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  About the Book


Two high-profile heists. One determined detective. Zero room for error. 
Everyone thinks she's a one trick pony. Solving this case might be her claim to frame.
When a world-famous trick riding horse vanishes just days before the biggest event of the year, the police brush it off as a publicity stunt. But the desperate owner knows better—and hires the Robinson Family Detective Agency to bring the prized stallion home. With the trail running cold, Becky Robinson goes undercover as a stunt rider. The only problem? She can’t even stay on a pony, much less perform death-defying tricks.
Just when Becky thinks the trick riding case is in the bag, another heist sends shockwaves through the art world. The elusive Sunlight Swindler has stolen priceless masterpieces for years, but now he's escalated—to murder. When one of Becky’s own team members is framed for the crime, she must expose the real thief before the agency’s reputation is ruined.
With time running out and the stakes higher than ever, Becky must outwit the crooks before they ride off into the sunset—or disappear into the starry night.
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Book 1: Prime Time Murder

Book 2: Stand-In Murder

Book 3: Music City Murder

Book 4. Trap Door Murder

Book 5: Fool's Gold Murder

Book 6: Holly Jolly Murder

Book 7: Blue Suede Murder

Book 8: Family Reunion Murder

Book 9: Summer Vacation Murder

Book 10: Sunlight Swindler Murder

Book 11: Castle Island Murder

Book 12: Fixer-Upper Murder

Book 13: Hometown Murder

Book 14: Big Apple Murder

Book 15: Devil Wears Murder
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A Trick & a Pony
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  1
Back in the Saddle


Sunshine beamed through the window storefront, reminding me of the sweltering heat outside. I scooched my chair to escape the stray ray. My skin sunburned too easily to take a chance. 
People filtered inside the studio and conversed with their friends while nightmares of being the new kid in school flashed before my eyes. I shook away the notion. What did I know about being the new kid? As a small-town girl, I graduated with the same people in kindergarten and twelfth grade. And in college, everyone was out of place.
Life finally decided to pay me back for a cushy upbringing. I crossed my legs and my foot rotated in a circle. Normally known for an extroverted spirit, I chided my timidness but it only made me more self-conscious and awkward.
Entering an acting class and a room filled with professionals intimidated me. I released a breath. There I said it.
Sure, no one rivaled Tom Hanks or Meryl Streep’s success but I recognized almost every face in the room. Between commercials and guest spots on the alphabet cop shows, everybody was somebody. And then there was me – the girl with a local ad and a regional commercial to her credit. Oh, and stunt work on a western. Ninety-four seconds didn’t exactly fill out a reel.
My agent pulled a few strings and landed me a last-minute spot in the class. Despite helping Stephen win his court case, the rival detective remained desperate to get rid of me. Though the arrangement benefited my acting career, it made our office life a tad awkward. I also found him more difficult to despise since he helped me chase my Hollywood dream. Until he opened his mouth and spoke.
“Is this seat taken?” a man asked.
I peeled my gaze from the fascinating contents of my purse. “No, be my guest.”
The annoying hipster guy snagged the chair and dragged it across the studio to sit by his buddies. So much for making friends.
I checked the time and wondered how long the hour-long class might stretch. Is it too late to ask for a refund?
I scrubbed my sweaty palms across my jeans and dug through my purse for a sweater. I didn’t want to wear it but the act gave me an excuse to stand and perhaps switch seats.
I shuffled closer to the main group and caught snippets of their conversation.
A girl in a cute sunhat took center stage regaling a supposedly hilarious story. “You don’t want to go to a Willard audition without snacks. Doesn’t matter if you can’t remember a single line if you bring him a Snickers.”
Willard’s addiction to terrible candy bars drew a roar of laughter from her fellow actors.
To quote Michael Scott from The Office ‘I love inside jokes. I’d love to be part of one someday.’ I smiled and backed away from the intimidating circle. I should start smaller.
My eyes cut to the door. The next person who walked through would be my scene buddy. I chewed my lower lip as my gaze drilled holes through the glass. What if no one else showed? Then what?
The bell over the door rang and my new friend entered. I took a step forward and backed off. Maybe I should wait for the next student. A chiseled jaw, soap opera star who probably talked about himself in the third person might prove too advanced.
“What are the odds of his name being either Chad or Dylan?”
I twisted to the woman standing a few feet behind me in the corner. Something about her sparked familiarity. Did I recognize her from TV or did we meet at an audition?
“Am I being too mean and judgy or is the Brad Pitt wannabee a friend of yours?” She misunderstood my silence.
“I’m thinking Brody.”
“Good one. Has ‘bro’ built into the name already.” She plopped into an empty seat. “I hate being the new girl in class. What’s this one like?”
“This is my first day too.”
“No wonder I caught you holding up the wall with your shoulder. I’m a founding member of the club, by the way.”
“Have we met before?” I asked. “You look familiar.”
“You probably recognize me from my prosperous career as a dead body on three out of four NCIS shows.”
“I think there are five.”
“Seriously? My agent and I need to talk.”
“The original, Los Angeles, New Orleans, Hawaii, and Red. The fifth is a short-lived spinoff that didn’t last.”
“Are you a superfan or just Rainman with obscure television trivia?”
“Definitely the second one.”
“Though my dead body acting is top-notch, I suspect there’s another reason you recognize me.” A smile reached her dimpled cheeks.
“Oh yeah?”
Her finger wiggled between me and her. “Like gazing into a mirror. A couple of pipsqueaks with the girl-next-door schtick. How many casting directors refer to you as quirky or almost cute?”
“I try not to keep a running count.”
“If we play a set of twins, you can be the kind, goofy one and I can be the mean, bitter one.”
“Sounds like a perfect movie plot.”
“My people will call your people.”
“I’m Becky Robinson, by the way.”
She extended her hand. “Rachel Bacall.”
“Wow, that’s an awesome actor name.”
“Producers are always disappointed when I reveal I’m not related to Lauren Becall.”
“Well, her real name is Betty Joan Perske and her kids are Bogarts so…”
“Exactly. I’m considering lying next time someone asks and regaling them with stories of Grandma Becall and Grandpa Bogey.”
“You should. Like a fun acting exercise.”
The instructor clapped in the center of the room and asked us to form groups of three.
“Which loser should we force to join us?” Rachel asked. “One of those seven will be taken from their buddies and most certainly mope.”
I scanned the group for a friendly face, someone who might not be as entrenched. But no one bothered to count heads. “I don’t think they’re much for rules.”
Rachel stuck her fingers in her mouth and released a sharp whistle. “Yo Brody, want to join us?”
The soap opera guy twisted his neck and pointed to his chest. “I’m Kyle.”
“Sorry I must have you confused with someone else.” She dipped her head and snapped. “We are both wrong.”
“Are we though? Kyle, Chad, Dylan… all similar in style.”
“Alright, you guys.” The instructor bounced on his tiptoes and interlocked his fingers. “This first game is called the alphabet.”
“Ooh, I remember this one.” Kyle fist-pumped.
“Guess those Hooked on Phonics tapes paid off,” Rachel said.
Kyle crossed his eyes. “You know what I mean, Rach. It’s a fun exercise.”
“Y’all met before?”
She nodded. “From a brief stint in the theater. Brody’s ‘dancing’ broke two toes on my left foot and led to the promotion of my understudy… who happened to be his girlfriend.”
“It was an accident and my name is Kyle.” He ran a hand through his sandy hair. “I want to switch teams.”
The teacher fired a finger gun into the air. “Alright teams, I’m allotting you three minutes beginning with the letter R. I’ll be strolling the room to track your progress.”
“I missed the rules. What are we doing?” My gaze darted to the two other groups, hoping I might catch the premise.
“Bank robbery scene,” Rachel said. “We each take one line at a time starting with R until we make it through the alphabet.” She cleared her throat and pointed at Bro… Kyle. “Robber. He’s a bank robber.”
I grabbed her shoulders. “Stay calm.”
Kyle held a pretend gun in the pocket of his jacket. “Take out all your money.”
Rachel placed her hand on her hip and channeled teen sass. “Under whose authority?”
“Very mature.”
“Xylophone music?” Kyle asked, totally skipping the W.
“You’re hearing things, buddy.”
I froze at my letter. I didn’t want to say something stupid and off-topic but what started with a Z? “Zoinks.”
Kyle shoved the gun closer. “Aren’t you going to do as I asked?”
“Brody, I’m not afraid of you.” Rachel smirked.
“Come on, we can make it through without turning on each other,” I said.
“Don’t you think I’ll shoot you?”
“Even if you could, I have the pistol now.” Rachel stole the weapon and turned it on him.
“Funny how quickly the tables turn,” I said.
Kyle clicked his tongue. “Great.”
“One minute,” the instructor said.
Rachel rotated her hand. “Hurry this along and give me the cash.”
“I’m going as fast as I can.” I pretended to load bills in a duffle.
“Justice will prevail.”
Rachel shook her head. “Karma.”
“Luck.”
“My money stays with me.” Kyle popped the bottom of her hand and reclaimed the ‘gun’.
“Ten seconds!”
“No way,” Rachel whined
“Oh no.”
“P…” Kyle stuttered over the letter. “Please hurry.”
“Quit telling me what to do.”
I clapped believing we accomplished the task but apparently, we started and ended with R. “Reach for the sky. I’m an undercover cop.”
“Sensational work, people.” The instructor snapped his fingers as if we attended a poetry slam on a moody teen show. “Circle around and let’s make introductions with our new students.”
After the initial struggles, the class flew by. I enjoyed making a new friend, and Kyle wasn’t too bad after a while.
My pleasant mood continued to my car and I caught myself humming a tune as I folded my sunshade. Not even the dreadful heat could melt my smile.
“Do I detect Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star?” A bony finger tapped my shoulder. “Your lack of rhythm makes it difficult to tell.”
“Mr. Swallow?” I clutched my heart. “You must stop breaking into my car and hiding in the backseat.”
“Perhaps you should make a habit of checking, Miss Becky.”
I twisted to face the art thief. “Did the police release you or am I harboring a fugitive?”
“As I explained when your boss needlessly arrested me, the charges wouldn’t stick. And clearly, they didn’t.”
“You’re kidding? You’re a wanted man for the museum heist last year and probably a boatload of other crimes.”
“Ah yes, Mr. Swallow is. Poor chap.” He handed me a driver’s license. “Harper Finch on the other hand is a mild-mannered preacher from Alabama with no criminal record.”
I tossed the phony ID. “And how did Mr. Finch explain wearing a criminal’s fingerprints?”
“The LAPD doesn’t have my prints on file. They only thought they did.” He smirked. “Enough about me. How was your vacation? I heard you went camping in Texas? Not my first choice.”
“I’m not interested in small talk, Mr. Swallow. You promised to update me on the Sunlight Swindler the next time we spoke.”
“Not counting our last conversation, you mean. Mere moments before my seventy-two-hour stint behind bars orchestrated by your firm.”
I dropped my head on the steering wheel and the Nissan symbol seared into my forehead like a brand. “I’m starting to wonder if this supposed lead is a figment of your imagination.”
“As I said countless times, I’m as interested in catching the Sunlight Swindler as you.”
“And yet you refuse to share what you found.”
“Not if you play by my rules.”
“Which are?”
“Quit arranging my arrest long enough to listen.” He spread his arms. “Simple.”
“Only if you promise to stop dragging your feet.”
He passed me a folded piece of paper with the name Trenton Gaines. “This is the address of the man previously in possession of a stolen painting.”
“The one you stole from him,” I clarified.
“He started it. I am simply Robin Hood returning a prized treasure to the rightful owner.”
“And how did Mr. Gaines acquire the artwork?”
“Why don’t we go ask him?”






  
  2
Riding for a Fall


I shielded my eyes from the glare reflecting off the ocean. “The guy you stole the painting from lives on a boat?” 
Mr. Swallow ran a hand through his slicked-back blonde hair. “One might assume a yacht is easier to rob but untrue. A vessel such as this comes with its own challenges.”
“Spare me the details.” I held up a hand. “I don’t want to be marked as your accomplice.”
“You’re rather shortsighted, Miss Becky. This is your chance to get inside the mind of a world-class cat burglar.” He crossed his arms. “Perhaps I should teach a course.”
“What makes robbing a boat difficult?”
“You’ll have to wait and take the class.”
I slapped my forehead. “A day with you gives me a migraine.”
“And whose fault is that?” He tucked a portfolio under his arm and knocked on the deck. “Ahoy. Permission to come aboard?”
“Vargas, Young, & Schultz?” A short man with a round belly climbed topside and frowned. “You don’t look like lawyers.”
“Heavens no.” Mr. Swallow bounced on his expensive shoes. “I can’t imagine a worse profession.”
“Well, they’re a necessary evil, especially when your no-good lazy ex-wife stakes claim to the house.” He scratched his head, knocking his toupee askew. “What do you people want? You selling something?”
I started into the spiel we planned in the car. “I am Becky Reynolds and this is Mr. Finch. We are with the insurance company…”
“I brought something for you, Trenton.” Mr. Swallow opened his portfolio, jumping ahead in the plan. “Excuse my manners, I didn’t take the time to wrap the gift.”
The man snatched the canvas. “My Lichtenstein. However did you find it?”
“We um, located an abandoned truck…” I stumbled over my words unsure how to salvage the cover story.
“Ignore her babbling, she’s lying to you.”
Gaines narrowed his beady eyes. “Who are you people and how did you come across my painting?”
Mr. Swallow placed his hands behind his back and rocked. “I stole it.”
“You what?”
“I stole it.” Mr. Swallow flashed a cocky grin. “From this very houseboat no less. You might consider a guard dog. Or a shark.”
Gaines’ flip-flops plopped across the deck. “I’m calling the police.”
“Oh, boy.” This was going even worse than I imagined.
“He’s bluffing,” Mr. Swallow said. “You won’t call the cops.”
The man snorted. “And whyever not?”
“Because the painting was stolen long before I took it from you.” Mr. Swallow perched on a deck chair and grabbed a bowl of fruit. “And you, Trenton, paid top dollar to bolster your collection. I think that’s what they call in the biz, an accessory after the fact.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. If my painting was appropriated, I knew nothing about it.” Mr. Gaines snagged the fruit. “I must ask you to leave now.”
“As you wish.” Mr. Swallow buttoned his sports coat. “One thing before we go. Did you realize planning and funding a felony carries the same weight as the act itself? I’m sure the esteemed Vargas, Young, and Schultz are aware. You should give them a ring and ask their advice.”
“I’m not guilty of anything,” Gaines said. “I’m the victim in this mess.”
“You wanted a masterpiece but as your awful rug suggests, you’re too cheap to pay top dollar.”
The man’s eyes cut to his hair. “I’m through listening to your insults.”
“Your frugality means you likely turned to a less reputable intermediary to procure the piece for you.” Mr. Swallow inched forward. “How long will it take to rustle up evidence of your complicity? Surely you weren’t stupid enough to search using your personal computer.”
“I don’t think he’d be that dumb,” I said.
“I’m not so convinced.” Mr. Swallow crossed his arms. “A man with a toupee that awful can’t be fully functioning in the head.”
Trenton yanked off the rug. “What are you after? A payoff to keep quiet otherwise you toss me to the wolves?”
“I never say no to money.”
“Mr. Swa…Finch!” I elbowed him in the gut.
“We aren’t here to blackmail you. Lucky thing because I’m not sure you could afford my fee. What we seek is information.” Mr. Swallow traced the edges of the artwork. “Where did you purchase this lovely painting and who sold it to you?”
“I thought you said he hired the thief?” I whispered.
Swallow shushed me. “Trenton, I’m quite well connected in the business. Don’t make me go over your big shiny head.”
“I bought it at an auction. No crime in that.”
“A registered auction house?” I asked.
“Basically.”
Mr. Swallow pivoted. “Forgive me, Miss Becky. Now that I’m on this side of the law I understand how infuriating clipped answers are.”
I rolled my eyes. “But a tiger doesn’t change his stripes.”
“Quite right.” Swallow tugged at the cuffs of his dress shirt. “I’m losing patience, my dear chap. I want the location of this illegal underground auction and the name of the seller.”
He snorted. “Or what? You and your little girlfriend will beat me up?”
“No, I’m not a heathen. But I am in contact with people who are.” Swallow tapped his foot. “I met a nice fellow in county lockup named Grudge. I invited him to a church picnic the next time he’s in Montgomery.”
“How hospitable of you.” I cocked my head to the side. “How does one relate to the other?”
“Since I orchestrated his release, Grudge owes me one.” Mr. Swallow pinched his lips. “Now I’m not saying the fellow will break your legs or fit you with cement shoes…”
The man jutted his chin. “Do your worst, Scarecrow.”
Swallow’s rhetoric only served to irritate. I sidestepped the discarded toupee. “Mr. Gaines, what do you think will happen if your wife divorces you while you’re in prison as an accessory to grand larceny and assault? She’ll win more than your fancy house.”
“You telling me you know a guy who will take her out?” he asked.
I cringe at where the man’s mind went. “I’m offering you an alternative to jail. All we want is where you bought the painting.”
“Why? What is it to you people?”
“I don’t care for thieves,” Mr. Swallow said. “Ironic, I’m aware.”
“I can’t tell you anything about who stole the painting, even if I wanted to.” Gaines rubbed his chrome dome. “I purchased it legitimately at an auction, or so I thought.”
“Yes, I’m sure the seedy characters in attendance and the hush-hush nature of the auction were no indication of the duplicitous underbelly.” Mr. Swallow held out a pen and paper. “Give us a name.”
“The Mirage.”
“Are you making this up?” I asked.
“Believe me or don’t but we’re done here.” Gaines headed below deck. “You can show yourselves out.”
Mr. Swallow brushed a stray piece of hair from his forehead. “Come now, Miss Becky. I’m certain you’re due back at the office.”
I grabbed his arm. “Do you know anything about a black-market auction called Mirage?”
“Only rumors.”
“Anything like the one you and I went to for the tea set last year?”
“Perhaps.” Swallow puckered his lips as if he tasted something sour. “People like Trenton Gaines appreciate the finer things in their collections and they don’t care how they obtain priceless artifacts. Mirage is an apt name because buyers bury their heads in the sand and feign shock when the item turns out stolen.”
“And the auctions further the farse.”
“They’re expensive affairs with a hint of danger.” Swallow cleared his throat. “They never meet in the same place and are invitation only.”
“How has a world-class thief never been invited?”
“There is a distinction in our world, Miss Becky and I might be a cat burglar but I adhere to a moral code.”
“Do you now?”
“I do not kill people or beat them up. I slip in and out, undetected.”
“A victimless crime.”
His mouth tilted at the corner. “Mock if you must but I’m hardly the most dangerous criminal you encountered. And I dare say you want to arrest me less and less each day.”
“What’s your point?”
“An auction like the Mirage caters to all sorts including thieves who would kill soon as look at you.”
“The Sunlight Swindler is growing more violent. Maybe his new association led to the change of M.O.?”
“I’ll continue digging into the Mirage,” Mr. Swallow said. “I’m sure your boss will do the same.”
I clicked my key fob. “Don’t you need a ride? We drove together.”
“No thanks, I am heading back to prison.”
“What?” I stopped in my tracks. “So, you did breakout?”
“No, Miss Becky. Where else do you expect me to interview criminals with information on black-market auctions?”
I dropped into my car and dialed the office.
“Robinson Family Detective Agency, Lois speaking.”
I smiled at the sound of my best friend. “Hey Lo-Vo, you won’t believe the morning I had.”
“Did acting class go off the rails?”
“I’ll tell you more later after I talk to the boss. Is he in?”
“Ricardo stepped out to run down a lead. Apparently, the charges against Mr. Swallow didn’t stick.”
“Which brings me back to my crazy day…” A commotion on the line cut off my explanation.
One of the other detectives grabbed the receiver. “Hey Kid, are you busy right now?” Granny Robinson asked.
“Um, no. I guess not.”
“Excellent. Hurry back to the office. I need your help on a new case.”






  
  3
Ride Like the Wind


I gripped the handrail as Granny’s van sped down the highway at a million miles per hour. When she suggested I join her to visit a client, I never realized I put my life on the line. 
“The Ford is switching lanes.” I closed one eye and squinted at the near disaster.
“I spotted him.” She honked her horn. “If you’re going to drive like an old lady, move off the road. Am I right?”
“Sure.”
As we whipped into a sharp left curve, her bag of crocheting supplies sailed off the dash and smacked me in the face. “How much longer until we arrive?”
“If we hustle, we can make the journey in under an hour and beat my old record.”
We moved so fast road signs were nothing but a blur. “My GPS estimates an hour and a half for the trip.”
“Ah, those things don’t account for my shortcuts.” She adjusted her rearview mirror. “Now what is this?”
Red and blue light flashed as a siren wailed. In an odd twist, getting pulled over was an answer to my prayers. “Guess we won’t beat your old record.”
She slowed her speed and reluctantly moved to the shoulder. “Most of my old running buddies recognize my van. This guy must be new.”
Before retiring and becoming a private investigator, Granny spent twenty-five years with the Ventura County Sheriff’s Department. And apparently mastered the art of the high-speed chase.
The motorcycle cop knocked on the window with his knuckles. “Ma’am, do you have any idea how fast you were driving?”
“Deputy Doe Eyes? You’re still stuck on traffic patrol?”
The officer removed his reflectors and grinned. “The legendary Geraldine Robinson.”
Geraldine? That was Granny’s illusive first name?
“What brings you to our neck of the woods? I thought you retired,” the cop said.
“I’m working a case with my granddaughter.” She winked at me. “Retirement didn’t quite stick.”
“You’re a PI?”
“We both are.” She patted my knee. “We’re heading to Ojai to investigate a horse-napping.”
“At Colt’s Crossing?”
“Word’s getting around, ey?”
Deputy Doe Eyes nodded. “My partner and I went out there a few days ago when a mule disappeared. Boss laughed at us for a half hour straight and gave us ticket duty for wasting time on a ridiculous call.”
“I guess that means Moreno the Maroon is still in charge.”
“Yes ma’am.” The deputy scratched the back of his neck. “So, what’s this about a missing horse now?”
“Not sure. But I imagine we’ll learn the full story if we ever arrive.” Granny pointed to the highway. “I wouldn’t say no to a police escort.”
He tipped his helmet. “Least I can do for my favorite T.O.”
Granny started the engine and rolled up the window. “When I was his training officer, I dubbed the poor kid with his nickname and Deputy Doe Eyes stuck for the next ten years. His real name is Doerr if I remember correctly.” She cranked the radio and prepared to swerve into traffic.
I clutched my stomach, happy I skipped lunch. “What’s the deal with this ranch, Colt’s Crossing?”
“Ever heard of the One Trick Pony?”
“The band?”
Granny shook her head. “The famous trick riding team.”
“Oh, then no.”
“One of the top riders in the sport hired us to find her missing horse.” She put the car in gear. “Buckle up because this is our biggest case yet, kiddo.”
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“I shoulda told you to bring work clothes. It gets messy traipsing around here.” Granny pointed to her feet. “Muck boots come in handy.”
My shoe squished as mud slipped inside my sock. Despite spending my youth working at my best friend’s dude ranch, I never got the hang of country living. Especially when it came to dressing for the occasion or watching where I stepped.
“Next time I’ll come prepared.” I tiptoed to join Granny on the higher ground. “Where are we meeting the client?”
“That’s her in the training pen, Cleo Patrick.”
I followed her gesture to a majestic black and white horse galloping full speed in a circle. His white mane flapped in the breeze. It took me several moments to notice the rider hidden to the side. A young woman hung off the horse with one hand on the saddle horn and the other fully extended. “My goodness, she’s defying gravity.”
“They call the trick the Apache Hideaway, or they used to in my day. Probably has some other name now.” Granny shrugged. “Comes from battles in the old west when they would hide on the side of their horse to avoid being wounded.”
Cleo rolled into the saddle and snagged the reins. I released a breath and my heart rate returned to normal. I couldn’t imagine riding at a full sprint much less adding tricks into the mix.
Granny climbed the fence and wrapped her arms around the top railing. “Mesmerizing no matter how many times I watch her.”
“I’m afraid I don’t know very much about the sport. You said she’s a member of the One Trick Pony team?”
“She’s more than a member. Cleo is the headliner.”
The pair galloped in a circle and Cleo maneuvered into a squat position. I cocked my head to the side. “I thought you said her horse went missing. I’m hardly an expert but these two appear in sync.”
No sooner did I make the observation when the horse reared and Cleo somersaulted off the back. She hit the dirt shoulder first and rolled to her feet. She slapped a post with her cowboy hat. “Fine Brutus, I get the message. We’re done for the day.”
Granny cupped her hands around her mouth. “Nice dismount, Cleo.”
The trick rider jogged to the fence. “When did you guys arrive?”
“Long enough to see you land the hideaway before eating dirt.” Granny looped an arm around my shoulder. “This is Becky Robinson.”
“Robinson?” She shook my hand. “Any relation to this old lady?”
“Not really.” I pointed to the pen. “The trick was quite impressive, until the end.”
Cleo whistled and the well-trained animal joined us. “Meet Brutus.”
“I’m guessing he isn’t the missing horse?”
Cleo stroked his neck. “No, that would be his brother, Caesar.”
“Caesar and Brutus? How clever.” I chewed my lip. “Do they get along?”
“They’re inseparable, despite what you might think by their names.” Cleo blew a strand of dark hair from her face. “Which is why Brutus can’t stay focused for more than a trick or two. He’s depressed and missing his buddy.”
“Her signature is Roman riding through fire,” Granny said. “She stands on the backs of two horses galloping side by side. It requires a ton of training to ensure the animals are synchronized.”
“We perform an entire routine with jumps and…” Tears welled in the rider’s blue eyes. “If we can’t find who took Caesar, I won’t just lose my spot as a headliner, I’ll lose my two best friends.”
“Can you tell us what happened?” I asked. “Why do you think someone stole Caesar rather than him getting loose?”
“For starters, Caesar isn’t the running away type. And if for some far-out reason he did, Brutus would have followed.” Cleo gulped. “But if you want something more factual, two days before my horse disappeared, our mule vanished.”
“Deputy Doe Eyes mentioned as much to us,” Granny said. “They came out to investigate and found no signs of foul play.”
“Because no one cares about a silly mule. He doesn’t bring in money for the ranch and he isn’t a performer. The investigation ended there.” A muscle in Cleo’s jaw twitched. “But I care. Which is why I called you, Granny.”
“You think someone took the mule and returned a few days later for Caesar?” I asked. “Why? Did the thief make a mistake?”
“Only a nitwit with no knowledge of animals would make such a colossal blunder.” Cleo's eyes darted side to side. “I think they took Applejax to lure Caesar.”
“Applejax is the mule?” I jotted down the name.
“An Appaloosa – spotted black, white, and brown,” Cleo said. “Caesar isn’t trusting of strangers but he loves that little mule.”
I added the description to my notes, somewhat confused by the story. The logic of it all made no sense. Perhaps the theft was financially motivated? “Do the animals belong to you or the team?”
“Caesar and Brutus are mine.”
“But she boards them at Colt’s Crossing,” Granny said. “And they are insured by the manager of the team, correct?”
She nodded. “The other horses are owned by the ranch. I’m the only member with my own.”
“Gotcha. Might that be a motive? Jealousy of another rider?” I asked.
“I guess.”
Her hesitance made me wonder if she knew more. “What do you think happened to Caesar and Applejax?”
Cleo sucked in a breath. “Whoever is behind this must be somebody close to us. Someone who knows our routine and understands Caesar’s quirks.”
“An inside job?” Granny’s brows arched over her glasses. “How many suspects are we looking at?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t want to think my teammates could be involved…” Cleo trailed off. “Please find my horse before it’s too late.”
Her ominous words knocked me backward. “Why do you say that? Did someone threaten you?”
“Our biggest event of the year, the Rodeo Stampede, is a week away. If we don’t locate him by the show, I’m worried we never will.”






  
  4
Circle the Wagons


I escaped from Granny’s van and stumbled through the parking lot of Crocetti’s Pizzeria. My stomach flip-flopped, still confused by the misleading sign. 
The door to the detective agency swung open as a two-by-four made its escape. “Coming through, lookout.”
I sidestepped the handyman, Denton Deardorff. “Something wrong?”
“All peachy.” He wiped the sweat streaming from brillo pad hair. “Why do you ask?”
“Because when I left this morning, you hauled the wood inside the building. Why is it heading back out this evening?”
“Little mix-up but nothing I can’t fix.” His full cheeks puffed. “Tell the boss I’ll be back to cover the hole with a tarp.”
My eyes followed him to his truck. “What hole?” I entered the office and absently paced to my desk in the bullpen. I ran over the case again and again, each time adding to my list of questions.
How much was a champion trick riding horse worth? How much was he insured for? If Cleo couldn’t headline, who took her place? Could a rival team be behind the incident? And why would someone snatch a mule first?
Granny and I planned to return tomorrow during practice to question the teammates, trainer, and manager about Caesar’s disappearance. In the meantime, we needed a plan of attack.
A breeze swept papers from my desk but I managed to catch them before they blew away. I dropped a stapler on the stack. My gaze scanned the office until I located the source of the gust. My eyebrows crinkled at the ginormous crater in the middle of the bullpen. “Wasn’t there a wall there this morning?”
Lois slid across the room in her desk chair. “Really opens up the room, don’t you think?”
“What happened? Was the building involved in a hit and run?”
“When drawing up the renovation plans, Deardorff heard extended patio instead of a new window.”
“Oh no.” I covered my eyes. “And where’s the boss?”
“Ricardo is out hunting down Mr. Swallow. He hasn’t seen the remodel yet.” Lois straightened the papers on my desk. “Can we go home before he returns and explodes? I hate when he mutters scary words in Spanish.”
“Why is he looking for Swallow? Didn’t you tell him about lead with the Mirage?”
“Uh-huh, but it only made him more suspicious of your pal.” Lois swatted black hair over her shoulder. “What’s the deal with our new case?”
Weasel detective Stephen snapped his fingers. “Conference room meeting, pronto.”
“On whose authority?” Granny asked.
“Mine. When Ricardo isn’t here, I’m in charge. And we need to discuss the open cases.” He snapped again. “Hop to it.”
I shook my head. “Pass.”
“Based on seniority, I’m next in command,” Stephen said. “Therefore, you ladies have to listen to me.”
“Run me through your math. I think you forgot to carry a one somewhere, Kiddo.” Granny leaned on her cane. “Besides, I don’t need you butting into my case.”
“I beg to differ.” Stephen perched on the edge of my desk, nearly squashing my I Love Lucy doll. “What’s your plan to find the missing equine?”
“Equine?” I asked. “You’d sound less nerdy if you called Caesar a horsey.”
“I’m simply trying to establish everyone’s schedule for the upcoming week.” Stephen shoved his glasses by the bridge. “Something you should thank me for, Becky. Don’t forget you’re filming the pilot in a matter of days.”
Two scenes with spoken lines, filmed on location. My heart skipped a beat but I tempered my excitement. “I made a note in my schedule.”
“Until then, I want these two’s assistance on my case,” Granny said. “Assuming you don’t need Becky and Lois to rescue another one of your failed court cases.”
“I’ll manage.” He scribbled on his clipboard. “What about resource allocation? What is your cost assessment? Did you take mileage into account driving back and forth to Ventura County? Because I crunched the numbers and from a feasibility standpoint, I’m not sure we should bother. It’s just a missing horse after all.”
I rolled my eyes. “And yet another tally in the Stephen likability column – an animal lover.”
“Don’t get me wrong, horses can be useful but I don’t understand how a detective agency can help. Did the thieves demand a ransom or leave any trace?” He scratched the side of his face. “This is a clunker of a case no matter how you cut it.”
“Can I check your notes?” Granny asked.
“Sure. My cost-benefit analysis is on page two.”
She flipped through the pages on the clipboard and frisbeed it through our brand-new window. “Go count someone else’s beans.”
“The agency won’t survive if we take cases with low pay and bad prospects. And you suggest we put the manpower of three people on this? To find a horse?”
“Did you consider the publicity, Steve-o?” I asked.
Lois nodded. “Imagine the story when we located a world-famous trick riding horse and save the Rodeo Stampede.”
“Last I checked, bill collectors don’t accept PR statements as payment.”
I arched a brow. He usually caved when we pushed back. What made this time different? “Are we in trouble?”
“Our fearless leader is taking us down a dangerous path. He’s bringing in no new clients and chasing ghosts.” Stephen fetched his clipboard. “Someone needs to inject a dose of reality into this place.”
I swiveled to face Granny’s desk. “Shall I pick you up tomorrow?” I didn’t think I would survive another trip in her death van.
“I’m having second thoughts,” Granny said.
Lois whipped her head around. “Because of Stephen?”
“No, I stopped listening to his drivel five minutes ago.” The older woman steepled her fingers. “People at Colt Crossing remember me from my days on the force with Ventura County. I developed a decent rapport but no one acts naturally around a cop. We need to investigate the ranch without them knowing it.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting an undercover assignment?”
“No one met you today, Becky. You can go in as Cleo’s apprentice.”
“As a trick rider in training?” Lois smirked. “This I gotta see.”
“I can’t ride.” I cleared my throat. “I made a few attempts but not enough to fool experts. They’ll peg me as a fraud the second I’m in the saddle.”
“We can find a way around the problem.” Granny twisted her white hair into her signature bun. “You’re an actress so act like you know what you’re doing.”
“What about me?” Lois asked. “What can I do?”
Granny looked her up and down. “How about a ranch hand?”
“What does a ranch hand do?”
I squeezed Lois’ shoulder. “You’ll love it.”
The front door swung open with a chime of a bell. The often-absent Jessy dropped a book on his desk and froze. His eyes lifted to the newest home improvement. “Now when I tell people I work at a hole in the wall, they believe me.”
“Deardorff is fetching a tarp,” I said.
His lips curled. “A tarp, yeah that ought to do the trick.”
My gaze cut to the title of his book. “Art history. Are you helping Ricardo on the Sunlight Swindler?”
“Nah, just brushing up on the classics.” He spun his chair to face Lois. “There is a new exhibit opening in a few weeks. Might be worth checking out.”
“I don’t much care for the arts. Too boring and the people are so snobby…”
I cleared my throat but she didn’t take the hint.
“Don’t look at me like that, Becky. You’re way worse when it comes to culture.”
Granny tapped my shoulder. “Well? Should we call Cleo and tell her about the plan?”
I placed my focus back on the case. “Giddy up.”






  
  5
Behind Barn Doors


I spent the remainder of the night preparing for my first day at Colt’s Crossing. My research into trick riders included binge-watching my favorite Canadian show –  Heartland. The episodes featuring the Extreme Team gave me a crash course in the sport and a new appreciation for what Cleo did.
Although Roman riding looked difficult, I never fully appreciated the danger. The horses spent hours learning to gallop and jump in synch. If one was off by a step, the whole routine suffered. No wonder Brutus became depressed and missed his buddy.
My alarm buzzed as I started my seventh episode of the night. I locked eyes with my Jack Russell Terrier. “Sleeping is overrated anyway.”
She swiped a paw over her face and buried her snoot in the quilt.
“Okay, enjoy your beauty sleep, Lorelai. I’ll bring home the bacon.”
Her ear twitched but she called my bluff.
I stumbled into the dark living room in search of my new clothes. I laid them out the night before to save time in the morning.
A light flicked on and I squinted at Lois. “Why are you up so early?”
She hid something behind her back. “No reason.”
“What do you have there?”
“Nothing.”
“Lois!”
“I don’t want to tell you.”
“Why?” My nose scrunched. “More bills?”
“No, worse.”
“What’s worse than that?”
“You left your brand-new jeans on Kitka’s scratching post and she went to town.”
I inspected the Wranglers. “Good kitty.”
“What?”
“I can
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