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      Christmas music filtered softly from the speakers of Heather’s SUV as she wove her way through Houston's snarled traffic. She stole a glance to her right. "Are you telling me we're supposed to solve a murder that hasn't happened yet?"

      Steve adjusted sunglasses over his sightless eyes. "I didn't say we're to investigate, only to listen to an old man's story. You’ve done nothing but work since our last case. Every now and then you need to get away from spread sheets, meetings, emails and the incessant phone calls. Sometimes I think your phone is glued to your ear."

      Heather couldn't contradict him and right on cue, the speakers in the Mercedes SUV erupted with shrill rings. She huffed a breath of displeasure, glanced at the caller ID and pressed a button on the steering wheel. She spoke to herself as much as to Steve. "They can leave a message."

      “That may have been the smartest decision you’ve made today.”

      Heather saw movement to her right and shifted her gaze to Steve. His right foot tapped quietly in time to Frosty the Snowman. “It’s nice to see you enjoying a little Christmas this year. I was beginning to despair it would ever happen.”

      “It still hurts to go through Christmas without Maggie. It’s been nice the last couple of years to have the distraction of a case to solve during the holidays. I may go somewhere warm and quiet this year.”

      “The day isn’t over. Maybe some sort of case will come out of this appointment.”

      The onboard voice from the navigation system told her to turn right at the next intersection, which took them off a four-lane street and into Houston's posh River Oaks residential community. Steve raised his chin and sniffed. "I smell money."

      Heather couldn't help but grin. It was his off-the-cuff statements that made Steve Smiley a joy to work with—most of the time. The impromptu statement about wealth rang true as a silver bell. Heather gave a nod of appreciation as she took in the stately mansions set far back from metal entry gates. Individually, the homes and manicured grounds would look better on the rolling hills of an English, French, Tuscan, or Spanish estate.

      Curiosity drove Heather to say, "I give up. How did you smell money?"

      "No pot holes. They're strictly forbidden in River Oaks."

      "Did you ever work a homicide in this patch?"

      He shifted in his seat. "Yes and no. A trust fund college student staged her death by drowning. Leo and I tracked her to Madrid, where she and her Spanish tutor, Raul, pretended to be married. Working with her father was fine, but her mother was another story. She blamed everyone but herself for her daughter’s antics. I’m pretty sure the self-administered martinis she used to ease the pain of being so wealthy didn’t help the situation either."

      "Did you charge the girl with anything?"

      "By the time she made it back to Texas, her parents had greased the right palms with either money, promises of election support, or both. The newspapers killed the story."

      The voice coming out of the car's speakers told Heather they had arrived at their destination. She wheeled into a long driveway blocked by a metal gate and pulled up to a security box mounted on a pole. She punched the silver button on the box and a voice came back after only a few seconds. The man sounded cordial, yet firm. "Please state your name and purpose."

      "Heather McBlythe and Steve Smiley. We have an appointment with Mr. Green."

      "Which Mr. Green?"

      Heather looked at Steve, who was already leaning her way. "Mr. Sid Green."

      "Thank you," came the voice. "Proceed to the front door, where someone will meet you. Please have your keys ready and he’ll park your car."

      The gate opened like a sideways yawn. Steve's next words made her realize she'd momentarily slipped back into a lifestyle where the chauffeur's job was driving and her responsibility was to add to the family fortune. "In case you don't remember, the pedal on the right is the one that makes this jalopy speed up."

      She came out of the memory fog and sped up to a sedate, but reasonable, speed. Before her lay a Tudor-style home, testament to a style popular in the 1920s with people who had enough money to match earlier generations of British lords who built manors. This stunning example had a massive center section with asymmetrical wings jutting out toward the driveway. The roof pitch, multiple gables, exposed timbers, and rock walls all spoke of a home meant to last for centuries, not mere years.

      As promised, a bright-eyed young man of college age met Heather and Steve on the front porch with hand extended to take her keys. She handed them over and cast her gaze past the young man to a stern-faced older man wearing hospital scrubs. Despite his thick arms, barrel chest, and military haircut, his voice was soft as a cat's purr. "Follow me. Mr. Sid is expecting you."

      Heather slowed to get a protracted look at the great room. The modern furniture collided with what could have been a room built for one of Shakespeare's tragedies with exposed beams in the ceiling and a massive rock fireplace. She also noticed there wasn’t a Christmas tree or bit of tinsel in sight.

      The man in royal blue scrubs slowed and cleared his throat, a sign she'd tarried too long. With Steve's hand on her arm and him tapping his way down slate hallways, they eventually wove their way to a large bedroom at the back of one of the home's two wings. The room was spotless, except for medicine bottles dotting the top of one nightstand.

      "Come in," commanded the man sitting in a motorized wheelchair. He possessed a fringe of white hair on an otherwise bald head. Instead of waiting for them to draw near, he pushed a joystick and came toward them at an alarming clip. Luckily, there was nothing wrong with his depth perception, as he stopped in plenty of time.

      "Butch, you can go. Shut the door behind you."

      "Negative," said the man with a soft tone, like thin padding over steel.

      Steve turned to face the man who defied the command of an employer who was at least fifty years his elder.

      "Navy Seal?" asked Steve.

      Butch shook his head. "Fleet Marine Force."

      "What's that?" asked Heather.

      Steve answered for Butch. "He started out as a Navy corpsman, but served with the Marines. Fleet Marine Force means he passed a grueling test and earned the FMF pin. I bet he has it tattooed on his forearm."

      Butch thrust forth his arm for Heather to see.

      Steve continued. "The Navy taught him how to save lives, and he learned how to kill with the Marines." Steve lifted his chin. "Isn't that right, Butch?"

      "Affirmative, Sir."

      “All right. I’m not going to argue with you.” Sid Green pushed the joy stick on his wheelchair to the side and maneuvered it to a seating area in the room that contained a leather couch with a matching chair. "You two might as well make yourselves comfortable. This could be a long meeting, or a short one. I've made deals all my life and I'm used to getting my way." He looked at Heather. "What do you think of that, Ms. McBlythe?"

      Heather waited to speak until she settled Steve on the left side of the couch and she sat on the right. "I'd say you're not the only person in this room who makes deals. Steve and I must agree or we don't take the job. I'm reserving judgment until I hear more, but right now I'm not inclined to take the case because there is no case." She paused. "It’s obvious you researched us before we came, so I’m not saying anything you don’t already know."

      "You're a plain talker. I like that."

      Steve leaned back. "We drove an hour through horrible traffic to get here, and I say that deserves a good story. Why do you believe someone is going to die?"

      "Don't you want to talk money?" asked Sid.

      Steve's voice lowered. "This will go faster if we dispense with the Texas two-step. You already know you can’t buy us at any price. You have a body guard that watches you closer than a drill sergeant watches new recruits. He's also a first-class medical man who can treat everything from colds to gaping gunshot wounds." He turned to Heather. "Tell me about the security."

      "Multiple cameras around the perimeter of the property as far as I could see. The dog tracks on the front steps looked to be from a Doberman."

      "Two Dobermans," said Sid. "They're trained not to molest any family members. Anyone else is fair game."

      Heather continued her report. "All windows and doors are wired, and multiple cameras monitor the hallways. There are even a couple of cameras in this room." She took a breath. "Of course, I haven't checked the entire house, but that's a preliminary report."

      Steve took over again. "Your wheezing tells me those old lungs won’t hold out much longer. I can hear the flow of oxygen. I'm betting you have a canula in your nose. You're nearing the end of your time, and you genuinely believe someone is going to die." He paused. "Is it you or someone in your family?"

      "You two really are as good as I’ve been told,” said Sid. "As to who will die, it could be any of us. I also wouldn't put it past someone in this family doing away with someone next door."

      Heather looked at Steve and then faced Sid Green. "Perhaps you'd better start at the beginning and give us the complete story."

      The ringing of a telephone caused Butch to reach into his pocket. With long, quick, cat-like steps, he retreated to the bathroom. The only word he got out before he shut the door behind him was, "Yeah?"

      The door stayed shut only a few seconds. When it opened again, Butch returned to Sid's side with quick strides. He bent over and whispered into his employer's ear.

      Sid put his hand over his heart and nodded. "Go! And take Ms. McBlythe with you."

      Butch produced a pistol from the small of his back as he cast his gaze at Heather. "Follow me."

      Heather reached for her purse and withdrew a .9mm from a holster designed for quick access. "What's wrong?" she asked as she stood and slipped the seven-shot semi-automatic into the pocket of her jacket.

      The body guard was already at the door with weapon in one hand and keys in the other. The voice of Sid Green came from behind Heather as she covered the distance from couch to door. "Lucy's dead. Go to her room before the police arrive. I want a report as soon as possible."

      Butch locked the door as soon as Heather stepped into the hall and said, "I wondered who'd be first."
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      Powerful strides carried Butch to the nearest stairwell. He took the stairs two at a time, causing Heather to run after him. They wasted no time traversing the second-story halls across the front of the home, then turned down the north wing hall. A crying woman dressed in the monochromatic attire of a domestic maid stood outside a closed door.

      Heather caught Butch by the arm as he reached for the doorknob. "Don't touch it."

      He spun with a look that could freeze boiling water, but Heather didn't drop her gaze. She reached into the inside pocket of her lightweight blazer and pulled out latex gloves. "The police will dust it for fingerprints. If you don't want to be a suspect, stay here while I go in."

      He turned to the crying woman. "Pull yourself together, Sylvia."

      Heather concluded Butch might be a capable bodyguard and a first-rate medic, but tact wasn't his strong suit. She took the distraught woman by the hands, spoke soothing words, and eased her against the wall. Then, gently, she directed the woman to have a seat on the floor, facing away from the room. The woman's brown eyes twitched with fear and apprehension.

      Still holding her hands, Heather said, "I’m going in the room. When I come out, I'm going to ask you a lot of questions about what you saw and heard when you discovered the body. You can practice with Butch. Tell him everything you remember."

      Butch glared down at her. "I'm going in with you to clear the room."

      It took less than a second for Heather to decide that a full-frontal assault on Butch would yield the best results. "Are you an attorney?"

      "Negative."

      "What about a former detective with ten years' experience as a cop?"

      He shook his head.

      "Do you want to hang on to that Model 19 Colt or have the cops take it from you?"

      He shook his head again, not wasting his breath on responding.

      "If you go in, you'll leave trace material and the police will question you at length. You're not trained in what to look for or how to process a crime scene. I am." She pulled her pistol out of her pocket. "I'll clear the room, take photos, and film the room. I’m very detailed. You'll get an email with all photos and the video. I don't have time to argue about this. You're to stay here and record Sylvia's first statement on your phone. I expect you to do a thorough job." She squared her shoulders. "Questions?"

      She halfway expected a salute, but he answered by stepping away from the door.

      Heather entered the room and allowed Butch to view it from the hall. He scanned the room, nodded his approval, and backed away. She closed the door, more to keep death away from Sylvia than to block Butch from watching her.

      The first thing that struck her was, unlike the rest of the house, this room bristled with Christmas decorations, including a tree with presents ringing the base.

      She moved to the bed where a woman lay facing upward with closed eyes. The pallor of the skin and a check of the artery in the neck confirmed death.

      Heather completed a quick sweep of the bedroom, closet and bathroom, then returned to the body. A movement came from under the covers. Heather stepped away from the bed, almost tripping over her feet as her right hand found her pistol again. She assumed a shooter’s crouch position with her weapon pointed at the lifeless body of Lucy Green. Keeping her pistol trained on the movement, she jerked back the covers.

      A bleary-eyed, long-haired cat of the Persian variety looked up at her as if to challenge the interloper who’d entered her domain. It let out a hiss.

      "I apologize, kitty. I'm afraid I have bad news for you."

      The cat moved to Lucy's face, sniffed, and backed away. It looked again at Heather and let out a low growl.

      "Don't blame me. I didn't kill her."

      The cat went to the door, turned around, and stared at Heather as if to say, "Don't just stand there. I need a litter box and my brunch."

      Patience wasn't a virtue the cat possessed in much quantity. She let out a screech of discontent. The door flew open, and the cat learned a lesson about standing away from it. Butch stood with his pistol at the ready as the kitty shook her dented head and shot past him. With his weapon lowered, Butch mumbled a few choice words about cats and shut the door.

      A visual exam of the body revealed little. No sign of a struggle, no blood or bruising, nothing visible embedded under the manicured nails. Then, she looked at the headboard. A single sprig of mistletoe was taped to the headboard, exactly halfway between where a man and woman would rest their heads.

      She moved away from the body to examine the room in more detail. A check of the windows found them firmly locked, unmolested by any sort of tool to make entry.

      The room did yield one potentially significant finding. A mostly-full bottle of wine sat on the nightstand beside Lucy's bed with only the dregs remaining in a stemmed glass. She examined the label on the bottle. She’d seen the name before but wasn’t familiar with it.

      Heather stepped into the bathroom. Prescription medications abounded in a tall, narrow cabinet. The top row comprised partial bottles for physical ailments consistent with a post-menopausal woman. The next row held a smorgasbord of orange bottles whose contents fell under the purview of an overly helpful psychiatrist. Heather examined the dates on all the bottles and concluded Lucy Green had tried almost everything, but had not found the magic pill. A mixture of prescription drugs and a glass of wine might explain the death. Perhaps this wasn't a homicide after all.

      Her last stop was a massive walk-in closet. Racks and rods held enough clothes to supply a small village with mostly name-brand garments. Price tags dangled from some. Shoes and hats lived on rows of vertical shelves while designer purses hung like tree ornaments on special poles down the center of the closet.

      The search wasn’t exhaustive, but she did take the time to snap numerous photos and even captured a video of all the rooms and the victim. She closed the door behind her once she entered the hall. Butch looked at her with eyebrows raised in question.

      Instead of answering Butch’s unasked questions, she said, "I heard Sid call the woman in the room Lucy. Who is she?”

      “Lucy Green, Sid’s daughter-in-law. Howard’s wife.”

      Heather nodded. “Has anyone called it in?"

      "Negative."

      "Make the call. Is there someone else who can open the gate for the police and let them in the home?"

      "Chad’s on the property. He's Sid’s great-grandson."

      "How old is he?"

      "Twenty-one."

      "Give him enough information to direct the cops upstairs to me. You make a quick survey of the downstairs rooms and check for a break-in. After that, go to Sid's room and stay there. I'll be here with Sylvia when the cops come."

      Butch punched 911 into his cell phone as he walked to the nearest stairway.

      Heather turned her attention to Sylvia. She looked recovered enough from the initial shock, so Heather began her interview with what she hoped would be a comforting smile. "Tell me your movements from the time you came up the stairs until you left Lucy Green's room."

      Sylvia swallowed hard, looked to the stairway, and then back to the closed door. "Miss Lucy never sleeps past nine thirty, so I was concerned when it was almost ten and she hadn't come down for her morning coffee. She always starts her day with a double espresso. I thought about bringing her one, but she likes to have her coffee on the back patio."

      Heather nodded to encourage her to continue the narrative.

      "I came to check on her, knocked on the door, and found it unlocked."

      "Is that unusual?"

      "Not really. She usually left it unlocked unless she and Mr. Howard had a fight."

      "Her husband?"

      Sylvia nodded. "You probably noticed they no longer share a bedroom." She was quick to add, "It's not that they fight very often, it's that he's a large man and uses a CPAP machine at night. They both sleep better apart from each other."

      "Go on," said Heather, cognizant of time ticking away.

      "I knocked, opened the door enough to announce myself, and peeked in. I watched Miss Lucy for what seemed like forever, but it was probably only thirty seconds. There was no movement, and she's prone to loud snoring if she's on her back, which she was."

      The words flowed, so Heather did nothing to slow them. She nodded frequently and gave positive groans and grunts.

      "I went to her bedside and watched her. The hand sticking out from under the duvet felt cold, like she'd come in from outside. That’s when I ran from the room, called Butch, and waited until you showed up."

      "Did you notice anything unusual when you entered the room? A smell or something out of place?"

      She closed her eyes for several seconds. "Everything seemed normal—except she wasn't breathing."

      "Was it normal for her to drink wine at night?"

      "She didn't make a regular practice of it, but last night was their anniversary, and I guess she celebrated."

      "Alone?"

      "They had dinner with the family, but I don’t think Mr. Howard stayed here last night."

      The sound of footfalls and keys jangling brought the conversation to an abrupt end. A Houston police officer took quick steps toward her. He withdrew a notepad from his shirt pocket as he approached. His gaze rested on Heather first. "Your name, ma'am?"

      "Heather McBlythe."

      "Are you a member of the family?"

      "Attorney. Here on another matter."

      He looked past Heather. "And your name?"

      "Sylvia Lopez. Maid."

      "Who found the body?"

      "I did," said Sylvia. Her voice was now much stronger. She matched Heather's answers in brevity.

      "Did you touch anything?" asked the officer.

      "Only Miss Lucy's hand. It was cold."

      His gaze shifted back to Heather. "What about you, Ms. McBlythe? Did you go in the room?"

      She reached for the gloves in the pocket that didn't hold her small pistol and showed them to the officer. "I was a cop for ten years. It made sense for me to clear the room and check for signs of life."

      "Any sign of life?"

      "Not human."

      He turned his head and raised his eyebrows. "Can you explain?"

      "There was a cat under the covers that didn't move until I'd cleared the room."

      "Are you armed?"

      She nodded. "Front right pocket of my blazer."

      He smiled. "Mind if I borrow your gloves? I left mine in the car."

      Heather handed them over.

      "Both of you wait here while I take a quick look. Is the door unlocked?"

      Both women said yes at the same time. Once inside the room, the officer took only enough steps to draw near the body. He checked the neck for a pulse and keyed the microphone attached to his epaulet. A series of numbers and cryptic words followed. Heather understood the language, but didn't explain to Sylvia. Soon the house and grounds would be swarming with people, each with tasks to perform.

      The man backed out of the room, and faced Heather. "Where were you a cop?"

      "Boston."

      "And you're an attorney now?"

      "Among other things."

      "Oh? Like what?"

      "I own an investment company, and I'm a private investigator. You might know my partner, Steve Smiley?"

      He'd been looking down until she mentioned Steve's name. His head snapped up like a Jack-in-the-box.

      "Do you know Steve?" she asked.

      "More by reputation than anything. I’ve heard stories about him that can't possibly be true."

      "He's here. Maybe you’ll have a chance to meet him," said Heather. "Tell the detectives to come to Mr. Sid Green's room when they get through with the crime scene."

      The officer ran a hand down his cheek. "Do you think this is a homicide or natural causes?"

      Heather shrugged. "Better safe than sorry. Treat it as a homicide for the time being. The autopsy should tell us for sure."

      What Heather didn't say was that Steve had a way of knowing if the death was a homicide long before the medical examiner received the body.
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      Heather gave three sharp knocks on Sid Green's door and waited for Butch to release the lock and allow entry. She directed her first words to the nurse/bodyguard. "Any sign of entry on the bottom floor?"

      Butch shook his head. “All doors and windows are secure, and the security system is, and was, fully functional."

      Sid's voice rose in volume and intensity. "Don't stand over there whispering. Tell me what you found in Lucy's room."

      Heather bristled at the tone, but the patriarch had a right to demand answers. After all, his daughter-in-law had died in his home.

      Butch melted into the background while Heather took her previous position on the couch. She began what proved to be a ten-minute report, beginning with her and Butch leaving the room and concluding when she knocked on Sid’s door.

      No one asked questions during the narrative, but Sid cut to the chase as soon as she finished. "Well? Is it a murder or not?"

      "Too soon to tell," said Steve.

      Sid shifted rheumy eyes to look at Steve, who took in a deep breath. "From what I heard, there are several potential causes of Lucy’s death. Some involve homicide, while others don't. First, it's possible Lucy Green died of natural causes. Second, a combination of prescription pills and wine might have been enough to kill her. The question becomes, if pills and alcohol are involved, was it accidental or intentional? There's no crime if it's accidental. If intentional, then did she commit suicide, or did someone force her to ingest pills? Finally, the wine might contain poison."

      Sid considered the options. "Lucy thought too much of herself to engage in any sort of self-harm." His gaze shifted back to Steve. "Cut to the punchline, Mr. Smiley. Was she murdered or not?"

      "The police will know after the medical examiner completes toxicology tests."

      The old man rubbed a hand across the stubble on his chin. "I told you someone would die, and now they have. I wasn't sure who it would be, but I didn't suspect they'd go after Lucy."

      "Why not her?" asked Steve.

      "She's a Green by marriage only. She was the peacemaker in the family. Thought the feud that's been going on between us and the Webbers was stupid."

      He rubbed his face again. “I'm not long for this world. I think someone in the Webber family wanted to hurt the next patriarch of the Greens. They poisoned Lucy's wine to get back at me and Howard."

      Heather joined the conversation again. "We're getting way ahead of ourselves by speculating with no proof. Until we know the cause of death, talking about murder is a waste of time."

      Sid's eyes narrowed as he challenged her statement with words of absolute surety. "I know without an autopsy."

      "How?" asked Steve.

      "The same way I know if a well is going to come in rich with crude or if it’s natural gas. I feel things in my bones, and I'm telling you, this is murder."

      The air in the room took on the feel of cold fog. Several seconds passed before Steve spoke again. "I understand what you mean by knowing things, and I'm not one to minimize something just because I don't understand it. However, it always helps to have proof."

      Heather added, "We won't have a lot of time before detectives knock on the door, so tell us how the feud started between the two families."

      Sid spoke over his shoulder to Butch. "Get me a bottle of water. I'm not used to this much talking."

      A small kitchenette stood in the corner, which included a refrigerator. Instead of returning with one bottle of water, Butch brought three. Steve and Heather accepted the hospitality and issued words of thanks.

      "My father was best friends with Peter Webber," began Sid. "Both men were self-taught geologists. They worked the oil fields in Pennsylvania in the late 1800s and knew they'd never get rich if they didn't do something big. In 1901, someone poked a hole in the ground near Beaumont and oil shot a hundred and fifty feet in the air. Dad and Mr. Webber watched from a distance for six months and realized everyone was concentrating on finding more oil around the big find at Spindletop.”

      “Not the rest of the state?” asked Heather.

      "The rest of Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana were wide open. The two men found enough financial backing to support themselves for two years; then they hit the road, buying up mineral rights for next to nothing. Enough wells came in to keep them on the road for the rest of their working lives. By the time they educated me enough to go with them, they'd been on the road so long my dad was ready to turn over our half of the business to me. That's when the big split began."

      Heather nodded in agreement to keep the old man going. His faltering voice needed regular sips of water to keep the words flowing. As further encouragement, she asked, "What triggered the severing of the partnership?"

      "Mother was ill with TB. They called it consumption back then, and Dad must have caught it from her. That old buzzard, Peter Webber, didn't think I deserved a half cut of the leases because I was new to the game. He was used to dealing with Dad, and didn't like the idea of someone my age having as much authority as him. Things dragged on, Mom died, Dad got sicker, and Peter Webber wouldn't agree to a reasonable division of assets.

      “By that time, I'd hit my stride and concentrated on the big ranches in West Texas and Oklahoma. Mr. Webber was a hard worker, but I worked hard and smart. He may have signed more leases, but I locked up a lot more land that produced a better quality, and quantity, of oil."

      Sid required another sip to continue. "The strain of losing Mom, and Peter Webber's insistence that he be in charge, was more than Dad could take." He lifted his chin. "I'll admit I was mad enough to kill Peter Webber for the way he treated my father. He had no sympathy for all the years Dad spent with him. When my father couldn't perform any longer, Mr. Webber threw him aside like a used rag."

      Steve asked, "Did he do the same to you?"

      "Worse. At least he respected Dad until he couldn't go any longer. He never trusted me to do anything, and he sure didn't value my opinions."

      Steve nodded and asked, "Who started the big split?"

      "I did," said Sid, pride peppering his words. "Peter Webber had stopped talking to me altogether and I needed to protect what my father and I had worked for. I hired the best lawyer I could find while Peter went cheap. That old German squeezed a nickel until it screamed."

      It was Heather's turn again. "I'm reading between the lines, but it sounds like the Webber family may think the division of assets wasn't fair."

      Sid shrugged. "You of all people should appreciate the need for good legal counsel in business deals. Old man Webber thought he'd made a good deal when he received fifty-five percent of the leases to my forty-five. He didn't realize until later what a mistake he'd made."

      "How much more production are you talking about?" asked Heather.

      He grinned. "It's varied over the years. Overall, the Green wells have produced about seventy-two times more oil and gas than the Webber leases."

      Heather realized the Webbers had seventy-two reasons to hate the Greens.

      As if he could read her mind, Sid looked at Heather. "Peter Webber swore he'd kill me, and tried to, once. The shot only nicked my leg, but it was enough to send that old man to prison for three years. He came home in a pine box. His son, Peter Jr., came close to running me down with his car, but I was still quick enough to dodge him. Now, he's dead and buried, too."

      Steve leaned toward the wily old man. "Any other attempts to kill you or any members of your family?"

      "Not until today." He waved a dismissive hand in the air. "There's been a running battle in the courts, with each family finding something to squabble about, and the occasional throwing of a drink in the face at some social gathering, but nothing serious enough to hurt anyone.

      "My son Howard is smart enough to let attorneys do his fighting.”

      "And he married Lucy?" asked Heather.

      Sid nodded.

      "Any ex-wives lurking about?"

      "None," said Sid emphatically, before he issued a coy smile. "I take some credit for the absence of divorce in this family. I have people do extensive background checks on any women who get too close to the Green men. If something surfaces that keeps me from sleeping, I present them with what amounts to a prenuptial agreement. The main stipulation being they'll have to live in this house and they'll get none of the Green family assets if they divorce."

      Heather had a mental checklist of the Green family men, but wanted to make sure she cemented the genealogy in her mind. "I'm missing a generation. Your son is Howard, whose wife Lucy is now dead?”

      "That's right."

      "Howard and Lucy must have a son?"

      "Tim, whose wife is Tammy. Howard and Lucy also have a daughter, Carol, who’s a handful. She's the only Green in ten generations who divorced, and her ex didn't get a penny."

      Heather nodded. "If you're a great-grandfather, there should be one more."

      He issued a deep sigh. "That's Chad, Tim’s son. Smart as Einstein, and marches to the beat of his own drum. Doesn’t believe in the feud and is engaged to be married."

      "Can't you scare her off the way you did the other women?"

      "It's not that simple this time around."

      "Oh?"

      "Her name is Anna. Anna Webber. Lives next door."

      Heather didn't mean to groan, but it escaped her all the same. She tried to cover it with quick words. "By any chance, is she of the line and lineage of Peter Webber?"

      "She's got the blood, but not the personality. I don't know how or why, but I like her. It's her family I can't stand."

      "Will her parents allow her to marry someone named Green?"

      Sid threw up his hands. "Neither family can stop it. They're both twenty-one, finished college two years early, and have decent jobs. They own one little car, but mainly ride electric bicycles. I think they're both vegan."

      Steve then asked a question that crossed Heather's mind. "When's the wedding?"

      "Three weeks from now.”

      “On Christmas day?” asked Steve.

      “Yep. I'm not sure if that's going to change now that Lucy's dead, but I doubt it. It's a destination wedding. I don't fly and neither do some of the others, so I booked all the close family on a cruise."

      “What about the Webber family?” asked Steve.

      Heather followed with her own question before Sid could answer. “Let me guess. Both families on the same ship?"

      Sid chuckled, "That's the plan." He issued a mischievous smile. "Do you know if they have morgues on those overgrown barges with beds?"

      "Deaths at sea aren't uncommon," said Heather after she swallowed hard. "They have ways of keeping bodies cold until they get to the nearest port, or the home port. They also have a brig for anyone who rushes the dying process."

      The knock on the door brought the macabre discussion to an end.

      "That will be the police," said Steve. "The knock sounds familiar."
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      Heather watched as Butch opened the door enough to allow a woman's hand to stick through the opening. She held a badge case with ID and shield. "Detectives Keita and Vega,” she said with an accent that sounded like it came from a different continent. “We need to speak with Mr. Green."

      Butch opened the door and allowed them to enter.

      "Leo," said Steve. "You’re the only cop I know that knocks five times instead of three."

      Heather’s smile parted her lips. Prior to the night when drug-addled thieves took the life of Steve’s wife and he lost his sight, Leo had been his partner. Since forming their private investigator firm, Heather and Steve had helped Leo solve a couple of murders and he'd been a benefit to them in terms of inside information and bending some rules when the occasion required. Steve labeled the indiscretions as necessary “work-arounds” instead of violations of departmental policy. The results spoke for themselves. The duo never violated a law. Policies were another story. It was good to know a level-headed detective would be working this case.

      Steve and Heather rose at the same time. Leo gave a smile and nod to Heather, and treated Steve's hand like a handle on a water pump.

      Sid Green's head lolled, which caused Butch to spring into action. "I can't let you interview Mr. Green."

      Detective Keita took a step toward Butch and tented her hands on narrow hips. "Who are you to tell
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