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ifteen years, Zachary! For fifteen years, Cookbook Nook has never, ever been robbed. What in the world could they have wanted? I sell cookbooks! Well, cookbooks and kitchen appliances. But who’d want that so badly that they’d stoop to committing a felony? Vance didn’t mention anything?”

“Not to me, he didn’t,” I said. “Rivendale?”

“No Middle Earth references. Du coeur?”

“What did you say? Duker? Nah.”

We had just arrived home from our impromptu trip to Sitka, Alaska. Our last day in the Land of Midnight Sun ended with us receiving news that Jillian’s store, located in our home of Pomme Valley, Oregon, had suffered a break-in. Vance Samuelson, senior detective on the local police force (and good friend), was the one who broke the news to us. As luck would have it, we were already on our way home.

The ride share dropped us off at Jillian’s house, Carnation Cottage, one of a dozen historic houses in town. Our luggage was shoved out of the way as we hurriedly grabbed a set of car keys off a nearby hook and headed for the garage. I briefly considered leaving the dogs here, only Sherlock and Watson knew something was up and pointedly refused to leave our side. 

Before I go any further, allow me to introduce myself. That is, if you aren’t familiar with who we are. My name is Zack Anderson, and riding along with me in my Jeep is my lovely, albeit a touch furious wife, Jillian. I’m comfortably in my mid-forties, stand six feet tall, and as for weight? Well, let’s just say I’m somewhere north of two hundred. 

As I mentioned earlier, my wife and I are residents of a little city in southwest Oregon by the name of Pomme Valley, or PV for short. Our town is a mere ten minutes from Medford, and about forty-five minutes southeast from Grants Pass. I personally moved here a few years ago when, needing a drastic change of scenery from the scorching Arizona desert, I learned I had been given a large inheritance from my late wife’s family, which involved a decent chunk of land. Instead of just selling it, which I will admit had been my first thought, I decided it might just be what I needed, and opted to uproot my entire life to leave behind everything I knew.

The welcome I received from the Pacific Northwest was less than friendly, and within twenty-four hours of stepping foot onto Oregonian soil, I found my sorry tail in jail, accused of murder. No, I wasn’t guilty, but I will admit I couldn’t fault the cops. After all, evidence linking me to the crime was everywhere. I won’t bore you with the details, but thankfully, I discovered I had a friend in town. That’d be Harrison Watt, my best friend from high school. He had cleaned up his act, buckled down with his studies, and became a veterinarian. He was also the one who suckered me into adopting a dog.

And now a tri-colored corgi enters the scene.

Sherlock has to be, hands-down, the smartest dog I have ever encountered. That squat little dog somehow managed to sniff out the clues necessary to keep me from doing time. Whether it was something as trivial as a picture, or as insignificant as a piece of candy, Sherlock always managed to nudge me in the right direction. And, much to my surprise, he and I clicked right from the start. I never imagined myself a dog owner, but now? I can’t imagine my life without him. Or her.

I adopted a second dog, thanks to Harry, yet again. She was also a Pembroke corgi, classified as red and white. Sherlock was already named when I got him, but for my sweet little girl, I decided on Watson.

No laughing, and no judging.

Watson, and I’m clueless as to how Sherlock pulled this off, learned how to notice clues from her packmate. Those two dogs are so gifted at solving crimes that the three of us were officially hired as police consultants for the PVPD. We’ve found missing artifacts, located hiding fugitives, and have rescued missing animals, which include—we recently learned—those living in much colder climates than us. Vance told me a while ago that the corgis have successfully solved more cases than practically the entire police force, combined. I honestly don’t think he minds, but I have been noticing derisive looks from PV cops whenever we see them.

By profession, I’m mostly known for my writing, penning romance novels under the name Chastity Wadsworth. I know, I know, it sounds an awful lot like a woman. At the recommendation of my first agent, and his insistence that women romance authors sell more than male authors do, I allowed him to come up with a name that he promised would sell books. True to his word, Chastity Wadsworth was a major hit. To be honest. I couldn’t write the books fast enough. Everything with that name on the cover became an instant hit. The money started rolling in, I was able to easily pay the bills, and began investing money.

That was about the time that my former agent decided he wasn’t getting a big enough share, and without my knowledge, began fudging the books. I, being the trusty sap that I was, refused to believe anything was wrong. Well, that came to a screeching halt when I was contacted by a few other authors he represented, and when we compared notes, we realized it was time to get the authorities involved. That’s when my new agent and publisher, MCU, which is short for Manheim Company Unlimited, appeared on the scene. They promised honesty and an open-book policy that I found hard to believe. But, seeing as how I was between agents and publishers, I gave them a trial run. 

That was more than ten years ago. 

Man-Chest United, er, I mean, MCU, has taken very good care of me, so unless something dire happens, I don’t plan on changing our arrangement anytime soon. Based on how much I get in royalties, I can only imagine they don’t want to disturb their cash cow, either.

The final bit of explanation I find worth mentioning is that I’m a winery owner. I know I should’ve said I inherited a winery earlier, but did you know that Lentari Cellars is so well known in this area there are waiting lists just to get a bottle? Sure, I’d like to take credit, but I can’t. My master vintner, Caden Burne, deserves responsibility for that. He has full say over everything that happens. New flavors, bottle and label design, equipment requests, and so on. The only thing I have to do is sign the checks whenever an invoice falls on my desk. Oh, and subject myself to taste-testing whenever the sadistic son of a biscuit eater wants to try out a new flavor on me. It’s a well-known fact that I detest wine. Can’t stand the sight, smell, or taste of the stuff.

Now back to our regularly scheduled programming.

We arrived at the outskirts of town, and I automatically eased my foot off the gas. Cookbook Nook was situated in a large, purple building that it shared with a few smaller stores on either side of it. It wasn’t until earlier this year that I found out Jillian owned the building. Then again, it wasn’t surprising. Thanks to her late first husband, my darling wife will never have to work again. But has that stopped her? No. Having tons of money will sometimes bring out the worst in people, but I’m very thankful to say that it doesn’t apply to Jillian. Not only that, but I also know she has secretly funded a bunch of her friends’ businesses, on top of making huge donations to quite a few well-deserved charities. I’d also like to point out that I do quite well for myself, too, and while my bank account is nowhere near the size of hers, it’s fairly significant.

Back to the problem at hand.

Right away, I noticed a couple of police cars parked in front of Jillian’s store. With them was a very recognizable hunk of junk, namely Vance’s Oldsmobile sedan. Crime scene tape was stretched across the door, and a sizeable crowd had gathered on the sidewalk, eagerly peering inside to see what was happening. I took the alley behind the store and parked my Jeep next to the back door. We had no sooner entered the store when we came face to face with Vance Samuelson.

“Zack! Jillian! What the—how did you get here so fast?”

I bumped fists with my detective friend. “Hey, Vance. I tried to tell you we were already on our way home. What’s going on? How bad was the place hit?”

“See for yourself. Hi, Jillian. I’m sorry to have to show you this.”

“Hello, Vance,” Jillian returned. “I’m a big girl. Move aside. I want to see for myself what happened.”

We emerged from the staff-only back room to find a good portion of the store in disarray. Racks had been tipped over. Books were strewn about the floor, like discarded trash. Several displays of local candles had been smashed, which prompted me to rein in the dogs. The last thing I needed to worry about was picking glass out of their paws.

“Oh, my. They made a mess, didn’t they?”

The section of the store that was dedicated to kitchen gadgets hadn’t fared any better. Spatulas, spoons, and tongs had been dumped onto the floor. Several of Jillian’s larger appliances, the mixers and blenders, had been shoved off their shelves, too.

As I slowly turned to take in the damage, a small part of my brain woke up and started speaking to me, telling me something wasn’t right. Something was off here, as if this whole mess was just a cover-up. However, this is just a kitchen store. What more could they have possibly wanted?

My eyes hit the stairs and slowly traveled upward. What about the second floor? Was it unscathed or had it befallen the same bad luck as the ground floor? 

“It was hit, too,” Vance remarked. “You’re looking at the top floor? It wasn’t spared, I’m afraid.”

I heard Jillian sigh. I took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 

“Don’t you worry. We’ll find out who did this. We’ll get it all cleaned up.”

Jillian leaned into my shoulder. “Thank you.”

A clatter sounded on our left, and when we turned, we saw a large group of what appeared like high schoolers sitting, cross-legged, on the floor. From the looks of things, they were working to establish some sort of order to the chaos. I knew my wife categorized her cookbooks by type, and since I saw growing piles of similarly-themed titles forming in front of me, clearly someone had figured it’d be the easiest way to get product back on the shelves as quickly as possible. 

A red-headed teenaged girl approached us. She smiled fleetingly at me before turning to Jillian. Surprisingly, it wasn’t a look of dismay on her face but determination—resolve. Sherlock and Watson both looked up at Cookbook Nook’s young manager and waggled their stumpy tails. The young girl threw her arms around my wife.

“Sydney, are you okay?” Jillian asked.

The store manager broke the hug and nodded. “I’m fine. I can’t believe you’re back! Oh, tell me you didn’t cut your trip short because of this. It’s only a mess. We’ll have this cleaned up in no time. See? I brought some help.” Sydney indicated a group of similarly aged boys and girls. “Guys, come here. You need to meet Mrs. Jillian Anderson. She’s the owner here, and my boss. Mrs. Anderson, standing from left to right are Serena, Krissi, Beth, Pete, Dustin, and Lisa. They’re friends of mine from school, who are all seniors now. Back there, sorting books, are Tami, Erik, David, and Cindi. Like me, they all graduated this year. They’re helping me clean up.”

I looked at Vance. “Is that okay? Have the crime scene techs gone through here?”

“Our boys finished with the place several hours ago,” Vance confirmed. “The front door was smashed open. The register was forced, too, and is empty. I think this was just a simple smash and grab.”

Sydney looked up. “I don’t think it was.”

“Do you know something we don’t?” Vance asked. He pulled his notebook from his inner pocket and clicked his pen, indicating he was ready to take a statement.

“Just a feeling, I guess. It looks like whoever did this tried to create as much of a mess as possible. If they wanted something, why didn’t they just take it and run?”

I nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s not right.”

“I just wish I could’ve been here,” Sydney moaned. 

“The only thing that would’ve accomplished is getting yourself hurt,” I told the girl. “You have no idea if our perp was armed.”

“I’ve been taking self-defense classes,” Sydney proudly proclaimed. “I could’ve gone all Hong Kong Phooey on them. It’d serve them right.”

“How does a girl your age even know who Hong Kong Phooey is?” I wanted to know. Respect for Jillian’s manager rose several notches higher. “Fantastic cartoon, by the way.”

“There’s a channel on TV that plays all the oldies,” I was told.

Sighing, I gave the girl a smile. “Oldies. That’s just great. Well, as disturbing as that is, I’ll let it go.”

I suddenly noticed Vance look up at the ceiling. 

“I’ve been meaning to ask you guys something. Jillian, don’t you have this place protected?”

“There are nearly a dozen cameras in my store,” Jillian confirmed, “covering every angle in here. Just because you can’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

“Music to my ears. Any chance I could get you to pull up the footage from ... I guess it’d be last night through this morning?”

Jillian nodded. “Of course. The terminal is in my office upstairs. If you’ll excuse me?”

“I’m sorry I had to call you back, pal,” Vance said, the moment Jillian had gone. “I figured that, if ever there was someone who could protect what’s hers, it’d be Jillian. I may not have seen the cameras, but I just knew they were here. Wow. I’m looking for them and I still don’t see any. Do you?”

I pointed straight up. “I’m guessing there’s one right there.”

“What, the smoke detector? You think there’s a camera on it?”

“Well, look at it. Does that look like a smoke detector to you?” 

“Well, yeah, I guess.”

“Look around, pal. Those circular gizmos are everywhere. Plus, I don’t see any test buttons on them, or flashing red lights. In fact, look over there. See that one on the wall, near the exit sign? I just saw a flash of red. That is a smoke detector. As for all those other things? I’m guessing they’re part of some sophisticated security system. I wouldn’t be surprised if that giant hockey puck up there has infrared cameras, motion-tracking cameras, and probably high-tech microphones.”

“Huh. Who knew, right? Hey, how’d it go in Alaska? Must be nice to get free trips everywhere!”

“Did you, or did you not, accompany us to New Orleans for that book signing?” I reminded my friend. “All expenses paid. Remember scoring yourself that souvenir jazz program you presently have framed and on your wall? Signed by Louis Armstrong? Any of this ring a bell?”

“Yeah, yeah, you make a good point. What happened up north? Did you and the dogs have to do something there?”

“Remember what I told you happened in Monterey?” I countered. When Vance nodded, I continued. “The guy in charge apparently talked to the people at CCCP, and our names were mentioned. Monterey Bay Aquarium was so impressed with us that they advised their Alaskan friends to bring us to Sitka to see if we could locate a stolen penguin chick.”

“Man, someone took off with a baby penguin? How uncool is that?”

“No worries. We took care of everything.”

“Zachary?” Jillian called from upstairs. “Could you come up here, please?”

There was something about her tone that had me looking for someone who could take control of my dogs. As if by magic, Sydney appeared by my side and held out a hand. Nodding appreciatively at the girl, I passed her Sherlock and Watson’s leashes. Not sure what to expect, I took the stairs two at a time and hurried to my wife’s side. However, one didn’t need to be a forensic expert to know what was bothering her.

The upstairs was even more of a mess than down below. Whoever did this had a great time rearranging the furniture, and by that, I mean pushing things over, sliding chairs across the floor, and knocking things off their shelves. However, Jillian wasn’t even looking at any of that. She was in the café, standing before a trashed display case. I don’t mean the glass case had taken physical damage. Standing next to Jillian, I saw what had happened. Someone had a great time pulling out various bits of food, sampling them, and then returning the uneaten portions. Glancing at the second glass case, I was surprised to see what was in it.

“Since when have you started serving ice cream?” I asked.

“This was installed just a few days before we left for Alaska. I had been thinking about expanding the café for a while now. I guess you could say that I was inspired by my meeting with Sonya Ladd.”

“Who’s Sonya Ladd?” I wanted to know.

“She’s a new friend I met in Ashland. She makes her own organic ice cream and has come up with some wonderful recipes. She had it available to sample in her kitchen and I have to tell you I was blown away by it. If I knew it hadn’t been contaminated, I’d give you a sample. As it is, based on the severity of the mess up here, I think it needs to be tossed.”

“What a waste,” I sighed.

She pointed out one in particular. The ice cream in the tub was white and included several ribbons of different color. According to the name placard next to the title, this flavor was a Tahitian vanilla base with a ribbon of strawberry puree and chunks of kiwi and raspberries. And the name—Celebration. The second flavor, however, was a mystery. Why? It was missing. That is why my wife called me upstairs. 

“I see the second name tag. Our perp stole ice cream? How hungry was this guy, anyway?”

According to the sign, the missing tub contained a flavor called Hawaiian Sunrise. It is a strawberry sorbet swirled with a ribbon of pineapple puree, sprinkled with white coconut flakes. Wow. And here I thought I was a true ice cream aficionado by preferring French vanilla to just basic vanilla. Whoever created those flavors was way more creative than I am.

“Ice cream. The guy stole your ice cream. Why wouldn’t he take the other one?” I asked. “Personally, I think it sounds better than this sunrise one, but then again, I’m a fan of vanilla. Plus, the only place pineapple belongs is on a pizza.”

“Don’t even get me started with pineapple on a pizza,” Jillian warned, wagging a finger at me. “You can’t beat fresh pineapple, and that’s what Sonya used in her recipe. I just can’t believe someone took the whole tub.”

I swung my arm in a circle, encompassing the surrounding area. “You’re not suggesting ice cream was what this guy was after, are you? Who in the world would break into a business just to steal some dessert?”

“It does seem silly once you say it out loud, doesn’t it?”

I shrugged. “Stranger things have happened. Take the Grinch, who broke into houses that one Christmas. He only wanted the presents and nothing else. So, it doesn’t really surprise me too much that this guy wanted the entire tub of this specialty ice cream.”

“The entire tub,” Jillian repeated. Her brow furrowed and she looked over at the counter. “I wonder.”

“You wonder what?” I asked.

“I need to check my freezer. I was able to buy both tubs of that flavor, which is all Ms. Ladd had to sell.”

“Makes sense. Huh. You learn something new each day. I didn’t think there was enough room back there to store a freezer.”

“Actually, there is one just behind the counter, but it’s only a small chest model. If I’d had this building built from the ground up, then I would have had a full sized one installed. As it stands, there wasn’t any way to get a walk-in freezer on the second floor. So, the main one is downstairs. Will you help me?”

“Of course. Lead the way.”

We trooped back down the stairs and saw that Sydney’s team of fellow students was doing a fantastic job cleaning up the mess. Four girls were making sure the books ended up on the right bookcases. Two others were straightening and vacuuming. The boys were busy returning order to the kitchen appliances. As for Sydney, she was behind the counter, working on reattaching all the cables for the computer-based cash registers. Sherlock and Watson were sharing a recliner as they watched the proceedings. Sydney looked up as we descended. One glance at Jillian’s face had her hurrying around the counter.

“Mrs. Anderson? Is everything okay? I’m sorry to say I haven’t had a chance to go upstairs yet.”

“It’s actually worse than here,” Jillian confided. “Don’t worry about that for now. I need to check the freezer.”

“Is she doing okay?” Sydney whispered to me, as Jillian hurried off. 

I shrugged. “She’s doing pretty good, all things considered. Me? I would have been severely ticked off. The first thing Jillian said to me, after we boarded the plane in Alaska, was that she hoped everyone was all right. She didn’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

“Someone would have been hurt had I been here,” Sydney said, frowning.

I grinned at the girl. “It’s good that you stand up for yourself, but just be careful, okay? Nothing is worth risking your life.”

“That’s easy for you to say, Mr. Anderson. You’re a big guy. You can easily scare someone away. As for me, people take one look at me and just assume I scream like a ... well, like a girl, and turn to putty. Well, okay, to be honest, that would have been me a few months ago. Now, I believe I can stand up for myself and dare anyone to say otherwise.”

I held up a fist and waited for her to bump it with her own.

Jillian appeared, and if possible, seemed more perturbed than before. “They took it! It’s gone, too!”

“What, that other tub of Celebration?” I asked.

Sydney looked up. “Ice cream? They took your ice cream? Ooo, that infuriates me to no end.”

“Take it down a notch, She-Ra,” I told her, which earned me a giggle from both ladies present. “Stranger things have happened. Did you have any luck with the security footage?”

My wife’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, I completely forgot. I saw the café and forgot that I was headed to my office. I’ll go there now.”

“I’ll take the dogs through the store and see if they pick up anything.”

Jillian nodded. “That’s a good idea. Vance, will you go with him?”

Vance nodded. “Ordinarily, I’d say he’d be fine by himself, but seeing how I wasn’t expecting you guys to arrive home just yet, I’ll take advantage of the situation and tag along.” 

“Watch out for broken glass,” Jillian warned, as she ascended the steps once more.

Having heard their names, Sherlock and Watson jumped down from the armchair, sniffed noses, and then looked back at me, as though they were confused why they were here.

“There’s a bad guy out there,” I began, “who has caused your mommy a great deal of work.”

“Your daddy, too,” Vance added.

“Right, so we need to cheer her up. Would you two like to look around? If there’s something in here we need to know about, now’s the time to point it out, okay?”

Sherlock gave himself a solid shake, causing his collar to rattle like crazy. Watson stared at me for a few moments before dropping back to the floor and rolling over. I gave her a few belly rubs and before I could straighten up, the two of them were on their feet and tugging on their leashes.

“I’ll take that as a good sign,” Vance decided.

“I’d like to think so. Sherlock? Take point, buddy.”

My tri-colored corgi dropped his nose to the ground and started sniffing. The two of us followed the dogs as they wove their way through the mess Cookbook Nook had become. Then again, Sydney and her friends were doing a remarkable job in restoring order. Aside from having just about everything dumped onto the floor, there was very minimal damage.

“Excuse us,” I announced, as Sherlock nudged his way by several girls sitting cross-legged on the floor. The teens paused from their book sorting to look up. “Don’t move, ’kay? We’re heading thataway,” I said, pointing toward the back right corner of the store. 

“You’re so lucky, Mr. Anderson,” one of the girls gushed. “I love corgis!”

I smiled back at the girl and nodded. Sherlock, ignoring everything and everyone, continued to pull me in that direction. Once we got there, I noticed we were in a small section Jillian had deemed Decorating. There were books about fondant, gum paste, creating buttercream flowers, and so on. At least, those were the titles I could see on the floor.

Is that what the dogs wanted me to see? Books on cake decorating? One glance at the corgis, however, confirmed that it wasn’t. Both of them were staring at a picture on the wall. Curious to see what it was, I joined them near the window and studied the image. 

It was a print depicting an idyllic green meadow, with the edge of a forest visible in the distance. A small creek was there, winding its way around trees, boulders, and small hills. The sky was bright blue, with fluffy white clouds starting to dissipate. Taking center stage in the picture was a rainbow, falling from above and touching down on the meadow itself.

I could see why Jillian would hang such a picture in her store. I felt myself relaxing just by gazing at it. Wait. Is that what Sherlock and Watson were doing? Admiring the scenery?

My cell rang, and one look at the display had me shaking my head. “Jillian? What are you calling me for? Aren’t you upstairs? Is everything okay?”

“Zachary, you need to see this.”

“We’ll be right there.”

At least, that was the plan. Then again, neither corgi budged until I snapped a photo of the framed print. The moment I did, Sherlock and Watson were anxious to head upstairs. How they knew I needed to return to the second level, I’ll never know.

“You’re not going to believe this guy,” my wife said, as I entered her office, adjacent to the café. “He not only knew there were cameras in here, he made certain they caught him in the act!”

“Huh?” I stammered, confused. “He wanted to get caught stealing?”

I looked over Jillian’s shoulder and watched the monitor on her desk. An image was currently frozen, showing the front entry and a man, dressed in a white tee shirt and dark pants, strolling through the front door. Bear in mind, this was after he used something to punch through the glass. Sledgehammer? Glass cutter? Maybe a rock? I couldn’t tell, but then again, it wasn’t important. What was important was the man on the screen. He wasn’t wearing a mask or making any effort to hide his face.

“There’s something you don’t see every day,” I said. “Do you recognize him?”

“No. Look at him. His hair’s a mess, his shirt is torn, and he looks ... dirty. If I didn’t know any better, then I’d say we are looking at a homeless person.”

I squinted at the screen. Jillian was right. The clothes were ragged, his face was covered with a scraggly beard, and he made no effort to hide from the cameras. This was someone, I decided, who had nothing to lose.

“It’s only one person? What, did he spend the night in here? That’s one mother of a mess for just a single person to make. Can you tell when he entered, and left?”

Jillian tapped away at her keyboard. “I should. Give me just a few moments.”

I ducked out of the office to see if Vance was still here, which he was. He caught sight of me, standing at the top of the stairs, and headed over.

“Got anything for me?”

“That and then some,” I reported. “The guy who did this appears to be a homeless dude, and he wasn’t wearing a mask.”

“Jillian has a clear shot of his face?”

I came thiiiiiiiiis close to correcting his grammar, in a proper Jillian-approved manner, but managed to catch myself in time. Inserting a had into the conversation just wasn’t worth it at the moment.

“No mask, no hiding from the cameras, no nothing,” I confirmed.

“Awesome. Let’s head up. Wait, only one guy?”

“That’s what I’m having her check,” I told my friend. “If it was just him, then I asked her to find out just how long he spent in the store.”

“Good thinking.”

We both entered Jillian’s office. My wife was waiting with an answer. “I’ve got him on video, holding both tubs of ice cream as he left.”

Vance looked up. “Ice cream? He stole ice cream? You’re kidding.”

Jillian shook her head. “I’m not, I’m afraid. I found a tub missing at the café, and the second tub, which I had in the freezer downstairs, was also taken.”

“That makes no sense,” Vance quietly murmured. “Why would someone break in here just to steal ice cream?”

“We’re wondering that ourselves,” Jillian confessed.

“What time did he show up?” Vance asked.

“He got in sometime after midnight. I don’t think he was the one who broke the front door. From the angle I have, it looks as though he was wandering by when he noticed the hole.”

Vance’s face hardened. “Do you recognize the guy?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“Can you tell what happened to the door? When did it break?”

Jillian tapped away on her keyboard. “I’m checking. There it is. It happened about twenty minutes before our thief found his way inside. It looks like something large and heavy struck the door. What that is, I cannot say.”

“Does your system have a way to share footage, or could you save me a copy on a flash drive?” Vance asked.

Jillian resumed tapping on her keyboard. “I’ve got online access. I’ll specify which files I want to share, and then send that link to you. All you’ll have to do is click it, and the video will open.”

“Thanks, Jillian. That’s perfect. Zack, care to give me a hand?”

“You betcha.” I gave my wife a kiss. “I’m going to check this out. Is there a camera outside, which covers the front?”

“There isn’t, but there will be just as soon as I can get one ordered,” Jillian vowed.

The two of us returned to the ground floor. Sherlock and Watson perked up and, seeing me, hurried over. Sydney nodded in my direction and returned to supervising her friends.

“You don’t think this is a coincidence, do you?”

Vance shook his head. “Not at all. Someone wanted that transient to find his way inside. Or ... whoever pulled this off gave the guy orders to get in here and have a field day. I just don’t know where the ice cream fits in.”

Sherlock rattled his collar and looked up at the two of us.

“What is it, boy?” I asked.

“Woof.”

That got Vance’s attention.

“Did you find something already? Good boy. You, too, Watson. What did you guys find?”

The corgis tugged on their leashes. We were led to the front of the store, where a makeshift plywood door had been set up. Sydney and her team had managed to sweep the glass to the side, so I didn’t have to worry about Sherlock and Watson hurting their paws. However, both dogs stopped short of the makeshift door and sniffed the ground. Vance and I squatted to see what had attracted their attention. Something had hardened on the floor. Something white, like ...

“Is that ice cream?” Vance asked, impressed. “Good job, Sherlock. You, too, Watson. Okay, I owe you guys a couple of pizzle sticks.”

If you have to ask what those are, let me warn you now. Don’t. Some things are best left unsaid. If you do know what they are, then I know you’ll sympathize with me.

“Oh, no you don’t,” I argued, waggling my finger. “Those damn things are disgusting, and they smell.”

“Hey, you’re not the ones eating them,” Vance countered. “At least, I hope you’re not.”

“Ha ha, pal.”

“Guys? Find the guy who stole that ice cream and I’ll buy you a dozen each of the pizzle sticks and pig ears.”

“You’re just trying to gross me out, aren’t you?” I complained.

The corgis perked up. They shared a look and headed outside. Both turned left and we found ourselves marching along Main Street. The dogs hesitated as another drip was discovered. At least, I assumed it was. Sherlock and Watson both sniffed a white smudge the size of a dime, looked at us, and then proceeded on their way.

“We’re getting quite a few looks,” Vance remarked, as he fell into step beside me and the dogs. “You’d think I’d be used to it by now.”

Passing motorists were slowing their cars and rolling their windows down. People shouted my dogs’ names as they passed us by. Sherlock and Watson, for the record, didn’t bother looking up. Apparently, they were too fixated with following the trail of dried ice cream.
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