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      “How long has your husband been missing?”

      Steve Smiley waited for the answer as he sat at a conference table on the third floor of the McBlythe Professional Building in The Woodlands, Texas.

      Heather McBlythe, Steve’s partner in their private investigation firm, settled in a high-backed leather chair. She lifted a Mont Blanc pen from a yellow legal pad and wrote the date and time in small, neat strokes. If things went as hoped, she and Steve would be working on a missing person case that afternoon. Not the type of case Steve specialized in, but at least it would occupy his mind with something besides Christmas. He loathed Christmas.

      Margaret Lee, their potential client, looked trim and in good health. She had a full head of hair the color of polished silver. Wrinkles around her eyes spoke of years mixed with joy and sorrow. Only the blue-veined, liver-spotted hands led Heather to believe the woman had reached her seventh decade of life.

      Mrs. Lee reminded Heather of her own grandmother.

      Steve repeated his question. “Mrs. Lee, your husband, has he been missing long?”

      Margaret’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “Oh, dear. Let me see. How long has Tom been missing? Two days? Three? Yes, three days.”

      With a trembling voice, she pled, “Please help me find Tom.”

      “We’ll do our best, Mrs. Lee,” said Heather. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like coffee, or a cup of tea? You must be very cold after that walk across the windy parking lot.”

      The woman scanned the office a few seconds longer than necessary. Ignoring the question, she said, “This is a lovely office. You two must be very successful.”

      “We do investigations part-time,” said Steve. “Heather spends most of her time pursuing other endeavors. How did you hear about us? We don’t advertise.”

      Heather made a note that, once again, Margaret Lee looked off. She brought her gaze and thoughts around to Heather. “I love the way you decorated for the holidays. I also noticed your name is on the building. Do you own it?”

      Heather nodded. She needed to get the woman back on track. “Mrs. Lee, Mr. Smiley asked how you heard of us.”

      “I’m sorry. I thought I told you.” She flicked a hand. “No matter. I read about you in the newspaper. You solved a case for the police. I think they called it The Ice House Murder. I looked you up online and made the appointment. Thank you for seeing me on a Saturday.” She took a close look at Steve. “How long have you been blind, Mr. Smiley?”

      Heather stopped writing. The question of Steve’s vision loss didn’t seem to catch him off guard, but Steve had long mastered the art of not revealing what went on behind his sunglasses. Few people ever asked or mentioned it.

      “Not quite three years,” said Steve. “Has your husband gone missing before?”

      “No.” She paused again for a few clicks longer than normal. Her eyebrows knitted together. “I seem to recall something happened to him a long time ago, shortly after we married.” Her gaze shifted to stare at one of Heather’s framed diplomas. “Or, was it before we married?” She smiled like a loving grandmother. “I’m afraid my memory isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Is your husband on any medications?” asked Steve.

      “Oh, no, he’s in perfect health. Pilots have to be in top condition. He has perfect eyes, a great physique, and is very handsome.”

      “Does your husband still fly?” asked Steve.

      She looked off to the wall again. “Of course, Tom flies. He’s a pilot.” Her voice trailed off. A blank stare remained fixed on Heather’s law school diploma. Margaret reached into a purse of abundant size and pulled out a framed photo. A film of tears clouded her eyes. “I brought a picture of Tom. I knew you’d need it.” A shaking right hand delivered it to Heather as if it were a possession beyond price.

      Heather looked at the photo and drew in a deep breath. Flanked by the American flag and the flag of the United States Air Force, a keen-eyed young officer sat for the photo in his dress blues. For Steve’s sake, Heather said, “I’m holding a photo of an exceptionally handsome Air Force Captain, circa 1969.” She placed the photo back into Margaret’s outstretched hand.

      “Ahh,” said Steve. His voice lowered. “Is this the most recent photo you have of your husband?”

      “I have some snapshots in my room. They’re photos of Tom and the other pilots outside their tents. Oh yes, there’s one photo I’m particularly fond of. Tom’s looking out to a rice paddy. It’s a lovely shot of his profile.”

      Heather’s cell phone sounded an alert. She’d forgotten to turn it off. After reading the message, her first attempt to speak caught in her throat. On the second try, she said, “It’s a Silver Alert for a missing elderly woman. Her name is Margaret Rosenbaum.”

      Margaret looked up from the photo. “Oh, my. I hope they find her.” A puzzled look came over her countenance. “Rosenbaum? Why is that name familiar?” Her gaze fixed again on the fifty-year-old photo and remained there.

      Heather excused herself, rose from her chair, strode out of the office and eased the door shut. After completing the call to the Montgomery County Sheriff’s Office, she placed the receptionist’s phone back in its cradle.

      Her thoughts turned to Steve and the holiday funk that had settled in him like a case of flu. Almost three years had passed since he lost Maggie. The pain from her murder haunted him every Christmas as if it were one of Dickens’ ghosts. Talking to a woman living in a world that existed fifty years ago wasn’t what he needed.

      When Steve realized Mrs. Rosenbaum’s husband had died a half century earlier, his hands clinched and his molars sawed back and forth. His mood had shifted from expectant to sullen and despondent. Heather had to do something before he drifted into full-blown depression
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      “I don’t know where we are, but it isn’t anywhere near our townhomes,” said Steve.

      After the morning’s fiasco, he’d given voice to what he planned to do the rest of the day. He couldn’t wait to get home, put on sweats and binge on listening to anything that didn’t involve Christmas.

      After a quick trip across town, Heather slowed her car to a crawl. “We’re in the north parking lot of The Woodlands Mall,” she said.

      Steve expelled a huff of disgust. “You know I hate malls. I can’t think of a worse place to spend the day than in a crowded mall.”

      Heather didn’t reply as noise assaulted her car. A car alarm sounded a short distance away. A battle of blaring horns began when two drivers jockeyed for the same parking spot. Steve shifted in his seat for the third time in as many minutes. If she didn’t get him walking soon, he’d bail out and call UBER.

      “What are we waiting on?” His voice held the edge of a serrated knife. “Get out of here.”

      Heather inched the car forward and braked suddenly. A man and woman, their arms loaded down with purchases, crossed in front of the car. The man scowled at Heather and mouthed a complaint about pedestrians having the right of way.

      “What was that guy thinking?” Heather exclaimed. “He walked right out in front of me.”

      “Only crazy people go to the mall the Saturday after Thanksgiving.”

      “Here we go,” Heather said with relief. “A yellow Porsche 718 Boxer is backing out. Cool car. I’ve been thinking of getting something sporty for Christmas. What do you think?”

      The question didn’t earn a response.

      Heather’s Lexus SUV shot forward, swung sharply to the right and came to an abrupt stop.

      “We made it,” said Heather in a voice that sounded too chipper, even to her. “Let’s go.”

      Steve didn’t unhook his seat belt. “I’m staying here.”

      “No, you’re not. It’s time you rubbed elbows with the masses and absorbed some peace on earth and goodwill toward men.”

      He faced forward, his molars grinding. “Do you have any idea how much I hate Christmas music?”

      “You used to like it, didn’t you?”

      “That was then.”

      “I bet Maggie loved it, didn’t she?”

      He turned to face her. His voice skipped like a car driving over a washboard gravel road. “Yeah, she loved everything about Christmas, and I acted like I did, too. Maybe I did, but that was before. I didn’t protect her. She’s gone, and I’m blind. I’d just as soon sleep from mid-November until New Year’s Eve. Every sound relating to Christmas reminds me of her.” His voice intensified in volume. “Do you know the best thing about being blind at Christmas?” He continued before she had a chance to give a lame answer. “I can’t see the decorations, I can’t see the stupid sweaters people wear, and I can’t see couples holding hands.”

      Steve moaned a sigh of regret for his outburst. The few times she’d witnessed him slip into self-pity, he’d regretted it.

      She turned to look at him. The missing person case could have given him something to concentrate on other than Maggie. That turned into a cruel joke. Heather heard the “Holly-Jolly” strains of Christmas music. The car passing behind them broadcast yuletide spirit loud enough for the entire parking lot to hear.

      Steve took off his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry. You deserve more than to have me ruin your Christmas. It’s just that I hear Maggie’s voice singing with every carol and hymn.”

      Heather had never heard him open up like this.

      He replaced his sunglasses and drew in a full breath. “Maggie was my wife for over twenty-five years. She had a love of Christmas second to none. Every Black Friday, Maggie rose before first light. She’d put on tennis shoes and sweats and elbow her way through hordes of shoppers. The Saturday after Thanksgiving was sacred in our home. She reserved it for decorating. Today, I should be wrestling lights around a prickly tree and listening to her sing along with Bing Crosby or Alvin and the Chipmunks.”

      He shook himself out of the memory. “Take me home.”

      What should she do? Allow him to go deeper into memories, or treat him with a firm hand? She faced him, and selected between two bad options.

      “Come on!” Heather said it with a firmness that surprised even her. “You’ve managed to get stains on most of your shirts. I’ll not tolerate a business partner whose shirts look like the apron of a short-order cook. We need to do something about your ongoing love affair with all things fried. In the meantime, you’re getting five new shirts today. No arguments.”

      Steve huffed out a breath of surrender and wrapped his neck with a scarf. “I’ll go, but only if you take me to the food court first. You dragged me to the office before I had a chance to finish my breakfast.”

      “Deal.”
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      Cold wind stabbed Heather’s ears. Steve’s hand rested on her shoulder, and they walked toward the sounds of people and music. The voices of noisy shoppers grew louder the farther they walked. The tip of his cane found a curb, and he stepped up.

      The booming voice of a man and a teenage girl broke through the ending of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. The man stood tall and stout with hands tented on his hips. His attire was camo from head to boots. He shouted, “Don’t argue and don’t you dare talk back to me. You’re going to wear it, and that’s final.”

      “It’s freezing. How can you expect me to wear that thing in the middle of winter?” The girl’s posture mimicked the man’s, hands on hips. Their eyes locked in mutual defiance.

      The “No, I won’t—Yes, you will” argument grew louder the closer Heather and Steve came to the squabble.

      What sounded like a hand slapping a side of beef preceded the explosion of a gunshot by a heartbeat. It blasted through the argument and the chorus of Frosty the Snowman. The man crumbled to the sidewalk.

      Time stopped. Heather flinched and pulled Steve down with her to the sidewalk. He squatted and found her shoulder again. Silence fell on the crowd. Then, pandemonium erupted. A few people screamed and ran to the parking lot. Most sprinted toward the entrance of the mall.

      Steve’s fingers dug into Heather’s shoulder. “Take cover!” His shout echoed off the building. He shouted the command again, louder this time. The stampede intensified.

      Heather noticed Steve’s cane searching for answers. It touched the foot of the downed man. The leg twitched, but that was all.

      “Heather, we have to get out of here,” said Steve.

      “There’s no way we can get into the mall. Too many people are jamming the doors. Hang on to me. We’re going back toward the street.”

      “You’re taking us directly toward the shooter,” said Steve.

      Heather looked at the teenage girl squatting beside the body of the man. Her voice came out a half-octave higher than usual as she grabbed the girl’s coat. “We have to leave him. It’s too dangerous here.”

      Heather turned to Steve. “There’s a van coming. I’ll stop it.” She looked at the girl again, and judged her to be seventeen or eighteen. Heather took Steve’s hand and placed it on the girl’s shoulder.

      Heather’s gaze bore into the girl’s eyes. “I’m going to stop that van. When it gets here, get him behind it. Don’t leave him, and keep low.”

      Steve had his cell phone in hand. He gave it a simple command. “Call 911.”

      Heather bolted into the street and stood with palms raised in the path of a tall van. Tires screeched, and the front bumper brushed her slacks. “Get out!” She shouted the command to the driver of the van and his passenger. “Take cover behind the van. Someone’s shooting.”

      The occupants complied and Heather crouched behind the van’s front wheel. The girl and Steve settled beside her. Steve had his phone on speaker.

      “Montgomery County 911. What’s the nature of your emergency?”

      “One shot fired at the north entrance of The Woodlands Mall. One person hit, and down. I’m a retired Houston homicide detective. Relay to all responders they are to treat this as an active-shooter situation.” His words came unhurried and calm, using the cop voice he’d developed two and a half decades ago. He answered as many of the dispatcher’s questions as he could.

      Heather took his phone and expounded on the information he’d given the 911 operator. “Hold EMS until the area is secured. I’ll stay on the line.”

      A lull in the conversation gave Heather a chance to replay what they’d experienced. She and Steve had walked due south from her car. It had to be south because a twenty-mile-per-hour north wind nipped at their backs. A Salvation Army bell ringer had been to their left, near the main entrance to the mall. The man lying on the sidewalk and the girl crouching beside Steve had been arguing. A slap? No, it wasn’t a slap. It had to be a bullet striking flesh.

      “Steve, any idea of the type rifle?” she asked.

      “Not an ordinary gunshot. Too loud. Big caliber. Real big.”

      She tried to focus on her memory of the gunshot’s thunderous boom.

      “Heather.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell them the shot came from somewhere beyond the north mall parking lot. Also, tell them to roll something with armor. The rifle is a larger caliber than anything our guys will be carrying.”

      Heather relayed Steve’s message and added, “You’d better get some units here quick. A couple of civilians are coming out of the mall with pistols drawn. They’re checking the downed man. They’re shaking their heads. Have officers enter the mall from the south doors only.”

      Sirens screamed their advance. Steve turned his head to the teen. His words eased out in a matter-of-fact tone. “You must be the young lady having a difference of opinion. What’s your name?”

      The girl looked back at the man lying prostrate on the sidewalk and said nothing.
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      An eerie quiet fell over the scene. Heather hadn’t noticed the round lens of a camera pointing at her. How long had the guy from the van been filming? He’d heard the 911 conversation. Great, Steve hated publicity.

      She noticed the graphics on the side of the van and looked at the woman with press credentials hanging from a lanyard. “Mind turning that thing off?” asked Heather.

      The woman ignored the request and launched into questions. “What’s your name, and tell us how you two know so much about police procedures.”

      Heather turned away, allowing her auburn hair to drape the side of her face.

      “All right, Habib,” the reporter huffed. “Keep getting shots of the front of the store and the cop cars.”

      The camera swung around, but the questions didn’t stop. “Why isn’t EMS here? What are the cops waiting for? The guy might still be alive.”

      The teen’s next words came out shaky, but with unexpected surety. “He’s dead.”

      Heather looked at the girl full-on for the first time. She wasn’t an average teen. Her looks and bearing indicated a confidence most teens didn’t have. Thick silvery-blonde hair fell in a braided rope to her waist. Underneath the shock she had a presence about her that far exceeded her years.

      “It’s too dangerous,” said Steve, answering the reporter’s question.

      “Your name, sir?”

      “Smiley. Steve Smiley.”

      “Why did you say it’s too dangerous? That’s what they get paid for, isn’t it?”

      “You haven’t been a reporter long, have you?” asked Heather.

      The reporter couldn’t have been older than twenty-six, four years younger than Heather. She didn’t respond with words, but her scowl told Heather two things. She hadn’t been a reporter long, and she didn’t like to be reminded of it. Raven hair, so black it shimmered, lifted and fell in the swirling wind on the lee side of the van. Her eyes resembled round lumps of coal. She wasn’t tall, but she had curves, noticeable even though she wore a jacket. Her face, flawless as a handkerchief of tan silk, framed naturally full red lips that formed a perfect cupid’s bow. They were the kind of lips Heather coveted, but didn’t want to risk Botox injections to achieve. The reporter’s lips looked natural.

      Steve broke the silence. “First responders take enough risks. They don’t get paid to walk into an ambush. In a case like this, they’ll wait for an APC.”

      As if on cue, a military surplus armored personnel carrier lumbered toward them. The six-wheeled vehicle spun, backed over the curb and came to a halt about ten feet from the fallen man, shielding him from further attacks. The sound of rear doors opening overpowered the Christmas carols that continued to play, incongruent with the grizzly scene. Helmeted men in full tactical gear exited the rear of the APC. The reporter narrated as the cameraman recorded images.

      Heather, still in a crouch, moved past the reporters as one of the men in full tactical gear sprinted to her. “Are you Smiley?” he asked.

      “I’m Heather McBlythe. I used to be a cop, too.”

      “Dispatch told us Smiley might have eyes on the shooter. Any idea where the shot came from?”

      Steve answered for her. “I’m Smiley. Check the roof of the building at your ten o’clock. It should be about two-fifty, maybe three-hundred yards away.”

      The man took a look at Steve’s sunglasses and cane. He gave Heather a questioning look.

      She nodded. “Do as he says.”

      The marksman scanned through the scope of his sniper’s rifle. “Nothing,” he said. The business end of the rifle swept left, then right with the same results. “Are you sure it was the roof of the pet store?”

      Steve pointed with his cane. “I’m sure it came from ten o’clock.”

      “Roger. Any idea what he used?”

      “Not an AR, an AK or anything shooting a NATO round. Not a .308 or anything else in a thirty caliber. Low humidity and the north wind carried the sound to me. It made more of a boom than a crack. It’s a big caliber, but it didn’t sound like a Barrett fifty cal.”

      The sniper relayed the information. He stayed next to Heather with the rifle’s bipod resting on the hood of the reporter’s van.

      The armored vehicle ground forward and slipped off the curb. Reporter and cameraman bolted from their position and ran in the APC’s wake, straight for the pet store. It passed beyond the mall’s parking lot and across a blocked-off street.

      “Idiots,” whispered the sniper as he watched the reporter and cameraman expose themselves.

      “If you have binoculars or a spotter’s scope, I can help you scan,” offered Heather.

      Without lifting his head from the rifle, the SWAT sniper slipped binoculars to her.

      The lumbering APC came to a stop in front of the pet store. Once again, it discharged its load. The men bolted inside. Minutes passed.

      In the background, Heather heard Steve speaking in calm, reassuring tones to the girl. Up to this point, the girl had remained virtually mute and displayed no tears.

      The sniper standing beside Heather gave a running commentary, punctuated by long breaks of silence. “The entry team’s clearing the store. Three went out a back door. They had to get a ladder tall enough to reach a metal ladder attached to the exterior of the building. They’re on the roof. No sign of the assailant.” His voice increased in volume. “They found the rifle and a spent casing. The roof and store are clear.”

      Patrol cars representing every law enforcement agency in the county and some from adjoining Harris County streamed into the cordoned-off area. A full contingent of Texas State Troopers added to the number. The first unmarked black SUV joined the assembly. Two men and a woman with FBI printed on the back of their ballistics vests approached them. The long, laborious task of securing the crime scene and investigating the shooting awaited multiple agencies.

      The police sniper backed away from the van and pocketed the binoculars Heather handed him. “Good call on the rifle.” He said it loud enough for Steve and the girl to hear.

      Heather raised her eyebrows in surprise when the girl asked, “What caliber was it?”

      When the sniper hesitated, Heather said, “Might as well tell her. She’ll find out soon enough.”

      “A .416 Remington Magnum.”

      “That’s an elephant gun,” said Steve.

      The girl added, “I hate it. Kicks like crazy.” She looked at Heather. “Are you a cop?”

      “I used to be. I’m an attorney and a private investigator now.”

      The girl’s loose strands of long hair danced in the wind. “Is the blind guy your dad?”

      “Now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings,” said Steve. “I don’t look that old, do I?”

      The girl looked down and mumbled, “Sorry.” She looked up. “If she’s not your daughter, who is she?”

      “My business partner. We conduct investigations together.”

      Heather looked into the girl’s glacier-blue eyes. “Are you going to tell us your name?”

      “Bella Brumley. You’ve seen me on TV if you watch the outdoor hunting channel.”

      “Who’s the man who was shot?” asked Steve.

      Heather hadn’t noticed until then, but the sniper had moved out. He’d made it thirty yards into the parking lot, heading for the pet store.

      Bella ignored the question. “Can I hire you?”

      Heather jerked her gaze back toward the girl. Slender, tall, gorgeous. Scandinavian descent, she guessed. “Why would you need us?”

      Bella pointed to the man covered with a silver blanket. “That’s my dad. Well, not really; I’m adopted. The police are going to think I had something to do with this.”
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      The arrival of another black SUV put any further conversation on hold. The six-foot-six-inch frame of Montgomery County Sheriff’s Captain Charles Loving slid out of the driver’s seat. Heather greeted him with a two-armed hug and a question. “Are you in charge?”

      “I am for now. The sheriff’s stuck in Houston traffic.”

      He shifted his gaze to Bella Brumley and back to Heather. “She looks familiar. Is she a witness?”

      “Not just a witness; her adoptive father is the victim. All three of us were nearby when he went down.”

      “Brumley. Blake Brumley?”

      Bella stood to her full height of six-feet tall. “I’m right here. Why don’t you ask me?”

      Charles Loving stumbled over an apology. His radio crackled out his call sign, and he turned away.

      Heather moved to Bella and spoke low. “Were you serious? Do you want me to act as your attorney?”

      She nodded.

      Steve jumped in. “Did you have anything to do with this?”

      “No, but…never mind. I’ll tell you later.”

      Heather’s brows drew together. She wasn’t about to wait for an explanation. Leaning into Bella, she spoke in a low voice, “You made plans to kill him?”

      “Not really, but I didn’t like him. The cops will find that out as soon as they check my private Facebook account. Are you a good lawyer?”

      “She’s the best,” said Steve.

      Heather added, “And he’s the best homicide detective the city of Houston ever had.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Bella. “I heard you say you used to be a cop.”

      “Both of us were detectives,” said Heather. “I came from Boston.”

      “Heather’s an over achiever,” said Steve. “We met at Houston’s police academy. She was a student and I was teaching. It’s a long story but we’re now private investigators who specialize in murder cases.”

      Bella looked at Steve and then back at Heather. “I like him.” She issued a one-word job offer that sounded more like a challenge. “Well?”

      “Let’s talk for a few minutes before we decide,” said Heather. “You might not like me, and I may not want to represent you. For the time being, don’t talk about any problems you had with your father. All the police need to know now is what happened today. Don’t give them a reason to detain you.”

      “Where’s your mother?” asked Steve.

      She shrugged. “Beats me. Somewhere in the world killing something.” She looked at the ground. “She’s not my mother, any more than he was my father. I was their business acquisition. He bought out my adopted mom’s share of me in their divorce settlement.”

      Heather took Bella by the hand. “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      Heather tilted her head and looked hard into Bella’s eyes. “Try again. How old?”

      Her head dipped. “Almost seventeen.”

      “You look older.”

      “They portray me as being eighteen in the commercials I shoot so they can show me buying ammo and picking out rifles and shotguns. Blake even got me a fake driver’s license showing me as eighteen.”

      One more time, Heather’s mind raced. The girl referred to her adoptive father by his first name. He wasn’t ‘Dad,’ only an impersonal man named Blake. The adopted mother didn’t rate a name. Bella might well be eighteen in the eyes of the viewing public, but she had the legal status of a juvenile. Giving the police enough information to satisfy them would be tricky.

      While Heather rolled things over in her mind, Steve asked. “Is there a next of kin we can call?”

      “Nobody.” The answer came with speed and conviction.

      Heather reached a decision. The girl needed help. “Do you have that license on you?”

      A cell phone with a card carrier attached came forth from Bella’s jacket.

      “Let me have the license. You don’t need to get caught with something illegal on you.”

      Bella grinned. “I like you, too. Thanks for being my lawyer.” She looked back at the boots sticking out from under the silver blanket. “Since you two are private investigators, do you think you could find my real parents?”

      The enormity of what Bella asked combined with a twenty-mile-an-hour north wind gave Heather the shivers. “Let’s get out of this cold.” They leaned into the gale as a mobile command center pulled to a stop shy of the mall entrance. It looked like an oversized RV, wrapped with the Sheriff’s Department’s logo.

      The trio retreated to the relative warmth of Heather’s SUV. “Sit in the front,” said Steve to Bella.

      Heather blew into her hands and rubbed them until they achieved a semblance of warmth. It would take a few minutes for the engine to warm enough to blow something besides chilled air. The heaters in the seats would also take a couple of minutes to warm the leather. “Aren’t you cold, Bella?”

      “Huh?” Bella looked down. “Sorry, I’ve never seen a person die before.”

      Heather reached out her hand and took Bella’s left hand. “I asked if you were cold.”

      “This isn’t cold. Try riding two hours on a snow mobile, sitting another hour in the snow, and then shoot and field-dress a caribou north of the Arctic Circle. That’s cold.”

      Steve chuckled. “Heather, can’t you remember how cold Boston gets?”

      “I guess my blood thinned from all the sweating I did this past summer.”

      Heather turned in her seat to face Bella. She hadn’t noticed it before, but a crimson birthmark, the size of a postage stamp and shaped like a mushroom, occupied a spot under and behind the girl’s left ear. She made a mental note of it.

      “The police will want to interview you after they get the command center up and running,” said Steve.

      “No problem. I’m great at giving interviews.”

      “This will be a different type of interview. We don’t want you to be too good. Tell us why you and Blake Brumley were here today.”

      The sixteen-year-old seemed to age in front of Heather’s eyes. Her diction became crisp and clear while her posture telegraphed a level of self-assuredness not present in most adults, let alone a teenager. She spoke as if she was reciting a television commercial.

      “Daddy and I are here today to make sure you will be the first to have access to his new book, The Art of the Kill. And get this, I’ll be modeling selections from our new outdoor clothing line.” Like a game show hostess, her hand swept down the front of the coat she wore. “Check out my super-warm triple-insulated, lightweight jacket with a matching pink vest. And don’t miss the special camo swimsuits I’ll be revealing,” she paused slightly and winked, “at four o’clock.”

      She took a breath and returned as a sixteen-year-old. “That’s why we were fighting. The bikini barely covered me. Besides freezing, I didn’t want a bunch of snuff-dippers drooling and making those sounds guys make. I told Blake he could wear the stupid thing.”

      “That must have been the conversation you were having when we approached you,” said Heather. “Your voices were pretty loud. If the police ask you about the argument, tell them you were having a difference of opinion about advertising. If they ask you to explain, I’ll take over.”

      Steve spoke
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