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It was a frosty night. Slips of snow eased over the sloped roof and fell with soft, steady plops onto the ground below. Orly waited for some sign, not knowing what it would be, but certain he would recognize it when it came. It could be the hoot of an owl, a light in the woods, or a dark shape along the old farmer’s road. 

It came as a soft whistle, forlorn and eerie, easily mimicking the winds that would blow down from the north and hiss through the narrow cracks around his windowsill. But there was no wind tonight. An old floorboard creaked outside his door. Orly held his breath, waiting for more sounds. There was another creak, then another. A door was eased back on rusty hinges, then silence.  

He waited until he saw three dark shapes emerge from the shadows and disappear into Sump Woods. They were followed by other dark shapes. Orly wrapped his wooly scarf around his head, slung his knapsack over his shoulder, then moved across his room as quietly as his bulk would permit. Orly was a big man, big enough to fight Jack Dempsey according to his papa; but, truth was, he’d rather cut off a finger than lift it against anyone. Quiet reflection was as important to him as the illicit moonshine still in the woods was to his papa and brothers.  
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For Luke and Kaytee.  
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: ]


❦

Special thanks to my family: You are always in my prayers.

Cover created with ChatGPT and Canva. No Canva elements were used. Many thanks to everyone, especially my readers.
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It wasn’t usually that way on Sundays in late summer. On a typical summer day, Mr. Fitzgerald would chase the parakeet around the sunroom, and the neighbors would roll out the grill and burn steaks. However, on the morning of the “accident,” a car had crashed through the gates of Little Fox Down, and no one was inside the battered BMW except a German shepherd. 

And, of course, the dead man in the trunk.

It put a stop to Barbecue and Ornithology and set the neighborhood into a frenzy of ineptitude, with the local police and reporters vying for first place. The dead man, it seemed, was a celebrity of a peculiar sort, though we had never heard of him before. That was undoubtedly due to the fact that we didn’t have a connection to Pindal University at that time, and the man was a visiting professor there. No one knew where the dog came from. The Ukrainian professor didn’t own him, and no one at the university had ever seen the canine before. 

It was decided that the dog was a stray and had been rescued by Professor Andreychenko the morning of the murder. The professor may have had impeccable credentials, but Archie was of mixed ancestry—though it was obvious a German shepherd had heavily contributed to his lineage at some point. 

Mr. Fitzgerald had taken an instant dislike to the homeless and presumably bastard dog, but Archie took an immediate liking to our pampered Fitz. Archie had broken free of his police escort and ran two blocks to make a direct hit on our patio. We had removed his rather expensive collar to see if we could find out who he belonged to, but the police soon tracked him down and hauled him off to the pound before we could replace his jeweled choker or protest too much. He had been an affectionate animal, and Arthur suggested we rescue the poor thing from the shelter once he was moved to death row six weeks later. I decided it was a good idea. Fitz would get over it, though I knew it might take a while. 

Archie settled down nicely and took to our rather eclectic home of birds, tropical fish, Mr. Fitzgerald (our prized Persian with the perpetual frown and grumpy personality), two gerbils, and a rather muddled tortoise that wandered aimlessly around the garden most days. (He showed up one afternoon and never left. After a year, we named him Mr. T.) We thought he had completed our happy home life until Archie Goodwin joined us. 

It was a few days after Archie had settled down into his new digs that we noticed an almost imperceptible bulge under his original collar. Actually, we didn’t discover it. It was Mr. Fitzgerald who brought it to our attention. He was always hissing at poor Archie, and Archie would roll over and play dead. I think he was rather intimidated by Fitz, which was understandable. Fitzgerald has always been a very domineering sort of feline. If he were a person, I’m sure he would have been a general or an admiral—if he hadn’t been afraid of water—or perhaps the chief of police—if he could lose a few pounds. 

Fitz would stare at Archie and occasionally bat angrily at his collar. One day I decided that Fitz was trying to tell me something, and it turned out that the something was a rather mysterious little object hidden inside Archie’s collar. After Arthur cut it out with a razor, we examined it under an old Company magnifying glass. 

“I don’t see any microdots.” The left corner of Arthur’s lips went down as if he disapproved of the missing microdots, and he shook his head. “You know what this reminds me of, Emily?”  

“Oh, heavens, I don’t know.” And I didn’t. I’m not the oddities expert in the family. My skills tended to be more along the lines of languages, propaganda, photography, and sowing confusion. I twisted my head to an uncomfortable angle to get a better view. “It looks rather like something I’d scrape off the bottom of my shoe,” I finally decided. And it did, though it was smaller, mostly flat, and as hard as baked clay. 

“It reminds me of the T-1151 radio transmitter that was used in Vietnam. Remember that, Emmie? It was before my time, of course, but you can’t work military intelligence without learning about it. I’ve told you about it before. Remember?” Arthur chuckled and shook his head. It was something he did when reminiscing and feeling nostalgic.  

Arthur had started off in military intelligence before his recruitment by the CIA. I already knew about the bizarre radio transmitter that looked like dog doo, but I happily listened to Arthur talk about it all those years ago because I was smitten and didn’t want to appear to be a know-it-all. I listened to him prattle on about it now because, even after all these years, I was still smitten. Time had been kind to Arthur Gossington. 

“I believe it was around 1970. Yes, that’s right, 1970. It was as the conflict in Vietnam was escalating.” He gave me one of his knowing glances. “You know what was behind that. Terrible time. Terrible. That’s when US military intelligence developed it. It was camouflaged as dog poop, you know. Or monkey droppings. Everyone called it the Doo radio transmitter, but its real name was the T-1151.” He pushed his glasses farther back on his head and bent back over the magnifying glass.  

If it was a T-1151, it was a rather small one. Everything was smaller nowadays. Did it send and receive radio messages in Morse code like its alleged predecessor? The originals had been scattered throughout the jungles of Vietnam, not hidden in the collars of stray dogs. Its signal led aircraft to enemy ground sites for strikes or reconnaissance missions. Because the device looked like poop, it was usually left undisturbed. Understandably so. I mean, I’m sure you would have left it alone too. Unless you take a strange interest in scat. Which some people do. 

I told Arthur I remembered it well. “It’s not the sort of thing one forgets, dear, no matter how old or senile one might become. But if the originals marked targets for airstrikes, is it possible this will be used to mark a person or car for some sort of strike?”  

“Clever girl!” Arthur beamed at me. “You always were the one to zero in on the target.”  

I raised an eyebrow at him. Some things were better off forgotten. “No pun intended, I’m sure.”   

“Don’t get your feathers ruffled, old girl. I wasn’t rubbing salt in the old wounds. You’re a good Christian now. Well, most days. Sort of. Occasionally. At least on Sundays.”  

He turned his attention back to Mr. Fitzgerald’s discovery and left me to brood in silence. I wasn’t a Cadillac Christian, parked in a garage, only to be taken out and driven on Sundays. Oh, heck, yes I was.   

Arthur moved to his lab table and was soon making Arthur noises. “Humpf, whompf, hum. I can’t identify this material, Emily.” That was unusual, and it puzzled both of us. There was a small object attached to the mystery device, which Arthur determined to definitely be a GPS of some sort. We decided we would activate it at our earliest convenience and hide it in the woods to see what sort of attention it attracted.  

If someone were planning an assassination, they would want this back, and we were most interested in discovering who their target might be and if it was anyone whose demise we might object to.  

Two nights later we positioned ourselves inside an old deer blind and stocked it with some of our purloined equipment from our inglorious days in the CIA and waited for our visitors to arrive.

Some will probably think we should have shared our find with the police; but, quite honestly, such a thing never occurred to us. The police would have labeled us a couple of doddering old fools; and if we had claimed to be retired spooks, they would have laughed us out of the station. No, they would not have taken us seriously or realized the significance of what we had discovered. They would have assumed the device was what it looked like—something that had fallen from the bottom of a deer and been stepped on. If they had not thrown it away, they might have assigned it a place in their evidence room and then forgotten about it or lost it forever.  

It wasn’t those facts alone that stopped us. The Company had never trusted local law enforcement in the first place or been inclined to confide in them about anything. In other words, we were old dogs and not in the mood for learning new tricks. Nor could we reach out to any of our old contacts in the CIA since most of them had knocked on Saint Peter’s pearly gates long ago. (Or been catapulted into the other place. The latter being far more likely.)  

It was up to us to discover why a dead man had ended up dead in the first place; how his dog had learned to drive, albeit not very good or he wouldn’t have crashed; and why Archie was wearing a homing device in his collar that may have had its origins in the jungles of Vietnam. 

We decided there should be justice, and we would be her ready, willing, and able accomplices.  
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❦

The car came after midnight, headlights off, and parked some three hundred feet from our location. It was an oily sort of dark, but we wore NVDs and could see him quite plainly through the drench of night. He would not have seen us even in daytime, much less on a moonless night like this one, so we had no fear of being detected in our camouflaged perch above the forest. We watched as the bulky shape emerged from the creaking rust bucket, juggling a metal detector and a flashlight, and entered the woods. He disappeared behind trees occasionally, his flashlight winking on and off as if powered by a dying battery, but he soon stood under our deer blind. He tucked his flashlight under one arm and then did a thorough sweep with the beeping detector across the bed of fallen leaves below us. 

He didn’t see what hit him. (An anvil of smallish size dropped from a great height.) We descended the tree as quickly as we could. Neither of us were as adept at rappelling out of trees as we once were, but we made it down alive and unbroken. We bent over the unconscious man and made certain we had not accidentally killed him. Fortunately, we had not. After we searched him and his car, we rolled him over to the hillside and gave him a good push. It wasn’t steep enough to kill him, but the anvil and the fall would probably do enough damage to rattle his gray cells for a few days and put him in the hospital where I volunteered. I said a quick prayer for his speedy and full recovery, though not too speedy. He wouldn’t do me much good if he wasn’t in the hospital where I could easily spy on him and any visitors he might have.  

An extended stay in St. Francis would give us the time we needed to go over the findings of our search and learn more about who had sent him. Someone would surely show up at our lone hospital to discover what had happened, and that someone would probably be higher up the chain of command. Arthur turned off the homing device, and we made our way through the woods. We were home before midnight and in bed by one. Elderly people need their sleep.  

I made my rounds at the hospital the next morning, passing out drinks and snacks and a rather unremarkable listening device that I placed in the room of Walter Ken Wilson, the victim of a rather nasty fall from Sandalfoot Hill.  

Like the old biddies that we all are, we gathered in the breakroom and discussed his unfortunate accident over tea and pastries.  

“How did he manage it?” Jane wondered.   

We all agreed that he must have been extraordinarily unlucky and clumsy to engineer a fall from the one spot on Sandalfoot Hill that might actually end in injury. It was a relatively rolling
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