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DEDICATION

To my husband, Wayne, who hears the music all the time.

“When you hear music, after it’s over, it’s gone, in the air. You can never capture it again.”

—Eric Dolphy

RIFFS

––––––––

CHAPTER 1

Keep Your Paws Inside

––––––––

Life seemed different with having a choice to become immortal. The final possibility changed how Jean Collins viewed today—this minute, this second. Flickers of warm sunlight bounced off the Willamette River as the 1963 Thunderbird convertible purred down River Road in Milwaukie, a quiet suburb on the southeast side of Portland, Oregon. Driving this car was like flying in a turquoise rocket ship. Spring wouldn’t be this special if azaleas and rhododendrons blossomed all year long.

An option at the end of natural life forced Jean and her husband, Spence, to do some serious planning about what was important in the here and now, as well as dreaming about what was possible in the life beyond. After careful thought about an immortal life, Spence leaned toward mortality because he was convinced the best music had already been written and recorded on vinyl. She wasn’t so sure. But whatever they chose when the time came, they had to be in sync.

The older she and Spence got, the more youth seemed to fill them from the inside out. In their opinion, youth was not wasted on the young because they found life’s possibilities were still in front of them. At fifty-three and sixty-one, the last thing they wanted was to retire—from life, that is. They had both walked away from their careers—Jean from years of corporate politics and deal making in the Broadway entertainment industry and Spence from directing a community college education program—but after that, all getting older meant was doing something different and break from convention. As baby boomers, Jean and Spence were finally understanding the sixties belief they’d come of age with: “anything’s possible” really meant something to them at this stage of life. Jean’s customized license plate read TBS-R-GO, named after her and Spence’s favorite sixties space puppet show, Thunderbirds Are Go. That was Spence’s idea after they’d inherited the Thunderbird from Mary Coulter, the woman who’d given them way more than just earthly possessions (in the form of her family home in Richmond, Virginia, an Arts and Crafts bungalow in Portland where she had lived, significant investments, and, of course, the amazing T-Bird).

Ever since Jean had found the ancient magical fabric in an old trunk at Mary Coulter’s estate sale last September, life had gone from ordinary to extraordinary. The unexplainable had become an everyday occurrence. The fabric had the power to make people immortal, and in the span of these ten months, Jean and Spence had watched that happen, become friends with immortals, and thwarted living bad guys.

Magic, and the good and the bad that traveled with it, was not their only preoccupation. The renovation of Mary Coulter’s house in Portland was Jean’s project in the coming months. Spence’s dream would soon be realized with the opening of Not Fade Away, a vintage vinyl store, with his friend and business partner Bill Flannery. Bill and his wife, Linda, were friends first, business partners second. The grand opening was going to be celebrated with a jazz festival in downtown Milwaukie, coming up in only three weeks.

Jean glanced in the rearview mirror and smiled. Their adopted immortal dog, Wiley, loved to ride in the T-Bird. He sat in the back seat with his paws on the window frame, his face to the wind. A spray of sparkles blew from the flaps of his ears, and with the top down, he’d found his heaven.

“Keep your paws inside,” Jean warned. “You’re a good boy, Wiley. We’re on our way home to hear Spence on the radio. Who wants to see Mycroft?” Wiley wagged his tail and turned in a circle, tendrils of wispy haze chasing after him.

If anything could get Wiley more excited than a ride in the Thunderbird, it was spending time with Mycroft, her and Spence’s twenty-two-pound Maine Coon cat. Those two were like peas and carrots. And when the temperature dropped below fifty degrees, as it did on most spring nights in Oregon, Wiley and Mycroft could be found entwined by the gas fireplace. That is, unless they were visiting Doc, Mary Coulter’s adoptive father, inside his portrait in the living room.

Dr. Beaumont Gaines became immortal with the magical fabric in 1931. He and his whole immortal family—his wife, Charlotte; Mary Coulter; and Birdie and Jess, the housekeeper and handyman—lived in the Victorian home in Richmond, Virginia, now run by a lovely pair of mortals as a bed-and-breakfast. Jean and Spence considered them their own family. Wiley, Doc’s immortal black Labrador, had wormed his way into their world and their hearts. The dog now spent more time in their house in Milwaukie than in Richmond. And he loved his rides in the car.

The power of the magical fabric had to be secured after Jean and Spence transformed Mary Coulter. Pursued by thieves and scared at what harm the fabric could do if released to the greater public or to people with ill intentions, Jean and Spence had donated the fabric to the Cairo Museum. The relic belonged to Egypt. The important artifact from Nefertari’s tomb was now in the care of Anhur Kumar, the museum’s executive director, and was on display inside an alarmed Plexiglas case. Its secrets were still hidden from the world, but the magic lingered behind—inside of her and Spence. Contact with the fabric had awakened their sense of touch with the ability to see the history of Mary’s heirlooms. Or maybe the heirlooms themselves were magical. They couldn’t tell.

Jean filled her lungs with piney air as she adjusted her oversize black sunglasses. The fringe of the long, turquoise scarf around her head stretched and waved toward the backseat. With his wife’s blond pageboy tucked away, Spence called the look her “menopausal Jackie O.” Jean used to change her hair—color, cut, or both, with each acquisition or merger in her corporate job. She had felt the need to mark each new era. Now she stuck with her favorite look. Before, she’d needed to exact that bit of control in her otherwise chaotic life. Now, though her life was equally as topsy-turvy, sometimes even with less logic than the corporate world had offered, she was truly happy, and having fun—and somehow she felt more in control than ever. Perhaps because she just threw her arms in the air and rode with it . . .

The button on the CD player drew her forefinger. The speakers sprang to life with the lope-along beat of the Clash’s Rudy Can’t Fail. She tapped her aqua, kid-leather driving gloves on the steering wheel, the size of a hula-hoop used by small dogs to perform tricks. The vintage gloves were required accoutrement for keeping the visions of the car’s history at bay. If Jean’s skin touched the car, she was subject to witnessing the scenes that had transpired in and around the car over its lifespan. Holding the wheel with her bare hands was a no-no while driving. The visions were lovely and interesting, sometimes sad, but she had living and driving to do of her own. Getting lost in someone else’s memories didn’t seem healthy.

Jean pressed the gas. She had to get home. In twenty-seven minutes, Spence would be promoting Not Fade Away’s grand-opening concert on Rick Rakin’s Sunday jazz radio show on KRIFF. The store was a fifty-year dream for Spence, the culmination of decades of passionate collecting that had needed a nudge of magic to become something tangible. Since meeting the great jazz musician Legs Flanders, who had given him the harmonica once played by Muddy Waters, Spence had been downright inspired.

The publicity from the radio interview would put the store on the map, without a doubt, but Spence was equally excited just to be talking about music. He could shoot out obscure, juicy bits of music trivia with the speed and accuracy of a nail gun. On point—every time.

And while Spence and Bill channeled their nervous energy about the store opening into obsessive record spinning at the store—“Gotta listen to one more record, and then I’ll be home!”—Jean was doing what she did best. She tapped the steering wheel in time to the music as her mind whirled through her to-do list: Bill had the inventory organized and priced; Spence had the musicians primed, with both logistics and enthusiasm; Linda had finalized the catering arrangements with Casa de Tamales; and Jean herself had the last duke-it-out with the city over permits for the tented stage. Press releases had been sent to media. Next up were the personal invitations to every friend they had in the Pacific Northwest. Even the mailman made the list. She had expected, by now, to have heard from Legs Flanders. But since he was eighty-two, she didn’t want to get her hopes up that Legs would be willing to make the trip from Washington, DC, just to play the harmonica for the grand finale.

Home. “Home!” Jean announced to Wiley as she rolled the T-Bird into the garage. She pulled off her gloves and sunglasses and set them in the glove compartment. She grabbed her purse and bag of Mycroft’s prescription food for senior cats and shepherded Wiley into the house. At the first step through the mudroom, Jean sensed she wasn’t alone.

“Hey, hi, who’s here?” she called out as she stepped into the kitchen. Wiley’s thick toenails clacked on the bamboo floor ahead of her in his quest to find Mycroft. Their 1960s garden home offered an open, unobstructed view of three levels.

“All’s fine,” Birdie’s voice said from the upstairs catwalk. “I thought you’d be home soon.” She clapped her hands. “Wiley, you come here! We gotta go! Doc’s gonna paddle your behind.” Birdie, herself an immortal, was the housekeeper for the Gaines family. She couldn’t get enough of Mycroft.

“Aren’t you going to stick around to hear Spence on the radio?” Jean asked. The slight illumination around Birdie’s full face and thick arms contrasted with her dark skin. The blue cornflowers on her yellow cotton dress accentuated her substantial waist and wide hips.

“I catch him. Not to worry. Jess gonna too, make no mistake.”

“You’re not here because of trouble with Mycroft, are you?”

“Goodness, no. I call him Fluffy. I don’t know why you ever name him Mycroft. He ain’t solvin’ nothin’, that cat. He order me around and stare out the window. He look left, and then he look right.” Birdie chuckled. “Yes, ma’am, that all he do. I give him some crunchy things, but he don’t eat ’em. Not hungry, I guess . . . ”

“Odd. He’s always hungry.” Jean held up the bag of cat food.

“If he ain’t sleepin’, then he bossin’. He a funny one, orderin’ me around like he do.”

“Where is Mycroft, anyway?”

“On Doc’s lap.” Birdie blew out a breath through the gap in her otherwise perfect front teeth and lumbered down the stairs. With one scolding hand on her wide hip, she pointed to the portrait of Doc in the living room, the one painted by Dillon Davis, the gifted nineteen-year-old artist Jean and Spence had befriended during their adventure getting to know Mary Coulter’s Richmond house. Really, Dillon had become so close to Jean and Spence that they considered him the son they never had. As a painter, he would have been a formidable contemporary of Caravaggio, had he lived in the late sixteenth century with the Italian master, but as a future art sleuth with the FBI, he would give the world’s lost art a chance to go home.

Birdie clapped her hands. “Big Fluffy, you come outta there! Right now! Your momma’s home.”

Mycroft wasn’t immortal, but he was full of magic. After lying on the enchanted fabric, he transformed a bird to immortality after it ran into the dining room’s sliding glass door. After that, Mycroft discovered he could perform all kinds of magical shenanigans.

Inside the painting, Doc saluted Birdie with two fingers and scooted Mycroft’s rump. With no hint of guilt—a conspicuously absent emotion in cats—Mycroft jumped out of the canvas, a trail of sparkles chasing him as his paws hit the carpet. Wiley raced up to the cat and licked the top of his head, his tail all the while wagging in a glittery fan.

“Thanks, Doc,” Jean said. “I hope he’s been good company.”

“Doc’s gettin’ back at you for takin’ Wiley for a ride. He tryin’ to steal Fluffy,” Birdie whispered from behind her hand. “Best be gettin’ back. Never know what funny business go on when I’m away. C’mon, Wiley.” The Labrador ran to Birdie and disappeared in mid-leap. Birdie, too, was gone. A wispy trail swirled in the same spot as the only evidence of their presence.

Glancing at her watch, Jean flinched and raced to the kitchen. She had only five minutes to remind Dillon to tune in the radio program. She picked up the phone and called his mobile.

“Hey there, Dillon. It’s Jean. Don’t forget Spence is on the jazz station, 97.2 FM, in a few minutes.”

“Don’t worry, I didn’t forget. Recording it too. Working on Mary Coulter’s portrait,” Dillon said, sounding distracted and focused.

“How’s Mary coming along?”

“Good, but slow. Her eyes are more complicated than I thought. I need her to appear in front of me for a while.”

“Can’t wait to see it. Birdie was just here. I should have asked her to send Mary to you. Think hard about her, Dillon. I bet she’ll appear. Okay, gotta go.”

Jean hung up and tuned in KRIFF on the stereo. “You ready for Daddy?”

Mycroft’s bright green eyes gazed up at her like Spence really would come out of the stereo. He followed Jean’s gaze to the speaker.

CHAPTER 2

Life Begins at 97.2 FM

––––––––

Spence Collins sat across from Rick Rakin, the DJ for KRIFF 97.2 FM. The springs in the seat squeaked as he scooted the rolling chair in front of the fuzzy microphone. He pictured himself speaking into a huge bedroom slipper. The image helped to calm his nerves. Years of private passion, research, collecting, and spewing trivia had led to this: finally putting his money where his mouth was. The fantasy felt different than reality. Even at sixty-one, the same nervousness of taking a college exam bubbled to the surface. It was one thing to widen eyes with stories at a cocktail party but quite another matter to shoot them through the airwaves for public scrutiny.

The sixties oldies retrospectives on PBS popped into his head. He enjoyed seeing what his favorite rock stars looked like now in relation to the images burned into his memory. When pointing the finger at himself, Spence thought he measured up pretty well. His jeans were still the same size as when he was twenty. And while his dark hair had salt-and-peppered, Spence was thankful he still had all of it, even the cowlick on the crown. His dark Welsh eyes still had that touch of mischief, and his clear, deep voice had ensured a steady stream of dates. It had won over Jean thirty-five years ago.

The well-worn chair continued to groan as Spence swiveled right and left with anxious energy. Rick smiled, indicating he’d noticed the noise.

“Sorry.”

“Just take it easy, man. You’ve got a radio voice,” Rick assured. “My fans have been waiting for you. I’ve been fielding e-mails all week from record collectors who’ll be coming to the event.”

“No kidding?” Spence’s chest puffed with newfound confidence. “Whatever you say. I’m ready.” He slipped the headphones over his ears.

“Can’t believe you’re not sitting in my seat. You have got to do something important with that voice.”

Spence cleared his throat.

The on-air light blinked a soft yellow glow. The letter R had been worn thin from something scratchy. The vintage equipment must have been rescued from a long-dead radio station, like everything else in the studio.

“Rockin’ and jockin’ with Rick Rakin, folks. Good music, good guests; it’s going to be a goooood night.” Rick’s smooth voice filled Spence’s headphones. “My guest this evening is Spence Collins. He’s opening up Not Fade Away, the brand-new old vinyl store in downtown Milwaukie . . . Oregon that is. Love me some vinyl, yes, I do. The music won’t fade away with Spence Collins to keep it alive.”

“Thank you, Rick,” Spence said, his delivery sounding like a car commercial. Pull back. “We’re pretty excited about the store. And we’re jazzed about the event we’re holding for it. No pun intended.”

“Jazz event, folks. And I’m not going to give away any spoilers, but you’ve got an outstanding lineup of the best of the best in town, Spence. I know your knowledge of music is pretty wide. We can sit here all day and go from bluegrass to grunge, but since we’re a jazz station, let’s stick to the coooool old stuff.”

“Depends on your definition of old, but okay, fire away.” Spence leaned into the boom of the microphone, hoping he wasn’t too close and popping his Ps. He smiled to himself, remembering his conversation with Jess, the immortal member of the Gaines household in Richmond. Jess had seen all the greats over his 141 years. This was nothing compared to that experience. He relaxed. Just like sitting in Monroe Park, talking with Jess Gaines.

“How many albums do you have in your personal collection, Spence?”

“I’d say about five or six thousand. But don’t ask my wife, Jean. She’d say there were twenty thousand, given how many times we’ve moved them from state to state. Those suckers are heavy. As for the store, my business partner, Bill Flannery, and I have purchased massive collections over the past year. Baby boomer downsizing is our upsizing. I’d say we’re opening the store with a good twenty to thirty thousand albums.”

“Hey, calling all you boomers out there. If you’re sellin’, Spence Collins is buyin’. What was the first album you ever bought?” Rick fingered his goatee. A practiced question.

“I still have that first album in my collection: Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass’s Whipped Cream & Other Delights from 1965.”

“Do you have a favorite artist or album?”

“Oh God, Rick, don’t do that to me.” Spence raised his dark-lashed brown eyes to the stained acoustic ceiling tiles and ran his fingers through his peppered gray hair. “I think it has to be the Rolling Stones, or maybe the Kinks. I can’t get enough of B. B. King and Muddy Waters, though. The Stones’ music emerged from the blues.”

“Uh-huh, so right. What about vinyl rings your chimes?”

“The quality of the sound and the ability to interact with it. Putting the needle on an album is special. The snap and pop adds character and sucks you into the history. CDs and digital downloads sound fine, but they wipe away the patina. So sterile. It’s like taking the crackly finish off a Chippendale desk and buffing out all the scratches and dings of history. The value is gone. Scars are part of life. Vinyl records age with you, but without Botox and plastic surgery.”

“Yeah, my friend. Now you’re talkin’. The cover art is good too,” Rick added. “And nothing like the smell inside old album covers.”

“You found my Achilles’ heel, Rick. The woody aroma of age makes a great album cover even better. I’m a huge Rick Griffin fan. He did great posters, but he also created the art on the cover of Quicksilver’s first album. It stands alone as one of the best, but when combined with the music, that album was magic. I had the privilege of meeting the artist before he died in a motorcycle accident in 1991. Nice guy. Quite a loss.”

“Let’s take our first caller.” Rick pushed a button that was glowing red. “You’re on the air with Spence Collins. What’s your question?”

“Wasn’t Okeh Records the first to put out the blues?” the caller asked. “Oh, and what’s your favorite quote?”

“Good question. Are you stumped, Spence?” Rick bobbed his head, as if a few of his own favorite quotes popped into his head.

Spence knew his answer but let a moment of dead air hang to make the caller feel good. “Hmmm . . . Black Swan was the first, I believe. First one owned and managed by African Americans too. Launched the career of Ethel Waters. My favorite quotes are from Fats Waller. He had a lot of them, but he used to call the scotch he drank for breakfast ‘liquid ham and eggs.’” Rick laughed out loud and so did Spence.

“Next caller. You’re on the air.”

“Hi, Rick. First-time caller. Spence, what do you see as the greatest musical feat?”

“Besides Bruce Springsteen playing for over four hours straight? That would have to be Louis Armstrong—fifty high Cs in a row.”

“Next caller . . . What you got?” Rick’s voice increased in animation.

“Do you have anything on Okeh Records, Spence?” the caller asked.

“I’ve got an old Lois Armstrong that was on Okeh. Given to me by the legendary Legs Flanders. I don’t think I could ever sell it. Louis’ first scat was on “Heebie Jeebies”, recorded in Chicago in 1926.”

“Legs Flanders . . . now there’s a legend for you. We could do a whole program on him. Line three, you’re on the air.” Rick took a swig of coffee from of his KRIFF mug.

“How’d it all start, Spence? Jazz, I mean. I know the answer, but why don’t you hit me with all you got.”

Spence raised his brown eyes in surprise. He knew this voice. He had sat on a bench in Monroe Park in Richmond and listened to this ethereal voice: Jess Gaines.

“Uh . . . started with Buddy Bolden—king of New Orleans jazz. Doesn’t get any better or bolder, or should I say Bolden?” Spence winced. Impressing the immortal Jess made him nervous. Nobody else had personally experienced so many decades of greats. “He played everything in a jazz way.”

“Right on the money,” the caller said. “Bix Beiderbecke, from Iowa, was a legend. Back in the twenties, was. Genius and tragedy. Prodigy at eight, but couldn’t get it straight. No, sir. “Tiger Rag”— Dixieland Jazz Band—changed his life. He was a man of Louis Armstrong.”

“Didn’t he join the Wolverines band? Back in 1924?” Spence asked, trying to keep up. 

“Had an unusual fingering style, yes he did. Made it sound clear and bright. That horn talked to me . . . ooooweeee. Quite a shame to lose him at ’jus twenty-eight from the witchy juice.”

“You were there, caller?” Rick gawked at Spence in shock.

“I was. Yes I was.”

“You don’t sound that old. Who are you?” Rick now was more interested in the caller than the interviewee.

“Rather not say.”

Spence opened and closed his mouth. Be cool. Act like he’s just another caller. Rubbing his hands on the knees of his jeans to keep them from shaking, Spence leaned into the microphone. Change the subject.

“That Big Four beat . . . start of real jazz.”

“So right, Mr. Spence.” Jess’s voice boomed through the speakers. It sounded like it was coming from every corner of the studio. “Jelly Roll Morton brought the horn and clarinet together with three different tunes.”

“Yeah, the beat. Always the beat,” Rick added, nodding as if the three of them were bantering in a bar. “This caller sounds like he knows what he’s talking about. I think you’ve met your match, Spence.”

“This caller knows a helluva lot more than me,” Spence said, humbled by Jess’s words.

“If you can’t keep the beat, they throw you outta the band.” The caller’s voice faded to nothing.

Spence closed his eyes and grazed his finger across one of the illuminated buttons on the console. The music. Feet going every which way. Hands grabbing at anything. The horns . . . the piano. Magic. Jess. “You are so right,” Spence said, his voice shaky. “You should be sitting in this seat.”

“Do you know this caller? Sounds like you do.” Rick stared at Spence with a reverent expression.

“Yeah, you wouldn’t believe how special this man is.”

“Caller? Who are you?” Rick inquired, an urgency creeping into his voice. The sound system went silent. Spence went silent. Rick went silent.

Rick flinched when he realized how much dead air had passed. “Thank you, caller . . . whoever you are.” He pushed the button, and the light went dark.

Spence waved his hand in a circle for Rick to ask him something, anything to keep the conversation going.

“So, Spence, we’re almost out of time,” Rick recovered. “Tell us about the event for the opening of Not Fade Away.”

“Yes . . . right. On June 19th, we’ll be holding a free concert in downtown Milwaukie. We’ll be hosting the best jazz musicians in Portland and might have a few surprises too. No promises, but I’m trying to get the great Legs Flanders here for the event. My wife and I had the privilege of meeting him a few months ago. Stay tuned. If he comes, it’ll be huge.”

“You think Legs will really come out to Portland?” Rick sat up straight.

“We’ve got our fingers crossed.”

“Well, whether he shows up or not, the event will be a summer highlight for jazz lovers.” Rick pulled out a notepad and made several scribbles. “I think we’d better set up a live broadcast at the event. What do you say, Spence?”

“Deal!”

“I know Legs played with Louis Armstrong and Muddy Waters, but didn’t he play with Ella Fitzgerald?”

“Oh, yeah. And Legs is a dear man. He’s eighty-two now but spry as all get out. And, yes, he’s every bit of seven feet tall. He salted my collection of jazz in the store with the best: Miles Davis, Dave Brubeck, Herb Ellis, the list goes on. I hope he can make it.”

“We do too. We’ll be there live, folks, recording every historic moment of the event. A first for Milwaukie—and if Legs shows up and plays, there’ll be a traffic jam on McLoughlin Avenue. Stay tuned to KRIFF for all the updates.”

“Thanks, Rick, for having me on the show.” Spence felt like spinning a three sixty in his chair.

“Well, there you have it, KRIFF fans. If you want to be a part of history, then show up for the live event on the site of the Milwaukie Farmer’s Market at McLoughlin and Harrison on Saturday, June nineteenth, eleven o’clock to three. Thank you to this week’s riffin’ guest, Spence Collins.”

––––––––

Jean stared at the speaker. Mycroft stared at the speaker because she was. The immortal Jess talked to Spence on the radio—in public.

The phone rang in the kitchen, jolting her out of her frozen state. She dashed to pick it up.

“Incredible! I heard the show,” Dillon said. “I can’t wait for the concert!”

Only she and Spence knew how profound that statement was from Dillon. Having had his hearing returned by Doc just three months ago, Dillon appreciated many things that most people took for granted.

“I’m so proud of him, sweetie. He was wonderful.” The phone beeped, signaling another call. “I think Spence is calling in on the other line. Come over when you can.”

“I will. And Jean?” Dillon paused. “He talked with Jess.”

“Yes, he did.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too,” she said, signing off and hitting the flash button. “Hi, honey! You were great, but—”

“Jean! It’s Jon Segert. Want to go to Dromov’s sentencing tomorrow? I think it’s going to be a doozy. By the way, yes, Spence was great on the radio.”

CHAPTER 3

Dromov Drops

––––––––

On Monday afternoon, Jean dug her fingernails into Spence’s knee with her eyes fixed on the empty jury box.

“Ow . . . quit it,” Spence whispered through gritted teeth. He pried Jean’s fingers from his black slacks.

Jean stared a hole in the back of Anthony Dromov’s head when he leaned in to whisper to his team of lawyers. Even the man’s coal-black hair looked smug. Hating Dromov wasn’t enough; she wanted him to fry like an egg on a Houston sidewalk in August. Dromov’s Ponzi scheme had threatened her and Spence’s inheritance from Mary Coulter, as well as the savings of a number of his elderly clients. One of them was Legs Flanders.

The way Dromov had been caught was more than satisfying. Horus, the immortal hawk Jean and Spence had come to know and appreciate when they were first learning about the fabric, emerged from the talon during Jon Segert’s interrogation of Dromov. The transformation terrified the man into confessing. Horus bit Dromov on the arm, which, Jean and Spence wondered, might still deliver repercussions. Leaving behind evidence of the wound only invited Agent Brick to add more notes to Jean’s and Spence’s files at the FBI. Special Agent Dan Brick had made it a personal mission to corner them about the fabric, the hawk, and their relation to Raleigh Coulter’s death in London. No way were they going to tell him the truth, and neither was Jon Segert.

“How much longer are they going to be in there? This is torture.” Jean’s gaze shifted from Dromov to the door behind the jury box. This moment was the culmination of all they’d gone through with their painting, The Dancing Boy: the realization that their inheritance had nearly evaporated; facing Dromov in the interrogation with Horus; and watching Dillon Davis cry his eyes out at the death of his teacher. All because of greed. Dillon Davis had never been exposed to such sinister motivations. His only motivation was art.

“You know, Jean, a lot of good came out this,” Spence said in a quiet voice. He had a sly smile on his face, as if he’d been reading her thoughts.

Spence was right. Good had come out of the ordeal. They’d been fortunate to get their money back because of Jon Segert’s brilliant plan at the FBI. He’d used their valuable painting—their magical painting—to trap Dromov. Dillon’s expert copy had helped to bring him down. The experience of meeting Legs Flanders, when they delivered his stolen money, could never be replicated. Also as a result, their relationship with Dillon had blossomed to the status of family member. And Jon had arranged for Dillon’s incredible future position with the Art Crime Team at the FBI.

Jon Segert, sitting on the other side of Jean from Spence, was more than an agent; he was their dear friend who shared the secret knowledge of the magic. Jean and Spence had given the original painting—a Hendrick ter Brugghen with added strokes from Caravaggio’s brush—to the FBI to sell to help restore the accounts of Dromov’s victims. They’d done well.

Jon tapped Jean on the shoulder and pointed to the door by the podium. She locked on his bright blue eyes, twinkling with anticipation. The crow’s feet around them deepened as the door squeaked open. The judge stepped into the courtroom and took his seat on the bench. Hushed mutters escalated as if giant termites chewed the wood wainscoting on the walls.

“Ladies and gentlemen, order please!” the judge announced, banging the gavel for emphasis. The door to the jury room squeaked open. The jurors streamed in, stone faced and appearing exhausted, as if they just wanted to go home, grab the remote control, and stare at an infomercial for Ginsu knives. The foreman handed the bailiff a piece of paper, longer than Jean anticipated.

The bailiff delivered it to the judge, who studied the words. From his expression and flushed skin, a tyrannical speech might be forthcoming.

“Anthony Dromov, will you please stand and face the court?” The tension of formality tightened the air in the courtroom. Jean squeezed Spence’s hand, and like hers, it was sweaty.

Dromov stood, holding his right arm and making a show of his injury. No doubt he expected to be fully vindicated. His lawyers rose, stiff legged, whispering to each other. Jean moved to stand too, but Spence pulled her back. She plopped down on the wooden bench.

“Mr. DromoV . . . this court listened to your testimony, and also to that of all witnesses for both sides. The jury has rendered their conclusion.” A screech emanated from the flexible neck of the microphone as the judge pulled it forward. Not so flexible. He leaned in and read the charges without raising his eyes.

“Anthony Dromov, you are here found guilty on all charges: securities fraud, investment advisor fraud, mail fraud, wire fraud, international money laundering to conceal and disguise the proceeds of specified unlawful activity, perjury, false statements, and finally, making a false filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission. The total penalty is a maximum of 145 years in prison and a fine of $12,260,000, plus restitution.”

The judge took off his glasses and tossed them on the podium, rubbing his tired eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

“Mr. Dromov, I must say, in all my years, I have never tried a case as heinous as this,” he said, his eyes still closed. “You not only squandered the life savings of numerous victims—some too elderly to even appear in this court—but you made a mockery of your profession and of mine.” He paused with the wood gavel in his hand and bored his gaze into Dromov. “This court is adjourned.”

Bang!

The judge descended the steps. His black robe disappeared with only a split second to spare before it would have
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