
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What people are saying

	 

	*Cozy Action *Sweet Romance *Faith & Redemption *Standalone Series

	 

	“A refreshing debut for a promising series … A determined heroine … A well-crafted mystery with a nicely crafted plot … What more could you want?”  

	~ Terry M.

	“Trading for Murder has cozy-mystery warmth with whodunit suspense.”

	~ Cindy U.

	“True friendship is a risky business in this high-stakes mystery – where power and money take a backseat to the human heart.“

	~ Janelle P. 

	 

	Perfect for fans of Terry Blackstock, Lynette Eason, Joanne Fluke, and Janet Evanovich 

	



	
 

	Trading for Murder

	 


 

	Books by Angela Miller Curtis

	Trading for Murder

	Murder at Aunt B’s

	(Soon to be released)

	 


 

	A Mazie Harris Mystery

	Book 1

	 

	Trading for Murder

	[image: A black and white image of a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	Danger, Murder, and a Dash of Wit

	 

	Angela Miller Curtis

	
 

	Trading for Murder

	Copyright © 2026 by Angela Miller Curtis

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher or the author.

	For information, contact: 

	Angela Curtis • amcurtisbooks@gmail.com • AngelaMillerCurtis.com

	Published by:

	Angela Miller Curtis Publishing, LLC

	Fort Collins, CO

	Cover design by:

	Jenneth Leed

	Logo design by:

	Kacy Graphics

	ISBN 979-8-9998290-0-9 (paperback)

	979-8-9998290-3-0 (hardcover)

	979-8-9998290-1-6 (eBook)

	979-8-9998290-2-3 (audiobook)

	Library of Congress Control Number: 2026912146 

	Manufactured in the United States of America 

	First Edition

	Unless otherwise stated, Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc. Used with permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com/

	Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	
 

	To Rick

	You make my life complete!

	
 

	Trading for Murder

	[image: A black and white image of a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	 

	 

	
Contents

	 

	One

	Two

	Three

	Four

	Five

	Six

	Seven

	Eight

	Nine

	Ten

	Eleven

	Twelve

	Thirteen

	Fourteen

	Fifteen

	Sixteen

	Seventeen

	Eighteen

	Nineteen

	Twenty

	Twenty-One

	Twenty-Two

	Twenty-Three

	Twenty-Four

	Twenty-Five

	Twenty-Six

	Twenty-Seven

	Twenty-Eight

	Twenty-Nine

	Thirty

	Thirty-One

	Thirty-Two

	Thirty-Three

	Thirty-Four

	Thirty-Five

	Thirty-Six

	Thirty-Seven

	Thirty-Eight

	Thirty-Nine

	Forty

	Forty-One

	Forty-Two

	Forty-Three

	Forty-Four

	Forty-Five

	Forty-Six

	Forty-Seven

	Forty-Eight

	Forty-Nine

	Fifty

	Fifty-One

	Fifty-Two

	Fifty-Three

	Fifty-Four

	Fifty-Five

	Fifty-Six

	Fifty-Seven

	Fifty-Eight

	About the Author

	Acknowledgments

	Sneak Peak Murder at Aunt B’s

	
ONE

	[image: Image]

	M


	azie Harris was used to her gut instinct closing seven-figure deals, but tonight, before the end of the evening, her instinct would scream her best friend was being framed for a crime he didn’t commit. 

	She walked into the Marble Springs Hotel, wearing two-inch heels and a gold-sequined gown that highlighted her green eyes and light-brown hair. She hoped she looked more confident than she felt. With her heels clicking on the cream-colored marble floor, she passed under large crystal chandeliers and found the ballroom for the evening’s festivities. 

	Michael, one of the firm’s interns, sat at the check-in table and handed Mazie her name tag when she walked up. “Mazie, you and your team will be at table ten, on the right side of the room.” 

	Mazie smiled. “Thank you, Michael. I’m waiting for a friend. His name is Terry Cunningham.” 

	Michael found his name tag. “I’ll let him know you ‘re at table ten.” 

	Mazie nodded and stood aside, placing her name tag on her gown. While she waited, she peeked into the ballroom. 

	Adams and Hudson, the marketing firm she worked for, had spared no expense. The room was elegant and beautiful. A beverage bar stood on one side of the room, and an appetizer and dessert station on the other, with round tables between.

	Each table had fruit centerpieces resembling flower arrangements, gray and burgundy linens, polished silver, and crystal glasses. The room was full of smartly dressed people mingling inside. 

	Turning back, Terry still hadn’t arrived. She wanted him by her side tonight. 

	Mazie grew up determined to make a difference in the world, and at thirty-two, she’d turned that stubborn streak into a quiet certainty. Confident? Absolutely. Assured? People set their watches by her. Optimistic? She still believed most problems could be solved with a decent cup of coffee and good listening skills. 

	Spontaneity, however, was one of her weak spots. She was anything but. 

	Brandon, her ex-boyfriend, often reminded her that she scheduled her own whims in pencil, just in case something more useful came up. One day, he drawled on after she’d color-coded their weekend.

	“Some of us,” he said, “like to live dangerously—like eating dessert before seven p.m.” Her color-coding that weekend broke the camel’s back, sending him running for the hills. 

	Since then, she’d worked on being more spontaneous and more willing to do things on a moment’s notice. Slowly. Methodically. She’d even made a list titled “Spontaneity Practice,” which rather proved his point, but at least the list was written in purple ink on a Tuesday when no one expected it. Baby steps, she reminded herself.

	Mazie and Terry became friends in college. If it hadn’t been for him, she never would have finished school. She’ll never be able to repay him for getting her through the last semester. 

	One day, Dad asked her why there wasn’t a romantic connection between them. She explained that Terry was attractive, but she wasn’t attracted to him. He was kind, but in a brotherly sort of way. Dad couldn’t quite understand how a man and a woman could just be good friends. But that’s what they were. Best friends. 

	As far as she was concerned, he wasn’t marriage material. He was, however, someone she enjoyed spending time with. And he was very spontaneous. She held out hope that some of it would rub off on her. 

	Ten minutes after arriving, she decided to go in. It would be like him to come in late, grinning, and cracking some dumb joke about lost cufflinks. 

	“He’d better show,” she said under her breath as she looked for her team. She was counting on Terry to keep things light tonight in case they didn’t win. 

	The room was filled with co-workers hoping to win an award. Mazie was no different. 

	On more than one occasion, she’d been told she was ambitious, relentless, and had high expectations. It only made her laugh because she saw herself as controlled, passionate, and kind. 

	At least she tried to be kind. 

	She put everything into bringing her clients’ products successfully to market. And sometimes — she had to admit — it caused a little friction along the way. 

	Threading her way through forty or more of her co-workers and guests, she found her team in the front of the room, near the stage. They stood in a tight knot, programs folded and refolded in nervous hands.

	She passed by four of the other account managers up for the same award, their laughter loud, their postures easy, as if somehow they already knew they’d won. 

	After thirty minutes of idle conversation, the chandeliers flickered and dimmed, signaling everyone to take their seats for dinner. Still no sign of Terry. 

	It wasn’t like him to be so late. 

	She gestured her team toward table ten. Jayna Jackson, Mazie’s assistant and best female friend, dropped her five feet eight inches into the chair on Mazie’s right with a soft rustle of silk, crossing one long leg over the other, and flashing a slice of dark skin. Jayna was twenty-eight and known for her no-nonsense approach to almost everything. 

	She leaned toward Mazie. “Still no sign of Terry?” she murmured, low enough for only Mazie to hear. Her chocolate eyes flicked to the empty seat to Mazie’s left. 

	“I have no idea where he is. It isn’t like him to be this late.” She glanced again at her phone for a message. 

	From across the table, the team’s graphic artist, Jim, loosened his tie another fraction and drummed the table with both palms, and announced, “My gut is yelling we’re taking this thing home tonight. The Martin account? Nobody came close. The commercial where the family is sitting around one of Noah Martin’s beautifully polished tables…?” He pointed his fork at Mazie as if it were a spotlight, “Pure Mazie Magic.” 

	Heat crawled up her neck. She couldn’t ask for a better group of talented people to work for her. 

	She lifted her water glass, condensation cool against her fingers, and tipped it toward her team. “We built that campaign together. Every frame, every line.” She held her glass up and toasted them. 

	Forty-five minutes later, dinner plates were picked up, and her gaze drifted to the stage, where the evening’s host, Stephen Hudson, the firm’s second partner, and her boss, tested the microphone with soft taps, and announced, “Please help yourself to the dessert station. We’ll begin in five minutes.” 

	Winning the top team award tonight could turn Stephen’s vague “when-you-are-ready” promises into something she could actually touch. She pressed her thumbnail into the soft pad of her index finger, just hard enough to feel the bite, and waited for the lights to drop. Still no sign of Terry. She was really beginning to worry. 

	The lights dimmed, and Stephen, holding the microphone, turned to watch the video as he reflected on the firm’s marketing triumphs playing on the large screen behind him. The video displayed snippets of commercials, brochures, and social media spots they had all produced over the year. Whoops and applause broke out when the video ended, including table ten. Excitement flooded the room.

	Mazie’s team leaned forward, whispering about their different ads on the video, and assured one another that theirs would win. 

	As if on cue, Brad Adams, the firm’s senior partner, bounded onto the stage, shaking Stephen’s hand and slapping him on the back, eager to begin the awards portion. 

	Several people turned their chairs to get a better view of the stage, while Stephen took a seat with his family and guests. 

	Brad started by reading the list of nominees for the Photo Team of the Year award. Suddenly, before he could announce the winner, a loud thud at the back of the room drew everyone’s attention. 

	A man in a black suit stumbled in, crashing into a server holding a tray of coffee carafes and cream pitchers, sending them crashing to the floor. Splashes of coffee and cream went everywhere. 

	“Terry?” Mazie whispered under her breath in disbelief. 

	He tripped again as he tried to straighten and said loudly, “Oops,” and muffled a laugh. 

	With eyes opened wide, Mazie watched her best friend make an absolute spectacle of himself. Oh, perfect, she thought, Terry chooses the night of my awards dinner to channel his inner fraternity ghost—what in the world is he thinking?

	Jayna leaned over. “Is he drunk?” 

	“It seems so, but he doesn’t drink. I don’t know if I’m furious or worried?” 

	Realizing he had to be stopped before he did more damage, Mazie marshaled her frustration, stood, and went to him, tugging his arm tightly toward their table. 

	The waitstaff quietly picked up the coffee carafes and mopped up, while Brad brought the attention back to the podium and began again. 

	Mazie’s heart raced. She felt embarrassed not only for Terry but also for her team. She could only imagine how they felt to see their team leader’s friend so out of control. 

	She leaned into Terry and whispered, “What is wrong with you? Have you been drinking?” 

	“Did you win?” he said loudly, ignoring her question. 

	She waved her hand downward to quiet him, feeling her face flush when heads turned toward them, again. 

	They’d been friends for years, and this wasn’t like him at all. They’d seen each other through thick and thin, but she’d never seen him drunk. She wondered if he’d stopped taking his meds. From the stories he’d told her about his childhood, he wasn’t able to keep his emotions to himself until they found the right combination of medications that finally helped. 

	The room suddenly erupted with clapping for the team that had just won an award. Which she missed. Reaching for her water glass, she took three big gulps, trying to calm her nerves, her anger brewing just below the surface. 
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	The suite on the 11th floor of the Marble Springs Hotel had been converted into a rolling command post. 

	Special Agent Peter Bennett adjusted the knot of his tie in the mirror. The suit jacket already warm against his skin. He’d learned over the years that it was best to mimic the guests’ attire when he was about to raid a dinner party. It caused less stress for everyone concerned if they didn’t go in with FBI written on their backs and guns drawn. 

	Peter Bennett had been with the FBI for seven years since leaving LA, where he worked as a street cop. Now he worked for the US Attorney’s office in Englewood, Colorado. 

	He didn’t regret choosing the FBI. In fact, he rather enjoyed being in the middle of complex cases, but he was ready for bigger ones. Ones that made national news. This one might just be that kind of case if the evidence proves solid enough. 

	But he’d have to do everything by the book. His boss was counting on this case to draw the state senator’s attention. She had political goals and eventually wanted to be nominated to the US Supreme Court. 

	“Ballroom number three, right side, in the middle,” directed Agent Scott Walters, sliding a tablet across the table toward Peter Bennett. A live feed from the ballroom showed Terrance Cunningham in a black suit sitting at table ten. 

	Bennett reviewed the room layout. “We move in five.” 

	“Copy that,” Agent Walters said, and palmed a pair of handcuffs into the breast pocket of his suit jacket like a linen napkin. “If he bolts for the exit, we have it covered.” 

	Feeling for his FBI badge in his pocket, Peter Bennett announced, “Let’s try for a quiet entry, quiet exit.” 

	He slipped the arrest warrant into an inside pocket, smoothed the lapel of his jacket, and stepped into the hallway. The elevator hummed downward to the second floor, carrying four well-armed agents toward ballroom number three.
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	Mazie forced her attention back to Brad Adams, standing at the podium, about to announce the Marketing Team of the Year award. The most prestigious award of the night. The one everyone was waiting for. If her team won, it would bring her one step closer to that promotion Stephen constantly dangled in front of her. 

	Before Brad announced the five nominees, she leaned across the table and said to her team, “Listen, you’ve all worked hard this year. You deserve this award, but win or lose, you are all winners in my book.” She nodded curtly and smiled, then looked up at the stage. She averted her eyes slightly upward, missing what she used to feel when she did so. 

	Mazie grew up going to church with her parents. They raised her to respect God and to go to Him with confidence in times of need, and for many years she did. But something happened when she was eighteen that made her question whether He really had heard her at all, causing her to stop relying on the relationship she’d learned to count on. 

	Brad announced, “Drum roll, please.” The audience began tapping the edge of their tables with their hands, and Brad opened the envelope. “And the award goes to … Mazie Harris and her amazing marketing team.” 

	Applause erupted throughout the room, and her team stood at once to congratulate one another and Mazie. Mazie gave them high-fives and stepped forward to accept the award on the team’s behalf. She punched the air with her fist as she approached the stage. 

	Terry also stood and cheered loudly. 

	Brad Adams shook Mazie’s hand and gave her the award as she walked to the microphone. 

	Looking out into the audience, “Thank you for recognizing our hard work this year. I accept this award on behalf of my talented team. Their talent makes my job much easier.” Holding up the award, she looked directly at table ten and said loudly, “This is for all of us!” 

	Everyone stood and clapped, and her team pumped their fists into the air. 

	Terry cupped both hands around his mouth and yelled as he swayed, “I knew you were talented, Mazie Harris,” and let out a “whoop, whoop.”

	Stepping from the stage, she smiled from ear to ear, waving the award in the air in victory. It felt as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders at that moment. She finally had the reassurance that the firm’s partners respected her designs, campaign slogans, commercials, brochures, and photo shoots. Her team’s work had been noticed, and all those long hours with demanding clients had finally paid off. 

	Terry stepped away from the table to congratulate her when his foot caught on the leg of his chair, causing him to stumble forward, heading straight for her. 

	He flung out his arms, trying to catch himself, but to no avail. The crash into her sent her stumbling backward with the award in her hand. The corner of the plaque slammed into her forehead before flying out of her hand and across the floor. 

	The strength of Terry’s weight caused her to land on her backside, making her legs reach for the stars as Terry landed on top. It all happened in a matter of seconds. 

	“Get off me!” she demanded and pushed against the weight of his body. This was just great. How could the night get any worse? 

	Terry climbed awkwardly to his feet. 

	John, one of her co-workers sitting at the table closest to the fiasco, helped her up. She quickly smoothed her expensive gown, only to notice a small tear above her name tag, which made her even angrier. 

	In a panic, Jayna reached for a tissue in her purse and ran to Mazie. “Take this; your forehead is bleeding.” 

	“Is it bad?” Mazie said.

	“I don’t think so. It doesn’t look too deep, but you need a Band-Aid.” 

	The entire room watched in shock as Mazie tried to regain her dignity. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one marketing manager looking at another, both with smirks on their faces. She straightened her shoulders, glanced at Stephen, and mouthed, “I’m so sorry!” 

	Terry sat at the table with his head in his hands. 

	Once Mazie returned to her table, she grabbed her purse and congratulated her team. “I’m so sorry for my friend and how this turned out. I’m okay, but I’m going to get him out of here.” 

	Completely humiliated, she grabbed Terry by the arm, helped him to his feet, and began to escort him out of the ballroom. Suddenly, four men in black suits entered through the double doors. 

	Mazie immediately stopped, still holding onto an unsteady Terry. 

	Two emotionless, strong-looking men made their way to the back of the ballroom, their hands behind their backs, shoulder guns visible beneath their jackets. 

	In a matter of seconds, with a look of concern about who these men were, Brad Adams stepped off the stage to find out. 

	“What do you want? This is a private affair,” he said loudly as he started toward them. 

	A woman at the back of the room screamed, “They have guns.” 

	“Remain seated,” the man nearest the door shouted, “I am Special Agent Peter Bennett. This is Special Agent Scott Walters. We are with the FBI,” and flashed his badge. “This isn’t going to take long.” 

	Brad stopped in his tracks. The crowd watched the scene unfold with mouths open. 

	Agent Bennett nodded at Agent Walters, giving him the go-ahead to move. They walked up the right side of the room and stopped where Terry and Mazie stood. 

	“Are you Terrance Cunningham?” Agent Bennett said. 

	“I am, but what do you want with me?” Terry held onto the chairback with one hand, trying to keep his balance. Mazie, let go.  

	Agent Walters put a hand on Terry’s shoulder. “Please place your hands behind your back,” clicking the handcuffs into place.

	Agent Bennett reached into his pocket. “This is a federal warrant, Mr. Cunningham. You are under arrest for insider trading and wire fraud.” 

	“What? It wasn’t me. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

	Mazie took a step forward. “Agent Bennett, you have the wrong man.”

	Ignoring her, Bennett read Terry his Miranda rights, while he and Walters each took an arm and led Terry around the tables toward the doors. 

	Terry looked back before going through the doors, and they held each other’s gaze for only seconds, each searching for some kind of explanation. 

	There was a look of total despair in his eyes, and he saw a look of utter confusion in hers. 

	Tonight had been the most bizarre night of her life. 

	
two
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	Saturday

	T


	he morning light filtered through the bedroom window as Mazie sat on the edge of her bed. She’d tossed and turned all night. It’d taken all the restraint she had to wait until morning to call someone to help Terry. She didn’t know where to begin. Did he have an attorney? Should she call one? She’d never been involved in anything like this before. 

	She slipped on her robe, stuffed her feet into her gray, scruffy slippers, and went to start the coffee, but decided something for her headache must come first. 

	Padding into the kitchen of her two-bedroom house, she put half of an English muffin into the toaster and waited for the coffee to finish brewing. She winced when she touched her forehead and quickly pulled her hand back. She gave a half-laugh. The whole thing was funny now that she had time to think about it. Except for the part about Terry getting arrested, of course. 

	If she didn’t laugh, she might never stop crying. For Terry. For being so utterly embarrassed in front of her co-workers. And, for the hole in her dress. She’d paid a lot of money for that dress. She was usually a frugal person. 

	She could picture what it must have looked like, falling on her backside in her expensive evening gown, legs in the air, with Terry on top of her. Shaking her head at the thought, she hoped no one had the time to take a video. 

	She walked into the living room, took a throw off the back of a chair, and wrapped it around her shoulders. Moving back to the kitchen, she poured a mug of steaming dark roast, stuffed the English muffin between her teeth, and walked out to her favorite thinking place—her sanctuary—her back patio. 

	Putting the mug down on the small round table beside her, she pulled the blanket tighter. The crisp summer Colorado morning brought the sounds of birds chirping as they called to one another among the trees, making her smile. 

	Each summer, she made the patio look a little different from the previous year, which satisfied her creative side. Now, as spring turned into summer, the patio gave her a sense of accomplishment as the flowers bloomed in each pot she’d planted, overflowing with pinks, purples, yellows, whites, and greens. 

	Picking up the coffee mug, she held it between her hands and sipped. Last night seemed surreal. The fact that her team had won the award barely entered her mind. 

	She couldn’t ever remember feeling as helpless as when she looked into Terry’s eyes. It was like a scene from a movie. She imagined what Terry must be going through this morning—the sounds, smells, and the coldness of his cell. He had to be scared. 

	Terry was one of the kindest men she knew. He didn’t deserve this. During countless long nights studying at the library, they’d shared their after-college dreams. She’d envisioned a prestigious marketing position on Chicago’s Magnificent Mile, while he aspired to work on Wall Street. Although both were successful, neither had achieved those late-night dreams. 

	Terry was thirty-four, two years older than she was. He was nice-looking. Wore his dark, wavy hair short, had a firm build, and loved the financial world. He had a knack for numbers. He could look at a group of figures and add them in his head before she could get them entered into a calculator. She always checked. And, he was never wrong, which astounded her. 

	He thrived with an audience. Always the life of the party—always the first one people invited. His brown eyes lit up when he entered a room. In college, if Terry were going to be at the party, it would be a good party. 

	She watched as two squirrels chased one another up and down the trees. For someone to think Terry committed insider trading by tipping off his clients … just wasn’t right. He was too ethical and principled to commit fraud. He didn’t need the money, and to her knowledge, he hadn’t touched alcohol since college. None of it added up. 

	The ringing phone inside drew her attention. Maybe it was Terry calling to come pick him up. Hopefully, it wasn’t Stephen wanting to fire or castigate her for inviting such a person to the awards banquet. 

	Once inside, she glanced at an unfamiliar number on her cell. 

	“Hello.” 

	“Am I talking to Makenzie Harris?” No one called her by her given name unless it was something serious. She’d gotten the nickname Mazie in high school and had gone by it ever since. 

	“May I ask who’s calling?” 

	“I’m Parker Mitchell from the Granite Falls Gazette. I understand you know Terrance Cunningham.” Mazie’s radar went on alert. 

	“Yes. Terry’s a friend of mine.” 

	“I understand you were there when he was arrested last night. He’s being held at the Englewood Federal Correctional Facility. It’s a prison, you know.” 

	She closed her eyes even though she thought it was futile to do so, and thought, Lord, if you are there, please be with Terry. He needs you! 

	“Yes, Mr. Mitchell, I was there last night.” 

	She fell against the arm of the couch in the living room, surprised he’d been taken seventy miles away to a federal prison. She assumed he was taken to the Marble Springs jail, just adjacent to Granite Falls, where she lived. Terry could be extreme at times, with his racing mind and difficulty focusing, but he was as honest as they came. He would never jeopardize his ethics for a quick buck. 

	Returning to the phone call, she said, “What do you want, Mr. Mitchell?” 

	“Would you mind meeting me for coffee, Ms. Harris? I want to write an article about his situation. I believe he is innocent, and I would like to learn more about him.” 

	From the stories her dad had told her from his banking days, she didn’t believe for a minute that Parker Mitchell thought Terry was innocent. He just wanted a scoop for his newspaper. 

	“He’s a good man, Mr. Mitchell.”

	“I heard things got out of hand last night at the event.” 

	Mazie raised an eyebrow. Who had he been talking to? “Mr. Mitchell, you’ve caught me by surprise. I won’t say anything further until I’ve learned more myself. I’m going to hang up now. Have a nice day.” She ended the call. 

	“Who does this guy think he is?” She tossed her phone onto the sofa and began pacing around the house. Thinking. 

	How could she help Terry best? What could she do? Who should she call? A pang of regret suddenly warmed her face when she realized how angry she’d been at him for ruining her big night. 

	Feeling somewhat justified, she began listing all the reasons using her fingers. 

	For coming in late, showing up apparently drunk, knocking into the waiter, and being the cause of the throbbing bruise on her forehead. 

	But then, the FBI came in with their black ties, guns, and warrants. And poof. None of that mattered anymore. The only thing that mattered now was to find out what she could do to help him out of the mess he was in. 

	The Terry she knew would never set aside his ethics for money. He’d never tip his clients off to save a buck and risk his own reputation. Had something or someone caused him to do it? She couldn’t imagine what it could be. She was reminded of what her mother would say: “Don’t judge another person, Mazie, until you’ve walked a mile in their shoes.” 

	Mazie stopped pacing and leaned against the counter at the coffee pot. Absent-mindedly, she put her thumb under her chin and tapped her fingers to her lips as she thought out loud, “Someone is framing Terry. But who?” 

	She walked to the sofa and picked up her phone. She searched for the prison’s phone number and called. The line was busy. Going into her bedroom, she dressed and tried the number once again. Still busy. 

	Mazie needed to talk to Kevin. Kevin Swain was Terry’s oldest friend going back to middle school. They were like brothers, and just as competitive. Terry and Kevin constantly tried to one-up each other. She couldn’t count how many times they ran races trying to beat each other to the finish line. The two of them were crazy together. 

	She didn’t see Kevin much anymore. He lived in a Denver suburb, an hour and a half away from Granite Falls. Sadly, her busy life kept her from old relationships. Except for Terry. 

	Mazie found Kevin’s number and called. 

	“It’s been a minute, Mazie. How are you?” He said.

	“Have you heard from Terry?” Hoping Terry had called him from jail. 

	“No. Why?” 

	“Something happened. I don’t know a lot, but he was arrested last night.” 

	There was a long pause. “Arrested? For what?” Kevin said. 

	“Insider trading and wire fraud.” 

	“You’ve got to be kidding. No way. Not Terry.”

	“I agree. He was with me at a work event last night, and the FBI came in and arrested him. Right there in front of all of us.” 

	“They sent the FBI?” 

	“This morning, a reporter from the Granite Falls Gazette called me asking for an interview about Terry. It’s real, Kevin. Terry is in big trouble. I’m scared. I don’t know what’s going to happen to him. I thought maybe he’d called you as one of his phone calls. Do you get to make a call when you get arrested?” she said. 

	“I have no idea.” He chuckled nervously. “Probably. Hopefully, he contacted a lawyer. He’s going to need one. We need to see him. Do you know where he is?” 

	She cleared her throat before answering, “The reporter said they’re holding him at the Englewood Federal Correctional Facility. I tried calling there before calling you, but the phone was busy.” She paced as she talked to Kevin, trying to make sense of the situation.

	“He’s going to need someone good who understands white-collar crimes,” he said. 

	There was a short pause. “Hey, a couple of years ago, my firm worked with a detective from the Marble Springs Police Department to locate one of my marketing clients who’d written us a bad check. As it turned out, he’d written them all over town, and it caused the police to get involved. After a week of searching, the detective found the weasel, and the firm got its money back.”

	“Do you remember the detective’s name?” 

	She drummed her fingers across her lips. “Steele, something. He’s from here, well, Marble Springs, not Granite Falls. We talked often. Let me see if I still have his number in my contacts.”

	Mazie put Kevin on speakerphone while she searched her contact list. “Yes! Yes, I’ve got it. His name is Carter Steele. I’ll make the call.” 

	“Make sure he knows Terry didn’t do it.”

	“I will. I promise. Do you think we could go see him today?”

	“I’m sorry, but I can’t go today. I have appointments all day. But I’ll clear my calendar for tomorrow,” he said. 

	“Okay. In the morning, then, I’ll meet you at your house, and we’ll go to the prison together.” 

	She tried Carter Steele’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. She hung up before leaving a message. If it came to it, she wanted to try to persuade him to help with Terry’s case. She’d try again in a little while and leave a message at the police station if it came to it. 

	The day drew on, and she grew more tense. Running always helped her clear her mind. 

	As soon as her feet hit the pavement, she felt her nerves settle. Choosing the left side of the road, she wove through her neighborhood as she’d done a thousand times before. There was something about being one with the pavement that brought her a sense of calm. She didn’t think, didn’t plan, didn’t make mental lists. She just listened to her breathing, cleared her mind, and ran. She wound around the streets in the nearby neighborhoods, not looking at anything but the pavement. She ran fast, trying to erase the last twelve hours. 

	After six miles, she was back at her front door, bent over with her hands propped on her knees, trying to catch her breath. Taking a few deep cleansing breaths, she opened the front door and went straight to the kitchen for a glass of water. If she were being honest with herself, Terry wasn’t the only thing that worried her. 

	Right after Dad retired, she’d convinced him to let Terry invest most of his 401k with Emerson Investments, where Terry worked. Terry assured him he would likely see a good return on his investment and would invest in only safe stocks. He said it was a great way to go into his eighties and have a nice buffer in his portfolio. 

	Considering whatever was going on at Emerson Investments, Dad’s retirement could be in jeopardy, and it would be all her fault. 

	Mazie put her water glass down on the counter a bit harder than she meant to and headed for the shower.
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	Sunday 

	D


	etective Carter Steele sat in his office at the 12th Precinct of the Marble Springs Police Department, rubbing his eyes and feeling as old as his beat-up walnut desk. It had been a long night. 

	He pulled the ends of a chewy candy wrapper and stuffed the candy into his mouth, looking at the stack of folders he needed to review. Despite the clutter and empty coffee cups around his office, his surroundings had a sense of order, if only to him. 

	Looking at his computer screen, he continued to read the police report about the body the hikers found near the falls, thankful homicide was taking this one over. 

	By the time he was thirty-five, he’d had his fill of dead bodies. He’d worked in LA for ten years. Carter and Jerry Whitmore, his captain, eight years his senior, both worked at the same precinct. Carter, a street cop, the calm one, methodical about every detail, never leaving a lead unturned, and on the other hand, Whitmore, his sergeant, was more animated and rushed. They complemented one another and worked well together. 

	Carter would forever be grateful to his captain for a lot of things, one of which was getting him out of the big city. Whitmore called him one afternoon after moving to Marble Springs, where he’d become their new police captain, saying he needed Carter’s no-nonsense demeanor. Carter quit two weeks later and gladly followed Whitmore to Marble Springs in search of a simpler life as a detective.

	Marble Springs, Colorado, with a population of 67,342, was the larger of the two adjoining cities and included the police and fire departments. Granite Falls, on the other hand, was a small, quaint town with a population of 32,589. Most of the residents of Granite Falls worked in Marble Springs. 

	Carter lived and worked in Marble Springs, and his precinct was responsible for protecting both cities and the surrounding areas, including the natural area around the waterfall trails, located two miles northwest of Granite Falls. Both cities had doubled in size over the past twelve years, and, sadly, so had crime. 

	Carter’s phone rang. 

	“Hello—Steele here.” 

	“Mr. Steele, my name is Mazie Harris. Thank you for taking my call.”

	“How can I help you?” Carter looked out of his window, watching a woman and a man walk into the precinct. 

	“You helped my firm a few years ago. We had a client who wrote us a bad check.” 

	“What’s the name of the firm?”

	“Adams and Hudson Marketing, in Marble Springs.”

	“Yes, I remember. We traced him back to a dozen bad checks. How can I help you, Ms. Harris? Do you have another bad check?” 

	“No, I wish it were that simple. I have a friend who was arrested, and I’m hoping you would look into his case. I don’t know any other detectives. My friend is innocent.” 

	“What’s he being charged with, Ms. Harris?” In his experience, most people thought their loved ones were innocent and incapable of the charges they faced. He remembered working with Mazie on the bad check case. They’d never met in person, but he liked her from their many phone conversations. They’d almost become friends. He remembered wondering what she looked like then. He thought she had a nice voice and seemed a little tenacious. 

	Mazie cleared her throat. “Insider trading and wire fraud.” 

	“Where are they holding him?” 

	“At the Englewood Federal Correctional Facility. I learned that they took him there after his arrest. But I don’t understand why they took him so far away.”

	Carter picked up a pen and scribbled notes in a notebook. He’d heard something about the FBI picking up a perp at the hotel last night. 

	“Was it the FBI who arrested him?” 

	“Yes, Detective.”

	“That’s why they took him to Englewood, Ms. Harris, because of the FBI’s involvement. A lot of money must be involved. However, I work in Marble Springs, not in Englewood.” 

	“Please, Detective, is there any way you can find out what evidence they have against him, and then maybe you can refer me to someone else if you don’t want to take the case yourself. I really need your help. I don’t know where to begin.” 

	He twisted open a chewy candy, popped it into his mouth, and ran his hands through his hair, looking at the work piled in front of him. “What’s your friend’s name?” 

	“Cunningham. Terrance Cunningham. He goes by Terry.”

	“I guess I can look into it. But only as a friend, nothing official. I’ll contact the FBI agent who made the arrest and see what I can learn.” He paused and let out a breath. “I’m not promising anything, Ms. Harris.” 

	“I understand, Detective. Thank you. I really appreciate it. Terry and I have been friends for years, since our college days. Another friend and I are going to the prison later this morning to see if we can see him. I’ll know more if we get in.” 

	“Do you know the name of the company he works for?” Carter asked.

	“Yes. He works for Emerson Investments at the Denver Tech Center, in Littleton.” 

	“I’ll do some digging and see if I can get the FBI to share any information with me. If you get to see your friend today, ask for a list of his co-workers. 

	“Call Detective Assistant Robert Greenwald at the main number. Tell him what you find out. But I must warn you, Ms. Harris, people do surprising things. Under the right circumstances, they can do things they wouldn’t ordinarily do. We might find that your friend is guilty.”

	“Thank you, Detective. I’ll take that chance. It’s not in his nature to do something so unethical.” 

	Once they hung up, Carter sat back in his chair and looked out the window. He hadn’t worked on any cases involving the FBI before. Not even in LA. 

	When he was at the academy, he’d thought about going to work for the Feds as several of his buddies had done. The thought of seeing what he missed appealed to him. 

	But, for something like this to work, his captain would have to sign off on it. And there was no way. Was it worth all the trouble to try?
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	hirty minutes after hanging up with Carter, Mazie was in the car on the way to Denver to ride with Kevin to the prison, wishing she’d just met him there. Her stomach was in knots. What could she possibly say to Terry that could make him feel better? How could she tell him to keep his spirits up when he was behind bars? Having your whole life in someone else’s hands had to be difficult. 

	Two hours later, she pulled up in front of Kevin Swain’s house, where he was waiting beside his car. 

	“Good morning,” she said, sliding into the front seat. “Traffic was terrible as usual. Can you believe we’re on our way to see Terry in prison, of all places?” She buckled her seatbelt and unconsciously began wringing her hands. 

	Kevin glanced at her as he pulled away from the house. “I called the prison this morning, and we can get in to see him. It’s not an easy process. We’ve been granted a one-time pass. After this, they’ll do a background check before we can see him again. We can’t take anything in with us except our IDs.” 

	Her voice was laden with anxiety as she glanced at the bag holding the book she’d brought for him. “Okay. I spoke with Carter Steele this morning, and he’s willing to make a phone call. But he didn’t seem too keen on taking the case. 

	“He’s going to try to find the FBI agent who arrested him and see if he can get the arrest report. He also said the Feds don’t share information very readily. And Detective Steele didn’t like the idea of going back and forth to Denver all the time to investigate. 

	“So, getting his help doesn’t sound too promising. But he did say he’d put me in touch with someone else if he decided not to take the case. And he told me something interesting. He said, there must be a lot of money involved, since the FBI made the arrest.” 

	Kevin let out a slight chuckle. “You sound nervous, Mazie. I haven’t heard you talk that fast in a long time.” 

	“I guess I am. I don’t want to see him in that place.” She sat quietly and looked out of the car window, her thoughts spinning. After a long pause, she turned toward Kevin, her voice low. “Did he ever talk to you about his work?” 

	She watched Kevin’s profile as he focused on driving. He had dark straight hair, which he wore short, and he’d managed to keep his athletic physique from their college days. According to Terry, Kevin wouldn’t miss a workout. 

	He grew up in the Bronx, loved the Yankees, and never married. She wondered if he ever would. He liked playing the field too much to settle down with one woman. When he got excited, his New York accent came out. 

	“Like …yeah, I guess, his boss was always ridin’ em to keep openin’ new accounts, non-stop, he said. And with the stock market being in the toilet for the last couple of years, he pushed them even harder to hang on to the clients they already had. If you ask me, Terry’s doing all right, money-wise, I mean. He does whatever he wants. And his house? It’s enormous, like something outta da movies.” 

	She chuckled. “I forgot you’re from New York.” 

	“Whaddya mean?” He quickly glanced at her. 

	“Never mind,” she said, smiling. “I agree Terry has a nice house.” She had been there many times and had often stayed the night in one of the spare bedrooms. 

	Kevin continued, his accent slipping away, “He got handed a big client some years ago. He hasn’t said much more, but at the time, he’d hoped it would give him many nice commission checks. I figured it paid off.” 

	“I know one thing for certain. Terry didn’t share privileged information with his clients. No matter what was going on in his life,” she said. 

	“I can’t believe it either.” Kevin looked for a parking space outside the cement-covered prison building. 

	“Oh my gosh.” Her stomach had butterflies. She stared at the building while getting out of the car, grabbing her ID and the book she’d brought, hoping they would let her give it to him. 

	“There’s hardly any windows. It looks like a fortress.” 

	Kevin pushed the button on the key fob and locked the car. “When I searched for the phone number to the prison, I read it’s a low-security facility for male inmates.” 

	Walking up to the door, she said, “I wonder what a high-security facility looks like. This place gives me the creeps.” Her hands became clammy as they walked to the door and entered. 

	A guard with a gun strapped to his waist immediately met them. The air was thick and stale, reminding her they were no longer in the free world. 

	A different uniformed guard began the tedious check-in process, requiring IDs and answering their questions. She was approved to take the book she’d brought in with her after it was thoroughly checked. Mazie flinched at the sound of each slamming metal-barred door as it closed behind them. 

	They were directed to a cold metal table in a chilly visitors’ room, thick with the institutional blend of pine and bleach. Mazie glanced around, studying the faces of the other inmates in the room, each surrounded by a lingering sense of empty hope as they spoke quietly to their visitors. Their faces told a myriad of stories. Had it been a different situation, she’d have liked to have brought her camera. 

	After ten minutes, Terry was ushered in wearing orange pants and a white T-shirt. Handcuffs forced his hands and arms in front of him as he walked toward them. She saw tears in his eyes as he took a seat. 

	“Boy, am I glad to see you,” Terry said. 

	Mazie wiped at the tears falling down her cheeks. It took everything she had not to reach out and hug him, but when they were checking in, they were warned against any contact with the inmates. 

	The look of despair was still evident in his eyes. “Do you know anything more?” she said. 

	Terry lifted his hands, causing the handcuffs to rattle against the metal as he set them on the table. 

	Her stomach churned at the sound. 

	He looked directly at her. “I’m as confused as you are. I have no idea why they think I did it.” 

	Kevin seemed to be in shock and finally said something, “Do you have a lawyer? A good one, I mean?” 

	“I don’t know how good she is. They let me look for one the day after I arrived. It wasn’t easy finding someone who would take my case. Many weren’t taking on new clients. I was about to give up and go with a court-appointed attorney when I tried Samantha Wilder. She seemed happy to take me on. We talked over the phone a little while ago. She wants to meet before I see the judge. She’s a criminal attorney.”

	“Hey, ya mind if I do some research on her? I want to make sure she knows what she’s doing,” Kevin said. 

	“Go ahead. I’d appreciate it. I can afford to hire a good lawyer. At least, I think I can. I don’t know if I have access to my money while I’m in here.” Terry hung his head, shaking it back and forth in disbelief. 

	“Don’t worry about any of that right now. You stay strong,” Mazie said, trying to give him hope. “I’ve asked a police detective from Marble Springs to look into your case. His name is Carter Steele.” 

	He looked deep into her eyes. “Thank you. I can’t believe this is happening to me. I’ve never traded on inside information. Never! I wouldn’t do that.” 

	“Do you think someone in your office had anything to do with it?” Mazie said. 

	“I don’t know. Maybe. I guess they could have.” 

	“You got any enemies, buddy?” Kevin said while rubbing the back of his neck. 

	“None that I know of. All the client managers get along. I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure it out. 

	“I’ve gone over all my client conversations, trying to remember if I said anything that would have tipped them off. But I’m careful. Every investment officer is trained to follow the rules, no matter what, to prevent something like this from happening. It’s an investment company’s nightmare.

	“Don’t get me wrong, we’re all certainly competitive, it’s that kind of environment. But I can’t think of anyone who would want
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