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      If you’re interested in reading more early 20th century mysteries, my free offer at the end of this book is for you! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      New Year’s Eve, 1921, was an auspicious one. The ball in Times Square dropped for the fifteenth time, and boozehounds everywhere were reeling from highballs and martinis made of heaven-knows-what bootleg liquor at chaotic parties in underground speakeasies. Gold, glitter, lace, and hope mingled with the unusually cold weather in the East and Mid-Atlantic.

      In the Grave household, all was tranquil on the first day of 1922. Agnes, the housekeeper, roasted a goose with apples and prunes and crisped the potatoes to perfection, and the Brussel sprouts came out so tender that even the youngest member of the family, eighteen-year-old Violet, ate them with gusto. Conversation was leisurely with Felix, middle sister Helena’s husband, in a good mood and bantering with his sisters-in-law while he asserted his prerogative as the only male in the house, showing his expertise when slicing up the goose. In addition, the sisters, the lively, if rather eccentric, Zadie Hummer, Helena’s friend and mentor in her medical school days, had come a week earlier to spend the holidays with them. Zadie’s uncensored support of women and especially women crime solvers or, as Violet had tagged them all, “the Sherlockas,” had won even this young flapper’s heart. When they begged her to stay on through the new year, Zadie gladly consented.

      Now, on the morning of the first day of the new year, an unusual nip in the air permeated the walls of the Grave house, and Agnes came in with a tray, the coffee pot refilled from breakfast, and more hot scones on a platter.

      “Ain’t got no cause to be cold when there’s firewood in the basement,” she declared, casting an eye toward Felix.

      Though Felix had been content to play the man of the house with the goose the night before, his mood had shifted that morning. He sniffed and buried his nose further in his magazine, ignoring the implication.

      Helena rose. “I’ll get the wood, Agnes.”

      “You stay right where you are,” the housekeeper declared. “No one’s saying you have to go down there where it’s cold”

      “Seeing as the man of the house isn’t looking to get his fanny off the sofa, I’ll get the wood,” Zadie declared.

      “You’re a guest, Zadie,” Eve objected as she unfolded the special edition of the Gyver Bee. “You shouldn’t be doing any chores.”

      “Piffle.” Zadie moved her thick henna hair from her face, exposing the pockets of wrinkles around her eyes and jaw. “Good exercise for some.” Her glare followed Agnes’.

      Felix slapped the magazine on the coffee table and jumped up. “As you ladies seem to have strong opinions of what constitutes men’s work when it suits you in spite of your suffragist cries, I’ll get the wood.”

      “You needn’t be rude to Zadie, Felix,” Helena said in her usual measured tone and averted gaze inside her reading glasses.

      “I was merely expressing an opinion, my love,” said the man. “I’m sure all of you will weigh and measure it with feminine precision once I close the basement door.” He didn’t, in fact, close the basement door but slammed it.

      “Jeepers, he’s a wet rag,” Violet growled from the desk in the corner.

      “Aaron Dove called early this morning,” Helena said. “He wants Felix to fill in for the day watchman at the bank.”

      “On a holiday?” Eve stared.

      “Especially a holiday,” Helena said.

      “Crooks don’t take a holiday,” Violet chimed in.

      “Is that what those booklets of yours say?” Zadie glanced at the pile on the desk.

      “They’re textbooks!” Violet said. “They didn’t tell me that. Sherlocka-ing did.”

      “Two cases already,” Helena said with a wink at her mentor. “Dare we risk a third?”

      “It’s the way of the world, darlin’.” Zadie poured herself another cup of coffee, shooing Eve away, inferring that her insistence on treating Zadie like a guest was becoming a nuisance. “Soon, women will be taking over every nook and cranny of the professional world and doing it, I daresay, ten times better!”

      “Hear, hear!” Violet raised her pen like a sword.

      “You’ve got to get through that course of yours first.” Eve raised an eyebrow. “And maybe later, a college degree.”

      “Applesauce,” Violet sniffed. “There’s no college degree for private investigation.”

      “The Theodore Howe Detective Agency has a better reputation than most, Eve,” Helena pointed out. “Almost as good as the Pinkertons.”

      “She just doesn’t want me upstaging her as the head Sherlocka,” Violet said. “Not after Oliver made it clear he ‘relies’ on her.” She giggled.

      “Oh, dry up!” Eve snarled, using one of her younger sister’s vulgar slangs. Her cheeks flared slightly as she turned to the paper. “Harding’s reviving the White House reception today.”

      “Well, hurrah for Harding,” Violet said dryly.

      “What about Harding, the flat tire?” Felix said as he came in, his arms loaded with logs. He put them carefully into the fire, adjusting them with the poker. Eve had to admit, with all his grumbling and laziness, when Felix did a thing, he did it to the end.

      “We’re talking about the New Year’s Day reception.” Helena rose and picked up a wooden log.

      “Nonsense, my love.” Felix took it from her. “You should never interfere with the shining knight’s chivalrous gesture.” He put the log in the fire and then gave a deep bow from the waist. She smiled, and Eve noted it was an almost nostalgic smile, which made her wonder if the scene was from their courting days.

      “It’s been almost ten years,” Zadie said. “Not since that Wilson decided he was too good to shake hands with the public.” She took out a pearl cigarette holder that looked like a bird’s perch and slid a cigarette into it. Agnes, who had come in to take the coffee pot, glanced toward the window as if willing it to open to let the smoke out.

      “Perhaps it’s a good sign,” Eve murmured.

      “Of political doors opening, you mean?” Helena asked. “That happened in 1920 for us.”

      “I mean everything,” said Eve. “The war ended four years ago, but we’ve still been living in fear. Even those of us on the home front.”

      “I’m ready for some fun.” Violet threw her head back.

      “And what exactly have you and Kitty and the rest of that unruly gang been doing all this time?” Helena eyed her. “Mourning?”

      “I don’t do those childish things anymore,” said her sister in a haughty tone. “Now I’m studious and diligent.”

      “Heaven help us.” Zadie rolled her eyes. “Darlin’, you’ll be goading your sisters into buying you a wireless radio next.”

      “Why not?” Violet challenged. “Sudie said she heard there’s talk about getting a radio station set up in Gyver.”

      “To do what, sing lullabies to the cows?” The Grave house guest snorted.

      “Oh, really, Zadie,” Helena said. “We’re not estranged from civilization.”

      “There isn’t a cow within miles of the city limit,” Violet protested. “And just so you know⁠—”

      She was interrupted by the clog-clog sound of Agnes’s sensible shoes as she brought in Daniel Frazer. His sandy-blond hair and good-natured grin always made him look much younger than thirty-odd years, but he wasn’t grinning now.

      “Well, hello, Dan.” Eve rose and took his hand. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

      “Ain’t got no call coming here on the new year,” Agnes grumbled.

      “Agnes, get some coffee,” Eve ordered. “And stop behaving as if the district attorney is always on duty.”

      “But isn’t he?” Felix eyed him.

      “Of course not,” Zadie snapped. “He’s come to see me, and it’s high time too.” She narrowed her eyes with playful annoyance. “Helena said Moody County is just across the river and nothing more than a mile’s drive, so why haven’t you come before now, hmmm?”

      “I’m terribly sorry, Zadie.” Daniel accepted the seat Helena offered him, though he declined the coffee. His long, narrow hands rubbed one against the other.

      “It’s not as if prosecutions happen every day on your side of the river,” Violet said airily. “Not like our side.”

      “Don’t be pompous, Vi,” Eve snapped.

      “I’m not,” her sister said. “Statistically, California is more crime-infested than Nevada.”

      “Is that what your ‘textbooks’ say?” Helena asked.

      “That’s what the academic books at the Gyver College library say,” her sister snapped.

      “Well, we might be catching up with you,” Daniel mumbled.

      “Oh?” Violet sat up. “Then Felix is right for once.”

      “For once, but only once, my pet,” Felix said, his tone ironic.

      Ignoring him, Daniel turned to Helena. “You remember I told you I encountered Walt Gill at the Bar Association meeting this summer?”

      “Who?” Zadie squinted.

      “Daniel’s old college roommate,” Helena supplied.

      “Oh, yes.” The woman sat back. “Curly-headed young man who thought himself more dashing than he was?”

      “Don’t be impertinent, Zadie,” Helena snapped, looking anxiously at Daniel. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it?”

      “I told you he thought Moody was the perfect getaway spot when I told him about it,” the Moody County district attorney continued. “I didn’t think he was serious, but they all showed up on Friday.”

      “They?” Eve asked.

      “Walt, his wife, and some others. They were staying for the weekend at the Albedo Cabins.” Daniel glanced at Helena. “You know them all.”

      “A regular reunion,” Felix mumbled.

      “Isn’t it time for you to get dressed for work, Felix?” Violet said with intention.

      “Not until I’ve had my last cup of coffee.” Felix reached for the cup Daniel had put down. “You don’t mind, do you, since you’re not going to drink it yourself?”

      Daniel looked at him for a moment as if he were going to say something, but then shook his head. “I didn’t know what their plans were for the weekend, and you had your hands full with Zadie. Otherwise, I would have told you.”

      “Very sensible of you.” Helena nodded with approval.

      “My wife is a great one for sensible natures,” Felix said with a sigh. “Another one of my shortcomings, which I’m sure will be debated with feminine alacrity once I’m gone.”

      “Well, then go already!” Helena spit out.

      Felix put the cup down on the table. Silence filled the living room. Then, he rose, and with the same deep bow, he said, “The shining knight’s chivalrous gesture continues.”

      “Felix!” Helena’s blue-violet eyes gathered with distress, but her husband had already strolled out of the room.

      “I’m sorry.” Daniel’s voice was thin. “I didn’t mean to cause a squabble.”

      “He was looking for it anyway,” Violet said with a dismissive gesture. “He usually picks a fight with me in that mood.”

      “He needs a talking down to now and then,” Zadie said with firmness.

      “You’ve got troubles of your own, I take it.” Eve looked steadily at Daniel. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      He nodded. “I’m afraid so.” He took a breath. “Walt’s dead.”

      Zadie stared at him. “Heaven help us!”

      “Heaven help him, you mean,” Helena said quietly.

      “Rather rough terrain down there by the cabins,” Eve remarked. “Lots of rocky paths and ravines, and if you don’t know the area or aren’t a good climber —”

      “We don’t know yet if it was an accident, Eve,” Daniel said.

      “You don’t mean it could be murder?” Violet stared.

      “It could be anything at this point,” he murmured.

      Violet dropped her pen and abandoned her books. “I can see now why you said Moody County is catching up with us!

      “Who found him?” Helena asked.

      “And are they sure it’s him?” Eve added.

      “Some loggers in the woods were doing some extra work for the lumber mill and found him near the Peacock Tree,” he said.

      “The Peacock what?” Zadie squinted again.

      “A landmark in this area,” Helena said. “It’s rather difficult to explain.”

      “A tree that looks like a peacock.” Violet shrugged. “What’s difficult about it?”

      “Sheriff Quinn found his driver’s license on him,” said Daniel. “Plus, there aren’t any other strangers who stayed over the holiday weekend but Walt.”

      “Do they know yet?” Eve asked. “His wife and the others, I mean?”

      Daniel sighed. “I just got the call, Eve. I’m going down there now.” He looked at Helena. “I came by to see if Helena wanted to come with me.”

      “Why would she want to do that?” Zadie asked. “I got the impression Violet is the keen detective of the family.” Violet thrust her chest out with pride.

      “I think Daniel means I might want to come because I knew Walt,” said Helena. “And I know Mary and the others.”

      “You know Mary isn’t very strong,” he said softly. “I thought — with your medical expertise — she might need you.”

      “The expertise but not the practice,” Helena mumbled.

      “What difference does that make?” Violet screeched as she jumped up. “Is the wind still blowing icicles out there?”

      “What does that matter to you?” Zadie eyed her. “You’re not going out.”

      “But we must!” Violet sniffed. “When the three Sherlockas hear the cry of another dead body —” She waved her arm.

      “If he’s dead, he can hardly make a cry or any sound,” Helena said. “Didn’t you say you were meeting your college friends at the library today?”

      “The library, dear sister, is locked and bolted,” her younger sister informed her. “It’s a holiday, remember?”

      “Well, you’re meeting them somewhere,” Zadie said. “You told me yourself last night.”

      “Nuts, I want to go,” Violet grumbled.

      Helena rose and pulled at her sister’s arm. “The only place you’re going is wherever you were meeting these new friends.”

      “Applesauce!” Violet spit out.

      “I do wish you’d stop using that vulgar flapper language, Vi,” Eve said. “You’re not one of them.”

      “You never can tell, darling.” Violet poked her head in the living room one more time before Agnes came to the rescue and shooed her off.

      Daniel laughed and then turned to Eve. “I was hoping you would join us too, Eve. I still remember your work with the Hank Convoy case last year.”

      “You said then you might need our help some day,” Eve said, laughing.

      “Not one, but two reinforcements?” Zadie eyed him. “What’s the matter, lost your nerve?”

      He stiffened. “You always did confuse me with your vague references, Zadie.”

      “She means you’re scared,” Helena said simply.

      “Oh, nonsense.” Eve rose. “Don’t be cruel, Helena.”

      “She’s right.” Daniel pulled his jacket around him. “This is my first big murder case as the D.A. here and, well, I am scared. A little.”

      “Certainly, you’re scared,” Zadie declared. “Never saw a lawman wet behind the ears not scared out of his mind. And I’ve worked with a lot of ‘em.” She lifted her chin a little as if to sweep it across an invisible crowd of young policemen she had come into contact with while helping the Pasadena police with scientific analysis of evidence now and then in her well-funded but rather messy basement laboratory.

      “Which is exactly why you should come too, Zadie.” Helena took her arm.

      The older woman laughed and patted her hand. “Not me, darlin’. I’m too old to go traipsing through wet leaves peering into the face of a dead man.” At Daniel’s wince, she immediately said, “I’m sorry I said that. I’ll be in bed by the time you come back, I expect.”

      “We won’t be gone that long,” Helena objected.

      “If you’ve got to break the news to the widow, you might,” Zadie said. “May I suggest a bromide?”

      “I have everything in my Gladstone.” Helena took out the boxy medical bag with the leather faded brown from many uses.

      “Isn’t that the one you used when you were at Fieldstone?” Daniel asked.

      “Helena dug it out of the attic after the Libby Cinder case,” Eve said.

      “I thought it might come in handy in case Oliver asks me to do a medical examination again,” Helena said. “Dr. Myers isn’t the only one who has the proper tools and knowledge.”

      As they were gathering their coats, Eve laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry it’s your friend, Dan.”

      “I’m not sure you can really call a former college roommate a friend,” he said. “We got along, sure. But after college, we went our separate ways. Oh, we met now and then and we wrote every so often. But it’s not the same as when you share a room for three years.”

      “It’s not the longevity but the quality of the friendship,” Eve said kindly.

      “Look at Violet,” Zadie added, heaving herself up from the couch. “She and that scatterbrained Kitty have been friends since they were out of diapers, and you can’t exactly say they haven’t been on the bad side of silly most of the time.”

      “Zadie, really,” Helena scolded, but Eve couldn’t hold back a smile.
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      Daniel’s car was a Ford Model T Roadster and, alone in the back seat, Eve felt like a grasshopper with her legs folded almost to her chest. He also drove more recklessly than Oliver, though not as bad as Helena, and she wondered if this was due more to the fact that the dead man was a friend of his than the quietness of the country road.

      “How long have they been here?” Helena asked.

      “Since Friday,” he answered over the roar of the motor. “They were supposed to leave tomorrow morning.”

      “Were?” Eve shouted over the roar.

      “We don’t know what’s going on yet, Eve,” her sister reminded her. “They’ll probably have to stay at least a few more days until the police sort things out.”

      “The county will pay for that,” Daniel said.

      “I can’t imagine those cabins are very comfortable,” Eve remarked.

      “Not with Zack running the show,” Helena agreed. “He’s one of those who swipes the matchbooks off restaurant tables even though he has an entire cabinet full at home.”

      “Perhaps we ought to suggest they move to the Gyver Hotel,” Eve said.

      “I can’t imagine why Walt didn’t go there in the first place,” Helena said. “He was always one for creature comforts.”

      “He told me at the convention he was looking specifically to get away,” Daniel said. “He even spoke of camping but I imagine the ladies of the party weren’t too keen on that.”

      “How many ladies?” Helena glanced at Daniel.

      “There’s Mary, of course,” he said. “And Mimi and Addie. You remember them, don’t you?”

      “Not very well,” Helena admitted. “I remember Mimi is Mary’s friend since childhood.”

      “She was orphaned at a young age, and Mary’s parents took her in,” the Moody County D.A. said.

      “And who’s Addie?” Eve asked. “Another childhood friend?”

      “She was Walt’s secretary,” said Daniel as he slowed to let some children cross the street. “She was studying at the business college near ours.”

      “I remember her as being very devoted to Walt,” Helena said. “Maybe a little too devoted.”

      “She still is,” Daniel said. “She was indispensable to Walt. He often said she was the best legal secretary they ever had at Clifford, Downey & Wilkes.”

      “You mean Clifford, Downey & Gill.” Helena smiled. “Walt was a partner, wasn’t he?”

      “Junior partner,” Daniel corrected. “And only after Wilkes retired in the last year before Walt left to start his own practice.”

      “And took Addie with him,” Helena said to her sister.

      “She must have been good, then,” Eve said.

      “Nella and Elmer came down too.” Daniel slowed the car, as they were entering the woods on a rough dirt path.

      “I don’t remember them,” Helena said.

      “Elmer and Walt had been friends for years,” Daniel said. “Walt was the one who started him out as a bail bondsman.”

      “A convenient friendship for a lawyer,” Eve remarked.

      “As convenient as our friendship with Jack Garfield and Westley Burgess,” Helena objected.

      Daniel grinned. “I imagine funeral directors need friendships with casket and tombstone makers as much as lawyers need friendships with bail bondsmen.”

      “At least Mary won’t be alone when you deliver the news to her,” Eve said.

      “If the police haven’t done it already,” Helena added.

      “I doubt it,” said Daniel. “Sheriff Quinn said Grover Mathis wouldn’t make any official ruling on the death until we had a chance to examine the area.”

      They approached Lear Bridge, which was more rugged and picturesque than the Malwood Bridge, the one closest to the center of Gyver that most people took. Eve couldn’t help but notice how much more desolate and tranquil the landscape around the river looked as Daniel parked the car near the edge on the other side of the bridge. As they got out of the car, Eve could see the Moody police car parked farther down.

      They left the firm ground of the dirt road and entered the more marshier land between the trees with low-hanging limbs and a strong scent of mint and pine. Daniel moved quickly, and Eve became a little nervous at the pockets of soft ground broken up by small rocks, patches of fallen leaves, and occasional pile of chipped wood in clearer areas.

      “Isn’t this taking the long way around to the Peacock Tree?” Helena inquired.

      Daniel threw his head back and grinned. “Call it searching for clues,” he said. “The sheriff and his men probably haven’t been down this way yet.”

      “It would help if we knew what we were searching for,” Eve remarked.

      “For now, information,” he said. “Anything that looks out of place.”

      “Like a candy wrapper?” Helena asked dryly.

      He laughed. “Not quite so mundane as that!”

      “I doubt the killer would have left the weapon lying around for the police to find,” Eve said. “If there was a weapon, that is.”

      “We’ll find that out in a minute,” Helena said.

      Young men haphazardly dressed in police uniforms stepped through the overgrown vegetation. Then the Peacock Tree came into view. The strange, gnarled bark curved into several knots so the green leaves and branches were like a crown in the back, reaching as low as the ground. Eve had always thought it was aptly named, as the leaves looked like the feathers of a peacock spread out behind the bird’s squat, curved body.

      Sheriff Quinn came to meet them. Unlike the sheriff of Gyver County, this man had a sprite, youthful appearance and wore the sheriff’s badge under his jacket, but his face was nevertheless set with the determination of his duty. Deputy Hunt, followed, tall and lean compared to his superior’s more compact figure. Both men had dark red hair and freckles on their faces, looking more like brothers than sheriff and deputy.

      “Morning, ladies.” The sheriff greeted the sisters with a tip of his hat, and Deputy Hunt did the same. Neither looked surprised to see them. “Sorry to get you out here on a holiday, Dan.”

      Daniel waved this away. “I see Dr. Myers isn’t here yet.”

      Helena stared. “What has Myers to do with this?”

      “Didn’t you know?” Daniel gave a small smile. “He’s the medical examiner for our country too.”

      “We didn’t know,” Eve said.

      “He has a license to practice across the border,” Daniel said. “Though heaven knows why the county thought to hire him.”

      “Especially since he rarely arrives at a crime scene on time,” Helena said dryly.

      “We got hold of him at his wife’s sister’s place,” said Sheriff Quinn. “He should be here soon.”

      Deputy Hunt put his hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Dan. We know he was a pal of yours.”

      “Any idea so far as to what happened?” Daniel asked.

      “Some lumberjacks found him near the tree.” The sheriff flicked his head back. “Seems like he was hit in the head.”

      “Any bruises?” Helena asked, clutching her bag.

      “We haven’t gotten that far, Mrs. Wright,” said the deputy.

      Grover Mathis, the Moody County coroner, came through the carpet of clover and shook Daniel’s hand. “You’re just in time, Dan. Ladies.” He nodded at them.

      “Helena was a friend of Walt’s too,” Daniel supplied. “I thought she and Eve could help.”

      “Naturally, naturally.” Mr. Mathis nodded.

      Eve gave her sister a look. Their participation in the crime investigations the year before had not brought them such an enthusiastic response from the Gyver County coroner and certainly not the Gyver County sheriff.

      “I see you wasted no time getting George and Frankie here,” Helena said.

      A light flashed from the elaborate-looking camera that George Parks, the official crime photographer of the area, aimed at the ground. Frankie Decker, who taught art at the local high school, waved at them as she held her sketch pad against her hip.

      “They did good work on Oliver’s cases,” Daniel said. “I thought they could help us with ours.”

      “It’s strange not seeing Oliver here,” Eve lamented.

      “It’s not his jurisdiction, Eve,” Helena said. “He has his own cases to attend to.”

      “He’s involved in a case of national importance now,” said Sheriff Quinn.

      “I called him about this one too,” Daniel said.

      “Oh?’ The sheriff eyed him.

      “He offered to consult with me if I needed it once I know the details,” Daniel said.

      “Very kind of him,” Deputy Hunt said. “But this is our case.”

      “You know we don’t work that way around here, Deputy,” said Sheriff Quinn in a firm tone. “We’re not big city folks.”

      “Yes, sir,” the young man mumbled.

      Sheriff Quinn motioned toward one of his assistant deputies who led three men to the circle. Two had bushy mustaches, and one was smooth-faced, obviously much younger. All three were dressed in work clothes with no jackets, suspenders pulling up their slacks and hats shoved back on their heads. The sheriff introduced the two mustached men as Henry Bates and Howard Cortez and the younger one as Paul Boyd.

      “These the men who discovered the body?” asked Daniel, wincing a little. “I mean, Mr. Gill?”

      “Yes, sir,” said the deputy assistant.

      “Kind of strange, you boys being out here on such a cold morning,” Mr. Mathis said. “And on a holiday too.”

      “Working overtime, sir,” said Mr. Bates. “We work for the Gyver Lumber Company.”

      “Pay for our holiday treats.” Mr. Cortez grinned. “Otherwise, the kids ain’t having no fun.”

      “So you were out here working?” asked Daniel.

      “Yes, sir,” said Mr. Boyd. “It’s logging season, you know.”

      “I didn’t know,” Daniel said with a smile.

      “Oh, sure, we’re all around here chopping them trees.” Mr. Cortez threw a glance at the thick woods around them.

      “I see now why we passed so many wood chips on our way here,” Eve said.

      “It’s lumber slash, ma’am,” said Mr. Boyd

      “Miss,” Helena corrected. “And what is lumber slash?”

      “What’s left from the logs, miss,” said the young man.

      “Ma’am,” Helena corrected again. “You mean like twigs, branches, and leaves?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You shouldn’t be leaving that debris out in the open like that,” Sheriff Quinn growled. “Could start a fire quicker than you can sneeze.”

      “It ain’t us, Sheriff.” Mr. Bates sniffed. “You talk to the lumber company about that.”

      “I will,” he promised. “Right now, we need your testimony.”

      “Testimony?” Mr. Cortez looked alarmed. “You mean we’re going to have to go to court?”

      “It’s possible,” Daniel said. “Right now, tell us what you know.”

      “We don’t know nothing,” Mr. Bates said. “Company told us to come here and chop down some trees, and we were just passing through here and happened to see the guy.”

      “We did our duty, Sheriff,” Mr. Boyd said. “We’re supposed to call the police, ain’t we?”

      “Hell, we don’t even know the man,” Mr. Bates snarled. “What makes you think —”

      “All right, all right.” Mr. Mathis calmed the man down. “Give your statements and addresses to the deputy here, and then you can go.”

      “Now that’s more like it.” Mr. Boyd nodded with approval. Then with the tip of his hat to the women, he added, “Didn’t mean to cuss, ladies, but it ain’t right the police accusing us when we were just being good citizens.”

      “No one was accusing you of anything,” Helena said. “And we’re not shrinking violets. We own the funeral home in Gyver.”

      “Well, I’ll be.” Mr. Bates stared at them. “They get them murder victims buried fast these days, eh?”

      “That will be enough, Mr. Bates,” Daniel snapped. “Deputy, get them out of here.”

      The men went away with a grumble.

      “Helena has medical skills that we could use until Dr. Myers gets here,” Daniel explained.

      “Glad you can lend a helping hand, ma’am,” Sheriff Quinn said with a tip of his hat.

      Eve glanced at her sister again. “We won’t be in the way, Sheriff.”

      “We’re not worried about that, Miss Grave,” Mr. Mathis assured her.

      There was silence for a moment, and then Daniel took a deep breath. “Well, I suppose we should get to it.”

      “It’s not gruesome, Dan,” Sheriff Quinn assured him. “At least, not to the naked eye.”

      They followed the coroner and the sheriff to the edge of the Peacock Tree where the dipping leaves ended. George and Frankie, both of whom had been working nearby, moved aside. A knot tightened in Eve’s stomach, as it had when she and Helena were asked to see the body of Libby Cinder. But like Libby, the man lying on the ground looked almost peaceful. He was tall and muscular, face down with a heavy coat pulled almost up to his ears.

      Eve’s heart went out to the young district attorney, who was clearly moved by the sight of his motionless friend. The handsome, narrow features drew stiff, and the mouth set in a contorted shape. He lurched forward, leaning with both hands on the curved bark.

      Helena approached him and put her hands on his shoulders. With soft eyes, she said, “We have a killer to find now, Daniel. Remember that.”

      The young man turned around, leaning against the knot of the tree, looking down at her. Then he smiled, and his face showed good-natured once more. “Thanks for the reminder, Helena.”

      In a moment, he swept forward and in a brisk tone, said, “I don’t see any blood. He may not have been killed here.”

      “He was killed here.” Sheriff Quinn, who had tactfully moved away, now returned. “The position of — the body —” He paused a moment before going on, as if unsure of how to refer to the D.A’s murdered friend. Daniel nodded. “It’s too natural to have been dragged from somewhere else. We haven’t found any evidence so far of anything that weighty being dragged along the ground, and with the dampness and the leaves, we would have noticed something.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Daniel said.

      “If he was struck on the head, the injuries may be internal,” Helena suggested. “From the way he’s lying face down, it probably would have been a strike to the back of the head.”

      “Maybe he was hit in the back,” Eve said.

      “We won’t know until we examine him,” Helena agreed.

      “Maybe it wasn’t murder at all,” Mr. Mathis said, sounding almost hopeful. “Maybe it was an accident or even suicide.”

      “Suicide by hitting oneself in the back of the head or back?” Helena eyed him. “I find that rather far-fetched.”

      “Walt wouldn’t commit suicide,” Daniel said in a rough tone. “He might run away for a time if he was having trouble, but he’d come back. And he wouldn’t take his own life.”

      “Just as you say, Dan,” said Mr. Mathis.

      Daniel gave him a rueful look. “You won’t get out of declaring this one a crime, Grover.”

      The man wrinkled his nose. “I just hate to have a messy case on my hands.”

      “It’s not on your hands, Grover. It’s on mine,” Daniel said firmly. “That includes breaking the news to his wife.” He glanced at the sheriff. “If the news hasn’t already been broken to her, that is.”

      “It hasn’t,” Deputy Hunt said. “We all thought it best to get the facts before we told

      Mrs. Gill and the rest of them.”

      “Good thinking.” Daniel nodded. “I’ll go later to see them, once we know what’s what.” He looked at the sisters. “I hope you’ll both come with me. I don’t know if I can face telling them all alone.”

      “Of course we will,” Eve said in a soothing tone.

      “We’ve had plenty of experience dealing with loved ones,” Helena added.

      “In the meantime, I’m appointing Mrs. Wright as the temporary medical examiner until Dr. Myers arrives,” Daniel said. “That will at least give us a head start.”

      “Oliver trusted Helena’s expertise enough to call her in to examine Libby Cinder’s body before the doctor arrived,” Eve said.

      “Just so I can make a ruling, and we can get on with it.” Mr. Mathis nodded.

      “You certainly don’t like a messy crime in your county,” Helena said as she opened her medical bag and dropped to her knees beside the frozen body. “May we remove the coat?”

      “What for?” Sheriff Quinn asked.

      “I’ve a feeling once we do, it will tell us what we want to know,” she said.

      “Grover?” Daniel glanced at the coroner, who nodded.

      Sheriff Quinn motioned toward two assistant deputies nearby, and the three of them gently slipped the heavy coat off Walt’s shoulders, an easier task than Eve would have thought, as the coat was already unbuttoned. Eve heard the snap of George’s camera behind her and Franki leaned against the tree, her pencil moving over the sheet on the sketch pad.

      “No marks or bruising on the lower back of the head,” Helena said as she did a thorough search. “However —” And with this, she yanked down the collar of the shirt that had also been pulled up from the fall like the jacket.

      The moment she did, a collective sigh escaped from the circle of men, and George’s “Golly!” produced a shot in the air.

      “I thought so,” Helena said.

      “Someone beat the back of his neck in pretty good with those bruises,” Deputy Hunt observed.

      “I don’t think so, Deputy,” Helena said as she bent forward. “I think it looks worse than it is.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Daniel.

      “The neck doesn’t seem to be broken,” Helena said. “The bruising might have been from the weapon.”

      “I see.” Daniel nodded.

      “I don’t,” Mr. Mathis confessed.

      “I think Mrs. Wright means the weapon might have had some kind of very rough exterior that might have caused excessive bruising,” the sheriff supplied.

      “Could his being struck in the back of his neck have caused him to die like that?” Eve asked, shuddering a little. “I mean, fall to the ground like that?”

      “I don’t think so,” Helena said. “It might have caused some kind of brain injury that could have caused death, if the blow was hard enough.”

      “So we’re looking for a pretty strong fellow here,” Mr. Mathis concluded.

      “Well, well.” A voice like a saw came from behind them. “Looks like we showed up just in time, eh?”

      Eve frowned as Jack Shane, a reporter and co-owner of the Gyver Bee, sauntered past her, followed by Dr. Myers with a cross look on his face, and a young woman with a retiring countenance.

      “Hello, Jack.” Daniel’s greeting was not exactly warm. “I would have thought you and Abe would have gone to Truckee to see your folks for the holiday.”

      “And miss the news?” The reporter cocked his hat back on his head. “Now, what kind of newspaper men would that make us?”

      “The kind that doesn’t show up at a crime scene uninvited,” Mr. Mathis said in a gruff tone. “You just keep back and don’t print anything we tell you not to.”

      “I always do,” Jack said with a grin.

      “How did you hear about this anyway?” Sheriff Quinn snapped.

      His grin deepened. “Well, Sheriff, I keep my eyes and ears open.”

      “Is that so?” Deputy Hunt looked at him squarely. “Now maybe you’ll tell us how you really heard about this.”

      “Simple,” said the young man. “I was at the Gyver train station — always like to see who blesses us with their company in the new year —” The sheriff snorted. “— When I saw Dr. Myers get off the train. Knowing him like I do —”

      “You mean knowing he’s a gossip,” Helena snapped, glaring at the doctor, who had already taken off his coat and was kneeling with the coroner near the body.

      “No, ma’am,” the reporter insisted. “As a matter of fact, I was surprised when I saw him in town. He’s been going to his sister-in-law’s for the holidays since before you and I were born.”

      “And?” Daniel crossed his arms.

      “Well, I figured he came back early for a reason,” the young man continued. “And that reason might be related to his work as the county medical examiner.”

      “Not necessarily,” Eve mumbled. “He might have had a baby to deliver or an urgent case to attend to.”

      Jack grinned. “He leaves Dr. Lloyd to take care of his patients when he’s gone.”

      “So you met Dr. Myers at the train station, and he ‘spilled the beans,’ as Vi would say,” Eve sighed.

      “If you want to put it that way, Eve,” he said.

      “You shouldn’t even be here,” Helena said. “This is a Moody County case, not a Gyver case.”

      The young man looked genuinely hurt. “The Gyver Bee takes an interest in the news in all the counties here. Our family has been living in this area just as long as yours has.”

      “All right, Jack.” Daniel’s voice became stern. “I won’t throw you out of here like Oliver does. But you mind what Mathis said. You keep out of the way and don’t print anything we tell you not to.”

      “Yes, sir.” The young man saluted him. “Wish Mr. Clarke were as tolerant of the press as you are.”

      “Golly, it’s not as if Jack or Abe are like those city newspaper people,” George intervened.

      “They’re sure not,” Helena remarked. “None of those city reporters would dare bring a lady friend to a crime scene.” She eyed the young woman standing near them.

      “This, my dear Mrs. Wright, is our new forensic expert.” He bowed toward the woman. “Meet Miss Louise Laurent, fresh off the boat from Paris.”

      “How d’you do?” The young woman curtsied, clearly flustered by the grand introduction. “My parents are French, but I was born here.”

      “I meant fresh off the boat from Paris after studying the ways of the Sureté.”

      “I have a cousin who works for the Préfecture de Police,” Louise explained. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      Eve liked the young lady, whose manner was understated and quiet, a pleasant contrast to the more bombastic ways of the newspaper reporter. She looked at them with large brown eyes that filled her round, little face.

      Eve took her arm. “You’re not in the least. If anything, you have more of a right to be here than we do.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Jack said. “The Grave sisters own the funeral home in Gyver, Miss Laurent. They literally know where all the bodies are buried.” He chuckled.

      “Eve’s right, Miss Laurent,” Daniel said in a kind voice. “We’re all very glad you’re here. I know Oliver will be thrilled to hear his forensic expert has come at last.”

      “I’m sorry I was so rude before,” Helena apologized. “Does Oliver know you’re here yet?”

      “I got to her first,” Jack said with pride. “Been hanging around the hotel all morning —”

      “Just to see who blesses us with their company in the new year?” Daniel asked dryly.

      “When I noticed Louise asking Mrs. Wagner about any houses for rent in the area. Naturally, I had to find out who she was.”

      “Naturally,” said Helena with a sour grin.

      “I thought if Mr. Shane and Dr. Myers were coming here, I’d tag along.” The woman’s voice was low and sweet like a shy child’s.

      “It’s good you did,” Daniel said. “I’m sure we can put your skills to good use, if you don’t mind working on a holiday.”

      “Crime doesn’t take a holiday, Mr. Frazer,” said Jack in a hearty tone.

      “No, indeed,” Daniel mumbled.
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      Jack cleared his throat. “What have you so far, Mr. Frazer?”

      As Daniel filled him in on what Helena had discovered, Eve noticed, unlike Oliver, he didn’t hold back details, though he didn’t embellish them either.

      “So the man’s name is Walter Gill, and he was killed by a blow to the back of the neck.” Jack scribbled on his pad.

      “We think,” Daniel emphasized.

      “What does the official medical examiner say?” Jack threw his head back at Dr. Myers, who was rolling his sleeves down. “Mrs. Wright’s already taken a look at the body, Doc.”

      “I’m not surprised,” the doctor said. “Seems like the Grave sisters are popping up everywhere there is the smell of blood.”

      Daniel’s face grew red. “I asked Eve and Helena to come, Dr. Myers. I’m sorry if that doesn’t meet with your approval.”

      “Got nothing to say about it, do I?” The older man snapped his bag shut. “Now, do you want to hear my official ruling, or is Mrs. Wright the last word on all things medical now?”

      “All right, don’t get testy.” Jack waved him away. “Was the man killed by a blow to the back of the neck or not?”

      “There are bruises on the neck,” Dr. Myers said carefully. “But he could have died from a wound to his head. The man’s got pretty thick hair, so it wouldn’t show.”

      “But the official ruling is death by brain injury, just as Mrs. Wright said?” Jack had his pencil poised.

      “I didn’t say that,” snapped the doctor. “I can’t determine that until I do an autopsy.”

      “It would stand to reason such bruising on the back of the neck injured the semispinalis capitis,” Helena pointed out.

      “The what?” Jack squinted.

      “The semispinalis capitis muscle,” Helena said. “It runs from the spine to the base of the skull. When that’s injured, it can cause death without external bleeding.”

      “Yes, well, I’m not ready to make that assumption yet, Mrs. Wright,” Dr. Myers said. “Neither am I willing to make the assumption the strike to the back of the man’s neck was what killed him. Therefore, I think it’s presumptuous to say he died of a brain injury if no injury was delivered to the brain.”

      “If the semispinalis capitis was injured, anything is possible,” Helena argued.

      Even as Helena remained calm, Eve felt her own anger boil. “Maybe you should listen to my sister instead of dismissing her expertise all the time, Doctor. She was right about Libby Cinder’s death, wasn’t she?”

      “After she unlawfully examined the girl because Mr. Clarke chose to allow you to keep her in your mortuary instead of my lab until I could do the autopsy,” the doctor barked.

      “Well, this time you’ll have full possession of the body to do as you like,” Helena said quietly.

      “A squabble going on among the doctors present regarding the cause of death?” Jack remarked. “That will make quite sassy reading at the breakfast table.”

      “Not quite a squabble, young man.” Dr. Myers brushed the leaves stuck to his trousers. “I’m merely bringing up possibilities. They don’t necessarily reflect my own beliefs.”

      “What does that mean?” Daniel stared at him.

      “It means that, unless I find evidence to the contrary when I do the autopsy, I concur with Mrs. Wright,” the doctor said. “The man died from a blow to the back of the neck and not the head. In fact, my preliminary examination shows the head wasn’t touched at all. Now, the autopsy might show different —”

      “Must have been someone the size and strength of Hercules to have given Mr. Gill that kind of a blow, eh?” Jack looked hopefully at the doctor.

      “Not necessarily,” said Dr. Myers. “If Mrs. Wright is correct in her assumption death was caused by a blow to the semispinalis capitis — and I’m not saying she is — a woman could have done it, provided she was — well, physically fit.”

      “If Walt was struck from behind, wouldn’t that indicate a stranger?” Eve inquired.

      “Not if he was taken by surprise,” Daniel pointed out.

      “Was Mr. Gill the sort of man who would allow himself to be taken by surprise?” Sheriff Quinn glanced at the district attorney. “After all, you knew him, Dan.”

      Eve noted Jack’s face alert like a tiger. “You were acquainted with the victim, Mr. Frazer?”

      “They knew one another in college,” Deputy Hunt said shortly.

      “How well?” Jack’s eyes narrowed.

      “Does that matter?” Helena snapped.

      “To the public, it does,” the man said.

      “We were college roommates,” Daniel said. “He was staying with some friends in the area.” He cleared his throat. “Can you give us an estimated time of death, Doctor?”

      Dr. Myers adjusted his spectacles. “Not long past dawn, I’d say. Between five and seven in the morning, to be on the safe side.”

      “Closer to five,” Helena agreed.

      “If you wish to put it that way,” the doctor said. “Can’t think what the man was doing here at that hour on a holiday.”

      Louise spoke for the first time. “Maybe he went out for a little fresh air.”

      “That kind of fresh air might freeze someone to death,” grumbled Dr. Myers as he picked up his bag. “That’s why it took me so long to determine the time of death. Cold delays the rigor process.” His eyes fell on the worn medical bag Helena had rested against the tree. “If you insist on helping the police, Mrs. Wright, you might at least update your medical equipment.” He chuckled.

      Ignoring this, Helena said, “I don’t remember Walt being keen on walks at all.”

      “No, that’s more Mimi’s style,” Daniel agreed.

      She was quiet for a moment, then said, as if it had been on her mind, “He liked the drama of meeting people in odd places at odd times. That I do remember.”

      “If you mean clandestine rendezvous, Mrs. Wright, why don’t you say so?” Jack looked at her.

      “Because I didn’t mean that,” she said.

      “Maybe he was meeting someone here,” Daniel said. “And maybe that someone killed him.”

      “But who? And for what reason?” Eve asked.

      “That’s what we’ve got to find out, Miss Grave,” said the coroner.

      “Mary might know,” Helena said. “It might have been a business associate or even a client.”

      “We’ll ask her when we see her,” said Daniel.

      “Who’s Mary?” Jack asked.

      “None of your business!” Helena snarled.

      “There’s nothing more I can do here, Mr. Frazer,” Dr. Myers said. “So if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to my holiday plans.”

      “Yes, all right,” said the D.A. in a distracted tone.

      “I’ll drive you back to Gyver.” Mr. Mathis pulled his coat around his shoulders. “Sure is misty around here.”

      “Very quiet,” Daniel agreed. “And very private.”

      “You know what to do, Dan,” said the coroner.

      “Yes, sir.” The district attorney saluted him.

      Mr. Mathis and Dr. Myers disappeared into the greenery.

      “Well, now that the officials are gone, we can get to work,” Jack said in a cheerful voice.

      “We aren’t getting to work.” Daniel glanced at him. “Not you, anyway. I see you’ve brought some things with you, Miss Laurent.” He eyed the leather suitcase on the ground.

      She gave a shy smile. “Call me Louise. You mean my murder bag?”

      “Is that what they call it?” Eve shuddered.

      “I didn’t mean to make it sound so callous,” she said.

      “I think it’s rather accurate,” Helena said.

      “I can go to work, if you like,” Louise offered.

      “It will give us a place to start, anyway,” Daniel said with a sigh.

      Eve noted her sister looked with keen interest as the forensic expert opened the bag. “I gather you learned from Bertillon experts in Paris.”

      “I know about their methods,” Louise said. “They’re not very reliable, though.”

      “So I’ve heard.” There was a tone of amusement in Helena’s voice.

      It didn’t take long for the young woman to find something. She stood not far from the dead man’s feet and waved a pair of calipers at them.

      “Footprints!” Sheriff Quinn knelt down.

      “That shouldn’t be unusual,” Jack pointed out. “He must have been standing here, possibly waiting for the killer, and then got struck from behind.”

      “These aren’t his footprints,” Daniel said. “They’re smaller than Walt’s.”

      “And he’s wearing shoes,” Helena observed. “These prints look as if they came from a pair of boots.”

      Deputy Hunt leaned over his superior’s shoulder. “Holy smokes! So they do!”

      “And the shape of the foot doesn’t match the shape of Walt’s shoes,” Eve threw in. “His are pointed, and these are round.”

      “I can see now why you asked the Grave sisters to come with you, Dan.” The deputy grinned.

      Sheriff Quinn gave Daniel a hard look. “Could he have been meeting a woman here?”

      “He could have.” Daniel’s answer was short.

      The silence in the woods was only broken by the scratching of Jack’s pencil against his pad.

      “A woman not his wife?” Sheriff Quinn kept his gaze on the district attorney.

      Daniel remained silent. Eve could see her sister’s eyes grow soft.

      “The shoes, or boots, could belong to a man,” Eve said quickly. “A small man.”

      “They could,” the sheriff admitted.

      “And even if Walt was meeting a woman here, it doesn’t follow she was the one who killed him,” Helena added.

      A sound like a soft purr came from near the tree, and Eve realized it was Louise.

      “May I make a suggestion?” the young woman asked. “Perhaps I can make a plaster cast of the prints.”

      George slung his camera back. “I’ve already taken photographs of them.”

      Louise’s face turned red as her eyes cast to the ground. “When I worked with my cousin in the Sureté, the detectives would often need a cast to compare with suspects’ shoes.”

      “This is America, not Paris,” said George harshly.

      Eve’s heart went out to the young lady who was clearly more accustomed to what she imagined was a more gentlemanly treatment from the French police. “I think Louise is right,” she said. “Even if you blocked off this area, people are bound to get in.”

      “And if people don’t, the foxes and deer will,” Helena added. “Besides, casts are more accurate than photos.”

      “Not my photographs.” George looked annoyed.

      “All the same, I think it’s an excellent suggestion.” Daniel nodded.

      The young woman mixed some powder and water from large jars in the suitcase. She then took out a spoon, placed it in one of the prints, and carefully poured the batter-like substance into it, letting it slowly spread throughout the entire print. She did the same with the other print.

      “We’ll have to let the plaster set,” she announced. “Then I can dig it out.”

      “It might belong to one of the other people in the cabin,” Helena offered. “They’ve probably been roaming these woods all weekend.”

      Jack stared. “You mean one of them killed him?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she said.

      “I think it would be best to check all their shoes just in case,” Sheriff Quinn said.

      “Isn’t that a little overdoing it?” Daniel asked. “Especially if, as Helena said, they’ve been roaming the woods all weekend?”

      The sheriff studied him. “This is a murder case, Dan. Officially.”

      “I’m aware of that,” the district attorney said. “I suppose it’s in order. It would serve as a process of elimination, if nothing else.”

      “Or a process of guilt,” Eve heard Jack mumble.

      “May I make another suggestion?” Louise ventured.

      Daniel smiled. “We don’t stand on ceremony here, Louise. You may suggest anything you like.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Perhaps I should dust the dead man’s clothes for any fingerprints. You never know.”

      “It can’t hurt.” Sheriff Quinn shrugged.

      The district attorney nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “I wouldn’t think you would find anything,” Helena said. “It’s a cold morning, and it was even colder earlier. The killer was probably wearing gloves.”

      “Walt’s wearing gloves too.” Eve nodded at the figure lying down on the ground.

      “That’s because he was a city boy.” Jack grinned. “He doesn’t have the thick skin we locals have, eh?” Helena smirked but said nothing.

      Louise sat on the ground, in spite of the dirty leaves and mud, and opened her suitcase. She took out a small box, a jar of black powder, a brush that spread out like a fan, some tape, and several cards. Eve watched fascinated as she went to work with delicacy and precision, using tiny amounts of powder on the coat and shirt in the front and back, where it would make sense for someone to touch someone else. She then used the tape to lift the prints off and put them on the cards.

      When Louise was done, she rose, brushing the dust off her clothes. “They’ll need to be analyzed against other prints, including the dead man’s,” she said. “When I have my laboratory, that is.”

      “Walt’s fingerprints are on record in Pasadena,” said Daniel. “We’ll need to send those cards to the police department there but I can make a few phone calls to get that expedited.”

      “We may as well look through the man’s inside pockets while we’re at it.” Sheriff Quinn bent down. “We only checked the outer pockets for any identification.”

      The lawmen began inspecting Walt’s clothes. They were as careful as Louise in touching the dead man’s clothing. Deputy Hunt unfolded the left side of the jacket and slid his hands in the inside pockets. He pulled out something silver and flat.

      “Cigarette case.” He handed it to Daniel. “Did your friend smoke?”

      “No, he didn’t.” Daniel’s brows knit as he turned the case around. “I don’t think it belongs to him.”

      “How do you know?” Jack asked. “Maybe he took it up and didn’t tell you.”

      “Walt didn’t like cigarettes,” said the district attorney. “He never would have come into the woods with a cigarette case.”

      The sheriff turned the case over. “There’s an inscription here that might help us.”

      Eve bent down. She could barely make out the silver script against the silver lined background, but the word was unfamiliar to her: Chamois.

      Jack, who was looking over her shoulder, sounded out, “Chah-moys”

      Louise pronounced in perfect French, “Sha-mwah.”

      “Oh, French, is it?” He eyed her.

      “Sounds like the name of a fancy French perfume,” Eve remarked, which made her sister laugh.

      “Probably the name of the shop where he — or someone else — bought it,” Deputy Hunt said.

      “I don’t think so,” said Daniel. “I remember now. Walt told me about the chamois, a sort of nimble half-goat and half-antelope that wanders through the mountains.”

      “Not any mountains here,” Sheriff Quinn said.

      “He saw them in Spain,” said Daniel. “He lived there for six months and spent a lot of time in the Pyrenees.”

      “The where?” Jack squinted.

      “The Pyrenees,” the district attorney repeated. “A mountain range in Spain.”

      “On the French border,” Louise added.

      “He would go camping there for days, drawing plants and animals.” Daniel’s voice softened. “He once said it was the only freedom he’d ever really had.”

      “And he got so attached to this particular animal that he had it engraved on a cigarette case he carried with him even though he didn’t smoke?” Eve questioned. “How very odd.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t his,” Louise volunteered. “Maybe it belonged to a woman, and that was his pet name for her.”

      Helena chuckled. “That’s a rather sentimental viewpoint, isn’t it?”

      Seeing the young woman blush, Eve snapped, “Really, Helena.” To Louise, she said, “Don’t mind my sister’s outbursts. She thinks like a scientist.”

      “I’m sorry.” Helena’s voice softened. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      Louise smiled. “You didn’t. I’m a scientist too, remember?”

      “If the case does belong to a woman, what was he doing with it?” Jack’s cheeks were burning with excitement as he wrote everything down on his pad.

      “Who says the case belongs to a woman?” Eve asked. “It could belong to a man.”

      “You mean he was meeting another man here who smoked, and somehow got hold of the case?” Helena suggested.

      “What would he want with it?” Jack asked.

      Sheriff Quinn glared at him. “When we trace him, we’ll ask him. But my money is on it being a her, like Miss Laurent said.”

      “Easy, Sheriff,” Daniel said. “I’m not ready to make that assumption yet.” He handed the case to Louise. “Can you dust this for fingerprints? Good thing we’re all wearing gloves,” he added ruefully.

      She nodded and bent down to her kit.

      The lawmen went through the rest of Walt’s pockets, but none of them yielded anything of interest. “He certainly wasn’t intending to be out for long,” the sheriff remarked, dusting his clothes off. “He isn’t even wearing a watch.”

      “He must have just thrown some clothes on to get out here if he was out so early in the morning,” his deputy agreed.

      “Anything else here?” Daniel glanced around him. “You never can tell how careless these criminals can be.”

      “Only when they’re in a hurry,” Sheriff Quinn reminded him. “At dawn, with no one else around, in a remote place in the woods, I don’t think either of them were in a hurry.” He glanced at Jack. “That about wraps you up, doesn’t it, Jack?”

      “I think I’ll stick around,” said the young reporter.

      “I think not,” Daniel said sharply. “We’ll let you know about anything we find when we want the people to know about it.”

      “That’s not your call, Mr. Frazer,” Jack said. “We run the newspaper, not you.”

      “You’ll cooperate with the law, Jack, or you’ll end up in jail,” the sheriff said.

      “Sheriff!” The call came from a young assistant deputy with a protruding Adam’s apple. “We found something!”

      He ran over to them, a stick of wood in his hand.

      “Careful there!” his superior said as the young man held it out. One of the ridges was almost peeling off the wood and snagged his coat. The sheriff carefully unhooked it and held it up. It had a pleasant tan shade and was about four feet long with plenty of the ridges and roughness. Two thick, twig-like branches hung from each side near the top, and the top and bottom were jagged.

      Eve backed away a little with a start when she realized what the young assistant deputy had found.

      “Hot dog!” Even Jack was open-mouthed. “The murder weapon!”

      “Who says it’s the murder weapon?” Sheriff Quinn glanced at Daniel.

      “Well, isn’t it obvious?”

      “It’s possible,” the district attorney said.

      “More than possible.” Helena bent toward it. “There are some dark hairs stuck between the ridges here. They must have pulled off when the killer struck Walt in the back of the neck.”

      “Must you be so gruesome, dear?” Eve glanced at Jack scribbling her words verbatim.

      Her sister stiffened. “I’m only reporting what I see.”

      “No blood on it,” Deputy Hunt remarked.

      “There wouldn’t be if there was internal bleeding,” she said.

      “Be very careful with that, young man,” Daniel said. “Louise, fingerprints, if you please.”

      “I doubt you’ll find anything,” Helena said.

      “We have our expert, so we may as well use her,” Daniel said with a small smile, adding, “In the interest of justice, of course.”

      Louise curtsied and led the young lawman to her kit.

      “What a story!” Jack’s eyes were shining.

      “Why haven’t you gone yet?” Helena snapped.

      “I was just on my way,” said Jack. “I thought I’d keep my eyes open as I was leaving and a good thing I did. Look at this!”

      He held out his hand, where, on a handkerchief, lay a cigarette holder. Its red mouthpiece glared against the muted greens and browns of the forest like a flame, and the ribbed pattern flashed with silver diamonds.

      Deputy Hunt whistled. “Must’ve cost the lady a lot of money.”

      “Or her paramour,” his superior said dryly.

      “We’ve got a ladykiller on the loose.” Jack could barely contain his excitement.

      “Not so fast,” Daniel said. “This could have been here for weeks or even months.”

      “Without someone seeing that red glare and picking it up?” The sheriff eyed him.

      “It looks like a Chaumet,” Louise said.

      “Eh?” Sheriff Quinn glanced at her.

      “A jewelry house in Paris,” she said. “Very expensive.”

      “No lady would leave that lying around so easily,” Jack insisted. “And no lady around here would own something like that. It’s got to be a stranger.”

      “Can you dust for fingerprints, Louise?” Daniel asked. “Just to make sure?”

      She nodded. “Good thing you put it on the handkerchief, Mr. Shane.”

      “Call me Jack.” He grinned. “Looks like we’ll be working together on this case.”

      “You’re not working on any case,” Daniel said sternly. “I told you to leave, and now I mean it.”

      “All right, all right.” Jack waved him away. “You’re as bad as Mr. Clarke.”

      “Wait a minute!” Daniel caught him by the shoulders, his expression and tone more reasonable. “Look, Jack, don’t print anything about this story until tomorrow morning, eh?”

      “The public has a right to know there’s a murderer in their midst, Mr. Frazer,” Jack said.

      “I’m not denying that,” Daniel said. “But there’s the human side too. His wife doesn’t know about it yet, and neither does anyone who came with him this weekend. I’m betting they haven’t even filed a missing person’s report with the sheriff.” He glanced at Sheriff Quinn, who nodded. “Give me a chance to break the news to them before it gets in the papers.”

      The young man pondered. “Well, Mr. Frazer, Abe’s the one who makes those decisions.”

      “You and your brother will do what the district attorney tells you!” the sheriff growled, but Daniel held up his hand.

      “Explain it to him, then,” said Daniel. “You don’t want to make it harder on the widow than it already will be, do you?”

      “No, sir.” The young man saluted him. “I’ll talk to Abe. He’s always been cooperative with Mr. Clarke, so I don’t think you’ll have any trouble.”

      “I appreciate that.” Daniel pounded him on the back.

      As they watched him leave, his head still bent toward the ground, Eve whispered to her sister, “Do any of the women staying in the cabin smoke?”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” her sister whispered back. “As far as I recall, only Nella doesn’t. Even Mary used to sneak a cigarette from Addie when Walt wasn’t around.”

      “I think we’re done here for now, eh, Sheriff?” Daniel asked.

      The lawman nodded. “What do you want us to do next?”

      Daniel rubbed his chin. “I think finding out to whom the cigarette case and the holder belong is the first order of business.”

      “That won’t be easy,” Sheriff Quinn said. “No marks on either of them. They could have come from anywhere.”

      Daniel nodded. “Other than analyzing what we’ve found here — which Louise and the Pasadena police will do for us  — there isn’t much else until we talk to Mary and the others.”

      “You think they might know something?” the sheriff questioned.

      “It’s worth a try,” said Daniel.

      The lawmen dispersed and several others in white jackets came through the shrubbery carrying a stretcher. Eve couldn’t help but feel sad watching Daniel’s gathered face as they carefully put his dead friend on it.

      Helena eyed him. “What is it, Daniel?”

      He gave a rueful laugh. “All the murder cases we studied in college always had a definite starting place. They didn’t teach us how to solve a case from nothing.”

      “You’re not starting from nothing,” Eve argued. “You have a murder weapon and some clues.”

      “Many times, the Prefecture didn’t even have that,” Louise chimed in.

      They started walking back toward the main road. “I didn’t expect this, you know.”

      “No one expects their college chum to be murdered,” Eve said kindly.

      “I mean this — this feeling of being lost,” he lamented.

      “What about Oliver?” Eve asked. “He said you could come to him for advice, didn’t he?”

      “He suggested it,” said Daniel.

      “You’ve nothing to lose,” Helena said.

      “You’re welcome to come with me.” He opened the car door for the ladies.

      “I’m curious to hear what he will say,” Eve admitted as she climbed in.

      “May I come too?” Louise asked. “I’d like to meet Mr. Clarke.”

      “I think he would be pleased to meet you too, Louise,” Eve said.
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      “Mr. Frazer.” Louise’s voice wavered as Daniel drove across the bridge into Gyver.

      “Dan.” The district attorney smiled.

      “Dan,” she corrected. “I don’t have my lab set up yet, you know.”

      “Dr. Myers has a lab of sorts,” he offered. “I’m sure he’d let you use his equipment until you get yourself settled.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t,” Helena snorted. “And he’d be hounding you ever second of the time.” She smiled at Louise. “I have a laboratory in back of our house and you’re welcome to use it. And the mortuary is at your disposal, of course.”

      “That’s very generous of you, Helena.” Daniel smiled.

      “Why don’t you stay with us while you’re house-hunting?” Eve offered.

      “I wouldn’t want to put you out,” Louise said.

      “Nonsense,” Eve scoffed. “We’ve plenty of room, and Agnes, our housekeeper, is always happy when there are guests.”

      “She likes to show off her culinary skills to strangers,” Helena said. “And Violet, our younger sister, will be thrilled to have a forensic expert in the house.”

      “She’s got some fool idea of being a Lady Pinkerton,” Daniel said with a grin.

      “Maybe not such a foolish idea,” Louise said softly. “Women detectives aren’t so rare these days. I met Maud West once when she came to Paris.”

      “Just don’t let Vi talk your ear off,” Helena advised.
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      Jennie, the Clarke maid, answered the door, looking more polished in her
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