come himself if we need him. Wait—shit, he’s coming out the
            side door.”
         

         
         “Alone?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “I’ll have a conversation with him.”

         
         “Margo—”

         
         “Just stay where you are—I’ll put in my earbuds, you’ll hear everything. Back me up. I’m not as physically threatening as
            you.”
         

         
         She stayed in her Jeep blocking Aberdeen’s truck. When he saw her he didn’t think twice. He walked over to her driver’s window
            and tapped.
         

         
         She rolled it down a crack. “Yeah?”

         
         “You’re blocking my truck.”

         
         He wore sunglasses and she couldn’t see his eyes, but it was Aberdeen.

         
         “I was looking for you,” Margo said. “You’re Jerry Aberdeen, aren’t you?”

         
         “I don’t know you.”

         
         “I have some questions. Do you have a few minutes?”

         
         He was suspicious and stepped back.

         
         “You’re not a cop.”

         
         “No, I’m not,” she said with a light laugh. “I’m a private investigator, and your truck may have been involved in a hit-and-run
            on Sunday night.”
         

         
         “Nope, not me,” he said with a cocky grin. “Sorry. Now move, I have places to go, people to see.”

         
         In her earbuds, Jack said, “Let him go and we’ll follow him.”

         
         She didn’t want to, but it was the smart move.

         
         “Are you sure?” she asked.

         
         “Yep.”

         
         “Then how did you get the damage to your car?”

         
         “Some asshole backed into me. Look, I really have to go. So move or I’m calling hotel security.”

         
         “Sorry to bother you,” she said, then put her car in Drive and pulled away.

         
         Jack said, “Okay, I’ll tail, you get behind me since he saw your Jeep.”

         
         Margo did as her brother said, driving around the hotel perimeter until she was behind Jack, who was already moving in pursuit.

         
         Jack said, “I’m putting you on a three-way with Rick.”

         
         A few seconds later, Margo heard Rick saying, “I’ll pull him over. Do you know if he’s armed?”

         
         “He has been in prison for assault with a deadly, so assume yes.”

         
         “Don’t confront him,” Rick said. “I read the hit-and-run report, and the truck matches the description, the California plate
            is a big plus.”
         

         
         “He’s heading north on 17,” Jack said. “That’s in the direction of Laura Barrett’s house.”

         
         “I’ll call DPS,” Rick said.

         
         In the background, Margo heard Rick calling for assistance over the radio to be on the lookout for a vehicle suspected in
            a felony hit-and-run Sunday night. He rattled off the plates that Jack had given him and the current location of the driver.
         

         
         A few seconds later, Margo heard acknowledgment from dispatch, then a minute later dispatch relayed that there was a DPS officer
            at the Pioneer exit who had been alerted to the suspect’s vehicle.
         

         
         That wasn’t far—but it was past the exit to Laura’s house.

         
         “Shit,” Jack said, “he’s getting off on the 303.”

         
         And that was the exit before Laura’s.

         
         “Did he see you?” Margo asked.

         
         “I don’t know,” Jack mumbled. “He’s heading west on 303, approximately seventy miles per hour. Now seventy-five.” The speed
            limit on that stretch was seventy.
         

         
         Rick relayed the new information to his dispatcher, then told Jack, “Stay back. I’m gaining, do not confront him.”

         
         “How would I do that without lights and sirens?” Jack snapped.

         
         A moment later, Rick said, “DPS are sending two units toward your location.”

         
         Then Jack said, “He’s bolting. Just floored it to ninety.”

         
         “Stand down, Jack,” Rick said.

         
         Jack didn’t respond and Margo saw him pull away from her, speeding to catch up with Aberdeen.

         
         Margo loved her old Wrangler, but the Jeep didn’t like going over eighty. She got up to eighty-three and still Jack was pulling
            away. As they approached a wide curve, Margo lost sight of him.
         

         
         She said, “Rick, Jack’s pursuing.”

         
         “I’m not letting him get away,” Jack said. “Aw, shit.”

         
         Margo heard the squealing of tires and rubber and then a crash. “Jack!”

         
         She pushed her Jeep and rounded the curve. She saw Jack stopped in the median. Two cars and a minivan had somehow hit each
            other, and one was blocking the third lane—particularly dangerous because of the curve behind them.
         

         
         Jack said, “He sideswiped a car that then swerved and hit two others. Possible injuries. I’m helping. Dammit! He’s gone.”

         
         Rick relayed the accident to dispatch, and Margo ended the call. She pulled her Jeep behind Jack and got out. He and one of
            the other drivers were pushing the vehicle that was blocking traffic to the side, but it was seriously damaged and they could
            only get it into the fourth lane, not all the way over. Margo pulled out three flares from her emergency kit and lit them,
            running back to drop them intermittently at fifty-foot intervals. Then she returned to the accident.
         

         
         The minivan was full of kids—two of whom were in car seats. The mom was sitting behind the wheel. Margo went to her because
            Jack and the other driver were still trying to get the third vehicle off the road. That driver appeared to have a head injury.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” Margo asked the woman in the minivan.

         
         “Yes. That truck—he hit me! And just left!”

         
         “Police are on their way,” Margo said.

         
         “I got his plates,” a teenage boy sitting in the front seat said. He rattled them off. “A California plate.”

         
         “I hate California drivers,” the mother muttered.

         
         The kids all appeared to be uninjured, but Margo told them to stay in the car. She asked the mom, “Is your car drivable?”

         
         “I think so. I don’t know. It feels like the alignment is off.”

         
         Margo walked around and inspected the damage. Aberdeen had sideswiped the minivan, the scrape was evident, and the front passenger
            wheel well was seriously dented, the wheel axis crooked. She went back to the mom. “You’ll need a tow.” She saw Rick’s patrol
            vehicle speed up and park between her Jeep and Jack’s truck. He looked pissed. She decided to stay with the minivan and let
            Rick yell at Jack. No use having both her and Rick go at her brother.
         

         
         And if she was going to be honest with herself—which she usually was—she would have pursued Aberdeen, too.

         
         She called Luisa.

         
         “Hey—Aberdeen caused an accident and got away. Jack and I will be there as soon as we can, but be alert.”

         
         “I am. Logan just got here. He and Charlie are in a heated argument.”

         
         “Jack was a witness, he can’t leave yet; I can. Be there in fifteen.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
         Laura agreed with her brother about Charlie’s behavior, but she didn’t like how he was talking to her ex-husband, especially
            when the children were within earshot.
         

         
         “Logan, please keep your voice down,” she said.

         
         “He has no idea that he’s put you and the kids in danger!”

         
         “He knows,” Laura said. “I explained it to him.”

         
         “No one is in danger,” Charlie said, which clearly contradicted her.

         
         “Charlie, we talked about this,” she said.

         
         “The only option you have is to give those jewels to their rightful owner,” Logan said.

         
         “I am the rightful owner!” Charlie said. “I won the bid on the storage locker and they’re mine. I read the contract carefully.
            Everything inside belongs to me.”
         

         
         “The owner died and his partner put the goods into storage without knowing what was in there,” Logan said, clearly trying
            to remain calm.
         

         
         “He should have paid the bill,” Charlie said, defiant.

         
         “It is immoral and unethical for you to keep that property,” Logan said. “I’ll give you what you paid for the unit, fair enough?”

         
         “What’s a couple million to a multimillionaire? Just give it away! This is my future, Laura’s future.”
         

         
         “It’s not my future,” Laura said. “What has happened to you, Charlie? When we met, you never would have kept something that didn’t belong
            to you.”
         

         
         “But I bought it fair and square!”

         
         Luisa stepped into the fray. “Take the temperature down a degree,” she said firmly.

         
         Laura was relieved when both Logan and Charlie listened. Charlie went to the kitchen, and Logan sat down on the couch in the
            living room.
         

         
         Laura was torn. Logan looked upset, but Charlie was agitated.

         
         She said to her brother, “Let me talk to him. He’ll listen to me.”

         
         Logan shrugged. “Maybe he will. He doesn’t listen to anyone else.”

         
         Laura went into the kitchen and said, “I agree with you, Charlie. You legally bid and bought the unit. They are yours to keep.”

         
         “Thank you!” he said.

         
         “But it’s wrong for you to keep them. I don’t think the lawyer or his family knew that the jewels had been sent to him—John
            Thornton died shortly after learning about the inheritance.”
         

         
         He frowned, but didn’t say anything.

         
         “I know you’ll do the right thing,” she said. “I’m sure the family will reimburse you for your expenses. Sometimes you go
            down the wrong path, but you always end up in the right place.”
         

         
         “You still left me.”

         
         What did she say to that? He hadn’t listened to her for years. She could repeat herself a hundred times and he still wouldn’t
            see that a marriage without trust was not a marriage.
         

         
         “Are you dating him?” he asked.

         
         She cleared her throat. “What?” Though she knew exactly what Charlie meant.

         
         “The private investigator. What’s his name.”

         
         “Jack Angelhart?”

         
         “Yeah. Are you?”

         
         “We just met,” Laura said. “He’s friends with Logan.”

         
         “That isn’t an answer.”

         
         “It is. I’m not dating someone I literally just met for the first time yesterday.”

         
         But she wanted to. Jack wanted to. They were going to go out when all this was over. The thought made her almost giddy with
            excitement, though Charlie was putting a big damper on that.
         

         
         “If you don’t want what I can now give you, the kids will. I can pay for their college and get a house and they can come live
            with me half the time.”
         

         
         “No,” she said quietly.

         
         “You said when I settled down that we could share custody. I now have the money to be able to settle down and you’re changing
            the terms?”
         

         
         This didn’t sound like the Charlie she knew. This was angry Charlie. He sounded as if she had betrayed him. Maybe he sensed her feelings for Jack, however new they were. She was thirty-six. A grown woman. She knew who she was attracted
            to, who she wanted to spend time with, and she trusted her judgment.
         

         
         “I never said we’d share custody. I have always told you that you can see the kids whenever you want. Big difference. They
            live here, they are not going back and forth to two different houses. You agreed stability is important, and I have never
            said you couldn’t come by. Not once.”
         

         
         “You don’t understand.”

         
         “I do. It’s you who needs to accept the truth.”

         
         Luisa came in. “That was Margo on the phone. Aberdeen caused an accident on the 303 and got away.”

         
         Laura gasped. “Is anyone hurt?”

         
         “Appears to be minor injuries. But we need to be on alert. Margo’s on her way.”

         
         “Not Jack?” Charlie said in a snide voice.
         

         
         “Stop, Charlie,” Laura said. “Just stop.”

         
         “Fine. I’ll go.”

         
         “No,” Luisa said. “No one leaves. Aberdeen knows where you live, Charlie, and he knows where Laura lives. We need everyone
            here where we can keep you safe until the police find him. I’m going to talk to Sydney and Cody and let them know what’s going
            on, if that’s okay.”
         

         
         “Yes, thanks,” Laura said. “Should we all be in the same room?”

         
         “They’re good in the den playing video games,” Luisa said. “Less stressful for them. Stay put, I’ll be right back.”

         
         After Luisa left, Charlie said, “I’m sorry, Laura.”

         
         She waited for the but.
         

         
         It didn’t come.

         
         Maybe there was hope for him.

         
         “I know you didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

         
         “I still don’t know how this guy knew where I lived. Where you lived.”

         
         She had a thought. “When did you lose your phone?”

         
         He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

         
         “You called Greg and then Bob, so you must have—”

         
         “I called them before I even picked up the stuff.”

         
         “Where were you Friday night?”

         
         “Oh, I couldn’t park the U-Haul near the condo, so I paid for parking at a garage, then left early Saturday morning. That’s
            why I thought I left my phone at home, because I was tired. Why?”
         

         
         “I’m trying to figure out how Aberdeen found out where you lived. If he had your phone, he could have all your contact information.
            And mine.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Charlie frowned. “Well, yeah maybe. I might have lost it when I was loading up the U-Haul.”

         
         “You’re really lucky that Aberdeen didn’t break in Friday night while you were there.”

         
         Or he needed to recruit someone to help him, Laura thought.

         
         How had Aberdeen known that the jewels were in the storage locker? He must have known the lawyer was given the jewels in the
            will . . . and then he died.
         

         
         Was it natural? An accident?

         
         Or had Jerry Aberdeen killed him?

         
         Laura called Margo.

         
         “I’m on way back, everything good?”

         
         “Yes,” Laura said. “Do you know how John Thornton died?”

         
         “Um—no. My mom knew that he died earlier this year, but I didn’t ask her the details.”

         
         “He died around the time that he received the inheritance, right?”

         
         “Yeah, so? Oh.”

         
         She obviously came to the same conclusion Laura had.

         
         “Aberdeen,” Laura said. “What if he killed him for the jewels? But either John hid them or hadn’t received them yet.”

         
         “I’ll get back to you.”

         
         When Laura turned around, Charlie was gone.

         
         And so was the jewelry box.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One

         
         Jack walked into Laura’s house at six that evening after spending the past hour giving a statement to the police and helping
            first responders. Rick was angry with him, but Jack didn’t know what else he could have done. He hadn’t expected Aberdeen
            to cause an accident.
         

         
         He probably shouldn’t have sped up to follow him, but Jack didn’t think that was the reason Aberdeen had sideswiped the minivan.

         
         Right before he arrived at Laura’s, Rick called him to say that the injured motorist would be okay, was being kept in the
            hospital for observation for a head injury, which relieved Jack, and then Rick said Aberdeen’s vehicle had been recovered
            off Interstate 10 near Buckeye. Every law enforcement agency in the greater Phoenix area had his name and photo and he was
            wanted for felony hit-and-run, four counts—he would be held accountable for all three vehicles on the 303, as well as the
            attack on Laura on Sunday.
         

         
         Everyone but Charlie was in the room. Sydney had been crying, and Cody was sitting in Logan’s lap looking glum. Margo was
            on the phone, and Luisa and Laura were talking in hushed voices while looking through Laura’s phone.
         

         
         “What happened?” he said.

         
         “Charlie left with the jewelry box,” Laura said.

         
         “That man is going to kill him!” Sydney exclaimed, fresh tears running down her face.

         
         “No,” Laura began, but Sydney interrupted her.

         
         “Yes, Mom! I’m not stupid, I’ve heard you and Jack and Margo for the last two days. I know what’s going on. Don’t treat me
            like a baby.”
         

         
         Jack said, “I’m not going to let anyone kill your father. Understand?”

         
         “But—”

         
         “You are entitled to be upset,” Jack said. “Do not take it out on your mother. It’s not fair to her.”

         
         Sydney’s bottom lip trembled, but she glanced at her mom. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “It’s okay, baby,” Laura said.

         
         “Where did he go? Home?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Laura said. “We were talking, then I was on the phone with Margo and he just up and left.”

         
         “What were you talking about?” Jack asked.

         
         Logan said, “He wants to keep the jewels. I offered to reimburse him, but he’s being stubborn.”

         
         “Logan,” Laura said with a sigh. “I agree he should return them, but he’s right, he bought the unit, he can keep them.”

         
         “He was being a jerk.” Then Logan kissed Cody on the top of the head. “I’m sorry, kid, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just
            mad at your dad right now.”
         

         
         Cody didn’t say anything, but cuddled into his uncle.

         
         “Specifically, what did he say?” Jack pushed.

         
         Laura said, “I told him it was unethical to keep the jewels, that they belonged to the Thornton family. He had grand ideas,
            and I hated taking him down a peg, but I had to. Just because something is legal doesn’t make it moral.”
         

         
         “And he left?”

         
         “Yes—well, I was talking to Margo, I didn’t see him leave.”

         
         “What were you and Margo talking about? Could he have overheard?”

         
         “I wasn’t keeping the conversation private. I had an idea—because Thornton was killed right after he received the letter about
            his inheritance—that maybe Aberdeen knew about it and, um,” she glanced at Cody and said cryptically, “took matters into his
            own hands.”
         

         
         Luisa said, “Cody, why don’t you show me the pregnant cat? We never got to check on her earlier.”

         
         Thank you, Laura mouthed to Luisa.
         

         
         Cody climbed out of Logan’s lap and took Luisa’s hand. “She’s really a good cat, even though she might hiss at you,” he said
            as they walked out.
         

         
         Margo stepped into the room. “Bingo, Laura, you win the grand prize,” she said to the group. “Just got off the phone with
            Mom, who finally tracked down Thornton’s partner, Victor Hedge. Thornton was killed in his home when he surprised a burglar.
            The jewelry box arrived the day after he was killed, and Hedge signed for it, but he was so distraught about the murder, he
            put it in John’s filing cabinet and forgot about it. Lorraine, the legal secretary, was right about Hedge starting to have
            memory issues. He said he thought he had taken over the storage lease after Lorraine set it up, but then looked at his bank
            records while talking to Mom and realized he hadn’t been paying for it.”
         

         
         Jack considered. “Charlie heard that you think Aberdeen killed Thornton for the jewels . . . I know where he’s going.”

         
         “To sell them?” Logan said.

         
         “No. Charlie may have said he is the rightful owner, and he may believe it, but Laura, everything you’ve told me about Charlie—and
            you too, Logan—is that even when he makes mistakes, he will always try to do the right thing.”
         

         
         “He’s taking them to the family,” Laura said.

         
         “Thinking that it’ll protect you. Unfortunately, Aberdeen doesn’t know this.”

         
         “I’m on it,” Margo said. “Jack?”

         
         “I need to stay here,” he said. “We don’t know where he’s going to go next, but if he can’t find Charlie, I think he comes
            here. It’s the only place he knows, and now that the police are looking for him, he’s desperate. Take Luisa with you for backup,
            just in case.”
         

         
         “Roger that,” Margo said and pulled out her cell phone and called Tess. “I need the address for John Thornton’s kids.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two

         
         “Jack has a crush on Laura,” Luisa said practically the minute Margo drove away.

         
         “Good,” Margo said. “I like her.”

         
         “He’s known her for two days.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “I think it takes longer to know if someone is right for you.”

         
         Margo shrugged. “It’s not like he’s proposing marriage after two days.”

         
         Margo always knew pretty quick if she was interested in someone. Sometimes it worked out, sometimes it didn’t.

         
         She glanced at Luisa. Was she having relationship problems? She’d left the Marines a year ago and now was going to college.
            Margo really didn’t know her little sister. Not only was Margo eight years older, but Luisa had been eleven when Margo enlisted
            in the Army. When Margo returned, she had her own place and Luisa was a senior in high school. Then her sister enlisted in
            the Marines and Margo rarely saw her for years.
         

         
         They had a lot in common, however. Margo needed to spend more time with her.

         
         “Thinking of anyone specific?” Margo asked.

         
         “No,” Luisa said.

         
         “Did you, um, date anyone when you were in service?”

         
         Luisa smiled slightly but didn’t say anything.

         
         Margo’s phone buzzed and Luisa picked it up. “Tess sent the addresses of the Thornton kids. John Junior lives in Phoenix,
            actually not too far from Mom and Dad. The sister lives in Queen’s Creek.” Which was more than an hour’s drive.
         

         
         “Junior,” Luisa and Margo said simultaneously.

         
         Margo pulled up in front of John Thornton, Jr.’s house in Sunnyslope, only a short five-minute drive from where they’d grown
            up and where their mom still lived. It was an older home that needed some work, but in a neighborhood of equally old homes
            that were in various stages of updating.
         

         
         “His truck isn’t here,” Margo said. “I don’t think he would have gone to Queen’s Creek, but maybe.”

         
         “Or he’s selling the jewels, like Logan said.”

         
         Luisa might be right. But they went to the door anyway and Margo rang the bell.

         
         A young teenager answered. “Hi.”

         
         “Is your dad here?”

         
         “Dad!” the kid shouted at the top of his lungs. “There’s someone else here!”

         
         John came to the door and said, “Hello?”

         
         Margo handed him her card. “Margo Angelhart. Did a man recently come by and give you an antique jewelry box?”

         
         “Yes. I didn’t want it, I thought it was some sort of scam or something, and he left it on the doorstep.”

         
         “You want it. Can I come in to explain? This is my sister Luisa.”

         
         He stared at her card. “Angelhart. The name is familiar, but I don’t know you.”

         
         “Your father knew my mother, Ava Angelhart, who had been the county attorney many years ago.”

         
         Margo didn’t like dropping her mother’s credentials unless necessary, and now it was necessary.

         
         “Oh? Well, come in.”

         
         The interior of the house had been updated with one large great room that contained the living room, dining area, and kitchen.
            Mrs. Thornton was fixing a salad, and three kids were playing video games on the television.
         

         
         The box rested on the kitchen counter.

         
         “Have you opened the box?” Margo asked.

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         Mrs. Thornton walked over to them while wiping her hands on a dish towel. “The man didn’t even introduce himself. He just
            said the box belonged to my father-in-law. It was very strange.”
         

         
         “His name is Charlie Barrett, and he found the box in a storage locker that was in default—a locker that housed your father’s
            office furniture and files. Charlie bid on the locker, won, and found the box.
         

         
         “We have a letter at our office that explains your father was left an inheritance from Bernadette Willis,” Margo continued.
            “My mother spoke to her attorney this morning, and she left your father a sapphire-and-diamond necklace previously appraised
            at one hundred thousand dollars.”
         

         
         Mrs. Thornton gasped. “Oh my.”

         
         “And,” Margo said, “a two-carat Burma ruby that is worth upwards of two million dollars.”

         
         John stared at her a moment, then walked over to the jewelry box and opened it. Luisa said, “The ruby is under a false bottom.”

         
         John looked, closed the box. “You’re telling me these are real.”

         
         “As far as I know, yes.”

         
         “Why did he give them to me? If he bought them at auction, they’re his.”

         
         “Because his ex-wife convinced him it was the right thing to do. He paid a little over five thousand for the contents, I assumed
            he asked for reimbursement?”
         

         
         John shook his head.

         
         “There’s a lot to the story and I don’t have time to go through it right now,” Margo said, “but you can call our mother for
            any information you need. However, we believe your father was killed by a man who was looking for these items. And that man
            is now after Charlie. I think it’s very important that you put them in a safe if you have one, or take them to your bank first
            thing in the morning.”
         

         
         “My father was killed when he came home and interrupted a burglary.”

         
         “He would have known his killer. Jerry Aberdeen, Bernadette’s grandson.”

         
         Mrs. Thornton sat down heavily at the dining table. “Oh, no. That’s awful.”

         
         “Aberdeen ran Charlie’s ex-wife off the road,” Margo said, “and then broke into her house looking for these items. I think
            Charlie gave them to you not only because it was the right thing to do, but because he’s trying to protect his wife. He’s
            going to tell Aberdeen he no longer has them. I don’t know if he’ll say what he did with them, that’s why I want you to take
            all precautions.”
         

         
         “I’m just—shocked,” John said. “I don’t know what to think.”

         
         “Are we in danger?” Mrs. Thornton said.

         
         “I don’t think so,” Margo said honestly. “But Aberdeen is wanted by the police for felony hit-and-run, and he’s still in town,
            so it’s best to be cautious.”
         

         
         “I don’t want this if it’s going to bring something bad into my family,” John said.

         
         “As your father’s heir, you and your sister would have been given the jewels in probate.”

         
         “We have three children in the house. I can’t have these here. Would you take them?”

         
         Margo blinked. “There’s the equivalent of two million dollars in that box. You don’t even know me.”

         
         “I don’t have a safe place. Do you?”

         
         Margo considered. She could take them home—she had a gun safe—but they would be safer at Angelhart offices. They had a literal
            vault in the building, from when it had first been built and was a bank for five minutes.
         

         
         “Yes, we have a safe at our office.” Margo pulled out another card and wrote her mother’s name and cell phone. “Call my mom
            in the morning and she’ll help with whatever you need. She’s also a lawyer and if there are any sticky legal issues, she’ll
            know what to do about them. Then I would suggest you have the pieces appraised and talk to your sister about what you want
            to do with them.”
         

         
         “This is all unbelievable,” he said.

         
         Margo took the box and said, “Are you sure you want me to take this?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Luisa showed the Thorntons Aberdeen’s photo. “If you see him, call the police,” she said.

         
         “If he threatens you, tell him I have the jewels,” Margo said.

         
         “I wouldn’t do that to you if he’s dangerous,” John said.

         
         “Call me if you see him and then I’ll be on alert.”

         
         “Oh. Yes, of course. Okay.” John took his wife’s hand. “Is this the right thing to do?”

         
         “I don’t want those pieces here,” she said. “They’re cursed. Your father may have been killed for them, John!”

         
         “They’re not cursed,” he said, but agreed that he didn’t want them in the house. “I’ll call your mother and find out what
            our options are.”
         

         
         Margo dreaded being in possession of the box, and handed it to Luisa to hold while she drove. “Call Jack and tell him what’s
            going on.”
         

         
         Luisa put Jack on speaker, gave him a summary, and said, “Once we secure the box in the vault, we’ll get back there. About
            an hour.”
         

         
         There was commotion and voices in the background, then Jack said, “Laura wants you to find Charlie.”

         
         Margo said, “I’m not leaving you alone up there when Aberdeen could show up.”

         
         “We’re all concerned that Charlie may do something foolish,” Jack said.

         
         “More foolish that what he’s already done?”

         
         “Margo, please talk to him. You already know everything about his life. You’ll find him.”

         
         “Dammit Jack,” she muttered. “I’m sending Luisa back.”

         
         “In what car?”

         
         “Mom’s. An Uber. I don’t care, but you can’t be alone to protect four people. Logan’s still there, right?”

         
         “Yes, I convinced him to stay.”

         
         “That’s one less person I need to worry about,” Margo mumbled.

         
         “I have the house locked down,” Jack said. “Find Charlie, convince him to come back here or stick with him. Aberdeen thinks
            he still has the jewels.”
         

         
         “Fine,” Margo snapped, grabbed her phone from Luisa, and hit End. “Dammit.”

         
         “Where are you going to look?”

         
         “I’ll call his friends and check his condo. After that?” Margo thought. “The bar he regularly goes to, then maybe Logan’s
            resort. As long as he doesn’t do something completely out of character, I’ll find him tonight. But you have to get up to Desert
            Hills and help Jack.”
         

         
         “I’ll take an Uber,” Luisa said. “It’ll be the fastest way from downtown.”

         
         “Costs a small fortune,” Margo said.

         
         “I’ll expense it. Logan’s good for it.”

         
         Luisa was trying to make light of the situation, but Margo didn’t like any of this. She had this bad feeling in her gut and
            she couldn’t figure out why.
         

         
         They secured the box in the vault and Luisa called an Uber. Margo waited, because she still had this feeling that something
            was wrong. She hadn’t been followed, but Aberdeen had proven resourceful, and he could be watching.
         

         
         As soon as Luisa was safe in the Uber, Margo headed to Scottsdale.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three

         
         The sun had just set, the fiery oranges and deep reds giving way to purple, the mountains a stark silhouette against the twilight.
            This was Laura’s favorite moment in the day, and no matter the temperature, if the sky was clear, she would take a glass of
            wine out to the front porch, sit on her swing, and relax, letting the fast pace and frustrations of any given day fade away
            with the night. It had been her ritual for as long as she could remember, but after her divorce, her evening routine had become
            even more important. It was one reason she disliked winter . . . the days were too short and she often missed being home at
            sunset, which left her feeling out of sorts.
         

         
         Summer, with the long, hot nights, refilled her well, so she could be the best mother, the best sister, the best veterinarian
            possible.
         

         
         But tonight . . . Jack said she needed to stay inside. He meant well but didn’t understand her need to decompress. So she
            paced, agitated, feeling trapped and alone even in a house full of people.
         

         
         Logan was playing video games with the kids, which helped take their mind off what was going on and their worry for their
            father. And Jack was out in the yard, walking around, making sure no one was lurking in the shadows.
         

         
         Laura poured herself a glass of wine. She didn’t want to use alcohol as a crutch, but it had been a really difficult forty-eight
            hours and her head was pounding with the stress of it all. The fight with Charlie didn’t help, then playing peacemaker between
            her brother and ex-husband, and then holding her kids while they cried with genuine fear about their dad’s safety after Charlie
            left—after he selfishly walked out.
         

         
         Yes, he’d done the right thing, and maybe she had pushed him too hard. His desire to bring the family back together was noble,
            and she wanted to forgive him, fully, completely, and go back to the way it had been.
         

         
         But Charlie hadn’t changed. She had. She used to love his dreams. She could listen to him for hours talking about his ideas,
            that someday they would have a horse ranch, that she could have a dog rescue, which had been her childhood dream. It wasn’t
            that she resented that none of his ideas panned out; she resented that he hadn’t accepted that married life, the life of grown-ups
            with kids and responsibilities, needed stability. She would have helped him chase his dreams if he had been honest with her
            about what he was doing.
         

         
         Instead, he was like a gambling addict, thinking that the next bet would bring a payday—for Charlie, it was always the next
            idea. And when he gambled with their kids’ future and home and lost . . . that was the final straw.
         

         
         Maybe he now realized that he’d put a wedge in their family; maybe he knew how he had hurt her. But it was too late. She didn’t
            have the same feelings for Charlie she once had.
         

         
         But she needed him safe, to be the father their kids loved and deserved.

         
         Jack used a key to get into the back door. That was another thing—they only locked the house at night or when they were away.
            This rural community was safe—or it had been safe. Laura didn’t know if she would ever feel safe again.
         

         
         The dogs greeted Jack as if he was a long-lost friend, and he scratched them behind their ears and told them they were good
            boys. Even Bagel stretched and got up from his bed to claim some of Jack’s attention.
         

         
         “I checked on the animals,” Jack said. “They seem to be settled for the night. Your barn doesn’t have a lock on it.”

         
         “No need,” she said. “At least, I never thought there was a need. I can’t imagine someone coming in to steal my horses, but
            maybe I need to think that way.”
         

         
         “Is that a big problem out here?”

         
         She laughed, though she didn’t feel any humor in it. “No. I’ve never heard of a horse theft here. When I was growing up there
            was a string of cattle thefts, but the Rangers caught the gang. No one I know ever had a horse stolen.”
         

         
         “Do you miss Texas?”

         
         “No. Sometimes. But this is my home. My kids were born here. Our friends are here. Logan is here. I can live anywhere and
            work with animals, but Logan needs resorts to remodel and businesses to save. Even as a kid, he was bored. We lived on a five-hundred-acre
            ranch an hour outside of San Angelo—and San Angelo isn’t all that big.” She paused, smiled. “There’s one vet in our community,
            and he’s not going to retire anytime soon. I wouldn’t know what else to do. I miss my family there. We visit several times
            a year, always go there for Christmas.
         

         
         “Henry—my younger brother—and his wife built their own house on the property, have three kids and will probably have more.
            Henry loves it. He was made for ranch work. Susie—well, she had a difficult childhood, there’s a story there I’ll tell you
            someday, but she came out to San Angelo for work when she was eighteen, Henry was twenty, and it was love at first sight.
            She’s practical and created her own business—cans and sells jams, jellies, homemade sauces, whatever she thinks of. Everything’s
            sold online. Logan helped her set up the retail portion and she’s had to hire two people to handle the packaging and shipping.”
            She paused, thinking about her brother and sister-in-law. “I think that’s another reason why Charlie is so frustrated with
            his life. Everyone around him came up with ideas that seemed to give them success and satisfaction. He wanted the same thing.”
         

         
         “We’re going to get through this,” Jack said. “I’m sorry I came down hard on you when you wanted to go out.”

         
         “I understand.”

         
         “I’m hopeful the police will find Aberdeen soon. Every law enforcement officer in the state has his name and photo. San Diego
            police have been alerted to check his residence. He’s not going to be able to easily disappear.”
         

         
         “I hate feeling trapped in my own house.”

         
         Jack reached out and touched her, running his fingers down her arm, to her hand, where he rested his palm long enough to make
            her feel truly alive. That was the only word she could think of. It was like she’d been going through the motions of life—she
            was happy, content, satisfied with the life she had built with Cody and Sydney. But when Jack walked into her house yesterday,
            something shifted. It was like he belonged. He fit. She barely knew him . . . yet felt like she’d known him for years. There
            was a spark, a desire she hadn’t felt for a long time.
         

         
         He felt it, too. She saw it in his warm, dark eyes.

         
         “Did you have enough to eat? You just picked at your dinner,” he said.

         
         “I’m not hungry.”

         
         “I am. I’m going to warm up some leftovers, if you don’t mind.”

         
         “I can do that.”

         
         “Sit, enjoy your wine. I got it.”

         
         Logan came into the kitchen and Laura was glad he hadn’t witnessed the somewhat intimate moment between her and Jack. Jack
            didn’t even have to kiss her for her to feel that draw, and she suspected Logan would pick up on it—though her brother tended
            to be clueless about anything related to romance.
         

         
         “I’m going to make some popcorn and we’re going to watch a movie,” her brother said. “You should join us, Laura.”

         
         “Maybe I will. Though I’ll probably fall asleep.”

         
         Logan rummaged through the pantry and pulled out an air popcorn machine and a bottle of kernels.

         
         Jack reheated the pulled pork Laura had made that night and made himself a sandwich. He realized the barbecue sauce had a
            label he didn’t recognize: Triple Star Ranch.
         

         
         “Is this your sister-in-law’s creation?”

         
         “It is,” Laura said.

         
         “It’s amazing. I’m going to order all my Christmas presents from her.”

         
         Laura laughed. “I’ll make sure she gives you the family discount.”

         
         Jack’s phone rang. He answered it, listened. “Thanks, Margo . . . Yeah, Luisa texted me, she’s almost here.”

         
         He ended the call. “Margo found Charlie. He’s at his condo.”

         
         “Thank God,” Laura said, relieved.

         
         Logan finished making the popcorn and grabbed sodas from the door of the fridge. Laura gave him a look, and Logan grinned.
            “Aw, Mom, let them have sugar and junk once in a while!”
         

         
         “I buy those Cokes for you, Logan, not the kids. They know better.” Then she smiled. “Don’t let Cody have more than one, otherwise
            he’ll be up all night.”
         

         
         Logan kissed his sister on the cheek. “Promise.”

         
         He walked back down the hall.

         
         “When I first met Logan, he was nothing like I expected,” Jack said.

         
         “Most people feel the same,” Laura said with a smile.

         
         Sydney ran down the hall, Logan right behind her. “Mom, Cody’s gone! I went to the bathroom and he was in the den, and when
            I came back he wasn’t there, and he’s not in his room!”
         

         
         Jack said, “Search the house.”

         
         They did, calling for Cody. He didn’t answer.

         
         “Where could he have gone?” Logan said. “He knows not to leave.”

         
         Laura’s face sagged in relief. “I’ll bet he went to check on Nimbus, the stray cat. I’ll get him.”

         
         “I’ll get him,” Jack said firmly. “Stay here, lock the door behind me. I’m sure Cody is fine, but until Aberdeen is in custody,
            we need to be diligent.”
         

         
         She nodded, her heart thudding, and locked the door behind Jack.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four

         
         “I don’t want to talk to anyone,” Charlie said, but didn’t make a move to slam the door on Margo, so she walked into the condo
            and closed the door behind her.
         

         
         Charlie drained the beer he was drinking, tossed the bottle, and grabbed another. Margo figured this was his fourth beer.

         
         “Go ahead, drink and feel sorry for yourself,” Margo said. “I don’t really care. But your kids are worried about you. Either
            I’m going to sit here with you all night to protect your life—” she patted her gun so he understood what protecting him entailed
            “—or you’re going to come back with me to Laura’s house so your kids know you’re safe and I’ll have help protecting you, and
            Jack will have help protecting Laura and your kids.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t need me. She doesn’t want me.”

         
         Margo sat down on the couch across from Charlie.

         
         “Your kids need you,” she said. “Divorce sucks. I know. My brother went through a divorce he didn’t want and he did everything
            in his power to save his marriage. But Whitney didn’t want to work on the marriage, she didn’t love him, and she didn’t want
            to save anything. From what I know about Laura, she tried. You tried. Shit happened and it didn’t work.”
         

         
         “It’s all my fault. I lied to her. I . . . lost our house. I lost everything. And I tried to make it right, when I heard about
            something of value in the storage unit, I thought, this is it! I can make a business of this and be a success and she’ll come
            back! But she won’t. She’ll never forgive me. I just wanted to be a better husband, a better father.”
         

         
         “I don’t know anything about your marriage, but Laura thinks you’re a great dad. You need to be here for your kids. And Jerry
            Aberdeen doesn’t know you gave the jewels to the Thornton family. He thinks you have them, and he’s going to be looking for you—or going to Laura because hurting her will force you to turn them over. I
            don’t know his plan, but it’s safer for you all to be in the same place until the police find the bastard.”
         

         
         Charlie frowned, drank more beer. “Nothing I do turns out.”

         
         “Oh, stop with the pity party.” Okay, she didn’t have a lot of tact. She never had. She wanted people to see reality, accept
            it, move on. “You have two great kids and that’s more than most people can say. You have a good job and I talked to your boss.”
         

         
         “You did?”

         
         “I had to find you. And he said you did great work, you can fix anything, and everyone likes you.”

         
         “Really?” Charlie perked up.

         
         “He also said you’re lazy and unreliable, coming in late nearly every day.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “So my advice? Play to your strengths, minimize your weaknesses.” Why she was giving life advice to a man in his thirties,
            she didn’t know. But she’d pretty much say anything to get him to come with her. “Find ways to get to work on time. Continue
            doing the good work, and good things will happen.”
         

         
         “But Laura doesn’t want me back.”

         
         Margo didn’t comment. Charlie knew the truth; he just had to accept it.

         
         “I’ll stay here,” he said as he sulked. “I promise I won’t leave.”

         
         “Okay. I guess I’ll make myself at home.”

         
         “No, you can go. You need to go. My kids need you to help protect them.”

         
         “Charlie, I already told you—I stick with you wherever you go. Your kids made me promise.”

         
         “Laura doesn’t want to see me.”

         
         “Laura wants you safe. Here, or there. It’s your call.”

         
         “Fine. I’ll go with you.”

         
         Margo was relieved. She wanted to back Jack up. She just had a bad feeling about this whole thing. Aberdeen was desperate,
            and desperate men did reckless things.
         

         
         “Pack a bag. I’m giving you five minutes.”

         
         He went into his bedroom. Margo dialed Jack to let him know she was on her way with Charlie. He didn’t answer. She texted
            him. He didn’t respond.
         

         
         She called out to Charlie. “Pick up the pace, we need to go now.”

         
         Margo then called Luisa.

         
         Luisa didn’t answer.

         
         “Now, Charlie.”

         
         “What’s wrong?”

         
         “I don’t know, but you’d better buckle up because I’m going to break some traffic laws.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five

         
         Jack walked briskly to the barn. The night was dark. There were no streetlights, only the lights from the house partly illuminating
            the yard. The moon hadn’t risen yet, the air hot, still. He heard the chickens in their pen. A soft neigh of a horse. A dog
            barking in the distance.
         

         
         He quietly opened the side door of the barn and slipped inside. A faint light came from a stall on the far side of the barn.
            Goats maa’ed and moved on as they settled for the night in their pen. Jack approached the light, looked over the short stall
            door, and saw Cody sitting in the middle with a flashlight. Relief flooded through him.
         

         
         He didn’t want to yell at the kid, but after the relief came anger that Cody had scared everyone.

         
         “I told you to stay in the house. We were worried.”

         
         “Shhh, you’ll scare her.”

         
         Cody gestured his flashlight toward a hay-filled box in the corner. Nimbus, the gray-and-white cat, lay panting, her belly
            large.
         

         
         “You need to come with me, Cody.”

         
         “Please, she’s little, not much more than a year old. She’s too young to have kittens, but someone dumped her out here and
            she needs me.”
         

         
         Jack wasn’t going to leave Cody out here all night with the cat.

         
         He called Laura. “Cody is in the barn like you said. The cat is about to give birth. He doesn’t want to leave, and I don’t
            want to scare the creature. Can you talk to him?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Jack gave Cody his phone. “Talk to your mom.”

         
         Walking the length of the barn, Jack checked every possible hiding place like he’d done before. There were three faint lights
            hanging overhead across the length of the barn that gave just enough ambient light for him to see.
         

         
         All secure. He returned to Cody.

         
         “Are you sure, Mom? Because she’s all alone and she didn’t eat the food Luisa and I gave her this morning.” He listened, then
            said, “Okay. Okay. You promise, first thing in the morning? . . . Okay. I’m sorry, Mom.”
         

         
         He handed the phone to Jack. “I have to go back with you. Mom says cats like to be alone when they deliver their kittens and
            it could take all night. She also said that she would come out here before she goes to bed and check on her. You’ll let her
            do that, right?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Jack said. He hated that this kid was scared—for his dad, for his mom, for the cat. All because of that asshole Aberdeen.
            “She is a pretty cat.”
         

         
         “She’s never had a home, but she’s used to the barn, and she’s a good mouser, and she likes me. We had a barn cat when we
            first moved here, he came with the house, but he was old and he died. Nimbus is young. Mom says we’ll spay her, but we can
            keep some of the kittens, and Sydney’s friend Jenny wants one. Do you want one?”
         

         
         “No,” Jack said. “I’m not home enough to have a pet.”

         
         “That’s sad,” Cody said.

         
         Maybe it was, Jack thought. “Are you ready?” he asked Cody.

         
         Cody got up and, with a glance back to the laboring cat, left with Jack.

         
          

         Luisa knew something was wrong as soon as the Uber driver turned onto Joy Ranch Road, the two-lane road that led to Laura’s
            street.
         

         
         It was quiet out here, and no one parked on the street because of deep drainage ditches and the plethora of no-parking-anytime
            signs.
         

         
         But there was a truck parked partly in a ditch, where the far southwest corner of Laura’s property met the road.

         
         “Stop,” she told her driver.

         
         He complied. “Is everything okay?”

         
         “Let me out here.”

         
         “Um, the house is just around the corner.”

         
         “And don’t go straight. Turn around here and go back the way we came.”

         
         “Is something wrong?”

         
         She gave him her best smile. “No. I’m going to play a prank on my brother, but if he sees your lights, he’ll know that I’m
            here.”
         

         
         “Oh. Okay.” He didn’t sound like he believed her, but she got out and hoped he did as she instructed.

         
         He did, and she would leave him a big tip through the app when she knew everyone was safe.

         
         Slowly, Luisa approached the truck. She took a picture of the truck’s license plate and sent it directly to Rick Devlin with
            a message that the car was parked illegally near Laura’s house.
         

         
         She sent a message to Jack, not wanting to make any sound by calling.

         
         
            Suspicious truck parked three hundred yards from Laura’s street, adjacent to her back fence. I’m coming in through the back.
               Be alert.
            

         

         Then she pocketed her phone, hopped the fence, and pulled her gun. She felt alive and exhilarated for the first time since
            she decided not to reenlist in the Marines. Her heart rate slowed and her senses expanded. This was what she had trained for.
         

         
         Luisa walked silently through the yard toward the house.

         
          

         Jack’s phone vibrated as he was about to exit the barn. He glanced down and read the message from Luisa. Cody reached for
            the handle, and Jack took his hand. He squatted next to Cody and whispered, “We need to stay put for a second.”
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” Cody’s voice quivered.

         
         Jack put a finger to his lips to indicate to remain silent. “Luisa is here,” he whispered, “and she’s looking at a strange
            vehicle.” No use giving him too many details. He didn’t want Cody to panic.
         

         
         Jack texted Laura.

         
         
            Stay away from the windows. Luisa is checking on a potential situation.

         

         He saw three dots indicating she was typing.

         
         Then he heard a gunshot and the dots disappeared.

         
         “Mommy!” Cody screamed.

         
         Jack turned to him. “Hide. Pick the best place to hide and stay there until you hear my voice.”

         
         Cody looked terrified, then he ran down the aisle of the barn and turned into one of the stalls.

         
         Jack pulled his gun and ran toward the house, worried about Laura as well as Luisa. He focused on his training. He’d been
            a cop for thirteen years, and the muscle memory never faded. Tactically, he knew running across the yard wasn’t smart, but
            it was the shortest distance to the house. He made it quickly, and pressed his back against the house, and stopped. Listened.
         

         
         The dogs were barking and he heard pounding on the front door, then it stopped.

         
         Jack saw a glimpse of a figure near the corner of the house, only feet from him. Aberdeen had an accomplice during the hit-and-run
            and break-ins, though he had been alone at the hotel. Staying flush against the wall, away from the back lights, he glanced
            over, then heard a low whistle.
         

         
         Luisa.

         
         He whistled back, and Luisa immediately came to him.

         
         She whispered, “I saw him approach the door alone. I don’t think anyone is with him, and no one else was in the truck. Police
            are on their way.”
         

         
         Jack handed her the key to the back door. “Get inside, stick with them, I’ll go around front and cut him off.”

         
         As Jack spoke, the sound of breaking glass cut through the night. He pictured Laura’s large front window shattering.

         
         He ran to the front while Luisa went in through the back.

         
          

         Laura retrieved her shotgun from under her bed when she heard the shattering of glass. Obi and R2 were barking up a storm,
            but they were secure in the den with Sydney and Bagel.
         

         
         “Police are on their way,” Logan said. “They already had a call.”

         
         Laura worried about Jack and Luisa—she didn’t know where they were, if they were injured, if Cody was okay.

         
         Calm down, she told herself. Jack had Cody. Cody was safe. She would protect Sydney.
         

         
         “Get my handgun from the safe,” she told Logan.

         
         Logan went to the closet and retrieved the gun. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, but so help her God, if that man went anywhere
            near her daughter she would shoot him.
         

         
         She wanted to go to the den and be with Sydney, but that would mean exposing herself and she didn’t want to put Logan or herself
            in the line of fire. Aberdeen had a gun, he’d shot at her front door, but the extra lock Jack had insisted they install had
            held.
         

         
         She heard more glass as someone climbed through the window. Then swearing and a crash.

         
         “You fucking bitch! Give me what’s mine!”

         
         Then a shout from the kitchen and another gunshot.

         
         Then another.

         
         Jack.

         
         Laura ran from the room, Logan behind her.

         
          

         Jack looked through the broken window. Aberdeen had climbed through, but cut himself on the multitude of shards that covered
            the floor. He swore and kicked at a chair, toppling it. Blood poured from his hand.
         

         
         “You fucking bitch!” Aberdeen screamed. “Give me what’s mine!”

         
         He started down the hall, limping, blood dripping from his left hand, a 9mm semiauto in his right.

         
         He was heading toward the den and the bedrooms. Where Laura and her family were hiding.

         
         He saw Luisa in the kitchen, caught her eye, and pointed at her. She nodded, and shouted, “Aberdeen! Freeze!”

         
         Jack jumped through the already broken window, glass crunching under the soles of his durable boots.

         
         Aberdeen turned first to Luisa, gun aimed at her, then he heard Jack and swirled to face him. He fired at Jack, and Jack and
            Luisa both aimed at Aberdeen and fired back.
         

         
         Jack saw Laura running down the hall, shotgun in hand, and he shouted at Luisa, who couldn’t see the hall from her angle,
            “Cease fire!”
         

         
         Aberdeen was down on the ground. Jack immediately went over and kicked the gun away from his hand, then squatted to check
            his pulse. He moaned. Blood poured from his arm and his side—both Jack and Luisa had hit him. He heard sirens in the distance.
         

         
         “You’re bleeding,” Laura said.

         
         Jack looked at his arm. He thought he’d felt a sting.

         
         “It barely grazed me.”

         
         “Where’s Cody?”

         
         “Hiding in the barn.”

         
         “I need to see him. I don’t want Sydney to see this.”

         
         Luisa said, “I’ll watch him.” She still had her gun trained on him.

         
         “Luisa, you need to stop the bleeding,” Jack said.

         
         “Why?” she snapped. “He broke into this house with the intent to do harm.”

         
         Luisa was usually the cool, calm, collected sibling. This was a side of her Jack hadn’t seen before. But he hadn’t spent much
            time with her since she left the military. Maybe that needed to change.
         

         
         “Because,” Jack said quietly, “it’s the right thing to do.”

         
         She scowled, and Logan said, “I’ll watch him, Lu. You save his life.”

         
         She hesitated a fraction of a second, then holstered her weapon, grabbed towels from the kitchen, and put pressure on his
            wounds.
         

         
         Jack and Laura went to Sydney, and the three of them kept a firm hold on the dogs so they didn’t go into the living room and
            cut their paws on the broken glass.
         

         
         “Don’t look,” Laura told Sydney, who looked at the fallen man anyway.

         
         Jack led them and the dogs outside and into the barn. He shouted, “Cody! All is clear. You can come out.”

         
         At first, he didn’t hear anything. Then there was a creak and the chickens started squawking. Cody emerged from one of the
            stalls, covered in hay and chicken feathers and chicken poop.
         

         
         Laura ran to him and hugged him tightly. “Where were you?”

         
         “The door to the chicken hutch—” He pointed. It was a tiny door and Cody could barely have gotten through it. He said to Jack,
            “When we clean their pen or there’s a monsoon, we let them out that way so they can hang out in the barn.”
         

         
         “That was a brilliant place to hide, Cody,” Jack said.

         
         “Are you okay, Mom? I heard guns.”

         
         “We’re all great,” she said and hugged her children. She looked at Jack over their heads and he saw her gratitude. Spontaneously,
            he walked over and embraced the group.
         

         
         He couldn’t wait to introduce his son to the Barrett family. He had a feeling they would be spending a lot of time together.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Six

         
         “I missed all the fun,” Margo said as she walked with Jack and Cody into the barn Wednesday morning.

         
         “Shh,” Cody said. “I don’t want to scare Nimbus.”

         
         Margo pretended to zip her lips and throw away the key.

         
         She had arrived five minutes after the police, and two minutes before the ambulance. She was relieved that no one—except Aberdeen—was
            seriously hurt. Jack had a nick, hardly worth a Band-Aid, but it could have been worse.
         

         
         Once the police were gone, everyone pitched in to clean up the mess in the living room, and Jack and Margo secured plywood
            on the front window, while Logan arranged to have it replaced as soon as possible. They swept all the glass, then vacuumed,
            then swept again—and still Obi got his paw cut on a shard they’d missed. Laura removed the glass and bandaged it up. The kids
            didn’t fall asleep until after two—they slept in the den with the dogs. Luisa drove Charlie home, Logan crashed in Cody’s
            room, and Laura finally went to bed at three.
         

         
         Margo and Jack had stayed up because Margo couldn’t sleep. They talked about Jack’s observations of Luisa; Margo told him
            not to worry, that their sister was fine. But she made a note to spend more time with her. Jack had been a cop so he would
            understand some things, but being in the military was different. Luisa wasn’t the same kid who had left home at eighteen for
            adventure and purpose. She had found both . . . but sometimes in the discovery of self, truths emerged that you didn’t expect.
         

         
         Margo asked Jack about Laura, and he admitted he had feelings for her and that Laura was open to exploring them. Margo was
            thrilled—she wanted Jack to find someone who deserved him. He wasn’t a man who wanted to be alone, and his failed marriage
            had broken him. He was better now, but if he found someone to share the rest of his life, he would be complete. She gave him
            two thumbs-up.
         

         
         Now she was beat and ready to go home and sleep all day, but Cody wanted to show her kittens. “I wish Lu could have stayed,”
            he said wistfully, in a tone that Margo heard as, But you’ll do.

         
         They walked down the aisle and Cody touched each horse that had its head out. Margo marveled at how this kid bounced back
            after the last couple days of intense stress.
         

         
         In the last stall, Cody motioned for Margo and Jack to stand in the opening, then he entered and squatted in the middle.

         
         “Good mom you are,” Cody said in a soft, cooing voice. “Good mom taking care of your babies.”

         
         A gray-and-white cat lay on her side while one . . . four . . . six kittens nursed. They had no fur and their eyes were closed and they were very, very small.
         

         
         “My mom will come out and check on you later,” Cody told the cat. “But she says you know what to do.” He poured fresh water
            into her bowl. Then he took a can of kitten food from his pocket and emptied it into her food bowl. “Mom says you can have
            this.”
         

         
         He then got up and slowly backed away.

         
         They left the stall and Cody said, “I’m going to take the horses out to the field to graze. They didn’t get to exercise yesterday.
            You can come if you want.”
         

         
         “Do you need help?” Margo asked.

         
         “Naw, I’m good. I like taking them out.”

         
         One by one, Cody brought out the horses.

         
         “He’s a pretty cool kid,” Margo said.

         
         “The whole family is,” Jack agreed.

         
         “Speaking of Logan,” Margo said. “He needs to know about Brittney.”

         
         “What about Brittney?”

         
         “That she’s dating the son of his business partner. The son of Congresswoman Shaw.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because she’s up to something and she doesn’t want him to know she’s dating the guy.”

         
         “Logan is fine. He’s protected himself financially, and he’s not going to put up with any shenanigans.” Jack glanced at her.
            “Why are you so concerned?”
         

         
         “Don’t look at me like that. Logan isn’t my type. It’s Brittney. I feel like she’s gotten away with something, and that just
            grates on my every nerve.”
         

         
         “Maybe she did,” Jack said. “But what goes around comes around.”

         
         “Stop with the cliches,” she said. “Karma’s a bitch and all that.”

         
         “No, not so much Karma, but I generally believe eventually, people like Brittney will have to pay a price. Either now . . .
            or in the afterlife. It helps.”
         

         
         “So you don’t want to tell Logan.”

         
         “No. If it comes up, I’ll mention it. But I’m not going to go out of my way to do so. He’s put her behind him, a lot faster
            than I put Whitney behind me. Why dredge it all up again?”
         

         
         He had a point, Margo thought.

         
         She hugged him. “I’m going. Give my best to Laura.”

         
          

         After Margo left, Jack started breakfast and his mom called. She filled him in on a conversation she’d had with John Thornton,
            Jr. He didn’t want the jewels—he and his sister felt like they were tainted because his father was killed over them. But he
            planned to sell them and Ava would be assisting with that. He also wanted to repay Charlie Barrett for what he’d bid on the
            storage unit out of the proceeds.
         

         
         “I’ll let him know,” Jack said. “Thanks, Mom.”

         
         “You doing okay?”

         
         “Yes, I’m helping clean up around here, so I won’t be in.”

         
         “Take a few days,” she said. “We have nothing urgent, and I know you have Austin for the long weekend.”

         
         “I definitely won’t object,” he said and ended the call. He might even call Whitney and see if he could pick up Austin a day
            early. Sometimes she refused, but usually she had no problem. And a long weekend? She likely had made plans.
         

         
         He was looking forward to introducing Austin to Laura and her kids. He didn’t want to make a big deal about it, but at the
            same time, he wasn’t going to drag his feet.
         

         
         Laura stepped into the kitchen. “I cannot believe I slept so long. It’s after nine!”

         
         “You needed it,” Jack said as he finished getting the pancakes ready to cook. The bacon was already done and warming in the
            oven. “Sydney and Logan are still crashed.”
         

         
         “Where’s Cody?”

         
         “After we checked on the kittens—there are six, in case you were wondering—Cody took the horses to the field. He said they
            needed exercise.”
         

         
         “He’s far more responsible than I was at nine.”

         
         “Me too,” Jack said with a smile.

         
         Laura walked over and hugged him. Then she lightly kissed him. “Thank you. Thank you for being here. You look exhausted.”

         
         “I’m getting there.”

         
         “I have a guest room.”

         
         “I’ll take you up on that, after breakfast. Because I’m tired, but I’m also starving.”

         
         “Are we still on for the Fourth of July?”

         
         “We are. Would you mind if I brought Austin up here the day before? To meet Cody and Sydney. Casual, no pressure.”

         
         “That sounds perfect,” Laura said.

         
         A knock on the door made Laura jump. “Damn,” she muttered.

         
         “I’ll get it,” Jack said. It was Rick. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “When I got up this morning I checked on the status of Aberdeen and thought you might like to know what’s going on.”

         
         “Sure. Want breakfast?”

         
         “I’ll never say no to coffee.”

         
         Jack introduced Rick to Laura. “Rick and I went through the academy together, and he’s been helping with Aberdeen.”

         
         Laura poured Rick a mug of coffee, and they sat at the kitchen table. “I talked to the detective in charge. Aberdeen came
            through surgery this morning. He’s expected to make a full recovery, so he was arrested on multiple charges, including felony
            hit-and-run, assault with a deadly weapon, home invasion, and attempted murder, for starters. The truck wasn’t registered
            to Aberdeen, so we tracked down the owner. The guy spilled his guts. Admitted he participated in the break-ins and was in
            the passenger seat of Aberdeen’s truck when it hit you, Laura, on Sunday night. But said after that, he told Aberdeen he was
            out of it, and the detectives who talked to him believe him—he has an alibi, he was working. Didn’t even know Aberdeen took
            his truck.”
         

         
         Rick sipped the coffee, told Laura it was delicious, and continued. “He also pointed fingers at Aberdeen for the murder of
            John Thornton. He went to Thornton’s house, assuming that he had brought it home. When he didn’t find it there, he went to
            the law office, but was stopped by law enforcement—pulled over for speeding, a ticket he never paid. He went back to San Diego,
            worried he was going to be caught for home invasion and murder, but when no one came knocking, he returned to Phoenix and
            learned that the law office was closed. He assumed the partner took the jewels, but didn’t know where Hedge went.
         

         
         “Fast forward a couple months. Aberdeen spent time and money researching Vincent Hedge with the intent to rob him, then found
            the listing for the storage locker—which was in Hedge’s name. The file boxes say Thornton Vincent and he thought that the
            jewelry box may be in the storage unit. And I think you know the rest of the story.”
         

         
         “Wow,” Laura said. “All this because his grandmother didn’t give him what he thought he deserved. I hope he’s in prison for
            a long, long time.”
         

         
         “He will be,” Rick said. “There are so many charges we can pile on, he won’t be seeing freedom for at least a decade. And
            if prosecutors find physical evidence that he killed Thornton? He’ll go away for life.”
         

         
         “Good,” she said. “You’re welcome to stay for breakfast, Rick.”

         
         “I’m on my way to pick up my daughter from a sleepover, then we have brunch plans before my shift starts. But thank you.”

         
         Jack walked Rick to the door, thanked his friend, and went back to the kitchen.

         
         He watched Laura pull out plates and put syrup on the table and call out to the kids to come to breakfast.

         
         Spontaneously, he walked over to her, put his hands on her shoulders, and kissed her.

         
         She flushed. “What was that for?”

         
         “Do I need a reason?”

         
         “No.” Then she leaned up and kissed him. “I could get used to this.”

         
         “I think I already am,” Jack said. He took the platter of bacon from the oven and put it on the table.

         
         He felt like he had found home.

         
         
            * * * * *
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