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Chapter 1
 
Jack Emery could hardly believe that he was actually having a real face-to-face conversation with his wife and that she had cooked breakfast for the two of them. He pinched himself to see if he was alive and really sitting here. Cyrus seemed to be of the same mind because the big dog was pacing the kitchen.
 
The pinch hurt. Yep, this was real time, so that had to mean the wild, unbelievable night of sex had been real, too. Well, he could feed off that for a whole week if he had to, but right now he needed to pay attention to what Nikki was saying. God, how he loved this woman. He knew right then, right that very minute, that if she had asked him to run through fire for her, he wouldn’t hesitate to do so. If she asked him to climb to the moon, he’d start to fashion a ladder that would take him there. Nikki was his life, his love, the reason he got up in the morning.
 
“Tell me, Jack. Was I wrong to fire them? I snapped when they tried to push the blame onto you, that you left everyone in the lurch with double the work. That was just a side issue on their part. The three of them want a partnership. I told them early on that was never going to happen. For crying out loud, Jack, you’re my husband, and I never made you a partner. Nor did I make Alexis one, and she’s like a sister to me. Say something, Jack.”
 
“I didn’t leave the firm in the lurch, Nik. You and I talked about my leaving, and you were okay with it. You’re the boss. Those three women were just associates. I read their contracts. What they did was unprofessional, and none of them have any grounds to bring a suit against the firm. I’d go to the wall defending your firm on that one. They just wanted to put you over a barrel, so you’d cave and make them an offer because you were under the gun. You called their bluff. As Myra is so fond of saying, everything happens for a reason. And you know if you need me for anything, I’m here for you. Having said that, it sounds to me like you have the situation well in hand.”
 
Nikki leaned across the table and reached for Jack’s hand. Her eyes were misty with tears. “You know I love you more than life itself. I am so sorry, Jack, so very sorry that I . . .”
 
“Shhh,” Jack said, placing his index finger against her lips. “You’d better get going, or you’re going to be late. I’ll clean up here, and let me say right now, those pancakes you made were better than any Charles made for us over the years. And before you can ask, no, there’s nothing on Charles.”
 
“I didn’t think there was. Thanks, Jack, for being so understanding. I promise I will work overtime to make it up to you. With all the new people coming on board, I can actually see daylight ahead.”
 
Jack walked his wife to the front door. He held her coat for her to slip into. Then he wrapped a warm scarf the color of a ripe melon around her neck.
 
Nikki turned and wrapped her husband in her arms. “Don’t ever for one nanosecond doubt my love for you.” Her tone was so serious, so fierce, Jack felt his insides start to shake.
 
Cyrus bounded into the room with such gusto the floor shook. He started to bark, the sound high and shrill. “I get it, Cyrus.” Nikki laughed. “We share him, okay?”
 
Cyrus let out a joyous woof and circled Nikki’s legs until she bent over to give him what Cyrus considered his daily dose of loving.
 
And then she was gone.
 
Cyrus sat on his haunches, panting, as he looked at his master to see what was coming next. “I think we’re back on track, buddy. If not, we’re on the way. It won’t be the end of the world if you have to sleep on the floor. You take up half the bed, you know that, right?”
 
Cyrus ignored him as he ran to the kitchen. If he pouted, he knew that Jack would let him lick the breakfast plates. And he’d spotted the half slice of bacon Nikki had left on her plate. For him. She always left a half slice just for him.
 
The minute he licked the breakfast plates clean, Cyrus ran into the family room to rummage through his basket of treasures for one to take to work. He heard Jack shouting from the kitchen, “Just one, Cyrus, not the whole damn basket.”
 
Jack looked around to make sure the kitchen was tidy before he turned off the lights. He checked the back door to be sure that the storm door was locked and the dead bolt in place. All he had to do was put on his jacket, set the alarm, and he and Cyrus were good to go. Oops, he’d forgotten to turn down the thermostat. He did that and, as an added precaution, checked to make sure the glass doors on the fireplace were closed, too, so that no dying embers would spark outward. Now, they were ready to leave.
 
Jack stood on the front stoop as he looked up and down the street for his tail. He didn’t see anything that looked suspicious, but he knew he or she was out there just waiting for him to get into his car.
 
A light dusting of snow had fallen during the night, and the day was overcast, typical December weather. As he let his gaze travel up and down the street, he noticed Christmas lights, garlands, and Christmas wreaths on several doors—a reminder that he needed to do some decorating himself. He made a mental note to call Yoko to order his tree and wreath. He hoped the Christmas spirit would invade his being sometime soon.
 
Twenty minutes later, given the heavy traffic, Jack waited for a break in the flow of cars, so he could make a left turn into the alley that would take him to the back door of the BOLO Building. He stopped short when he saw a gaggle of Asian men jabbering and pointing to him as they waved their arms every which way.
 
Jack lowered the window, and before he could ask what was going on, a little man with a snow-white beard said, “Harry sent us. Back up, park someplace else today. You pay half now. Okay?”
 
“Huh?” was all Jack could think of to say. Cyrus weighed in, howling his displeasure. The little man raised one finger and stared at Cyrus, who suddenly went silent. Jack thought the wise thing to do would be to follow instructions. As he did so he was texting Harry, who texted back: PAY HIM HALF NOW.
 
Jack parked at the Bagel Emporium, then crossed the street. His tail was going to be hard-pressed to find a parking spot. The thought pleased Jack as he walked along with Cyrus, who was clutching his tattered duck, which had only one leg and half a beak.
 
Back in the alley, Jack motioned for the little man to follow him. Inside, he asked him what he was doing for Harry.
 
“Iron gate. With electricity. Secret stuff. Pay half now.”
 
“Yeah, yeah, I get the pay now, but what about the other end of the alley?”
 
“We do that, too. Shop owner know you pay. They okay with iron gate.”
 
Cyrus looked like he was about to protest until the little man stared him down and pointed his finger at him.
 
Jack wrote out the check and winced at the amount but kept his cool. He escorted the man to the door, Cyrus beside him, the tattered duck clutched between his teeth. The little man bent low and whispered something in Cyrus’s ear. The duck fell to the floor, and, a second later, Cyrus had his two front legs wrapped around the little man in a dog-human hug. The man smiled, patted him on the head, and left.
 
“What the hell, Cyrus! I don’t even know that guy, and you’re hugging him! For all we know, he could be a terrorist. You should be ashamed,” Jack ranted.
 
Cyrus looked up at Jack as much as to say, do you really think Harry would send a terrorist to ask for a check? Realizing the absurdity of his statement, Jack bellowed, “All right, all right, I’m going to give you that one,” as he stomped his way into the kitchen, his cell phone in hand.
 
While the coffee dripped into the oversized pot, Jack listened to Harry explain that he thought it was imperative to secure the back end of the premises. He went on to say he’d spoken to the two shop owners who shared the alley space, and they, too, liked the idea of the electronic gate as long as they didn’t have to pay for it. He went on to say the work would be completed by the end of the day. Jack huffed and puffed, muttering something or other about how advance warning would have been nice. Harry hung up on him in mid-sentence. Harry was such a card.
 
Jack carried his coffee back to his office. He passed Abner’s room and saw that the red light was shining over the door, which meant Abner was hard at work. He walked right on by without missing a step. In all likelihood, Abner had spent the night here, probably the last few nights if he was any judge of his work ethic. When Abner had a mission, he had a mission, and he worked around the clock.
 
It was all Jack could do not to burst out laughing when he saw Cyrus’s battered duck on the seat of his chair—Cyrus’s apology for making friends with the little man. Jack set his coffee down on his desk, dropped to his haunches, and tussled with Cyrus to show there were no hard feelings. A treat was all it took for Cyrus, who snatched it and his duck, to race to the door to greet whoever it was that was entering the building. Jack grinned when he heard Dennis West greeting Cyrus with a routine he had established that made Cyrus go nuts barking.
 
Dennis, in one long burst of monologue, announced, “Ted and Espinosa are coming separately because Maggie had them chasing something down, and wow, what a neat idea to put those gates up, and the price isn’t all that bad—not that I know anything about wrought iron, but still ... And the other owners are in agreement, and I have some news to report. Do ya want to hear it verbally, or do you want a written report? And you know what else, I didn’t have a tail coming here. I checked, so I guess we threw them for a loop when I split off from Ted and Espinosa. What time did Abner get here?” Then Dennis wound down like a pricked balloon.
 
Jack blinked. “And you know all of this . . . how?”
 
“I asked. The rest is observation. Plus I saw your car parked at the Bagel Emporium. Remember that I’m an investigative reporter. You know what else—I lost seven pounds on that diet Harry put me on. You’re lookin’ good this morning, Jack. Guess you got a good night’s sleep. You were really looking peaked last week. That’s what my mother used to say to me when I was getting ready to get sick,” he mumbled as he started pulling papers and scraps of paper out of his backpack. “If you’re not too awfully busy, do you think you could talk to me about something on a personal level?”
 
This kid was going to drive him nuts. “Yeah, I did get a good night’s sleep. Sorry you thought I was looking . . . peaked. I have a few extra minutes. What do you want to do first, explain all those papers or the personal stuff?”
 
“Let’s get the personal stuff out of the way so we can really concentrate on what I’m going to share and show you. Okay, here’s my problem,” Dennis said, taking a deep breath. Jack steeled himself for what was to come. Cyrus appeared out of nowhere and took up a position next to Jack. He, too, was all ears.
 
“With this new weight loss and working out every night with Harry, I was thinking maybe I should finally make a move on this girl at the office because . . .”
 
Jack held up his hand for Dennis to stop. “Stop right there. You said girl. A girl to my mind is a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old. Girls giggle, chase boys, flirt, play tennis, tattle and wear ribbons in their hair and spritz way too much perfume on their persons. A young lady or a young woman is something totally different from a girl. Now, which is it?”
 
“Wow, Jack! I never thought of it like that. The guys are right; you do know everything there is to know about women. Okay, okay, she’s a young woman, and she dresses like a lady. I have a thing for her, but I get tongue-tied when I’m around her and I . . . I blush. I hate that I blush, and sometimes I stammer. She makes me hot all over.
 
“But the worst part of it is I think she has the hots for Ted. I’m not sure about that, though. I have myself halfway convinced that she flirts with him to make me jealous. I’m probably delusional. We always eat lunch together, and she manages to stop by my desk a few times each day. Sometimes she brings me a Nehi orange soda. But that could be wishful thinking on my part, and she’s just doing it because Ted sits next to me.
 
“I’m thinking when I take off the other fifteen pounds Harry said I had to lose, I’d make my move. Or maybe I should wait till I get a brown belt, which will probably be when I’m seventy, by which time I won’t even care. Women like that a man knows all those wild moves, Harry said. What do you think, Jack, what should I do?”
 
Oh shit was what Jack thought. Jack cleared his throat. “Um, Dennis, have you had ... you know, any relationships?”
 
“Are you asking me if I’ve ever had sex? Well, yeah, but it was pretty much a disaster, and we both went running in opposite directions. You know, too quick, too fast, not enough ... oh, hell, you know what I’m talking about. And I wasn’t drinking either. Neither was she. It was ... it was ... experimental.”
 
I do not need this right now. I absolutely do not need this right now. I will not need this tomorrow or the day after tomorrow either, Jack thought. He grappled with something to say that would come out sounding halfway right or what Dennis wanted to hear.
 
“Okay, listen up. Let’s go with the assumption that the young lady is indeed flirting with you and hopes to perhaps take it to the next level. As it stands now, she sees that you have some weight to lose so obviously that is not an issue for her. If I were you, I’d play it cool, lose the weight, prevail with Harry, then make your move. You’ll buy yourself some cool duds, maybe pierce your ear, get a kick-ass haircut, spring for one of those muscle cars, and see what happens. It’s a goal, Dennis, shoot for it. That’s another way of your knowing if she likes you as a person or the new improved version. By the way, does she know how rich you are?”
 
A look of awe spread across Dennis’s face. “My God, they were all so right; you do know everything there is to know about women. This is the proof. You should write a book on all that you know. I bet it would be a best-seller. Okay, I’ll do what you say. No, she doesn’t know I’m rich. At least, I don’t think so. I don’t talk about it and told the guys not to mention anything. I don’t think Maggie would blab it, but you never know about Maggie. Jeez, Jack, thanks. How can I repay you?”
 
“No thanks necessary, kid. Glad to help. Now, show me what you’ve got.”

 



Chapter 2
 
Dennis heaved a mighty sigh as he struggled to put all the papers he’d taken from his backpack into some kind of order. “Over the weekend, I went out to SE Washington, and that’s not a place I want to go again; but I will, of course. The gangs are . . . everywhere. One of the leaders accosted me, and I told him why I was there. That I was an investigative reporter, and I was trying to get the goods on the landlord for the people living in the buildings he owned. The leader was no dummy. He asked to see my credentials and suggested I also look into the management company that is supposed to take care of the buildings. Once we had a rapport going, he gave the okay to talk to some of the tenants. The tenants that are within his gangdom, if there is such a word. He said he’d pass the word to the other leaders if they wanted to . . . ah . . . come on board. He said he’d let me know and said he’d pave the way for a sit-down meeting.
 
“Here’s the thing, Jack. They told me they would help but only if I got the tenants some heat. It was the weekend, there was nothing I could do but wait for this morning. I was at the power company when they opened, and I laid down some serious money to pay for some heating. They assured me there would be heat by noon provided the units were in working order. They promised to send crews out there to work on the units. I laid down some more money to pay for new units if need be, parts, fuel, etc. Luther, the guy I talked to . . . ah . . . offered his gang’s help. I said I’d call on him if I needed him.
 
“Here’s the thing, Jack, yeah, these are punks, but they take care of their own the best way they can. There are quite a few old people living in those rat traps. These guys steal for them. Luther admitted it. Like he said, they tried the system, and it doesn’t work for people like them, so they took matters into their own hands.”
 
Jack looked at his watch. It was quarter of eleven. “Have you spoken to Luther this morning?”
 
“Before I came here. He said the neighborhood is buzzing with all kinds of contractors, electricians, and the management-company spokesperson, who he himself personally ran off. The guy’s name is Lionel Marks, and he owns District Management. He was mouthing off about trespassing, illegal installations, and a bunch of other stuff. He said he was coming back with a lawyer and the police. I don’t know whether or not that was bravado, but the guy ended up walking away because when he wasn’t looking, the gang members jacked up his car, a fancy Mercedes, and stripped it down, leaving nothing but the shell. Short of a SWAT team, few police, I’m told, ever venture out there in what the gangs call Never Land. They’ll sell the parts to some chop shop, take the money, and disburse it through the section they control. You know, warm clothes for the kids, food for the old people, and they pay for cell phones for them, too, in case of an emergency. At first glance, they, the gang members, look kind of fierce, but they’re just kids underneath, and they’re fighting the only way they know how. It’s the slums, man. They don’t see a way out from where they’re standing. We can help, Jack.”
 
“I think you made a hell of a start this morning, kid. That’s a good thing you did. Money talks, and I’m glad you have a boatload of it. So what’s our next move here?”
 
Dennis glanced at the clock on Jack’s wall. “I gave Luther my number and yours. Since he hasn’t called either one of us, I’m thinking things are progressing. Do you want to take a ride out there? It wouldn’t hurt for you to see it all for yourself.”
 
“Sure, why not. Let me check with the guys, and I’ll be ready in ten minutes. What are you driving?”
 
“The Post van. Espinosa took his car when he left with Ted. You can bring Cyrus if you want.”
 
“I want,” Jack said through clenched teeth. “So what do you think, young Dennis?”
 
“I think I have to admire their fight for survival. Yeah, the gangs are wrong, but they don’t have a way out. You play the hand you’re dealt. Who’s to say you or I wouldn’t do the same thing if we walked in their shoes. Oh, one other thing, they make sure the little kids get to school and that they have all the supplies they need. Luther told me there is one little boy who can play the piano so well it makes tears come to your eyes. They take him for lessons in the hope he’ll be able to get out of there someday. I have no clue where they get the money for the lessons, but they get it. I was not about to ask, either. There’s another little girl who needs some medical help, and they’re working on that. Good and bad in everything, Jack.”
 
“Well damn,” was all Jack could think of to say. “Okay, I’m ready. You’re driving, I assume.”
 
“I am driving,” Dennis said curtly.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Luther Jones was a tall, gangly young kid. If he was seventeen, he was old. He greeted Dennis like a long-lost brother, and said, “Your wheels are safe. Nice dog, mister. I love dogs. My granny has a cat so’s to keep her warm. We make sure he gets plenty to eat, so he don’t go all skinny on us.
 
“Dennis, my brother, I don’t know what kind of magic you worked, but lookie here at all these fine people out here to help us. We getting new furnaces and hot-water heaters, and they are telling us that by suppertime my street is going to be warm and cozy. Unless Mr. Lionel Marks shows up with the cops to strip everything outta here.”
 
“That won’t happen,” Jack said. Cyrus barked his approval as he sniffed Luther’s leg. He held up his paw to shake hands. Jack decided right then and there that Luther was A-okay.
 
“He smells my granny’s cat on me. Fool animal likes to sit on my lap when he ain’t sitting on Granny’s lap. She calls him Loopy because he loves Fruit Loops.”
 
“Luther, we need to speak with the family that lost their children last winter. Can you arrange a meeting?”
 
“I wish I could, but I can’t. They moved in April, couldn’t stay here any longer. A cousin drove up from Miami and took them away from here.”
 
“Do you know how we can get in touch? We want to make things right for them. As well as the rest of your neighbors.”
 
“I’ll ask around. It’s not like we have cell phones growing out our ears around here. In this neighborhood, there’s but five of them. Four for the old folks, and they share among themselves, and I have one. I’ll see what I can find out.”
 
Dennis was hopping from one foot to the other to ward off the cold. “So, what else can we do for you before we leave?”
 
“Man, I have to wonder what planet you dropped from. Nobody has ever been this good to us. Why? What are you getting out of this?”
 
“Not a damn thing. We just want to help. Now, what else do you need?”
 
“Is the dude serious?” Luther asked Jack directly.
 
“He’s serious,” Jack said solemnly.
 
“Well, then okay. We could do with some real good food. You know, for suppertime, when we’re all warm and cozy. There’s a market over there on the avenue. I can have two of my guys go with you to shop if you’re sure you want to do that.”
 
“Round them up and let’s go. We can pack a lot of stuff in the van.”
 
Luther stood back and watched the van disappear from view. He scratched his head as he tried to figure out what had just happened. He pointed to three of his members and told them to spread the word: food was coming. Good food.
 
Two hours later, the van showed up just as Ted and Espinosa pulled to the curb. “Dennis sent us,” Ted said as he exited Espinosa’s SUV. We’re here to help. We work at the Post with Dennis.”
 
Luther scratched his head again. “Okay. Your car is safe.”
 
“Glad to hear it since it isn’t paid for yet,” Espinosa muttered.
 
Ted looked at Luther, uncertain how he should say what he wanted to say. In the end, he just blurted it out. “How do you guys feel about being on the front page of the Post tomorrow morning?”
 
Luther pondered the question for several moments. “Who do you mean when you say, you guys?”
 
“You, your ... ah club members, the tenants—anyone who wants to talk to us.”
 
“I don’t see a problem. You gonna talk to Mr. Lionel Marks?”
 
“We’ll call him, and if he cares to comment, we’ll print it. I’m thinking he won’t want to do that because he’ll be way too busy trying to salvage his cutthroat company.”
 
Dennis blew the horn on the van. The back doors flew open as the call went up and down the street for everyone to assemble.
 
It only took an hour to disburse the food and another two hours for Ted and Espinosa to interview anyone who wanted to talk. He did a separate interview with the young pianist and the little girl in need of medical help. He knew within twenty-four hours both children’s futures would be secure because if there was one thing the Post was good at, it was getting people to help other people. Not to mention that one of Espinosa’s pictures was worth a thousand words.
 
Maggie Spritzer gaped and gawked as Ted fed her the story that would be the headline for the morning paper. She could smell a Pulitzer for Ted and Dennis. She was so jealous, she wanted to chew nails and spit rust.

 



Chapter 3
 
Lionel Marks, the owner of District Management LLC, glared at the morning edition of the Post as he watched e-mail after e-mail ping to life on his computer. Just minutes ago he’d slammed into his plush offices and bellowed to his secretary to hold all his calls and to lock the office doors. He’d made a stupid mistake coming into the office, one he now regretted.
 
The staff, which numbered nine altogether, looked at one another and knew instinctively to keep their heads down and do as instructed. The boss was in an uproar. Rightly so, they all thought smugly. Lionel Marks was not a beloved boss—he was a hated boss, but he paid well, and his benefits package was for the most part worth the aggravation.
 
Marks looked at the stack of pink message slips, his insides crunching into a tight knot. Landlords—the most hated people on earth next to the people who managed the landlords’ properties—were right up there with used-car salesmen and insurance agents, and their agents, who were responsible for keeping their names out of the public eye. Today’s edition of the Post stared up at him like a large, square, benevolent eye.
 
Marks let his thoughts go to his beloved Mercedes, which was nothing but a shell sitting at the curb in SE Washington. Damn scavengers. Should he report it or suck up the loss? Well, he had another Mercedes, so it really didn’t matter all that much in the scheme of things. Then again, it did matter. He looked down at the printed page of the newspaper, which had a full frontal shot of himself, his lips drawn back in a snarl. Christ! He looked like a rabid dog.
 
As Marks read the article under his picture, he had to marvel at how the reporters had gathered so much information in such a short period of time; unless, of course, they had this all planned and were just waiting to spring a trap on him. His gut told him that this was just the tip of the iceberg. He tore his eyes away and started to finger through the stack of pink message slips. Nine from Fiona Sandford. Who else. Like her politician husband could be bothered even to comment on ownership of all his properties in SE Washington. Keep the secret at all costs. It’s all about the P&L sheets. “Bastard!” He wondered how long it would be before all the alphabet agencies in town started crawling up his ass. Days, he decided if those two reporters had anything to do with it. He could see this being front-page fodder for weeks to come. And right before Christmas, too, when news was usually slow here in the nation’s capital. He’d get a full-court press for sure.
 
Marks turned on the TV and watched in horror as the local station showed its viewers all the activity going on in the SE. He saw his car and winced. He turned up the volume and listened to a shivering reporter as she tried to keep the hair out of her eyes. “All this,” she said, waving her arms to indicate the power-company trucks, water-company trucks, civilian contractors, three different exterminating companies, and people clotting the streets, “is the result of an unknown benefactor who has pledged to give the people living here a decent home. The benefactor, who chooses to remain anonymous at this time, has vowed to go after the slum landlords and the management company that has allowed these deplorable conditions to exist. If you all remember, it was exactly a year ago when three children died here on this same street. Until today . . .”
 
Sick to his stomach, Marks turned off the TV and slumped back in his chair. No way in hell was this going to go away. He picked up the phone and dialed Fiona Sandford’s private, unlisted number. She snarled a greeting after only one ring. “What do you have to say for yourself, Lionel?”
 
Marks bolted upright in his special ergonomic chair. There was plenty he wanted to say to the bitch talking to him and to her highfalutin lieutenant governor husband. He took a deep breath and marveled at how steady he felt, how much in control of himself. “I think you should be more worried about what you and your husband are going to say, not me. I’m just a hired gun following orders, so you and your husband can remain lily-white. I’m rather busy right now, so I’m sure you can understand if I cut this conversation short. So, if you have nothing else to say to me, I’m hanging up. Oh, wait just one minute. If I’m forced to, I will give you up. You do realize that, don’t you?” Whatever retort was hanging off Fiona Sandford’s collagen-enhanced lips went unsaid because Marks broke the connection. She’d call back—she always did—because she was relentless.
 
A knock sounded softly, hesitant. “What?” Marks bellowed.
 
His secretary, a dumb blonde if there ever was one, in his opinion, poked her head in the door and announced that three different reporters were in the lobby asking for comments, and no, none of the three were from the Post. “Tell them I have no comment at this time and do not bother me again. If you do, you’re on the unemployment line.” The door made no sound when it closed.
 
A monster headache was brewing behind Lionel Marks’s eyes. He knew what he was experiencing was the beginning of the end. Time to pack up and head for the hills. In his case, Hong Kong, where he could get lost among the millions of people who lived there. He owned multiple properties in the New Territories, where he could hide out for the rest of his life if need be. He just wasn’t sure he could live in that culture. Still, when he’d made his plans for a getaway years ago, he’d convinced himself it would work. If it didn’t, then he’d go to Plan B, which was to relocate to Dubai. Now that the time was here, suddenly he wasn’t so sure. Especially if reporters were going to start to dog him.
 
Marks thought about his wife then and his three children, who were grown and off on their own for the most part. He gave little thought to his four grandchildren. He wouldn’t miss any of them. They, on the other hand, needed his money to keep up their lifestyles, especially his wife, who thought money grew on trees. If he left, he’d just simply walk away, no baggage, and head for the airport. He wouldn’t look back, either. But he was going to need a foolproof disguise if any of it was to happen. He had long ago invested in an alias, complete with a full set of credentials in case a hasty departure was called for. His long, manicured fingers drummed the top of his shiny desk. Christmas. Maybe he could hold out, bluff it through till after the holidays to try to keep things as normal as possible. Then again, maybe he should start putting his exit plans into gear right now.
 
Marks still kept an old-fashioned Rolodex on his desk. He fingered the cards, mentally cataloging how much money he made a year off each client. If even one of them thought they could make him their scapegoat, he’d throw their sorry asses under the bus so fast, they wouldn’t know what hit them.
 
Time, he thought, to bring out his Rosetta Stone to brush up on his Chinese.
 
 

 
 

 
 
While Lionel Marks was rummaging for his Rosetta Stone disks, Annie de Silva was showing that morning’s edition of the Post to Myra. “The kids did a great job on the article, don’t you think, Myra? I see Ted and Dennis playing this out for a Pulitzer, and that’s a plus for the paper. I saw on the news this morning that the tenants in the article have an anonymous benefactor. I have to assume it’s young Dennis, and that’s a good thing from where I’m standing. I just love it when right wins out. Maggie is rather upset that Ted has moved on and is doing his own thing. She called me last night, I think in the hopes that I would reel him in so that she could control what he does. I hated to do it, Myra, but I had to tell her it was hands off where he is concerned because I know that if she baits him too much, he’ll up and leave. And if he goes, so will Joseph and Dennis. I can’t have that. Tell me what you think. Was I wrong?”
 
“Good heavens no, Annie. You are the boss. Sometimes, you seem to forget that. Ted is exemplary, and so is Dennis. I’ve yet to meet a photographer who can hold a candle to Joseph. The paper would falter without them. Maggie has to learn to put her personal feelings aside. Although I do understand what she is going through. You know what they say, business is business, and there is no room for personal vendettas.”
 
Annie got up to pour more coffee in their cups. “She’s also upset that the private detectives have come up with nothing, which is rather strange in itself.”
 
Annie eyed the long, narrow length of yarn Myra was working on. “Isn’t it time to give that up?” she said, pointing to the pile of messy yarn at Myra’s feet.
 
“Are you serious, Annie? If I did that, how would my friend Claudeen out in Arizona—your friend, too, I might remind you—who spent hours on Skype teaching me how to knit, feel. I can’t just quit. I’m getting better, and you know it. I would never want her to think I wasn’t trying. I know I’ll never be able to knit like she does for the terminally ill at hospice. She loves that yarn ministry we put together. My goal is to help out as soon as I get good enough.
 
“Hopefully, sooner or later, I’ll improve. We need to recruit more knitters for the ministry. When I think about all those gorgeous afghans Claudeen makes for terminally ill patients, I get all choked up. She’s a really good person, as you know. Swear to me, Annie, that you won’t tell her what a messy knitter I am. It would break her heart.”
 
“I’m not going to tell her. Why don’t you tie it off or whatever you have to do to finish it and let the dogs lie on it by the fire?”
 
Myra sighed as she packed up her knitting. “I tried that, but they get their nails caught in the stitches because they’re too loose or something. Let’s not talk about this anymore, all right?”
 
“What do you want to talk about, Myra? Christmas?”
 
Myra let loose with another long sigh. “It is fast approaching. We could get in the car and drive to Yoko’s nursery and pick up the Christmas wreaths that she’s holding for us. I’m not sure anyone will be joining us this year, and I guess that’s why I didn’t really make any plans for a party or a get-together. It might be just you and me. How sad is that, my friend? And we have to help Nellie with Elias. We promised. It’s just one Christmas, Annie. Elias has to come first.”
 
“I haven’t heard from anyone in quite a while; well, there was that disastrous luncheon, but no one has called to check in. It’s like we’re forgotten. I don’t like the feeling, Myra. You’re absolutely right about Nellie and Elias—they have to come first. Nellie didn’t say it out loud, but I don’t believe she thinks that Elias will be around for another Christmas.”
 
Myra fingered her pearls, which adorned her neck, her lifeline to life. “I don’t either, but there’s not much we can do about that. I suppose we could go to Vegas, so you can stir up some trouble. But even that has lost its allure.”
 
“Myra, look at me. What’s your feeling on our going to the FBI and asking them to initiate a search for Charles? I’ll even throw Fergus into the mix if we can make it work for us. The papers have been full lately about Jack Sparrow taking over the directorship of the Bureau. Of course, that would have to wait till January if he takes office, which I’m sure will come to pass. That would still mean from now to then, we are sitting here doing absolutely nothing.”
 
“Okay, we’ll think about it. Get dressed, and let’s go to see Yoko. She might have some kind of news. We could even pop in at Nikki’s firm to see how she and Alexis are doing. What do you say?”
 
“I say let’s go. I’m driving because I want to get us there today, not tonight, the way you drive.”
 
“You’re such a critic, Annie, but I love you anyway.”

 



Chapter 4
 
Jack Emery, his mood buoyant after his patch-up session with his wife, was staring off into space. They were out of the woods, he was sure of it. Nikki had been so contrite, so loving, so willing to make amends for the months of misery she’d caused him. Life was looking better than it had in months. And soon it would get even better once his little group embarked on young Dennis’s plan. Win-win.
 
Cyrus heaved himself up and raced from the office. Jack looked at the clock on the wall. He’d called a meeting late last night, sending out texts to the guys to report in no later than ten. It sounded from where he was sitting that the guys had all arrived at the same time. He knew that Abner was already here since he’d noticed the red light over the computer door when he’d come in. Cyrus had verified it by sniffing the door and offering up a bark of agreement.
 
Dennis’s exuberance was infectious as he slapped down six copies of the Post. Jack whistled when he scanned the article. Abner, who had exited his lair, grinned from ear to ear. “They are toast! By they I mean Sandford and Marks. I’ve been hacking for forty-eight hours, and it’s mind-boggling what I came up with and downright scary the lengths those two have gone to attempting to hide their assets. But I found them!”
 
Cyrus barked shrilly, then threw his head back and howled. He loved it when his friends got excited; he would bark and they’d all give him a treat to show their appreciation. Today was no exception. One by one, the guys handed out the treats they now knew to carry with them. Cyrus was officially one of them and in excellent standing.
 
“Are we gonna love your findings?” Espinosa asked.
 
“Absolutely. Stealing it is another matter entirely,” Abner said happily. “Here’s the thing: Lionel Marks was accessing some of his accounts while I was in full hack mode, and the dumb schmuck didn’t even know it. I’m thinking I need to do something to . . . ah . . . maybe freeze his monies. I’m also thinking he might be thinking about a hasty exit sometime soon.”
 
Dennis’s eyes grew round. “You can do that?”
 
“Oh, yeah,” Abner drawled.
 
“But what if you get caught? That’s illegal,” Dennis said in a jittery voice.
 
“Rule Number 3, kid,” Espinosa said.
 
“What’s Rule Number 3?”
 
“Same as Rule Number 2,” Ted said.
 
Dennis was getting more jittery by the moment. “What’s Rule Number 2?”
 
“Same as Rule Number 1,” Harry snapped.
 
“And what’s that?” Dennis demanded, his face beet red.
 
“Rule Number 1 is the same as Rule Number 2 and Rule Number 3. We do whatever it takes. End. Fini. ¿Comprende ?”
 
“Okay, got it. Whatever it takes. Okay. Okay.”
 
“Can we move on here now?” Ted asked. “I want to know about Sandford.”
 
“The guy is too cocky in my opinion even to think he could be tied to the real estate in SE. You want me to knock him down a peg or two?”
 
“Not yet, Abner. I think we should keep our eye on Marks. Ted, you’re going to continue this daily, right, make a series out of it?”
 
“You bet. I can feel a Pulitzer all the way down my spine. Dennis and I have our next installment about ready to go. We just need to tweak it. What’s with this meeting anyway?”
 
“Some assignments. Ted, I want you and Espinosa to go to Middleburg and talk to Mrs. Sandford. I saw in the home style section yesterday that she left their government house to get her farmhouse ready for the holidays. She always wins some kind of prize for her decorations according to the local paper in Middleburg. I want you to take a lot of pictures and try to come up with our snatch and grab when the time is right. We need to get this set up, start a countdown so we wind it up by Christmas. We need to have a clear slate come January 2, so we can take on Nikki’s class-action cases. You okay with that, Ted?”
 
“What about me?” Dennis howled.
 
“You, my friend, are going back to SE and make more friends. Convince Luther to get the other gang leaders to come into the fold. I want you to assure all those tenants that their lives are going to take on a whole new meaning starting right now. We need order, not chaos. Delegate but oversee. Talk to the pastor at the church where they worship. He’s going to be your best ally. I know this is going to sound frivolous, but I want you to arrange for a bang-up Christmas, with toys for the kids, Christmas trees for everyone, those red Christmas flowers, whatever they’re called, for the pastor’s church, the whole ball of wax. Spare no expense. If Abner is right, we need to put some of Sandford and Marks’s money to good use before we steal it. I’m sure the women will be more than happy to volunteer.”
 
“Okay,” Dennis said agreeably.
 
“Harry, you want to volunteer for anything, or do you need to get back to the dojo?”
 
Harry laughed. “My midshipmen are due at noon, so no, I really don’t have any free time today. You need me tonight, I’m all yours. I stopped by the nursery just to throw Suliman for a loop, and guess who was there? Myra and Annie. We waved, but that was it.”
 
“Is this your ‘pink day’ for the midshipmen?” Jack grinned.
 
“Uh-huh. Call me if you need me.”
 
“What are you going to do, Jack?” Abner asked.
 
“Careful with your tails today, guys. Me, I’m going to Lionel Marks’s office and pretend to be a property owner who wants to rent out a whole block of investment condominiums. I need to take this guy’s measure.”
 
Dennis looked at Jack, his eyes full of questions. “What about your tail? Do you want him to know where you’re going? What about Ted and Espinosa? I understand they can follow me because it’s already out there and in the paper. Do we want them to know what we’re doing and where we’re going? They might not figure it out, but when they report to Maggie, she will for sure.”
 
“I’ll lose him, no problem.” Jack looked at Ted.
 
“We’ll go back to the paper and sign out a vehicle from the motor pool. Dennis can take the van. It’s doable.”
 
“Well, now that we have it settled, let’s hit the road,” Jack said, packing up his briefcase. “Abner, are you staying?”
 
“I am. My tail must be bored out of his mind. I haven’t left this building in seventy-two hours. Can’t imagine what his report reads.”
 
“Check in every couple of hours,” Jack reminded everyone. The guys nodded and left until it was just Jack, Abner, and Cyrus. Abner moved off, Jack calling over his shoulder to remind him to water the stupid banana tree. Cyrus barked long and loud to show what he thought of the stupid banana tree that needed watering.
 
 

 
 

 
 
If Maggie had been anywhere else but behind her desk with the half glass wall that made her visible to the reporters seated at their desks and cubbies, she would have pitched a fit and stomped on the investigative reports she was reading. She might as well have been reading a child’s textbook. There was nothing in any of the reports. Zip. Nada. Zilch. How was it possible that six grown men hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary in three days? With the exception of the exposé in SE Washington. How?
 
Maggie scanned the reports again, hoping she’d find something she’d missed the other three times she’d read through them line by line, word by word. Jack Emery got a haircut. Big deal. Showed no signs he was aware of being followed. Harry Wong beats to his own drummer, is in another world. Picks up daughter, goes home, stops by nursery to see wife, goes back to dojo. Dennis, Ted, and Espinosa were all linked into one report. It was a detailed one about the tenants and what had gone down in SE Washington. Well, she already knew that. What she didn’t know then but knew now was that Dennis had stopped at a Cole Haan store and bought a pricey pair of snow boots. She also now knew they had dined the previous night on Japanese hibachi in Crystal City. Another big deal.
 
Abner Tookus was a different story simply because there was no story. He’d entered the BOLO Building and never left. Maggie wrinkled her nose. Seventy-two hours inside one building. Knowing Abner, that had to mean he was working on something so red-hot he couldn’t leave. Still, seventy-two hours was a lot of time not to at least stick your nose outside the door. No food deliveries were detected. The bottom line read: “Target possibly dead inside.” Maggie whooped in disgust.
 
Maggie craned her neck to look around her desk to see if her office door was closed. It was. She picked up the phone and started calling the detectives one by one. She started with Allison Murdock, Ted, Espinosa, and Dennis’s tail. She wanted to scream when she heard the detective say Ted and Espinosa were inside the Post building, and Dennis had left in the van. A second-tier newbie was following Dennis, and it appeared he was en route to SE Washington. Alone.
 
“So, what you’re telling me is you lost Ted and Espinosa. I thought you were a professional,” Maggie shrilled.
 
“No, ma’am, that’s not what I’m saying. What I am telling you is that Mr. Robinson and Mr. Espinosa are inside the Post building. They did not leave is what I’m telling you. I am sitting in the garage, and neither one of their personal vehicles has moved. They are inside the building.”
 
Maggie gritted her teeth. “No, they are not here. What they did was go to the motor pool, sign out another car, and leave. You allowed that to happen. Get your butt over to the motor pool and see what car they signed out. Not that it’s going to do us any good now. When they bring it back, find out how many miles they traveled. That’s all logged in when you sign out one of the Post’s vehicles. Are you getting it now, Miss Murdock? They made you! They know you’ve been following them, and they evaded you. Now do something!” she screamed.
 
Next, she called Mike Suliman, Harry’s tail, and asked for an update.
 
“He’s at the dojo, Miss Spritzer. A busload of midshipmen from Annapolis just arrived, so I guess he has a class. He is inside.” Maggie’s comment was to stay on him.
 
Her next call was to Jack Emery’s tail, an older man named Clyde Evers. He sounded frazzled. “You lost him, didn’t you?” Maggie said through clenched teeth.
 
“Yes, ma’am, I did. It was traffic. I don’t think he knows he’s being followed. In fact, I’m almost sure of it. I had to pull over for a fire engine, the light turned red for me, but he went through on the yellow and was gone. He was at the BOLO Building for about an hour, then left with a big old dog. For whatever this is worth, there is a group of Asian men installing a rather high-tech iron fence at the entrance and exit to the alley. Two other shopkeepers will be using it along with the tenants of the BOLO Building. The only thing I can do now is go back to the BOLO Building and stake it out.”
 
Maggie was seething. She made no comment as she broke the connection. She tried to calm herself down by taking deep breaths before she called Neil Parsons, the tail assigned to Abner Tookus.
 
Parsons sounded bored when he clicked on his cell phone. “No sign of activity, Miss Spritzer. I think the man’s dead inside. The building has been under surveillance for the last seventy-two hours, and he has not left the premises. Nor have there been any food deliveries, strangers visiting, nothing. It’s quiet. Workmen are installing what looks like an iron gate at the entrance and at the exit to the alley. Five other males appeared and stayed for about an hour, then left separately. Check with the other operatives on their whereabouts.”
 
Maggie bit down on her lower lip. “Stay on it and let me know when he leaves, and I can guarantee you that Mr. Tookus is not dead. There is a kitchen in the building as well as a shower. I’m sure there is a sofa or a cot also. Don’t let him out of your sight if he leaves.”
 
“Yes, ma’am.”
 
They know. Sure as I’m sitting here in my office, those guys know they have tails on them. “I know it, I know it, I know it!” Maggie muttered over and over to herself. She banged on her desktop, but all that produced was a pain in her hand that made her bite her tongue to keep from crying out. “Now what do I do?”

 



Chapter 5
 
Ted Robinson looked at the beat-up car he would be driving to Middleburg. No GPS. Crank windows. He hoped the heater worked. He looked at Espinosa and shrugged. “Hey, it has wheels and will get us there. At least I hope so. It’s only forty-five miles or so to Middleburg. With luck, we should make it in about an hour. Punch it in on that supersmart phone of yours and just read me the directions. Keep an eye out to make sure we really did shake our tail.”
 
Ted sailed up the ramp and roared out of the garage, stunned at the power under the hood of the car he was driving. As far as he could tell, no one was following him. He paid attention to traffic while he listened to Espinosa fire off directions for fifteen minutes before he settled down for the stretch of highway that would take him to the Sandford family farm.
 
“What’s our plan, Ted? Do we even have a plan?”
 
Ted grinned. “Sort of. More or less. Key in the local newspapers in Middleburg. I think it’s the Middleburg Life that caters to the Sandfords and their Christmas decorations. Mrs. Sandford wins every year. I’m thinking we can bluff our way through something there. We might have to convince Maggie to let us run some fluff pieces to make it legit. We might need to be extra charming, so work on that, Espinosa.”
 
Espinosa grunted something that sounded like I’m always charming, to which Ted muttered something that sounded like, in your dreams.
 
They rode in silence for a few moments, Ted’s eyes on the road and on his rearview mirror, Espinosa’s eyes on the screen of his smartphone.
 
“Two weeks till Christmas! Hard to believe. Are you planning on buying Alexis a Christmas present?”
 
Espinosa stopped what he was doing and looked over at Ted. “Is that a trick question? She dumped me. Why would I buy her a present? Are you buying Maggie one?” he asked snidely.
 
“As a matter of fact, I am. I’m buying her a banana tree. What do you think of that?”
 
“I think you’re nuts is what I think. At this time last year, we were already invited out to Myra’s for Christmas. I didn’t get an invitation or a call, did you?”
 
“Nope. I’m thinking it’s just going to be me, you, and Minnie and Mickey this year,” Ted said, referring to his two cats. “I’ll cook if you want to come over. I’m going to pick up my Christmas tree this weekend. Want to help me decorate it on Sunday?”
 
“Sure. Okay, here we go, five miles as the crow flies, you make a right on Stallion Road, you follow that for two miles, then that should take us to a private road called Sandford Farm Lane, which will take us to the front door. I sure as hell hope this works, but I doubt that it will. I have not read one pleasant thing about that woman.”
 
“The woman hasn’t been born yet who doesn’t or won’t react to flattery. I learned that from Maggie. We pour on the charm, tell her she’ll be on the front page of the Lifestyle section. That’s big time.”
 
The duo had ridden in silence for another ten minutes when Espinosa said, “Slow down. See that prancing stallion on the side? Make a right. We’re almost there.”
 
“Do you think they have any kind of security out here?” Ted asked.
 
Espinosa shrugged. “The lieutenant governor travels with a carful, but I think I heard a while back or read somewhere that out here in the boonies, he’s just another farm owner, and there’s no need. That might have changed since I heard that.”
 
“The only time you need security is when you’re doing something wrong. Don’t go jumping down my throat, it’s just my opinion,” Ted said as he maneuvered the motor-pool car over the rough shale road. He could hear the rocks bouncing off his fenders, and the sound irritated him.
 
“So far so good,” Espinosa said, peering out the side windows, then the back. “I don’t see anyone. That’s the house up ahead. I guess you just drive up to the front, and we walk to the front door and ring the bell. How cool is that?”
 
“Way too easy, especially after our headlines this morning. I was expecting everything to be battened down.”
 
“You didn’t mention the Sandford name in the piece you and Dennis wrote. They probably think that guy Marks is not going to give them up. Arrogant rich people think like that,” Espinosa said knowingly.
 
Ted brought the battered car to a smooth halt. “Here goes nothing,” he said as he settled his backpack firmly in place. “You got everything handy, all your creds? That’s the first thing whoever opens the door is going to want to see. Paste that winning Espinosa smile in place. You ready?”
 
“I’m ready,” Espinosa said, getting out of the car. He looked around. The place looked deserted to his eye. He also didn’t see much in the way of holiday decorations. He said so under his breath.
 
“I think it’s all about lights more than statues and stuff. Oooooh, look up at the roof and that wire sleigh and all those reindeer by the chimney, and look over there on the side; damn, there must be at least twenty wire things. Wonder what they are. It’s hard to see them against all the snow piled up. How the hell did we miss all that crap lining the driveway? Bet it all lights up at night. That article did say it was a light show once it got dark. Check out the wreath on the door. It’s not even real. The doodads look kind of worn and tattered to my eye, but what do I know! I’m just a reporter, but I want to say, right here and now, that this crap offends my eyes. You might have to digitally enhance it.”
 
Ted slapped his head in frustration. “Joe, what was the name of the homeowner who came in second on the decorations? Quick, we might need the name.”
 
“Ah . . . um . . . Cornelia something or other ... Wait a minute. Lowden. Yeah, it’s Lowden. Cornelia Lowden. She’s the mayor’s wife. She decorates the mayor’s office, too. She won a prize for that.”
 
Ted looked up at the ornate door knocker, which was a replica of the prancing stallion on the sign out on the road. He wondered if the Sandfords raised Thoroughbreds out here in Never Never Land. He lifted the ornate knocker and gave it a good bang. He could hear the sound reverberating all through the house. Loud enough to wake the dead or, at least, someone wearing two hearing aids.
 
The door opened suddenly. Fiona Sandford, dressed in a pink pantsuit with a Popsicle-colored blouse, blasted them before they could catch their breath. “How did you get in here and what do you want? This is private property, and you are trespassing.”
 
“Ted Robinson, ma’am, and this is Joseph Espinosa. We’re from the Post in D.C. We’ve been trying to contact you for the longest time. We heard about your exquisite Christmas decorations and how you’ve won first prize six years in a row. We want to do a feature story on you along with some other equally talented homeowners. We’ve already scheduled McLean and Leesburg, but we were told they can’t hold a candle to yours. We did send two inquiries to the lieutenant governor’s mansion but never heard back. So, as our deadline is drawing near, we thought we’d take a chance and just ride out here to see if you would be agreeable to letting us show you off a little.”
 
Fiona Sandford’s talonlike fingers flew to her bee-stung lips in stunned surprise. “Oh, dear, I’m so sorry for greeting you like that. It’s just that no one comes out here unless they’re invited. My manners are atrocious. Please, come in out of the cold. Can I offer you some coffee, tea?”
 
“No, ma’am, we’re good. We would have called, but your number is unlisted, and rightly so, your husband being who he is and all,” Ted said with a smile in his voice. “So, will you grant us the interview? If you say no, then we’ll have to ask Mrs. Cornelia Lowden as our second choice.”
 
“Of course! Of course! I can’t let Cornelia one-up me now, can I? We’ve had this ... little Christmas rivalry going on now for a good many years. All in good fun, of course. Just follow me into the great room, and you can see what I’ve done so far. I’m not finished yet. Actually, it’s a work in progress and never seems to get finished until Christmas Eve, for some reason. I’m sorry my husband isn’t here to speak with you. He loves to get into the season and usually he strings all the lights outside, with the help of our barn manager. We have thousands of lights, just thousands. It really is a light show at night,” Fiona Sandford babbled.
 
Ted Robinson thought he had seen everything there was to see in the way of Christmas decorations, but his jaw dropped, as did Espinosa’s, when they entered the great room. There was not one inch of space that wasn’t adorned with some ricky-ticky, honky-tonk wall hanging, ornament, or statue. The Christmas tree went all the way to the ceiling and was white and silver, with a mishmash of ribbons, colored popcorn, bangles, and garish ornaments. A tarnished angel graced the top of the tree.
 
“What do you think? Am I or am I not first-prize material?”
 
“That you are, ma’am, that you are. Joe, make sure you get it from every angle.”
 
“I’ve been at this for weeks now,” Fiona said proudly.
 
Ted was so dumbfounded at all the junk he was seeing that all he could say was, “I can see that.” He risked a glance at Espinosa, who seemed to be having trouble focusing his camera. Either from laughter or pure dismay that he was actually here doing what he was doing.
 
“A collage would be nice, you know, all entrances, exits, and windows so we get the whole picture,” he said to Espinosa, so he would remember the real reason they were here.
 
“There’s just so much,” he mumbled.
 
“It’s taken me all my life to collect everything. Every ornament, every statue, every card, every single decoration has a story behind it. I’m sure you don’t want to hear them, but they mean so much to me.”
 
“Do you have any decorations made by your children over the years?” Ted asked.
 
“I do, but I don’t put them out. My children do not share my passion for Christmas, so I don’t bother pretending. Now, if that makes me a horrible mother, then so be it. They aren’t even coming home for Christmas this year. Can you believe that?”
 
Ted’s ears perked up. “Really. That’s too sad.”
 
“My mother would kill me if I didn’t show up for Christmas Eve. Christmas Day is different; we each do our own thing. It’s Christmas Eve that is important to my mom,” Espinosa said, clicking away.
 
“Well, I’m sure you’ll have a houseful of guests if not family. You do want to show off your”—Ted waved his arms about to take in the cluttered, mind-boggling room—“Christmas decor.”
 
“In years past, yes. Unfortunately, not this year. I’m just devastated, but maybe doing this interview with a high-quality, top-notch newspaper like the Post, and seeing you bringing to life all my treasures, well, it just might make up for it. The lieutenant governor has so much government business on his plate this year that he won’t even be coming here until December twenty-third. I gave my household staff the time off. They all left yesterday and won’t be back till January second of next year.”
 
Empty house. Great. Jack is gonna love this.
 
“Well, that’s it for this room,” Espinosa said. “Do you have any other rooms you’d like us to feature?” God, let her say no, he thought to himself.
 
“Absolutely I do. I decorate the entire house, including all six bathrooms. Just follow me, and I’ll show you. I so have this passion for reindeer. I wanted one when I was a little girl, but my daddy said no. I was brokenhearted. Now I have over a thousand of them. Isn’t that marvelous?”
 
“It certainly is,” Ted said as he tried to tear his eyes away from a giant, plastic snow globe in the middle of the dining-room table. Inside, fake snow rained down as a fat, miniature Santa tumbled over and over. Gold-plated reindeer were spread over every square inch of the table.
 
Ted couldn’t help himself when he said, “Guess you’re eating Christmas dinner in the kitchen, huh?”
 
Fiona Sandford thought that was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. “We’ll eat off trays in the family room. It took me too long to set all this up, and I don’t want to disturb the arrangement.”
 
“I don’t blame you,” Espinosa mumbled.
 
“Do you get the Post way out here?” Ted asked, hoping to move things along.
 
“I read it online every morning. My husband insists I keep abreast of what’s going on. I do like the paper.”
 
“What did you think of today’s article about what went down in the SE section of the District?” Ted asked nonchalantly as he pretended to admire a fat Santa with a green sack of tiny, wilted-looking packages. He racked his brain to remember where he’d seen a duplicate of what he was looking at. And then it came to him—the Dollar Store.
 
“Why would you ask me something like that?” Fiona asked, suspicion ringing in her voice.
 
“Because I’m a newspaper reporter and that’s what we do; we ask questions and hope for feedback. I guess you don’t have an opinion. That’s okay, a lot of people don’t. I’ll tell you who I really feel sorry for; it’s that guy who runs the management company. He’s going to go down, and he’ll take all his slum-landlord clients with him. So, Mrs. Sandford, we’d like to take some pictures of you with all your treasures. We have another thirty minutes if you’d like to change into something... festive. Or we can just shoot you as you are. You look lovely, but pink isn’t exactly a Christmas color. The decision is entirely up to you. This article is about you, so it won’t matter if your husband is in any of the shots or not. I’m sure we can dig something out of the archives if we change our minds.”
 
Fiona suddenly looked angry, frustrated, hopeful in quick succession, as if she couldn’t make up her mind. “What? Did I say something to upset you? Was it that your husband won’t be in the pictures?”
 
“No, no, not at all. Yes, I would like to change into something more formal. Would you like something to drink before I change? There’s coffee in the kitchen. Help yourselves. What did you mean when you said that person was going to go down?”
 
“Oh, that!” Ted shrugged. “I’m just going by what that rich guy promised to do, which was go to the ends of the earth to dig up the owners of those slums. He meant business. He’s one of those dog-with-a-bone kind of guys. You’d best hurry, Mrs. Sandford; we don’t have much more time. Do you want us to send you the proofs, so that you can pick the ones you’d like us to put in the feature?”
 
“Well, of course. That would be lovely,” she said, tottering away on her spike-heeled shoes.
 
The minute Fiona Sandford was out of earshot, Espinosa hissed, “Tell me this is some damn nightmare, and we’re both going to wake up any second now.”
 
“I wish I could. Did you get pictures of the locks on the door. I didn’t see any kind of alarm panel anywhere. Did you?” Espinosa shook his head. “Take a picture of the lock on the back door. The locks look pretty ordinary to me. Jack is going to want to see everything.”
 
“She got a little antsy when you brought up the property-management company.”
 
“I saw that, but I also saw that the woman is incredibly vain, and this little photo shoot means more than what went down out in the SE. When we leave, and she has time to think about it, it might be a different story. I think we need to nail down where the two kids are going to be for Christmas and verify it. That’s the first thing Jack is going to want to know.”
 
“Yoo-hoo!” Fiona trilled as she whirled and twirled for their benefit. Ted longed for sunglasses. Espinosa gulped and almost choked. “The pictures will be in color, right? I’ve had this outfit since I was nineteen. It was the first thing I bought with my very own money. The material is called taffeta, in case anyone asks. It’s metallic and is really festive. It more or less blends with the Christmas tree, if you know what I mean. Each year, I have my husband take a picture of me by the tree. The top is all hand-sewn, multicolored sequins. You couldn’t touch this outfit today for under three thousand dollars and mind you it only cost me twenty back in the day. I so treasure it.”
 
Espinosa had a fit of coughing. He brought up his camera and clicked and clicked. “Smile. Show me some pearly whites.” The bee-stung lips parted in a garish smile. “Okay, now point to that glorious parade of reindeer by the fireplace. Walk over to them, bend down, adjust their collars. Ah, perfect! You’re a wonderful subject to photograph.”
 
“Thank you for saying that. What about the interview?”
 
“Tell me if this will work for you, Mrs. Sandford. I’ll type up the questions and send them to you via e-mail. Write as much as you want, and if there’s anything I don’t ask, feel free to include whatever it is you want said. I’m willing to work with you one hundred percent. I just wish everyone was as nice and cooperative as you’ve been. Give me your e-mail address please.”
 
Fiona rattled it off, and Ted wrote it down. Almost as an afterthought, he asked, “Where will your children be this Christmas if they aren’t coming home?”
 
Fiona’s face darkened. “Faylan, my daughter, is going to Texas to spend Christmas with her boyfriend’s parents, and Addison is going skiing in Colorado. Sometimes, children are very thoughtless.”
 
“Yes, that is true. Well, thank you very much, Mrs. Sandford. I’ll be in touch later this afternoon with my interview questions. If I don’t see you again, have a wonderful Christmas.”
 
“You, too, Mr. Robinson. Thank you also, Mr. Espinosa.”
 
Outside in the frigid air, Espinosa ran to the car, certain he was going to explode. Ted climbed into the car, turned on the engine, and burst out laughing. “That was a piece of cake. Soon as we get clear of this house, I’m going to text Jack. Start uploading those pictures to him.”
 
“All of them?”
 
“Every single one.”
 
“I hope he made out as well as we did with Mr. Marks,” Espinosa said.
 
“I’m sure he did. Okay, now key in the location of the mayor’s office. We need to scoot over there and take a few pictures to make this all look legitimate. Then head over to the Lowdens’ home and shoot a few from outside. Then we’re done here.”

 



Chapter 6
 
Jack parked his car, looked over at Cyrus, and said, “You gotta stay in the car, buddy.” He reached into his pocket for a chew. “Don’t let anyone steal you. If anyone comes near the car, blow the horn. You know how to do that.” Cyrus looked up at his master as if Jack was an idiot and growled. “Well, sometimes you forget, Cyrus.” The shepherd growled again, which meant, get real oh Mighty Master. Jack grinned as he made his way out of the busy parking lot and headed toward the office building that housed Lionel Marks’s management company. He really loved that dog.
 
One look at the ornate lobby of the building he’d just entered told Jack he was in a high-dollar building. Marks had to be paying top dollar for digs like these. He signed in at the information desk and received a pass. He walked over to the elevator and pressed the button. He looked around, surprised that no one else was in the lobby. He looked up at the large sign next to the elevator that listed the tenants and their floors. Inside the elevator, he pressed the number eight and waited for the door to close. The elevator shot upward so fast, Jack lost his balance. When the door opened, he gawked at what he was seeing. Green marble floor, a horseshoe-shaped desk with what looked, to his trained eye, like a blow-up doll. Bleached blond hair, heavy makeup, scarlet lips that matched the polish on her long nails. Chesty. Low-cut blouse. Eye-catching to say the least. Jack offered up what he called his killer smile and said he would like to see Mr. Marks to ask him to take over his account. “I don’t have an appointment, I’m sorry to say. I’m just in town for a few hours, and it has to be now, or else I’ll have to find another management company.”
 
“You really need an appointment, sir. I can probably fit you in tomorrow late afternoon, but today is not going to work.”
 
Jack leaned over the desk, and said, “How about this? You go in and tell your boss I have a block of twelve condos in Watergate and four properties in Georgetown and two on Wisconsin Avenue. I can sign a contract right now, but it has to be right now because I have a flight to catch that I can’t miss.” He let her see the hundred-dollar bill in his hand that was meant for her if she cut through the I’m-too-busy-to-talk-to-anyone crap. Before Jack could blink, the blonde snatched the bill, and said, “Wait right here, and I will see what I can do.”
 
“Money talks and bullshit walks,” Jack mumbled under his breath as he walked around the entryway and stared at the artwork on the walls. He was no art connoisseur, but what he was looking at looked like quality, pricey artwork. Jackson Pollock and Jasper Johns. Nice. Very nice.
 
While Jack was viewing the art on the walls and checking out the two doors that led away from the area he was standing in, Lionel Marks was berating his receptionist. “But, sir, he said he had a block of twelve condos, plus properties in Georgetown and others on Wisconsin Avenue. You can’t turn that down! Besides,” she said brazenly, “you will owe me a finder’s fee because I could have sent him away, but I didn’t. He has a plane to catch. What do you want me to tell him?”
 
Marks forced himself to calm down. What the hell, he’d snag the retainer, talk to the guy, and leave him in the dust. Since he wasn’t going to claim the destruction of his car in SE, someone had to pay for it. Why not this guy? “Okay, send him in, but tell him I only have ten minutes.”
 
The buxom blonde tripped her way back to the foyer on her stilettos, and said, “Mr. Marks is making an exception and can give you ten minutes. Follow me, sir.”
 
Once inside Marks’s office, Jack extended his hand, and the term sleazeball came to mind. “Mitchell Tremaine. Call me Mitch,” Jack said. “So, are you interested in representing me? I hate to put a rush on things, but I have a plane to catch. I want to warn you that the management company I just fired cooked my books. I will not tolerate malfeasance. I am prepared to deposit a hundred thousand dollars in an escrow account to cover maintenance. Whatever is left at the end of the year is yours. Plus a ten-thousand-dollar bonus paid out December thirty-first. If we sign a deal, it’s win-win for you as there are only a few weeks left till December thirty-first. I will fax you a list of the properties. My lawyer will review your contract, at which time the money will be deposited in the escrow account. I assume your retainer is the same as every other management company’s I’ve dealt with—fifty thousand dollars. It will be paid when the contracts are signed. I’ll be back in town in ten days. Can we do business, Mr. Marks?”
 
Marks pretended to think. If Jack didn’t know better, he would have thought Marks was a legitimate businessman. “What’s the total of your rentals per month on all your properties, Mr. Tremaine?”
 
“Roughly sixty thousand dollars a month.”
 
Marks’s jaw dropped. “For all those properties! For those locations, you should be getting double that. If I take you on, after I inspect the properties, what’s your feeling on rental increases?”
 
“I’m all for it if you can get it. What do you take off that?”
 
“Two percent.”
 
“That works for me,” Jack said happily as he gazed around the office, looking for exit doors. There was only one door to the side that either led to a bathroom or an outside hall. He saw no evidence of a safe, so he bluntly asked.
 
“Of course I have a safe, Mr. Tremaine, but I certainly don’t advertise it to clients.”
 
Jack nodded and stood up. “If we have a deal, I’ll have my attorney get in touch with you, no later than this afternoon. She has my power of attorney, so she can sign for me, and the money will be deposited at the same time. We’re good till the end of the month.”
 
“Who’s your attorney?”
 
“Lizzie Fox.”
 
Marks swallowed hard as he stared at Jack. “I must say, you certainly go for the best.”
 
“You know what they say, you get what you pay for. By the way, just between us, client and management, who are some of your clients? I heard that the lieutenant governor of Virginia is one of your clients; is that true? Actually, that fact alone is the reason why I’m even standing here. I figured if you’re good enough for him, then you’re good enough for me.”
 
Jack loved the way the man’s right eye started to twitch. His voice was gruff when he said, “I never discuss my clients with other clients, Mr. Tremaine.”
 
Jack nodded. “I like that. I subscribe to that motto myself, Mr. Marks. My attorney will be in touch.” He couldn’t resist adding, “Merry Christmas, Mr. Marks.”
 
The property manager merely nodded as he escorted Jack to the door. He didn’t offer to shake hands, and neither did Jack.
 
Back in the car, Jack looked at Cyrus, and said, “The guy is a real sleazebag and I think I conned him. Greed always wins out with guys like him. He was a real jerk. How about we hit up Arby’s and get us a really big roast beef sandwich?”
 
Cryus let loose with a loud bark to show he was in agreement.
 
“Arby’s it is.”

 



Chapter 7
 
While Jack and Cyrus were chowing down on thick roast beef sandwiches, Ted and Espinosa were taking the elevator to the newsroom. It was a little past noon, and the room was bustling with reporters yelling at other reporters as they pounded away on their keyboards. There was no sign of Dennis West.
 
Ted looked over to the half glass wall that separated Maggie from the newsroom. She was looking straight at him. “Okay, Joe, I’m going to beard the lioness.”
 
“Good luck,” Espinosa said as he sat down and turned on his computer so he could upload all the photos he’d taken in Middleburg.
 
Ted rapped on Maggie’s door, opened it, and poked his head in. “You got a minute, Maggie?”
 
Well, that’s civilized, Maggie thought. “Sure,” she said warily. “What’s up?”
 
“Not much. Christmas season and all. Espinosa and I just got back from Middleburg. I had this idea. I probably should have run it by you, but I wasn’t sure if I could tie it in to what appears to be a breaking scandal. You know the governor of Virginia and his lieutenant governor and all that money they’re wasting. I’m still not sure if it will work, but Espinosa sent you some pictures of Lieutenant Governor Sandford’s Christmas decorations, compliments of Mrs. Fiona Sandford. My thought was to run an article with pictures every day until Christmas. We also have some quality shots of the mayor’s office, the outside of his home. The Sandfords, well, they pretty much speak for themselves. What I need for you to do, Maggie, is assign a couple of the guys to hit these homes. To make it look legitimate.”
 
Maggie blinked. There was so much she wanted to say, and questions she wanted to ask but she felt tongue-tied for some reason, so she just nodded. Finally, just as Ted was turning to leave she found her voice. “Ted, hold on a minute. Close the door, okay?” Ted obliged. The moment he turned around, Maggie blurted, “Ted, what happened to us?”
 
“Us? As in you and me? There is no us, Maggie. You made that very clear.
 
“Yeah, we were once lovers and once engaged. You dumped me. You got married. Then you became a widow and came back into all of our lives. We welcomed you, at least I did. I was hoping for more at some point but accepted that it wasn’t to be.
 
“Then you started sticking your nose into my personal, private life. That did not work for me. I told you so, but you didn’t back off. Then you started spying on me and the guys. Friends don’t spy on friends. Friends try to talk it out, resolve whatever the problem is. And on top of that, you tried to pull rank. I told you if you did it again, I’m outta here, and so is Espinosa and the kid.
 
“Now, Maggie, here’s the kicker, you sicced private dicks on all of us. We picked up on that the minute you hired them. Either you hired some misfits, or we’re better than they are. Because, like I said, we picked up on it. Why? Why would you do that to your friends? The guys are really pissed. I’m really pissed. Did I answer your question satisfactorily?”
 
Maggie felt her eyes start to burn. She cleared her throat twice before she could get the words out. “You’re right, Ted. About everything. I know saying I’m sorry isn’t enough but I am sorry. I . . . I wasn’t thinking clearly. It was like all of a sudden everyone in my life had no time for me. I mean, I got it with the girls, but when you guys shunned me—and don’t say you didn’t—I started to lose it.
 
“At first I thought I had done something wrong, and you all hated me for that. Then I realized I hadn’t done any such thing, and you all were just moving away from our old life, like the girls had. Then the reporter in me kicked in, and I realized you all were up to something and that that something was secret. You know me and secrets,” she said ruefully.
 
Ted could feel the guilt starting to set in. He was putty in Maggie’s hands. Her phone took that moment to ring. Maggie ignored it. Two young reporters banged on the door, and Maggie waved them off. Whoa. His old friend and lover was serious here. She could no more let a phone ring without answering than she could stop eating. As to the knock on the door, she couldn’t resist wanting to know what the person wanted. That just wasn’t who Maggie was. This was indeed serious.
 
Ted looked out into the newsroom to see Espinosa glaring at him. Ted felt his back stiffen and the guilt start to diminish. “You admit you hired private detectives to spy on me and the guys? You admit you’ve been having us followed?”
 
It wasn’t a statement; it was a question. “What is it you want from me, Maggie? Spell it out because I’m just not getting it.”
 
Maggie shrugged. She hoped the burning in her eyes wouldn’t produce tears that would roll down her cheeks. She tried to square her shoulders, but she failed. She’d never been so miserable in her whole life.
 
“What? The cat caught your tongue all of a sudden? I repeat, what do you want from me, Maggie?”
 
Maggie flopped down in her predecessor’s chair because she didn’t think her legs would hold her up much longer. “Yesterday, Ted. I want yesterday back,” she whispered.
 
“Yesterday’s gone, Maggie, tomorrow isn’t here yet, and all we have is today. I can’t give you yesterday. I wish I could, for you and for me as well, but I can’t. I loved you, Maggie, so much that my hair hurt.”
 
Ted looked out through the half glass to see Espinosa still glaring at him. A good thing, too, or he would have buckled when he saw the first tear roll down Maggie’s cheek. He turned and called over his shoulder to Maggie, “Let me know what you think of the pictures.”
 
Instead of heading for his desk, Ted bolted for the hall and the elevator, Espinosa right behind him. The door slid open, and Dennis stepped out. Ted grabbed him, swung him around, and all three descended to the lobby.
 
“What’s up? You guys look ... I don’t know ... kind of shitful. Anyone hear from Jack? Where are we going? By the way, it’s snowing out, in case anyone is interested.”
 
No one was.
 
“I say we hit the Squire’s Pub since it’s the closest,” Espinosa said.
 
“That works for me,” Dennis said happily.
 
Ted just hunkered into his jacket, his head down as they walked into the wind.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Maggie sank down into the chair she was sitting on and turned so that she was facing the wall behind her. She wanted to cry, to stomp her feet, to pitch a hissy fit. She bit down so hard on her lower lip that she could taste her own blood. She swung back around and grabbed a tissue from her desk to dab at her lip. Her eyes were wild when she looked around her neat-as-a-pin office. She had to get out of there. Immediately. That instant. She bellowed for her assistant before she could change her mind. As she was struggling into her jacket and looking for her scarf and backpack, she rattled off a list of things that needed to be done. “You’ll see me when you see me. While I’m gone, you’re in charge.” As she whizzed by her secretary’s desk, she bellowed, “Emily, call James and tell him to pick me up in front of the building right now.”
 
“And another drama-filled day is under way at the Post,” Emily Davis muttered under her breath as she sent a text to Maggie’s driver. She sent a second one with the initials ASAP.
 
Maggie pushed through the revolving door and was surprised to see that it was snowing. The cold air felt good on her flaming cheeks. She couldn’t remember a time in her life when she had felt as stupid as she felt at that moment. Stupid, embarrassed, humiliated, guilty, sad, and angry. She needed to go home so she could lick her wounds in private and cry. She’d never been a crier, not ever. Crying was a sign of weakness. She was just beginning to wonder if she was having a nervous breakdown when her driver pulled to the curb. Maybe her husband’s death was finally catching up to her. Maybe a whole lot of things were catching up to her. Inside the warm car, Maggie buckled up, and said, “James, take me home, please. And you can have the rest of the week off. I won’t be needing you.”
 
“Thank you, ma’am. My wife and kids are going to appreciate having me home. I’ve yet to set up the tree and hang the lights outside. But if you change your mind, call me at home.”
 
“I will.” Maggie leaned against the window and closed her eyes. All she wanted to do was cry. Cry till her eyes fell out of their sockets. And what will that do for you, Maggie? she asked herself.
 
Fifteen minutes later, Maggie’s driver pulled smoothly to the curb. “Don’t get out, James, I’m fine. Go home now to your family.” A second later, she was rummaging in her pack for the house keys. That’s when she saw a mangy, bedraggled cat pawing at her door. She frowned but bent down to see if the animal was injured. She couldn’t see any marks or blood. She dropped to her knees and stroked the cat’s wet head. The cat purred.
 
Maggie didn’t stop to wonder if the cat would bite or scratch her. She picked it up and opened the door. With the cat still in her arms, she quickly turned up the heat and rushed to make a fire. From there she ran to the laundry room and got a towel to wrap the shivering cat in. He or she purred louder. She carried the cat into the kitchen, took off her jacket, and tossed it into a corner, along with her backpack. She made coffee, then opened a can of tuna fish and set it down by the cat, along with a small bowl of water. She watched as the cat ate daintily. No collar. Stray? Did it belong to someone? Why did he pick her door to scratch at? Everything in life happened for a reason. Was she meant to find this poor animal? Was that why she left the office in such a hurry? Or was this going to be one of those mysteries in life that was never solved? Her voice was fierce, protective when she announced to the cat and her empty kitchen, “You’re mine now!” She wasn’t alone anymore. She had a friend. Her mood lightened.
 
Maggie waited until the cat finished eating before she picked it up and carried it into the family room and set it down by the fire. She ran upstairs to change her clothes and ran back down. The cat hadn’t moved an inch. She hoped it wasn’t sick. In the blink of an eye, she had a mission. She put on her jacket and ran out of the house and up to the small corner market, where she bought kitty litter, cat food, some catnip, and a few toys she saw hanging on a notions rack. She asked for a cardboard box to use for the kitty litter until she could get a real litter box.
 
Fifteen minutes later, she was back in the house. Her new roommate was sound asleep by the fire. She smiled. She took a moment to wonder when she’d smiled or been happy lately and couldn’t come up with a time or a place. Well that was then, and this was now.
 
A cup of coffee in her hand, Maggie squatted by the cat and stroked his head. The way the cat was lying she could see it was a boy cat. A name, she needed to name him. Names were important. A name defined a person. Maybe something symbolic. The cat purred in his sleep. Maggie smiled again as she set her cup on the hearth and made herself comfortable in a nest of pillows. She had some heavy thinking to do. Apologies first and foremost. She’d go to Harry’s dojo tonight at seven o’clock, when all the guys would be there for training, and apologize. Then tomorrow or possibly later tonight, she’d tender her resignation and start sending out her résumé. The decisions made, Maggie closed her eyes, and, within seconds, she was sound asleep.

 



Chapter 8
 
Shortly before six, Maggie woke with a start when she felt something nuzzling her neck. In her foggy, sleep-filled state she thought it was Ted and almost said his name aloud when she opened her eyes to see a pair of emerald green eyes staring at her. Not Ted. She laughed out loud and sat up, the unnamed cat sitting on her chest. “You’re making yourself right at home, I see. The cat purred and rubbed against her arm and chest. Maggie thought it was the most beautiful animal she’d ever seen, and he was all hers. She had a friend now to talk to. She could tell him about her worries, her fears, share her victories and her failures and he wouldn’t judge her. He’d listen, purr, and let her know he was there for her. A true friend. Something she’d forgotten how to be.
 
As Maggie stroked the cat in her arms, she stared into the fire and thought about her conversation with Ted and what she had to do to try to make things right. She stretched her neck to see up at the clock on the mantel. A little after six. If she didn’t get to Harry’s dojo before the training class, she could go later and wait till it was over, which would probably be the better idea.
 
Maggie fed the cat again, showed him where she’d placed his litter box in the downstairs powder room, then made up a special bed for him by the fireplace. She got a perverse sense of pleasure by using Ted’s pillow for the cat.
 
In the blink of an eye, she whipped up an omelet for herself, ate it, cleaned up, then added some more logs to the fire. She closed the glass doors to make sure no sparks flew out that could set the carpet on fire. She smiled as the cat settled itself on Ted’s pillow and went to sleep. She really had to come up with a suitable name for her new roommate.
 
Satisfied that her house was in order, Maggie called for a cab to take her to Harry’s dojo. She could have taken her own car, but she didn’t want to walk six blocks to the parking garage where she kept it. Besides, she didn’t like driving in snow. Or rain, for that matter.
 
When she climbed into the cab, Maggie was stunned at how calm and peaceful she felt. When she’d come home earlier in the day, she’d been tied in knots. To think that a little two-pound ball of yellow fur could have such an effect on her was mind-boggling.
 
Normally, the ride to Harry’s dojo would have taken sixteen minutes. She knew this because she’d once timed it. Not tonight, though, not with the snow, and the plows working to sand the roads. The driver dropped her off fifty-two minutes from the time she’d stepped into his cab.
 
Maggie was crossing the street when a horrible idea hit her. What if Harry had canceled his class because of bad weather, and she’d made the trip for nothing? She strained to see through the falling snow, and could see a dim yellow light in the front windows. It was impossible to see who was parked where. She forged ahead and trudged her way around to the back so she could use the rear entrance. Only the boys and friends entered the dojo from the back. Not sure if she was friend or foe, she took the high road and tapped on the back door. When there was no response she opened the door, poked her head in, and called out. When there was still no response to her verbal greeting, she shut the door and advanced into the room. She froze in place when she heard a bloodcurdling bark, then a deep growl. Cyrus. Maggie sucked in her breath and didn’t move until she saw Jack and the others outlined in the doorway.
 
“I came to apologize to all of you,” Maggie said in a jittery voice. “And to tell you that I’m tendering my resignation and will be going back to Maryland.” She started to shake then, not sure if it was from the cold or because of the men standing in front of her.
 
“Easy, Cyrus. It’s okay, boy. It’s Maggie. You know Maggie.”
 
“It’s cold out here. Come into the waiting room,” Abner said.
 
“It’s okay, I’m not staying, but thanks for thinking of my comfort. I’m sorry that ... that I spied on all of you. You’re my friends, and I guess I forgot that for a little while. But having said that, in my own defense, you all closed me out. Everyone is always so damn busy that it’s a major problem to send a text or call just to say hi. I don’t even know you guys anymore. And you know what else, I’m not sure I want to. Why’d you all have to sneak around? It was like suddenly you all were guarding this planet’s biggest secret. We were supposed to be . . . family, able to count on each other.”
 
Maggie’s voice broke on a sob, but she rushed on. “I’ve always been there for each and every one of you, time after time, and you damn well know it. Yeah, sometimes I’m bossy, yeah, sometimes I’m over the top with my ideas and plans, but in the end, it always worked. Until recently,” she said, her tone fierce.
 
“I called off the detectives. You guys are unfettered now to do whatever it is you’re doing. I’m sorry, too, about that banana tree. It was a stupid thing to do. I just wanted you all to know you weren’t as smart as you thought you were, and if I could figure it out, so can certain other people. Well, that’s all I have to say. Good luck with whatever it is you’re doing.”
 
To her dismay, tears started to roll down her cheeks. Cyrus started to whimper. Maggie gave her muffler a wide swing, wrapped it more securely around her neck, and turned to go.
 
She was almost to the door when she felt her feet leave the floor and she was suddenly airborne. And then she was falling and felt someone catch her. Jack! Harry had tossed her to Jack. Oh, God, they were going to kill her. Cyrus barked his head off, then started to howl.
 
Everyone started talking at once but whatever they were saying made no sense to Maggie. Either they were going to rip her apart or they weren’t. “Okay, okay, how many times do I have to tell you I’m sorry? I’m sorry, okay? I’m going to get out of your hair; there’s no need to kill me or . . . to . . . do whatever it is you’re . . . ah . . . planning.”
 
“No one is killing anyone,” Harry said. “We accept your apology in the spirit it was given. We’re going to welcome you into our little club, aren’t we, guys?”
 
“Uh-huh,” Jack said.
 
“You bet,” Abner said.
 
Maggie looked at the Big Three: Ted, Espinosa, and Dennis. The three of them were smiling and nodding. She swooned. “You forgive me?”
 
“It’s either that or kill you, and we have never been in the killing business,” Harry snapped.
 
“Oh, God! I love you guys!” Maggie said, as more tears flowed down her cheeks.

 



Chapter 9
 
Maggie walked on air as she made her way upstairs to Harry and Yoko’s spacious apartment on the second floor of the dojo. She would spend an hour with Yoko and Lily until Harry and the boys finished their seven P.M. class and Jack offered her a ride home. She felt light-headed with relief that the boys had welcomed her back into the fold. Even Ted, who had been stone-faced in the beginning, had hugged her and then given her the famous lopsided grin that she loved. For now her world was right-side up. Childishly, she crossed her fingers, so that it would stay that way.
 
Yoko hugged Maggie and ushered her into the kitchen, where she offered tea and rice cakes. Lily, she said, was in her room playing and would be ready for bed in a few minutes. “You look . . . I don’t know, extra happy.” Yoko smiled. “Do you have a new man in your life, or did you and Ted patch it up?”
 
Maggie debated a full moment. What to say, what not to say? She pointed to the floor, and said, “Let’s just say I have a whole bunch of guys in my life.” Before Yoko could ask any more questions, Maggie inquired about how the nursery was doing. The nursery was the love of Yoko’s life. She loved planting seedlings in her greenhouse and watching them sprout and come to life. She loved the Christmas season and pretty much lived on-site, with Harry taking care of Lily because business was better than brisk.
 
“You aren’t going to believe this, Maggie, but guess who came by to buy a Christmas tree today? I waited on him myself. The vice president, that’s who. He said his secretary always buys her trees from me and recommended me. I had Secret Service all over the place. I wanted to whip out my gold shield, but I was very good and I didn’t.” She giggled, and Maggie giggled, and then they were hugging each other and laughing till their sides ached. Oh, this feels so good, Maggie thought.
 
The two women talked then about everything and nothing, just two old friends playing catch-up. They stopped once to put a sleepy Lily to bed. Cooper, Lily’s protector, eyed Maggie warily until she left the room. At which point he hopped on the little girl’s bed and dropped his head on his paws as he settled down to guard his small charge.
 
Maggie and Yoko returned to their tea in the kitchen and picked up where they had left off. They chatted until Jack whistled from the bottom of the steps that he was ready to leave.
 
Maggie grabbed her coat and pack, hugged Yoko, and promised to help out at the nursery on the weekend, the last weekend before Christmas, when things got so hairy Yoko’s workers didn’t know if they were coming or going, and any help at all was appreciated.
 
Maggie was stunned at the snow on the ground when she climbed into Jack’s car. She shivered until the heater kicked in, then relaxed. For the most part, they made the trip to Georgetown in silence, Jack concentrating on the road conditions and Cyrus being uncommonly quiet. When they reached the street they both lived on, Maggie noticed that Jack and Nikki’s house was dark, which meant Nikki wasn’t home yet. “Want to come in for a beer or a sandwich, Jack? I don’t know about you, but I didn’t have much to eat today, and I know you guys never eat before a workout. Your house is dark, so Nikki isn’t home yet. It’s up to you.”
 
“Sure,” Jack said agreeably. “Just let me drop Cyrus off at home.” Maggie’s sigh of relief at not being rebuffed made Jack grin in the darkness.
 
When she and Jack got back to her house after settling Cyrus at Jack and Nikki’s, it was not until she slid her key into the lock that Maggie remembered about her new roommate. She froze in place and slapped at her head. “Oh, my God, I forgot about . . . jeez, I hope he’s okay. I just got him. Oh, Jack he was so bedraggled. I need a name. I couldn’t come up with a name because I was so upset with all of you, and . . .” She pushed at the door and looked around frantically. Jack stood rooted to the floor as he looked around to see what Maggie was talking about. He smiled when he saw a skinny yellow cat with green eyes coming toward Maggie. The mangy cat circled her feet and purred so loud, Jack laughed out loud.
 
“This is your new roommate?”
 
“Yeah. Yeah, he is. He’s not much to look at right now, but I’ll fatten him up. He likes to sit on your lap. He’s sweet. He came . . . at just the right time. I had pretty much hit bottom. I was ready to throw in the towel and hit the road.” Maggie’s tone turned defensive as she scooped up the yellow cat and nuzzled him under her chin. He purred even louder. “Everyone needs someone at some point in time, Jack. Today was my point in time.”
 
Jack nodded. That, he understood. “What do you call him?”
 
Without missing a beat, Maggie blurted, “Hero. Because he is.”
 
“Sounds good to me,” Jack said as he tweaked the cat under his chin. Hero hissed his disapproval. Jack laughed. “Once he gets to know me, he’ll love me. Animals love me. I bet Cyrus and he will get along. Maybe a play date. While you cuddle with him, do you want me to make my own sandwich and yours, too?”
 
“Sure. I have some pickles in the fridge. Put some on my plate. Coffee or beer?”
 
“Too late in the day for coffee. I’ll go with the beer,” Jack said, taking off his jacket and making himself at home in Maggie’s kitchen. Something he’d done often in the past.
 
Maggie looked around, set the cat down, and removed her jacket. It was almost like old times. Almost. And almost wasn’t going to cut it with her. She needed to hear words, wanted precise explanations. In short she wanted yesterday but was not foolish enough to think that’s what she was going to get. But she was desperate enough to take whatever she could get and work from there. “So, talk to me, Jack.”
 
Jack talked while he made the sandwiches and uncapped the two beers he set on the table, laid out napkins and paper plates. Even though it was bad manners, he talked while he was eating and was still explaining things as he opened the second set of beers. He finally wound down by saying, “That’s pretty much it. I don’t think I left anything out. You got questions, ask me now before I head on home.”
 
Maggie’s arms flapped in the air. “Why?”
 
Jack shrugged. “It just evolved, Maggie. Everyone seemed discontented, especially me, so I guess you could say I was the catalyst. You girls had moved on. Then there was that disastrous Thanksgiving last year with Charles. I guess you could say we were all ripe for doing something. Especially me since Nik and I hit a rough patch, Abner and Isabelle were snapping and snarling at each other, and you and Ted were ... whatever you and Ted were doing, which, according to Ted, was that you left him swinging in the wind.
 
“We were actually starting to talk about it before dinner that Thanksgiving, and Charles was on board. The truth is that of all of us, Charles was the most gung ho. He said he was sick of writing his memoirs that no one would ever read. That’s one of the reasons I think we decided to forge ahead once he was gone. We couldn’t have gotten it off the ground without Dennis and his money.
 
“Yeah, we were trying to keep it secret, at least for a little while. Stand on our own laurels, so to speak. We’re on a case right now. There’s no doubt in my mind or the others’ that if we somehow managed to run aground, we’d call on you girls. If you need more than that, you’re out of luck, I’m afraid. It’s the best I can give you right now.”
 
Maggie nodded. “I’m good for now with what you’ve told me. Does the case you’re on have anything to do with that slew of pictures Ted and Espinosa sent me? It’s Lieutenant Governor Sandford, right? You’re gonna take him down and are using his wife, Fiona, as bait, right?”
 
Jack was shocked. He almost jumped out of his skin when Hero leaped onto his lap and started to purr.
 
Maggie laughed out loud at the expression on Jack’s face. “Now be nice to him.”
 
“How’d you figure it out?” Jack asked as he reared back as the cat tried to climb his chest.
 
Maggie made a disgusted sound deep in her throat. “I’m a reporter, for crying out loud. I sense things, feel things, and my gut kicks in. It’s what I do. It’s in my blood. You guys are going to nail that slum landlord, right?”
 
Jack gave up being surprised. “Sandford got away with it the first time around because he’s wealthy, his family is powerful, and he’s the lieutenant governor. If the law won’t step in, then we’ll do it for them. We’ve got a plan, and we’re going to make that skunk wish he’d never been born.”
 
“Your . . . ah . . . plan . . . that isn’t like that pumpkin plan you had back in Utah when things went to hell, is it?”
 
Jack grimaced. “Damn, am I ever going to live that down? In the end, it worked. But to answer your question, our plan is foolproof. Trust me.”
 
In spite of himself, Jack found that he was stroking the skinny cat’s head. Hero purred so loud that Jack laughed out loud. “Cyrus is going to pitch a fit when I get home and he smells this cat on me.”
 
Maggie giggled. “Into each life a little rain must fall. Suck it up, big guy.”
 
“I gotta go, Maggie. Listen, for whatever it’s worth, I’m glad you’re on board.”
 
Maggie reached for the cat and cuddled it close to her chest. The little animal felt warm and safe in her arms. “Me, too, Jack. Me, too.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Maggie rolled over and groaned. What was that noise? The phone? The doorbell? She squinted at the red numerals on her bedside clock, which read 4:58. It was the doorbell! Who rang someone’s doorbell at this time of the morning? An emergency? Cops? What? She swung her legs over the side of the bed and raced from the room and down the hall. She took the steps two at a time and almost threw herself at the door. She didn’t even bother to check the peephole to see who was on the other side of the door. She swung it open, and barked, “What? Do you know what time it is?”
 
Ted didn’t say a word; he kicked the door shut with his foot, grabbed her and kissed her until her teeth rattled. When he broke away, he stared down at Maggie, and said, “Say something, or I am outta here forever, and this time I mean it.”
 
“Do that again, that thing you do with your tongue,” was all Maggie could manage to say. Ted obliged.
 
When they broke apart the second time, Ted took charge. “It’s too cold in here. I’ll make a fire, you turn up the heat and make us something to eat and lots of coffee unless you want to skip all that and we head to the second floor now.”
 
Maggie blinked. Who was this guy who was suddenly in charge of her life? Whoever he was, she decided in that moment that she liked him. She turned and galloped up the steps, Ted right behind her. She flew to the bed, jumped on it as she was ripping at her pajamas. “What’s taking you so long?” she yelled as Ted tripped over his own feet.
 
The yellow cat hopped up on the bedroom chair and curled into a ball as he tried to shield his ears from the wild whooping sounds that filled the room. Eventually, he fell asleep when the room turned quiet.

 



Chapter 10
 
Jack Emery laughed out loud when he walked out his front door at six o’clock with Cyrus to see the Post van parked in front of Maggie’s house. Maybe this time the relationship would take. At least he hoped so. Ted and Maggie were meant for each other, in his opinion. He looked around to see Cyrus lifting his leg on the lamppost. He whistled as he clicked the remote in his hand. It chirped, and his car door unlocked. Cyrus beat him to the car and hopped in the minute the door was open.
 
Jack shivered in the early morning air as he scraped at the ice on the front and back windshields. He was so sick of snow and cold weather, he vowed once again to move to a warmer climate. Inside the car, he waited until the heater kicked in before he inched the car away from the curb.
 
Jack stopped for a bagel and coffee and Cyrus’s early morning treat along with a bag of bagels for the guys, then made his way to the BOLO Building, where he tapped in the code to the new security gate. He was surprised to see that Harry, Abner, and Dennis were already inside. He was surprised because usually he was the first one there in the morning. Noticeably absent were Espinosa and Ted.
 
“Okay, meeting, five minutes. Someone get Bert and Sparrow on the Web and let’s get this show on the road,” Jack barked.
 
“What about Espinosa and Ted?” Dennis asked.
 
Jack shrugged. He wasn’t about to gossip about Ted, and he knew Espinosa would show up sooner or later. “We can always fill them in later. Someone make coffee. I bought a bag of bagels for whoever wants one.” He tossed the bag to Dennis, who caught it in midair.
 
The guys scattered, and Jack headed for the conference room.
 
“Jack, did you forget the time difference? It’s four in the morning in Vegas. Are you sure you want me to roust the guys out of bed?” Abner asked.
 
“No, no. I did forget. Guess we’ll fill them in later, too. Ah, I just heard the door, so that has to mean Espinosa is here.”
 
Abner frowned. “What about Ted? You look kind of funny, Jack, do you know something you aren’t saying?”
 
“You mean like my seeing the Post van at Maggie’s house when I got up this morning? Nah, I’m not saying anything about that.”
 
Abner grinned, then burst out laughing as he booted up his laptop, flexed his fingers, and went to work as Jack started pulling out stacks of files and folders from his overstuffed briefcase and making neat piles on the big conference table. When he finished, he looked up to see Espinosa, coffee cup in one hand, bagel in the other, saunter into the room.
 
“Where’s Ted, anyone seen him?” Espinosa asked as he chomped down on the bagel in his hand.
 
Abner ignored him, and Jack shrugged. “I haven’t seen him.” Which was true—seeing the van wasn’t the same as seeing Ted in the flesh.
 
“I’ve been calling him for the past hour and either he has his phone turned off, which he never does, or he lost it. I called him nine times and nine times it went to voice mail. I sent him four different texts. This is not like Ted. I’m starting to worry.”
 
“Then why don’t you try Maggie’s house if you’re so worried?” Abner mumbled.
 
Espinosa almost choked on the bagel he was chewing. “Why would I want to do a dumb thing like that?”
 
“Maybe because that’s where he is,” Abner said slyly.
 
Espinosa’s fingers flew over the keys like lightning. He sat back and waited. “I’m not getting a response,” he groaned.
 
“And this surprises you?” Abner cackled. “Try this: They are together. If he doesn’t respond, and she doesn’t respond, what do you think that means?” Abner didn’t bother to wait for Espinosa’s response and answered the question himself. “It means they are together and probably doing something that’s none of our business.”
 
Dennis took that moment to walk into the conference room, carrying a tray with coffee cups and a cup of tea for Harry and a plate of bagels. “What did I miss?”
 
“Ted and Maggie are shacked up,” Harry said through clenched teeth. “How long did you let the tea steep?”
 
“Four minutes precisely, just like you said. And it’s flurrying outside, in case anyone cares. They’re really shacked up! Wow!” Dennis said, his face beet red.
 
“We don’t care if it’s snowing. It’s been snowing off and on for days, so that’s nothing new. Can we get down to business here? I have a class in forty minutes,” Harry said, sipping at what Jack called his shitty tea. He nodded approvingly, to Dennis’s relief.
 
Jack whistled to get everyone’s attention. “Listen up. We have five days to pull this off. Now let’s all get serious here. For starters, the Sandfords and their Christmas decor will be running in the Post every day, along with the other entries in the local Christmas contest. Ted and Maggie came through on that, and Espinosa, I have to say, those were some real gritty pictures. You did good.
 
“Dennis, you’re on top with Luther Jones, right?”
 
“Got it all locked up tight. We own him. He’ll do whatever we say. He got the other gang leaders to agree to a meet, and things actually worked out. All they want is a decent neighborhood. The Christmas festivities at the church are all taken care of. We can ride in, do what we have to do, ride out, and it’s like we were never there. In other words, Luther and his boys have our backs. There is only one little problem. Luther said if we don’t come through for them, all bets are off. I assured him we were sincere, to which he replied that actions speak louder than words. I’m certain we have a lock on it.”
 
“Sounds good. Any blowback from any of the girls? I’m not talking about Maggie here.”
 
“All quiet,” Espinosa mumbled as he continued to send text after text to both Maggie and Ted.
 
“Annie and Myra?” Jack asked.
 
“I can answer that,” Harry said. “They’ve been spending a lot of time with Nellie. Elias is not doing well. Nellie is a basket case, so they’re helping out and, from what I understand, will be spending Christmas with Nellie and Pearl. It’s not a joyous time, so they didn’t want to do all the traditional things they normally do. I got this from Yoko, who got it from someone who came to buy a tree. Is it gospel? I have no clue but have to believe it since neither Annie nor Myra have been in touch with any of us.”
 
Jack nodded. He looked over at Abner, and said, “Speak, Mr. Computer Guru.” Jack thought he’d never seen Abner look so jittery. The computer hacker was always in control. Not today, though. He couldn’t help but wonder if what he was seeing had anything to do with the holiday season and Isabelle an ocean away.
 
“I have here,” Abner said, waving a thick sheaf of papers in the air, “all of Lieutenant Governor and Mrs. Sandford’s accounts. And there are many. They are also spread far and wide. I did find them, however. There’s only one glitch. I cannot crack their passwords. I used every program there is to no avail. The only way we are going to get them is if the Sandfords ‘voluntarily’ give them to us. That’s pretty much it, guys.”
 
Jack smiled. “Not to worry. By the time we’re done with them, the Sandfords will beg us to take their passwords and their money. Trust me on that. So, what is the devil and his mistress worth?”
 
“A nice round $480 million. Chump change,” Abner said, trying for levity.
 
“Well that should certainly help clean up Luther’s neighborhood and pay me back the money I’ve already spent,” Dennis said, clapping his hands together. He was grinning from ear to ear. “But just so you know, if it didn’t work out this way, I wouldn’t mind a bit footing the bill for all those people. I’m just glad I could do it.”
 
Jack moved the files on his desk from one spot to the next. “Let’s get down to business, boys. Christmas Eve will be here before we know it. I want to make sure each of us knows what part we’re playing in our little Christmas play. Now, listen up.”

 



Chapter 11
 
Jack Emery groaned and rolled over, his hand slapping at the mound of covers.
 
“Jack, wake up. I need to talk to you. Jack, please,” Nikki pleaded. Cyrus took that moment to throw back his head and let loose with an ungodly sound. That got Jack’s attention.
 
“What’s wrong? Is the house on fire? What time is it?”
 
“The house is not on fire, and it’s a few minutes before five. Jack, I need you fully awake. Here,” she said, reaching for a tray on the nightstand, “I brought you coffee.”
 
Jack struggled to sit up as he punched pillows behind his back. “Okay, okay, I’m awake, now tell me what’s wrong.” He sipped at the steaming brew in the heavy mug as he peered at his beautiful wife, who looked like she was going to go through the ceiling any moment. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her this agitated. She looked gorgeous, in a plum-colored suit that shrieked high-dollar designer label. She was wearing makeup, but it didn’t totally cover the dark circles under her eyes. He felt his stomach muscles clench. Whatever she was going to tell him wasn’t going to be good. He could feel it in his bones.
 
Nikki licked at her crimson lips and took a deep breath. “Listen, Jack, I know tomorrow is Christmas Eve, and I know we had plans for Christmas Day but ... I . . . Alexis and I have to leave for Minnesota today. Our flight leaves at noon. Jack, please don’t look at me like that ... one of the little kids . . . the mother called last night ... and . . . and . . . it doesn’t look like she’ll make it through Christmas. We have to ... to . . . video the child. The mother has been putting it off hoping Marcey—that’s her name, Marcey—would . . . rally, but she’s gotten worse. I know this sounds ghoulish and it wasn’t my idea, it was the parents’ . . . they want us there. It will help their case. We talked about this, Jack, and it was you who told me to get video of all the victims because that’s what they are, victims. You said juries need to see the victims. Such a sad time. I don’t want to do this. Good Lord, I don’t even know if I can do this, but I . . . she’s only nine years old, Jack. And her seven-year-old brother, Donny, isn’t . . . he ... the father said at best he only has a few weeks. I have to go, Jack.”
 
Jack bounded out of bed. “Damn right you have to go. You go and do whatever you need to do, Nik. We’re the lucky ones, we’ll have other Christmases. Don’t give me another thought. This is more important.” He wrapped his arms around his shaking wife and crooned softly in her ear. He stroked her back until he felt her stop shaking. He moved his arms and held her at arm’s length, then wiped the tears rolling down her cheeks. “Do what you have to do, make those bastards pay. How are the parents fixed for money? Do you know?”
 
“I do know. They have to file for bankruptcy but that’s the least of their problems. I have to go, Jack. What . . . what will you do?”
 
“Me? I’ll spend the time with the guys. Like I said, don’t worry about me. I have Cyrus. I’m going to teach him how to bark when I sing a carol by the tree on Christmas Eve. I’ll video it for you.” His words had the desired effect as Nikki offered up a wan smile.
 
“I’ll call,” Nikki said, slipping into her coat. She grabbed a small carry-on bag, and, a minute later, she was gone.
 
Jack sat down on the edge of the bed and stared at his bare feet. Cyrus whimpered as he hopped on the bed and stuck his big head under Jack’s arm. “Yep, it’s just you and me, sport. You know, Cyrus, I’ve been really sweating this Christmas Eve gig we have going on. I’ve been racking my brain worrying about how I was going to get out for Christmas Eve without telling Nik what I was up to. She just solved my problem, sad as that may be. God does work in mysterious ways, now doesn’t He? Merry Christmas, Cyrus!” The shepherd barked and started racing around the room. Jack headed for the shower, calling over his shoulder, “Don’t forget to make your bed! Just because Nik isn’t going to be here, you still gotta do it. Nice and neat now, no wrinkles.” Jack laughed to himself as he stripped off his boxers and headed into the shower.
 
Cyrus looked at the bathroom door, then down at his dog bed at the foot of the king-size people bed. He nosed what Jack called his toy stash onto the floor, then tugged at his yellow blanket until the big dog bed was covered. He knew what no wrinkles meant, so he walked around the four corners and tugged at the blanket. He saw the deep wrinkle in the middle, backed off, eyed the bed, then dropped one of his toys on top of the wrinkle.
 
“I saw that!” Jack bellowed from the bathroom. Cyrus barked once, twice, three times, which meant, that’s as good as it’s gonna get. So there!
 
Ten minutes later, Jack and Cyrus were in the kitchen. He opened the door for Cyrus to go outside. A wintry blast of cold air hit him like a jackhammer. He quickly slammed the door shut and set about making a fresh pot of coffee, fried some bacon, and scrambled enough eggs for the two of them. He was filling Cyrus’s food bowl when the big dog scratched at the door to come in.
 
Jack turned on the small television on the kitchen counter and listened to the early morning news. Same old same old. The world, in his opinion, was going to hell, and he hardly needed some slick commentator giving his biased spin on things. He switched channels, but, again, it was same old same old. Obviously there was no news so close to Christmas. Some roving reporter was questioning shoppers about what they were buying and how much they were spending this year. A straggly-looking Santa was bemoaning the fact that people weren’t as generous this year as other years. “So what else is new?” Jack muttered as he carried his plate to the sink. Cyrus picked up his bowl and handed it to Jack, who rinsed the dishes and set them in the dishwasher.
 
Jack checked the fireplace to make sure the fire was totally out, turned down the thermostat, then looked at the Christmas tree he’d put up yesterday. It smelled heavenly. For a moment he let his thoughts take him back to his childhood and the magic of Christmas morning. How long ago that was. Then his thoughts took him to a little girl named Marcey way out in Minnesota and her little brother Donny, who would never ... Jack swiped at his eyes. “Kick their asses, Nik, make those bastards pay not just for Marcey and Donny but for all those poor kids who aren’t here this Christmas and for all the Christmases to come.” Cyrus nudged Jack’s leg. Time to go.
 
Outside in the frigid air, Jack looked around. It was still dark. He could see two people walking their dogs on the other side of the street. On his side of the street, he saw plumes of smoke circling upward from cars that were being warmed up. “I hate this weather, Cyrus.” Cyrus barked to show he wasn’t fond of it himself as he snuggled down on the passenger seat while Jack scraped the ice from the windshield.
 
Jack tossed the window scraper onto the backseat. He looked up the street and grinned in the darkness. The Post van was still parked outside Maggie’s house. “Good for you guys,” he mumbled under his breath.
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It was high noon when Jack looked around the conference table to see that everyone was in attendance. Abner had set up the webcam earlier, and Bert and Sparrow were on standby. A second webcam was set up on the opposite side of the room, in which they could see Avery Snowden waiting patiently for the briefing to get under way.
 
The group spent fifteen minutes playing catch-up, then got down to business just as Ted and Maggie appeared. Jack outlined the plan and waited for approval via the webcams. When it came, he sighed in relief. “We’re good to go, guys. We’re going to do a practice run in about an hour. Espinosa is going to video it and will send it on to you. We’ll have an hour or so to pick it apart, assuming we make a few mistakes along the way. We’ll weed those out. And then, around nine this evening, the fun begins. We do our snatch and grab, head for the landing zone, and let matters take their course. I’m not anticipating any snafus, but you never know.”
 
Avery Snowden had a few questions that were addressed. Jack Sparrow announced that he would be taking the red-eye out Christmas night to get ready for his new job at the ugly brown Hoover Building.
 
Bert cleared his throat and addressed Jack. “Are the files safe, Jack?”
 
“You know it, buddy. When they’re needed, I’ll pull them out.” To the others he explained what Bert meant. “When Elias Cummings was the director of the FBI, he compiled a dossier on every politician in the District, just the way J. Edgar did. When Elias retired, he turned them over to Bert, who kept them until he left the Bureau when we went to work for Global Security, about which most of you know that I have nothing good to say. He turned them over to me, and I am the guardian now.” He turned to the webcam and spoke to Jack Sparrow. “No offense, pal, but until we see how you run this new show, I’m keeping these files. You okay with that, Sparrow?”
 
Jack Sparrow laughed. “I always thought that story was a myth, but guess I was wrong. Jack, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I understand you guys need me to prove myself, and I will. We can talk about those files some other day. Just knowing they’re out there is enough for me. It’s the fear of the unknown that works best in cases like this.”
 
“Okay, we’re all good then.” Jack looked around to see his guys nodding. He was puzzled that even Dennis didn’t have a question or two. The kid was finally on the same page. Jack felt a tremendous sense of relief knowing that the young reporter was finally getting it. Before long, he’d be totally shockproof.
 
“Let’s do one more run-through just to be on the safe side. Then we’ll meet up here again and head on out. We need to synchronize our watches so we don’t screw up. When I call your name, tell me what your job is.”
 
And so it went until Maggie asked the dreaded question. “So, what’s their punishment? How far are you willing to go to get those bank-account passwords? I’m sensing not too far. Like you guys don’t have the stomach for . . . the kinds of punishment we girls doled out. You do realize, don’t you, that you can’t threaten if you aren’t prepared to carry through on the threat. Now, let me hear it.”
 
The boys looked at one another, and they all started to talk at once. Maggie hooted with laughter. “You can’t be serious!” At the expressions she was seeing on their faces, she knew they were. “Wusses! Wimps! It’s a good thing I’m here since I do not share your squeamishness. Children died because of that man, and all you’re prepared to do is . . . basically nothing other than trying to scare them to death. I have a few ideas. Want to hear them?”
 
The boys looked at one another, but it was Dennis who said, “Let’s hear those ideas.”
 
After Maggie told the guys what she intended, she almost fell off her chair when the young reporter’s fist shot in the air. “For sure they’ll spill their guts. Can you really do it, Maggie, if it comes down to it?”
 
“Oh yeahhhh,” Maggie drawled. She stood up, looked around, and said, “Looks like we’re done here, so I’ll leave to . . . ah . . . pack up my old kit bag and meet you back here at eight on the dot. I’m not saying my old kit bag is the same as Alexis’s red bag of tricks, but I think I can pull it off. First, though, I have to go back to the paper and square things away. You wanna come with me, Dennis?”
 
Dennis grabbed his heavy jacket from the back of his chair. “You know it!”
 
The moment the door closed behind the duo, everyone started talking at once.
 
“Holy shit! She wouldn’t . . . would she really ... ?” Abner asked, as his face started to pale.
 
“Oh, she can do it, trust me,” Ted said, a crazy, lopsided grin on his face.
 
“Nah, she isn’t capable, is she?” Sparrow said in a tight voice.
 
Bert burst out laughing. “Watch and see.” He was laughing so hard, he clicked off.
 
Jack looked over at Espinosa and Harry, waiting to see what they would say, if anything. Both men just shrugged. Jack took a deep breath. “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. If it does ... oh well, the end will justify the means.”
 
Cyrus decided to weigh in and rose onto his hind legs and howled. He didn’t stop until Jack said, “Okay, we have your vote.” Determined to have the last word, Cyrus let loose with a bloodcurdling bark that set everyone’s, including Jack’s, teeth on edge.
 
Five minutes later, the conference room was empty except for Jack and Cyrus. Jack looked down at the big dog lying at his feet and grinned to himself. Cyrus was almost human, at least in his eyes.
 
Jack sprinted for the kitchen, poured coffee, grabbed a treat for his best friend, then hightailed it back to the conference room, where he punched in the numbers for District Management LLC, which managed Tyler Sandford’s properties, and asked to speak to Lionel Marks. He was surprised when the receptionist put him through once he announced his name and said he had a check for the manager.
 
The two men made small talk and, when Jack adamantly said time was of the essence for him and he didn’t have any to meet Marks at the management-company office, arranged to meet at the BOLO Building at seven-thirty. He did apologize for the after-hours meeting when Marks complained about the hour and the fact that the banks were closed, at which point Jack reminded him about night deposits. In the end, after a little haggling, Marks agreed to the meeting.
 
Jack felt a little squeamish about having to open the front door of the BOLO Building, but in the end it just made the most sense. This way they could spirit the guy out the back door into the Post van and no one would be the wiser. Too many eyes at Marks’s building, and he seriously doubted the manager ever kept late hours. Coming to the BOLO Building made the most sense. He made a mental note to himself to remember to move Marks’s car after the snatch.
 
Before he left the building, Jack stopped at Abner’s office and knocked on the door. Cyrus barked shrilly to make sure the computer hacker heard that he and his master wanted entrance to the room. Abner himself opened the door and dropped to his haunches and tussled with the big dog for a few minutes before he reached into his pocket for a treat. “What’s up?”
 
Jack explained what he’d done. “We’ll hit him with the Taser and load him in the van, then head out to Middleburg. You have all of his accounts, right?”
 
“Yep, and I was able to crack his passwords, so we’re good to go with his funds. I even have copies of the deeds to properties he owns in Hong Kong and Dubai. How cool is that? The slimeball is loaded, but not for long,” Abner said as he rubbed his hands together in glee. “I hate that bastard, and I don’t even know him.”
 
Jack laughed. “Wait till you meet the Sandfords.”
 
“Ah . . . Jack ... about Maggie . . .”
 
“Don’t go there, Abner. It is what it is. She was right. It won’t work just trying to scare these guys. The girls would never have been so successful if they didn’t follow through. Maggie has the guts. It’s all doable.”
 
“If you say so. Okay, I have some stuff I have to print out. I don’t plan on leaving here, so when you all get here at seven-thirty, I’ll be ready to go.”
 
“Any word from Isabelle?” Jack asked quietly.
 
Abner shook his head. “Like you say, Jack, it is what it is. Go on, get out of here before you see a grown man cry.”
 
“Yeah, I know what you mean.” He told him about Nikki and her trip to the Midwest. All Abner did was shake his head. “I’m cooking dinner Christmas Day, and I expect you to show up with a bottle of wine.”
 
“I’ll be there, Jack.”
 
“Come on, Cyrus, let’s hit the road. We’ve got things to do and places to go.”
 
“Woof.”

 



Chapter 12
 
At six-thirty it was fully dark outside. Every light in the BOLO Building was still on. The decibel level was at an all-time high as everyone tried talking over everyone else to be heard. The topic of conversation was the giant evergreen in the middle of the foyer. Sometime during the afternoon, Dennis had dragged it in, set it up, and decorated it with Rite Aid decorations. The scent was heady and wafted throughout the building.
 
“Nice going, kid,” Ted said as he admired the young reporter’s handiwork.
 
“Where’d you get it?” Harry asked.
 
Dennis scowled. “Where do you think I got it, Harry? I called your wife, and she had it all ready for me. She told me how to set it up and here we are. I even wrapped the presents under the tree. I have not been idle.” He looked around, the frown building on his face. “What? So, I’m the only gift giver here? Where are your presents? Tell me they’re in the trunks of your cars?” He was rewarded with sheepish looks. Dennis shrugged. “Shame on all of you. It’s Christmas, and I know we’re all wired up, but for crying out loud, the drugstore even gift wraps.”
 
Jack stepped up to try to avert what he thought might become a major issue if he didn’t calm things down. “Christmas is at my house, Dennis. I have a tree and the presents go under it. We didn’t know you were going to do this, right, guys?” Everyone started to babble at once, agreeing with Jack. “So, you’re going to have to lug those presents to my house Christmas Day. Nice thought, though, and you know we appreciate it, right, guys?”
 
“Yeah, yeah,” the guys all agreed. Maggie stood on her toes and kissed Dennis on the cheek. “This is just so sweet of you, Dennis. And we all needed this. We’re all a little tense right now.”
 
“Okay, okay. No problem,” Dennis said, relief washing over him.
 
“Listen up, guys, and gal. I brought food, and I think we should chow down now. It’s going to be a long night, as you all know. And we need to run through our plan one more time before Lionel Marks gets here. I don’t want any screwups. This has to go off like clockwork. Everyone in agreement?” Jack asked.
 
When everyone agreed they were, he said, “Okay, I brought Italian and Chinese. We’re drinking tea,” Jack said, looking at Harry, “and soda. Orange and grape for Dennis and cola for the rest of you. We have a little over an hour, so let’s get to it.”
 
The little group talked about everything but what they were about to do in the coming hours. Maggie was the most verbal as she laid out one pitfall after another only to be shot down time after time. Or as Harry put it, “We’ve got it covered.” Finally, she relaxed and started to clear off the long conference table. “Save or not?” she asked, looking at the leftovers.
 
“We won’t be back here till the day after Christmas so no, don’t save it,” Jack said. “Cyrus does not like leftovers, and this kind of food isn’t good for him anyway.”
 
Ted looked down at his watch, which did everything but his laundry. “Ten minutes, and your guest should be here. Should we relocate or what?”
 
“I’ll let him in and bring him back here to the conference room. I need him to get back here under his own power without suspecting anything. Once he’s here inside, it’s a whole different ball game.”
 
In the foyer, Jack eyed the ugly banana tree and the beautiful Christmas tree as he paced the room from one end to the other. Like a little kid, he dropped to his haunches and poked and shook the beribboned gifts. He looked for the one that had his name on it and smiled. Guessing was half the fun. He remembered that when he was little at times he’d been disappointed when he found underwear or a scarf in an exquisitely wrapped package. He shook the box, but nothing rattled. Probably something for Cyrus, but no, he’d seen a package with Cyrus’s name on it. He finally set the package back where he’d found it and got to his feet just as the doorbell rang. He sucked in his breath and undid the one-of-a-kind security lock he’d commissioned when the building was being refurbished and opened the door. “Mr. Marks, you’re on time. I like that. Time is money. Sorry to call you on such short notice, but my time here in the District is short. So, if you’ll follow me to the conference room, we can finalize our business. I have everything here with me. My lawyer, Lizzie Fox, overnighted everything. Tomorrow, the banks will be open, so you can deposit the checks. That will work for you, won’t it, Mr. Marks?”
 
Marks nodded. “What is this building? I’ve seen it but never knew what kind of business operated here.” Managing a building like this here in Georgetown would certainly be a feather in his cap, he thought. The commission would be robust, not that it mattered at this point in time. His eyes were everywhere, mentally cataloging the cost of the furniture and the square footage.
 
“I just use it when I’m in town. The owners, friends of mine, decided to close for the holidays, so it worked out perfectly for me. A great bunch of guys own it. It’s a high-dollar consulting business.”
 
Lionel Marks went back to calculating the high-end furnishings and the cost of the building and the rent it would garner if he had it to rent out. Too bad he didn’t have more clients at this end of town instead of in that shit hole in Southeast. He could really clean up and fatten his bank account quickly. Still, it didn’t pay to get too greedy. He had this guy snookered, and if his calculations were spot-on, he’d walk out of here with 150 grand in his pocket.
 
Jack stopped at the conference room door and stood aside as he opened it. “After you, Mr. Marks.” The minute the door closed behind him, Jack snapped the dead bolt. The sound was like thunder in the quiet room.
 
Marks whirled around and noticed Cyrus, who was growling deep in his throat. Then he let his gaze circle the long table and the people seated in the plush padded chairs who had their eyes fixed on him. The fine hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up. The words set up flashed through his mind. I’ve been set up.
 
Marks turned to Jack. “Who are these people? Are they the tenants living in the units you want me to manage?” Wrong. Wrong. Something wasn’t right. The hairs on the back of his neck moved with the air circulating from the room’s heating vent.
 
“In a manner of speaking. Have a seat.”
 
Marks sat down but only on the edge of his chair. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he was being overly paranoid. Like hell. He could smell deception a mile away because he held a master’s degree in the subject of deception. Maybe he could bluff his way through whatever this was. “Could we speed this up, Mr. Tremaine? My family is waiting for me, and as I told you, I don’t do business after closing hours. I made an exception for you since you’re only in town for a few hours. Where are the contracts?”
 
“Well, you see, Lionel, it’s like this: there are no contracts, and my name isn’t Tremaine. I lied to you. The reason you’re here is we want your money. All of it. Don’t be shy, now, and try to tell us you don’t have any because we know differently. We know about all the property you own, including those two getaways in Hong Kong and Dubai. We know that you bought a ticket this morning for Hong Kong. Your plane leaves at five after six in the morning of December twenty-sixth. A one-way ticket. No companion ticket.”
 
Sweat beaded on Marks’s forehead as his stomach crunched into a hard knot. He knew it. Goddamnit. “What the hell are you talking about?” He looked down, fear in his eyes when he saw the big German shepherd circling his chair.
 
“Try this on for size, Mr. Marks,” Abner said as he slid a sheaf of papers across the table. “It must take many hours a day to shuffle all that money here, there, and yonder. I guess that’s why you don’t have time to requisition the repairs the tenants requested out there in Southeast. So what if a few people don’t have heat, so what if they don’t have hot water, so what if they can’t flush, so what if the electric doesn’t work. A busy man like you needs to tend to his finances. And I’m here to tell one and all that your finances are robust. Ooops, were robust. Were is the operative word here.”
 
Abner slid a second sheaf of papers across the table. “Take a look at the bottom line, Mr. Marks. Zero, straight across the board.”
 
Lionel Marks could feel Cyrus’s hot breath on his ankles. He’d never been so cold in his life. And yet he was sweating like a pig. He needed to get himself together. When he saw the zero balances, he forgot about the monster dog and how cold he was, and bellowed his outrage. “You fucking stole my money! Who the hell are you people?” He was on his feet, his face red with rage.
 
Cyrus reared up and backed away a step as his lips peeled back, showing a magnificent set of teeth. His growl sounded deadly. Marks paid no attention as he continued to rant and rave. “You bastard, you lied to me! You came to my office and pretended to want my help! And now you tell me you just stole all my money. You just wait till I get out of here! I know important people in high places. Unlock that goddamn door and let me out of here right now!”
 
Jack sighed. “That isn’t going to happen anytime soon, Mr. Marks.”
 
Cyrus hated to be ignored. He looked at his master, who shrugged. It was all Cyrus needed. He lived for moments like this, when he could sink his teeth into something substantial. He lunged, his teeth clamping down six inches below Marks’s belt.
 
“Ooooh.” Maggie grimaced. “I bet that hurts! Oooooh.”
 
Marks’s eyes rolled back in his head. He had a death grip on the arms of the chair he was now sitting on. The room went quiet.
 
Jack looked down at Cyrus, and said, “Okay, let him go. You didn’t break the skin, did you?” Cyrus just looked at his master as much as to say, I know the rules. The next time is when I get to go full bore. If there is a next time. Jack gave him a treat.
 
Jack fixed his stare on Lionel Marks, and said, “The next time, he’ll chew them off. Just so you know. Now, we want to ask you some questions. Oh, by the way, you will not be going to Hong Kong. Nor will you be spending the holidays with your family. You’re going to be spending them with your favorite client and his wife. Now, to the questions.”
 
“I’m not telling you anything. It’s client privilege. That was part of the deal. This is kidnapping. You can go to jail for this, and I’m calling the FBI as soon as I leave here,” Marks blustered.
 
Jack sighed. “Obviously, you haven’t been listening. You aren’t leaving here. Well, that’s not quite true; you are leaving but not for home. You won’t be making any calls to anyone. I guess you forgot about Cyrus here. Yes, we are kidnapping you. That part is true. The other true part is we are stealing your money. Ooops, correction. We already stole your money.
 
“Let’s get on with it. I don’t want to hear about any client privilege bullshit either. What did Sandford tell you when he signed on with you? Ah, you thought we didn’t know. Get it through your thick skull, we know everything. We just want to confirm what we already know. What kind of deal did you have with him and his wife? I won’t ask you again. What kind of deal did you have with Sandford and his wife?”
 
Marks looked around at the faces staring at him. He thought they looked evil, especially the Chinese guy. “If I tell you, will you let me go?”
 
The one-word reply was an explosion of sound. “No.”
 
“Then go to hell, Mr. Whatever-the-hell-your-name-is.”
 
Jack didn’t respond. He just pointed to Cyrus, who was contentedly chewing on a rawhide strip. Then he pointed to Marks’s groin. He folded his arms across his chest and waited for a response. When none came he watched in slow motion as Dennis got up off his chair, walked around the table, and, before Jack knew what he was doing, pulled his arm back and then shot it forward, his fist slamming dead center on Marks’s nose.
 
Blood flew outward in a fine mist, then gushed down Marks’s chin. Cyrus looked up to see if his services were required, decided they weren’t, and went back to his chew bone.
 
“Way to go, Dennis,” Ted chortled.
 
“I’m sick and tired of coddling him. It’s getting late; we need to get ready to leave if you want to stick to the timetable,” Dennis said fiercely.
 
Jack looked at Harry and hissed, “You created a monster.” Harry actually laughed.
 
Maggie ripped off a length of paper towels from the sink at the bar and shoved them at Marks. She couldn’t resist adding, “Don’t worry about that designer suit you’re wearing. Where you’re going, you won’t be needing it.”
 
“What the hell does that mean?” Marks bellowed as he tried to staunch the flow of blood coming from his nostrils. “What gives you the right to steal my money? I’m calling the FBI right now. You’d better keep that damn dog away from me. And that crazy asshole that just punched me. I’ll see you all in jail. You’re crazy!”
 
“It means whatever you want it to mean, you dickweed,” Dennis snarled. To Jack he said, “Look, we already know everything, so why does this dickweed have to confirm it? We’re going to run late. I say we dump him, then head for Middleburg. We can question him in the van if you think it’s that important. Let’s take a vote.” Every hand in the room shot in the air.
 
“I’m not going to Middleburg. Get that idea out of your head right now,” Marks sputtered.
 
“You’re right, you are not going to Middleburg, we are. You are going to the Southeast Ritz Carlton. Okay,” Jack said agreeably. “Let’s load up. You need to shut up, Marks. I don’t want to hear another word out of you. If you so much as breathe heavy, I’m going to let Cyrus play with you.”
 
Cyrus understood the words load up and play. He grabbed his ragged duck and raced to the back door.
 
“Tie this jerk up and load him into the back of the van,” Ted ordered as he tossed a set of flex cuffs to Espinosa. Abner set his briefcase down in the event he was needed to help with a noncompliant Marks. In the end, cursing and yelling, Marks went limp. Ted threw him over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and they all marched single file out to the Post van.
 
Thirty-five minutes later, the Post van pulled to the curb right behind Marks’s stripped-down Mercedes. Luther Jones appeared out of nowhere, three of his gang behind him. He high-fived Dennis and the others as he introduced himself and his friends.
 
“What do you need us to do, man?”
 
Dennis drew Luther to the side, clued him in, then walked back to the little group. “He understands he and his friends are to stand guard until we get back. Once we dump Marks on the second floor, there is no way he’s going to leave unless Marks can fly. There is no heat inside this condemned building, which, by the way, belongs to Sandford. The water is still running so they can flush, but the system leaves a lot to be desired. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. They rigged up some electricity earlier and there is a fifteen-watt bulb hanging from the ceiling. And, Luther tells me the temperature is a robust forty-nine degrees. There is no furniture in the apartment, the floors are rotted, the windows broken, and when they rigged up the light, they let loose a dozen or so rats that they had trapped over the past few days. Hungry rats!”
 
“That excites me,” Jack said as he eyed Marks, who looked like he was going to black out at any moment. Espinosa grabbed one arm and Abner took the other as Marks struggled to free himself as he screamed at the top of his lungs for help. “Stop that right now!” Jack ordered. “If you don’t stop, we’ll take the lightbulb out, and you’ll be in total darkness. If that happens, how are you going to see the rats? Now shut the hell up.”
 
Marks shut up.
 
“Okay, boys, take him up to the second floor. We need to get on the road. Luther, my man, we appreciate all your help. If he starts to squawk, give him a good belt. Are you sure you don’t want me to leave Cyrus?”
 
“We got it covered, man. Go on, do what you gotta do. The dude ain’t gonna go anywhere. Glad to help. By the way, my granny and some of the others want to know if you folks are coming to the church service and the party tomorrow.”
 
“You know it,” Dennis said, accepting for everyone. Another round of high fives were completed before the group started back toward the van. “Hey, Luther, we forgot to frisk him. Take his cell phone and give it to someone who needs one. If he has any money on him, it’s yours.”
 
“All rightttttt,” Luther called over his shoulder as he climbed the rickety, rotted steps to the second-floor apartment.

 



Chapter 13
 
The night was crisp and cold, with barely any wind. Millions of stars dotted the black night as the small group climbed into the Post van. Ted took the wheel, and Jack rode shotgun, with the others piling into the remaining seats. For the most part they were subdued, each busy with his or her own private thoughts.
 
Twenty minutes into the hour-long trip, Jack looked down at his watch. “When you spoke with Mrs. Sandford earlier, did you believe her when she said she and her husband were just making a token appearance at the mayor’s annual Christmas party?”
 
“Yeah, I did, Jack. When I told her I was bringing her an early copy of her spread, she about turned herself inside out. When I tried to nail down if her husband would be there for sure, she assured me he had gotten to the farm at two o’clock this afternoon and, like herself, had exactly no interest in staying at the party. She said they had to make an appearance and do a little meet and greet before they headed right back to the farm. She’s excited, I can tell you that.”
 
“Security?” Harry asked from the backseat.
 
“She didn’t say, Harry. I’m assuming not. He’s in his own bailiwick and feels safe there and knows the local police have his back. That’s what she told us on our initial visit, and I have no reason to think that would be any different now. There is no reason for anything to have changed in a matter of a few days. I take their going to the mayor’s party as a plus. If they do it every year, for sure their not attending might throw up a red flag. I think we’re good here. If not, we’ll deal with it when we get there. Between you and young Dennis, we have a two-man army.” Ted chuckled at his own wit.
 
No one said anything after that until Ted slowed the van thirty minutes later.
 
“I remember that old rotted tree, Ted. Go slow, there might be a light over the sign or maybe some of those reflector stickers on the other trees,” Dennis called from the backseat as he tried to peer out into the darkness. “There it is, right up ahead. Whoa, slow down, see there it is. The mailbox is lit up. Do you see it, Ted?”
 
“I see it. Okay, everyone, take a deep breath. What time is it?” Ted asked as he crawled along at five miles an hour over the unpaved, potholed road that would take him to the Sandford farmhouse.
 
“Holy cow, look at those lights!” Dennis shrilled from the backseat. “Would you look at that! Damn if it doesn’t look like Disney! She wasn’t kidding when she said the light show was spectacular! Not that I’m thinking this is spectacular but ... but . . .”
 
“It’s a nightmare light show,” Abner said, as the van inched closer to the residence. “They must have bought out some electric factory to light the place up like this.”
 
“Espinosa, you getting all this?” Ted asked, rolling down his window to get a better look at the reindeer dancing across the roof of the farmhouse. Everywhere, as far as the eye could see, were LED-lighted wire snowmen, wire Santas, wire elves, wire Christmas trees, wire sleighs filled with wire gift boxes. All the lights were multicolored. The ancient oak trees surrounding the driveway were all lit with blinking lights. Even the thick, round trunks were wired with the blinking lights. “Makes you dizzy, doesn’t it?” Ted cackled. “Wait till you see the inside. Just wait.” He continued to cackle.
 
“I think we’re here. I only see a Maybach off there on the side. Was that car here the day you and Espinosa were? Or is it the lieutenant governor’s car?” Jack asked.
 
“There weren’t any cars here the day we came. Mrs. Sandford said she gave all her staff time off for the holidays, so I’m thinking it must belong to his nibs, the lieutenant governor himself. The kids aren’t home, so it can’t be one of theirs plus it’s a Maybach, and you know what those babies retail for. It’s gotta be his. Mrs. Sandford probably keeps hers in the garage, and I’m thinking they were in a hurry when they got home and just left it outside. At least we know they’re home. Place is lit up like a Christmas tree, no pun intended,” Ted said, bringing the van to a complete stop behind the black Maybach. Everyone exited.
 
As one, the group’s jaws dropped as they gaped at the front porch, which was ablaze with flying, LED-lit wire angels holding trumpets. From somewhere, probably the side of the house, tinny sounds of Christmas carols could be heard.
 
“Now I’ve seen it all,” Jack said, his voice ringing in awe. “Even Vegas isn’t as honky-tonk as this.”
 
“And this woman wins the first prize every year for the best Christmas decorations?” Maggie all but snarled. “I’m not getting it. Are the judges blind?”
 
“Maggie, Maggie, Maggie!” Abner said. “What’s not to get? Her husband is the lieutenant governor. He’s filthy rich. He is in line to be the next governor of this fine commonwealth. It’s called kissing ass. But for all we know, the judges might really be blind. The good news is that this is the last year she’ll be winning anything. Wonder who will get to take all this stuff down?”
 
“Who cares. Will someone please ring the damn doorbell,” Ted said, “so we can get this show on the road.”
 
Harry reached forward and punched the doorbell. Then, for good measure, he raised the prancing stallion on the door knocker. They all blinked when they heard the scratchy Christmas song about Santa coming to town playing inside the house. Maggie rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. Absolutely unbelievable!”
 
“Wait!” Dennis said. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
 
The door opened wide. Fiona Sandford stood there, resplendent, in a billowing lemon and lime skirt with a bright orange top. She rustled when she moved. Her hair was done up in a tight pile of curls on top of her head. Long lime green earrings, possibly jade, Maggie thought, dangled from her ears. Matching bracelets clanked on her wrists. The bee-stung lips were covered in crimson gloss, and a bit of food was stuck in the left corner of her mouth. One plucked eyebrow was longer and darker than the other. Maggie looked away so she wouldn’t laugh out loud.
 
“Mr. Robinson!” Fiona gushed as she stood aside to let the little group into the foyer of her home. Then she backed up a step, and asked, “Who are all these people and why did you bring them here? I don’t think my husband is going to like this. Not even one little bit. He was against my allowing you to come out here to begin with. Well . . .”
 
“They’re the judges. We need a picture of you with the judges. I thought I explained all that to you when I was out here earlier.”
 
The bee-stung lips went into full pout. “Yes, yes, you did. I am so sorry. I totally forgot. My manners are atrocious. I’m Fiona Sandford. And you are,” she said, pointing to Jack and on down the line, with each person stating their name in response.
 
“Can we get right to it, Mrs. Sandford? We have a deadline, and we do have to drive all the way back to the District. I’m sure you and your husband have things to do this evening since it is so close to Christmas. It’s up to you, do you want to share your ... ah . . . glory with your husband? If you do, he has to be in the picture.”
 
“Well, the truth is,” she whispered to Ted, “I’d rather he wasn’t in the picture, but he said he wanted to be in it, so what can I do. Like you said, this is my moment. I shouldn’t have to share it with him, but he is my husband. I think he gets his picture in the papers often enough. It’s my turn. He likes to be photographed wearing his ascot. He’s such a . . . never mind. Come along people, we can do this in the den, where the big tree is.”
 
She turned to Espinosa, and said playfully, “Make sure you get my good side, and you won’t hurt my feelings one little bit if my husband’s image is on the ... blurry side.” She reached up and tweaked Espinosa’s cheek to make sure he got the point.
 
With a straight face, Espinosa said, “What side would that be, ma’am?”
 
“Oh, you little rascal! Did you forget so soon? You said my right side is my best side. Capture me completely now. Ah, here we are!
 
“Tyler, I’d like you to meet the people I’ve been telling you about.” Introductions were quickly made.
 
“They have to hurry, Tyler, to make their deadline. We agreed to have the picture by the tree with both of us looking up at the angel.”
 
Jack decided right at that moment that he really, really didn’t like Tyler Sandford. He looked like what Jack’s father, a very shrewd judge of men, would have called a slick dandy. It was he and Harry who were going to light up the couple’s life with the Tasers in their pockets the moment they looked upward at the tacky tarnished angel atop the tree. That way, they wouldn’t see what was coming, and there would be less fuss and bother. At the moment, looking at Tyler Sandford, Jack regretted that reducing fuss and bother came at the expense of causing him less terror than if he saw it coming and reacted.
 
Espinosa coaxed Fiona to look more to the right, and she happily obliged just as twenty thousand volts of electricity struck home.
 
“They call this ‘riding the bull’ in Taser circles,” Dennis said gleefully.
 
“Really!” was all Maggie could think to say.
 
“Flex cuffs, guys!” Jack said.
 
The moment the couple was secure, Ted and Jack hoisted them up onto two tacky Queen Anne chairs covered with red-and-green-striped felt. Sandford seemed to be coming out of it quicker than his wife. He was groggy, but his words were sharp and clear. “Is this a home invasion? If it is, you are welcome to all this crap you see. The truth is, I’ll pay you to cart it off. I don’t keep money in the house. Take the car and leave us alone.”
 
“It’s not a home invasion, Mr. Sandford. We’re here to steal your life and all that money you have socked away around the world. We’re also here to make you pay for all those people out in Southeast. That’s number one. All we need from you are your passwords, and we’ll be on our way,” Abner explained.
 
Fiona had come around just in time to have heard her beloved husband telling the people they could take all her crap. “Crap!” she screeched. “Is that what you said? You ungrateful bastard! This is not crap, this is my life’s work. What else do I have? Nothing, that’s what. You’re saying my life’s work is crap, which means I’m crap! Well, we’ll just see about that.” She was almost up, bent on attacking her husband, when Ted shoved her back down none too gently onto the red-and-green-striped felt chair.
 
“You’ll get your turn, Mrs. Sandford,” Dennis said as he eyed all the junk in the family room. He turned away because it all made him dizzy.
 
Abner sat down on a candy-cane-patterned ottoman and opened his laptop. He flexed his fingers and started to type. He clicked on a button and a list of offshore accounts appeared as if by magic. He turned his laptop around and showed the screen to Sandford. “The passwords, please.” His tone was polite.
 
“Like I’m really going to give you my passwords. Get real, you clown. And don’t think you can scare me either.” Sandford turned to his wife. “Do not open your mouth, Fiona.”
 
“Don’t tell me what to do, you jackass.”
 
“We don’t have time for a family spat,” Jack said. “You can ream each other out later because, believe me, you are going to have nothing else to do. Now save yourselves a lot of trouble and tell us what we want to know.”
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sandford blustered. I told you, I’m not telling you anything. Take my car and get out of here, and we’ll forget this ever happened.”
 
“Now that’s a lie if I ever heard one. We should forget the way you forgot about that poor family’s children who died because you wouldn’t fix the furnace in the building where they lived? Are you saying it’s okay for little kids to freeze to death? Is that what you’re saying?”
 
“Abner, show him the list of properties he owns.” Abner obliged, then swiveled the laptop around so Sandford could see the screen again.
 
“So I own a lot of buildings over in Southeast, so what? You can’t hold me responsible for what the property-management company does or doesn’t do. My hands are clean on all of that. No charges were ever brought against me.”
 
“Because you used your wealth to bribe people, threatened them and made promises you have no intention of keeping. Innocent children are dead because of you,” Jack said as he watched beads of sweat pool on Sandford’s forehead.
 
“I told you, I had nothing to do with those deaths. I hired a reputable management company to collect the rents and maintain the buildings. You want to blame someone, go after Lionel Marks and leave me and my wife alone.”
 
“We did that already!” Jack said, happiness ringing in his voice. “Would you like to talk to him? Dennis, call Luther and have him put Marks on the phone.
 
“By the way, Marks gave you up in a heartbeat. And, wait till you hear this, Mr. Sandford, he has—had—a single one-way ticket to Hong Kong. His flight, which, unfortunately, he is not going to make, leaves at five after six in the morning on December twenty-sixth. He’s truly heartbroken that he won’t be able to make it.”
 
“I told you not to trust that scumbag. He oils his hair. You can’t trust anyone who oils his hair. And he takes a bath in that shitty cologne he wears. I called him the other day, and he gave me the runaround. All he was worried about was that our tenants stripped his car to a shell. I warned him. I warned you, too, Tyler, and this is the outcome. I guess this is a stupid question, but why isn’t he going to make his flight?” Fiona asked. Her face was a mask of fear, and her eyes were full of tears as she stared at her husband.
 
“I told you to shut up, Fiona,” Sandford growled.
 
“And I told you don’t tell me what to do, Mr. Lieutenant Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia.”
 
“No more bickering!” Harry Wong roared.
 
“You should listen to him,” Dennis said, “or he’ll pull your tongue through your nose and out your ears. He can do it, too.” He looked over at Harry, and whispered, “Did I get that right?” He handed the phone to Jack when Harry glared at him as if he were revealing state secrets.
 
Jack brought the phone up to his ear in time to hear Lionel Marks cursing him in every language in the book. “There are rats in here. They keep trying to eat my legs, there’s not enough light, and I’m freezing my ass off. Get me the hell out of here. I’ll give you whatever you want. I’ll never say a word. I swear to God, I will never say a word. I’ll go out there and personally apologize to those people. I just did what Sandford and his wife told me to do. I’m their employee. Go after them! For God’s sake, get me out of here! I could die here from rat bites if I don’t freeze first. I’m begging you, whatever your name is.”
 
Jack clucked his tongue. “Sorry, Lionel, we already have everything you own, and, like I said, you aren’t going anywhere, so get used to it. I’m going to put you on speaker now so you can tell your clients, that would be Mr. and Mrs. Sandford, the spot you are currently in. Be happy. They’ll be joining you shortly.” Jack clicked on the speaker and held out the phone so Marks’s words could be heard by the whole room. Marks spouted a tirade the likes of which none of them had ever heard before.
 
“Wow!” Maggie said. “He certainly is colorful now, isn’t he?”
 
“Yep,” Ted said.
 
Tyler Sandford listened, then let loose with a volley of profanity the little group had never heard before either. Fiona Sandford fainted as Marks continued to scream and blame Sandford and herself for everything under the sun, ending with, “I hope they do bring your sorry ass here, and you’ll see what living with rats is like. Oh, God, one of them is chewing my shoe!”
 
Fiona opened her eyes just in time to hear Marks’s last statement. She started to wail and curse her husband. “Rats! Rats! Oh, my God! Do something. Tell them what they want to know. Look at them, Tyler, these people are evil. Evil!” she screeched at the top of her lungs.
 
“Who brought these evil people here, Fiona? You did! I had nothing to do with this; my hands are clean. You people will go to jail for this. I’ll personally see to it. And you’ll never see the light of day again.”
 
“Wait just one minute here,” Jack said. “Who was just Tasered? Who is tied up at the moment? Whose underling is living with rats with no heat, no water, no food, and blames you? And I’ll never see the light of day again! I think you have that backward, Mr. Sandford. I’m going to ask you one more time. Give us the passwords, or I’ll turn my colleague loose on you.”
 
“You’ll have to kill me then because I am not giving them to you. Go ahead, kill me,” Sandford said, his face going from red to white and back to red again.
 
“Nah, killing you is too good for you. Once you’re dead you’re dead. You need to suffer, and I mean suffer. Hit it, Maggie!”
 
Maggie dragged her duffel bag to the center of the room, but before she could find a clear space to park it, she had to kick away four straw reindeer. Fiona started to cry when a set of ears fell off one of the reindeer.
 
The boys formed a circle around Maggie and the Sandfords. All eyes were on her as she slowly unzipped the duffel and drew out a pair of hedge clippers. She held them up, gave a brief demonstration showing how sharp they were by cutting a branch of the tacky white Christmas tree. Fiona couldn’t take her eyes off the fallen branch. She started to wail again. Her husband told her to shut up yet again.
 
Jack looked at Maggie. “Maybe you should tell him what you’re going to do with the clippers.”
 
“Ya think?”
 
“Yeah. Ask him for the passwords, and if he doesn’t come through, then you are free to go to work.”
 
“Oooh, I like the way that sounds. Okay, listen up, Mr. Lieutenant Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia, and you, too, Mrs. Lieutenant Governor of this commonwealth. I’m going to be polite and ask one more time for the passwords, and if you don’t give them to me, then I am going to hack off your nose, Mr. Lieutenant Governor and then I am going to hack off Mrs. Lieutenant Governor’s lips. I will then chop them to pieces so they can never be reattached. I hope you are following me here.” She swung around, dug in her duffel, and came up with two pictures that she had enhanced on her computer. Both were ugly pictures of the Sandfords showing gaping holes in both their faces. Fiona Sandford screamed, then fainted again. Tyler Sandford stared at the picture but remained defiant, but not before his face turned as white as the snow outside. Maggie raised the clippers and clicked them open. The room went totally silent as she made clacking sounds with the shears as she advanced on Tyler Sandford, who tried to back away deep into the chair.
 
Fiona struggled to awareness and screamed. “I’ll give you the damn passwords if you promise to leave my lips alone. I don’t give a good rat’s ass what you do to his nose, but promise to leave my lips alone. I want your promise.”
 
“I promise,” Maggie said solemnly. “What is it?”
 
Abner Tookus flexed his fingers.

 



Chapter 14
 
“She’s lying. I never gave her the passwords,” Sandford bellowed.
 
“That’s true, he never did give them to me, so I had to ferret it out on my own. This man is the cheapest bastard in the whole world. I knew the day would come when I’d need a hold of some kind over him. I guess this is it.”
 
“Don’t you dare, Fiona! I’m warning you,” Sandford said as he tried to lunge for his wife. Harry reached out and shoved him deep into the chair.
 
Abner flexed his fingers again.
 
They all waited to see what Fiona Sandford would do.
 
“It’s reciprocity. It’s his favorite word, for some reason.”
 
“Well, damn,” Abner said as he typed in the word. A blizzard of numbers raced across the screen. “Man, this is more money than I’ve ever seen in my whole life. We are going to have a great time doling this out. A really great time.”
 
“I want a big chunk to go to the Wounded Warriors,” Maggie said.
 
“I want millions to go to no-kill animal shelters,” Dennis said.
 
“I want to fix up the whole Southeast so people are proud to live there,” Jack said.
 
“Millions to disadvantaged children,” Harry said.
 
“Scholarships,” Abner said.
 
“I’ll think of something,” Espinosa said happily as he smacked his hands together.
 
Sandford cursed long and loud as he struggled to get out of the chair, only to be restrained by Harry again.
 
“And to think this guy seriously thought he was going to be governor of Virginia. Not,” Jack said. “Okay, let’s get them out to the van and hightail it out of here. I’m going to turn off all the lighting, batten down the house, then I’ll meet you outside. If that crud even blinks, hit him with the Taser.”
 
“Where are you taking us?” Fiona yelped.
 
“To a place you’re going to love. Your husband and you, too, own the property. It’s condemned but you, Marks, your husband, and the rats will enjoy your stay, which will last through Christmas Day, at which point the three of you will be relocated. Enough talking already. Get going, everyone.”
 
Harry hung back to help Jack. “That went well. Surprised me, though, that the wife knew the passwords. I have to say, Jack, nose or no nose, I don’t think the guy would have given them up. That’s just my opinion.”
 
Jack looked at Harry. “Tell me you aren’t serious. You really believe Sandford would have let Maggie cut off his nose.”
 
“Yeah, Jack, I believe that. The wife now, women are vain, and no way was she giving up those lips. No way in hell.”
 
“Whatever, we won in the end. I’m loving this.”
 
An hour and twenty minutes later, Ted pulled the van to the curb. Luther and his three colleagues rushed to help unload the cursing passengers.
 
“Welcome home, Mr. and Mrs. Sandford,” Luther said. For effect, he and his friends wore black ski masks with holes cut out for the eyes, nose, and mouth. They looked scary evil.
 
“How’s Marks doing?” Jack asked.
 
“Man, that dude is something else. He’s about ready to explode. That dude hasn’t shut up for even a minute. I think he’ll be glad for some company.”
 
Jack grinned.
 
Sandford stood on his own two feet, and Harry’s grip on his arm was steely hard. Ted and Espinosa each had one of Fiona Sandford’s arms. Both were cursing and struggling to no avail. Maggie reached over and slapped Fiona, the sound loud in the clear night.
 
“God, I cannot wait to get rid of these two,” Jack said as he led the way into Sandford’s building. “You see anything you like here, Mr. Sandford?” The man’s response brought heat to Jack’s cheeks. “Okay, there is just no talking to some people. Dump him, Harry, and lock the doors. We’re done with this scum.”
 
Harry needed no urging. He dumped Tyler Sandford inside the door and gave him a shove with his foot. He stepped aside as Espinosa gave Fiona a good push, causing her to land on top of her husband. The rats started to squeal, and Marks bellowed, albeit hoarsely, about being bitten twice. Luther yanked the door closed and fastened a brand-new padlock on the reinforced door.
 
As one, the group looked at one another and shouted loud enough to be heard through the door. “Merry Christmas!”
 
A round of robust handshaking took place. Luther and his friends were all smiles when they announced that they had the dudes and dudess covered. “Come back tomorrow and don’t forget my granny and the pastor are expecting you for the big party. Starts at six. Granny don’t like people when they’re late, so be on time.”
 
Dennis assured him they would all be on time. “You guys wrapped all the presents for everyone? No one got left out? Were there enough toys?”
 
“Yeah, yeah, and yeah. Way too much,” Luther said.
 
“We’re outta here, guys,” Ted said as he marched over to the van, which he’d left running. “All aboard that’s coming aboard!” A wild scramble ensued.
 
“Now what?” Abner asked as Ted pulled a U-turn. He gave the horn a soft tap and waved.
 
“Now we go home, go to bed, and when we wake up, it will be Christmas Eve. I have some shopping and wrapping to do. I want to talk to my wife, too. Then I have to go out and buy our Christmas Day dinner. What about you guys?” Jack asked.
 
“I’ll buy the stuff for dinner if you give me a list,” Dennis said.
 
“Turkey and all the trimmings,” Jack said.
 
Ted and Maggie looked at one another. “We’re going to try to get a bead on that drug company Nikki’s firm is going up against. Abner is going to help. Harry has to get home to help with Lily, as Yoko is exhausted. Like Luther said, we’ve got it covered.”
 
Back at the BOLO Building, the little group separated with hugs and claps on the back.
 
“It is soooo good to have my family back. Merry Christmas all,” Maggie cried happily as she hugged everyone one more time.
 
“Merry Christmas!” the guys shouted. Their happy cheers rang out in the crystal-clear night.

 



Christmastime is here, 
and justice is the gift that keeps on giving 
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of an exhilarating series by #1 New York Times 
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Victory is sweet, 
but for the Sisterhood and their allies, 
it’s also short-lived. Now that they’ve convinced some 
coldblooded slum landlords to pay very dearly for their 
crimes, they’re ready for another mission. 
While Jack Emery prepares a Christmas feast 
at his house, the gang gathers to provide 
one of their own with a yuletide miracle.
 
 

 
 

 
Nikki, Jack’s significant other, 
has been handling class-action lawsuits 
filed by victims of Andover Pharmaceuticals. 
A new leukemia drug was supposed to save children’s 
lives. Instead, it destroyed them. Andover is fighting the 
suit with all its wealth and influence, and Nikki is losing 
hope. It’s time for Jack and his crew to give Andover 
a taste of its own medicine—and show them 
that messing with the Sisterhood’s other half 
has all kinds of unpleasant side effects ...
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KISS AND TELL
 
In this page-turning new novel in her beloved 
Sisterhood series, New York Times bestselling author 
Fern Michaels pits the indomitable Vigilantes against 
a corrupt and ruthless billionaire . . .
 
 

 
All good things must come to an end. 
Even the women of the Sisterhood—
the stalwart sorority that has helped to right 
so many wrongs—have been content to let their 
gold shields gather a little dust while they enjoy 
friends, family, and the comforts of civilian life. 
But the group’s leaders, Myra Rutledge 
and her best friend, Annie de Silva, remain as vital 
and feisty as ever. So when a string of anonymous 
e-mails arrives at Pinewood suggesting shady 
dealings at a local assisted-living facility, 
the two immediately set out to investigate.
 
 

 
Emanuel Macklin, the financial wizard behind 
the sprawling, high-end senior complex, 
has amassed a private fortune that would make 
Fort Knox look like spare change. But the hefty 
returns Macklin promises his investors may be 
garnered at others’ expense. In fact, Macklin’s 
entire enterprise is one enormous Ponzi scheme 
that’s about to collapse—taking the life savings 
of thousands of innocents with it. Myra and Annie 
know this is a mission tailor made for their brand 
of justice, but they’ll need to enlist some new 
and untested allies. And even as they set out to 
foil one of their most cunning adversaries to date, 
Myra faces a personal challenge that will rock the 
Sisterhood to the core ...
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A FAMILY AFFAIR
 
From #1 New York Times bestselling author 
Fern Michaels comes a captivating and heartfelt new novel, 
as a young dancer finds an unexpected partner—
and gains the courage to live according to her heart . . .
 
 

 
In a city built on dreams, Trisha Holiday makes her 
living moving like one. But out of her dancer’s 
costume, she’s as down-to-earth as they come. 
That’s why she ignores the admiring note—
and the accompanying $1,000 bill—that arrives 
backstage after one of her ethereal performances. 
Yet the sender, a wealthy foreign prince, 
isn’t easily dissuaded. Seven years living and 
studying in the United States have made Malik 
long for the freedom to choose his own bride—
and the woman he wants is Trisha.
 
 

 
After a breathtaking visit to Malik’s kingdom 
culminates in a marriage proposal, Trish attempts 
to adjust to an opulent new lifestyle complete with 
servants, sumptuous surroundings, and vast wealth. 
None of that matters to Trish as much as Malik’s love. 
With Malik’s sister Soraya proving a trusted new 
friend, they plan a lavish wedding surpassing 
anything she could have imagined.
 
 

 
Yet Trish’s new life will have challenges too—
adjusting to a new and complex culture, 
to the myriad demands of Malik’s royal position, 
and to the expectations she faces as his wife. 
In the midst of her own major changes, 
Trish vows to help her sister, Emma, whose marriage 
has ended in a bitter breakup. And through it all, 
Trish will strive to stay true to what matters most—
love, true friendship, and the ties that hold family 
together across the miles and the years.
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PICTURE PERFECT
 
Lost in the Woods
 
 

 
Pediatrician Lorrie Ryan has been looking forward 
to camping with her seven-year-old nephew, Davey. 
It’s a chance to let the fragile, sheltered boy spend 
time away from his nervous, overprotective parents 
and have the adventure he’s always wanted. 
But in the lush, verdant woods, Lorrie never imagines 
that they are not alone ... or that their idyllic trip 
will soon become a chilling nightmare of survival ...
 
 

 
In one terrifying moment, Davey disappears. 
The local police find no trace of him, 
and a desperate Lorrie turns to the one man 
who can help—FBI agent Stuart Saunders. 
Now, the hunt is on for a child growing weaker 
by the minute ... and a cruel predator whose twisted 
game of cat and mouse has only just begun ...
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