
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Hidden Names

A Forest Glen novel

––––––––

Bettie Boswell

––––––––

[image: A black and white logo with mountains and trees

Description automatically generated]

www.MtZionRidgePress.com



  	
	    
	      Also by Bettie Boswell

	    

      
	    
          
	      Forest Glen

          
        
          
	          Hidden Talent (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Hidden Names

          
        
          
	          Hidden Witness

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Christmas In Ohio Anthology Collection

          
        
          
	          Stolen Gift Exchange

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          On Cue

          
        
          
	          Free To Love

          
        
          
	          Hoping For Treasure

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Bettie Boswell’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Mt Zion Ridge Press LLC

295 Gum Springs Rd, NW

Georgetown, TN 37366

https://www.mtzionridgepress.com

ISBN 13:  978-1-955838-85-6

Published in the United States of America

Publication Date: January 1, 2024

Copyright:  © Bettie Boswell 2023

Editor-In-Chief: Michelle Levigne

Executive Editor: Tamera Lynn Kraft

Cover art design by Tamera Lynn Kraft

Cover Art Copyright by Mt Zion Ridge Press LLC © 2023

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the publisher.

Ebooks, audiobooks, and print books are not transferrable, either in whole or in part. As the purchaser or otherwise lawful recipient of this book, you have the right to enjoy the novel on your own computer or other device. Further distribution, copying, sharing, gifting or uploading is illegal and violates United States Copyright laws.

Pirating of books is illegal. Criminal Copyright Infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, may be investigated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and is punishable by up to five years in federal prison and a fine of up to $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination, or are used in a fictitious situation. Any resemblances to actual events, locations, organizations, incidents or persons – living or dead – are coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Amber Whitney walked to the storefront's plate-glass window of her new retail art studio. Clouds darkened the mid-May evening. Streaks of lightning lit up shadowed structures. Across the street a man sat in a large truck, his face illuminated by a cell phone. Maybe he was the artist who made the late appointment. If the man looked for any other merchant, he'd have to wait until morning. Many businesses in the small Ohio suburb known as Forest Glen closed early this time of year. Most of the university students were out of town. 

Resigning from being the Forest Glen University's department chair for art, music, and theater, would be worth the change if her plans fell into place. Amber planned on using the time off from teaching at the college to get her business up and running. Suggesting theater professor Scott Hallmark as her replacement had been a wise decision. Since her resignation, the capable man's work ethic assured her the arts leadership was in good hands. 

He'd even introduced her to one of the local artists who would have a display in Amber's store. Miss Hope, who owned a fabric store, made quilt-like art from cloth scraps. Her works, displayed in a nearby city's art museum, would surely bring customers looking for the woman's pieces and in the process they'd discover the art studio. Amber worked hard to find quality workmanship for her store. She didn't know if the man coming tonight would meet her standards, but she'd offered to take a look.

Pulling a sweaty bandana from her shoulder-length hair, Amber wiped excess humidity from her cheeks. A wave of satisfaction washed over her as she looked around the room. She'd constructed every shelving unit without help during the last few days. Soon rows of pottery, paintings, statues, Miss Hope's sewn pieces, and other art from fourteen local artisans, including fellow teacher Loretta's paintings, would occupy the space. Samples of her handcrafted jewelry already twinkled from the light-filled glass case near her antique cash register. In a few weeks, her dream of having a market for her artistic jewelry, along with works done by others in her community, would be a reality. 

Amber's teaching skills would prove useful through the classes she planned to offer in the back rooms of the studio. Cutting back to part-time at the college would help. She'd already spoken to a future employee about working afternoon hours. Hiring the teacher, who faced reduced hours during the next school year, gave Amber time for covering her remaining college classes. She'd been surprised when Kara contacted her after the school levy failed, but soon learned the teacher was a good friend of Scott's wife, Ginny.

Amber jumped when a gust of wind sent a twig scraping across the plate-glass store window. Clock chimes from the town's courthouse announced the top of the hour. Her appointment should have been here by a quarter 'til nine. She'd give him another fifteen minutes and then head home. Regret about agreeing to the late hour sent a shiver down her spine. 

There was room in the store for one more artisan to display their works. The unidentified person who contacted her early this morning, asking for a chance to share his work tonight, might complete her number of anticipated vendors. She'd hoped the man would make it on time, or if he was the guy in the truck that he would come over before the clouds burst wide open. Another rumble of thunder rattled the glass window panes. 

A crash erupted from her back door. Lights flickered. Darkness enveloped the room. Crumpled paper scraps from shelving-unit packaging crunched as stealthy steps drew near. 

She crouched, ready for an attack. Her dislike for her estranged father led to years of distancing, but not before he had forced her to take multiple self-defense classes. As long as the person creeping her way didn’t have a gun, she stood a chance of protecting her store. 

“Stop where you are. I will defend myself.” There, she had given the person a fair and legal warning.

The footsteps paused. A flash of lightning revealed a figure covered in black, wearing a ski mask, positioned in a similar fighting stance. A pair of open handcuffs glinted from a belted waist, but no weapons were evident on the shadowed intruder. 

A rough voice growled, “I’m just looking for some information. If you come easy, there doesn’t have to be a fight. If not, I’m taking you anyway.” 

He slapped her bare arm. It stung. If that was all he had to give, this battle wouldn't last long. She side-stepped, latched on to his fingers, and twisted his hand until she had him pushed against the front window. A flash of lightning revealed a few curls of pale hair sneaking from beneath the ski mask. It also displayed the man from the truck dashing their way. Would there be two assailants? 

She pushed the masked man's arm harder. He lifted his leg and kicked her away. The impact sent her rolling. Her right shin screamed in pain as she stood back up, ready to mount a defense against both men. The front door slammed open to the jingle of bells hanging from the handle. Too bad she hadn't locked that entrance earlier.

"Leave the woman alone, or you'll be sorry." The new man's voice broke the two combatants apart. A boom of thunder underscored his words. He stood tall in the doorway. A weapon gleamed from his lowered hand.

"Says who?" the masked man snarled.

"A messenger from MAX." The man's voice commanded respect.

Amber shifted her focus to the taller man and stepped away from her initial attacker. Her father owned MAX Enterprises, or rather, he did before his recent death. The muscular man could be friend or foe. She had no idea.

The masked attacker edged toward her. "The old man's gone. I have higher orders that say she has what my new boss is looking for." 

She lifted her hands and moved away from him on slightly bent legs. Her calf bumped the last shelf she'd assembled. A hammer lay somewhere nearby. Her fingers trailed over the shelf and wrapped around the tool as the two men faced off.

"I've got my own orders. Now leave or I'll let the lady finish you off." A click echoed across the dark room as the man from the truck raised his arm and pointed the handgun toward the smaller man. The dark figure relented with a muttered curse and fled toward the back of the shop.

~~~~~
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Graham watched the retreating man. He continued to hold his gun in firing position. Movement from the side grabbed his attention as a spinning object flew through the air, knocking the gun from his hand to the ground. Praise God, the thing didn't fire. 

"Back off, Amber. I'm on your side." His trigger finger stung, but he made no move to retrieve the weapon. He held his arms open and at ease. She'd probably jump him if he bent over. He needed to gain her trust, either as her father's bodyguard or as an undercover federal agent. Graham had orders to protect her and find out what she knew. He had yet to ascertain if she had been part of her father's schemes. Whether she liked it or not, he'd be at her side until he found the information they'd tried to get from her father. The dying man's last words indicated that his daughter needed protection. This morning's email suggested more. 

She grabbed his pistol and the hammer she'd thrown through the air. "If you're from my father's company, I don't want your help. All he ever did was bring trouble to Mom and me. You won't find the money he paid for some work I did last year, or my pittance of an inheritance. It's invested in this venue for artists, including myself." She moved behind a low shelf and stepped farther into the shadows. 

Graham relaxed his shoulders but kept his arms wide. "I understand you had a complicated relationship with Max Whitney. Unfortunately, he left you a legacy of danger that you're either going to face by yourself or with the help of someone you can trust."

"I'm not sure you're the person I should trust. Sitting outside my store all night pretending to play on your phone makes me want to doubt you." A sound of disgust rang from the shadows where the woman stood.

She'd seen him and not been fooled. Those instincts might save her life or prove she knew something about her father’s business. No one liked to be deceived, especially Graham.

"Look, I worked as your dad's bodyguard since December. His life was in danger and now yours is too. He had something that others didn't want him to share. Earlier today, I received a delayed email from him, set up before his death, indicating that you held the key. The wording indicated he might have sent the message to several people. I decided to stake out your place."

Amber held up a heavy key ring. "I have a bunch of keys. None of them ever belonged to my father. I kept it that way on purpose."

"Obviously your other visitor thought you knew something." He eased his hands down on the shelves that stood between them. "The threat will not go away that easy unless you know something you'd like to share." He studied her shocked face as best he could in the shadowed room and wondered if she knew any details about her father's dealings. "What if I hadn't been watching you from my truck?"

Her stance softened as she placed the hammer onto a lower shelf. She waved the gun toward the back of her shop. "Got a flashlight on your phone? You lead the way down this hallway to my electric box. I need to look someone in the eye before I can trust them."

Graham eased his phone from his pocket between a thumb and one finger. Holding it where she could see, he turned on the flashlight app. As they walked down the hall, which led them to the back of the store, they passed an open office door and two large rooms before arriving at the breaker box. The area didn't show major damage or the presence of the intruder. Light filled the studio shop when Graham flipped the electric box switches back on. 

He squinted as his pupils adjusted to the change. Turning to face Amber sent a shock through his system. He studied her green eyes, so like her father's, except for long dark lashes. A smattering of freckles dotted her flushed cheeks. She was even more breathtaking up close than she'd been at the funeral. 

He'd seen her from a distance and noted her wavy brown hair but hadn't seen much of her features, other than her bowed head at the wake. Her shoulder-length curls had covered the sides of her face as she'd leaned against an older woman with similar facial features. Both women had seemed more duty-bound than sorrowful at the event. Even though her current body language projected distrust, he felt drawn to the innocent beauty of her unadorned face. 

He tamped down his reaction. Innocence had fooled him before. He thought he'd been in love once, only to face betrayal by his fiancée when she dumped him. She had not wanted to accept the dangers of his career. Instead, she'd made other choices and ruined his brother's life too. He forced himself to focus on his current mission. The agency appointed him to watch Amber, and that was all, besides trying to figure out what she knew of Max Whitney's secret.

Did she even know about her father's business? Or did she play a role in what had happened? Trust would have to be a two-way street. Doubt once again seeped into his thoughts. He broke eye contact and brushed past her. Walking to the front of the building he clicked her deadbolt into place. Her gasp, as she raised his gun, made him pause and hold his hands out again. 

"I'm just being cautious. Now get that hammer so we can secure your backdoor before any other unwanted visitors arrive."

Graham watched her shoulders slump. She walked to where the hammer sat on a shelf and lifted it with her free hand. He wondered if she might decide to attack again, but then she turned and handed him the tool. Amber's feet tapped behind him as they headed to the rear doorway. The ripped frame revealed her attacker's abrupt entrance. 

"Got any nails?"

"Ten." Amber's fingers wiggled in front of his face.

"Seriously?" Graham shook his head. "A few screws will work if you don't have the correct hardware."

Her face sobered. 

Graham focused on her left index finger, now pointing toward a shelf filled with tools, screws, and a few finishing nails. 

He took what he needed and temporarily pounded the cracked wood together. "You should get a repairman in here to make this more secure. I've nailed the door shut for now. We'll need to leave by using the front. Do you have a security company?"

"They're coming tomorrow. Wish they had come today. A day late and charging more than a dollar short. My inheritance from my father only covered the down payment on this place. I didn't figure I needed security until closer to the studio opening." 

Her body relaxed as she hooked one thumb into a belt loop and lowered the gun. He wondered what kind of work she'd done for Max. A wry grin briefly crossed her face. Maybe she thought her alteration of the overused phrase was funny. Graham didn't find any humor in the situation, but he needed to open the lines of communication.

He offered her the hammer using flattened hands. Amber gripped the wooden handle and glared as she handed him his weapon. After clicking the safety on, he returned the gun to his shoulder holster. He followed her into the office and pulled a folding chair in front of her desk. 

She sat on the edge of her seat, looking him square in the face. He squirmed, not his best undercover move, but he felt like a kid in school caught pinching his classmate. Her gaze seemed to pierce right through him. He'd hate to be an errant student in one of her art classes who claimed a pet piranha ate his homework. 

"Tell me what is really going on, Mister. Don't glaze over anything. My father and I were not close. I figured out long ago that he didn't deserve my complete trust."

Graham rubbed a palm across his chin, stalling for time to think. How much should he tell her? How much did she know? She'd be in more danger if she knew everything, but it seemed that trouble had already found her.

"First of all, my name is Graham Jones." He watched her eyebrows rise.

"Jones? That seems like a good name to use as an alias." Amber's gaze pierced his conscience.

Man, she was good. "Your father knew me as his bodyguard, Graham Jones. That's all you need to know for now."

She crossed her arms and glared. "If you expect me to cooperate, you better know that I expect complete honesty."

He stared at the ceiling, begging for some heavenly help. She was right. It would be better to "let your yea be yea, and your nay be nay." He had always hated the deceitful part of being on undercover assignments. Still, he was under orders. He'd done a thorough background on the woman who sat before him and found nothing worthy of suspicion, other than being her father's daughter. However, he preferred to use caution, based on experience. "I'll share more once you tell me about Max coming to you last November."

She shook her head. "You go first. Tell me your real name and why you're here." 

He noticed a tremor in her voice since his mention of her father's visit, but her body language spoke of stubborn resolve. Her father had been an obstinate man. The characteristic ran deep in the family.

"Give me a minute. I have to confirm something." He sent a quick text to his boss while she glared at him. Moments later he received clearance. Graham hoped he wouldn't regret sharing his identity with her.

He looked her in the eye. "Yes, I have a different last name, but it is best you only use Jones for now in case the wrong person hears us talking. You will acknowledge me only as your father's bodyguard in public, regardless of what I tell you in the next few minutes." 

He pulled his wallet from the back pocket of his jeans and laid his federal badge out in the open. At least she didn't laugh at his given last name. Her expressive eyebrows did raise a little, but she managed to keep her lips from twisting into a full grimace like a rare, but disastrous blind date once gave him when they shared last names. 

"So, what kind of trouble did my father get himself into this time and why am I facing the consequences of his actions?" 

Her unhappy expression made him want to reach out to comfort her. Instead, he crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair.

"For years, the government suspected your father made deals with cybercriminals from all over the world. We had no proof and still don't, but we suspect Max was part of a ring and may have been either threatening the others through blackmail or became a danger to them by planning to give their names to authorities. 

"When someone attempted to end your father's life during a holiday event, Max made the decision to hire a bodyguard. I applied for the position. We thought my southern background might appeal to him since he had roots in the South. The agency played up the connection. My boss posed as a former satisfied employer and wrote a credible letter of recommendation. After a convincing interview, I worked with Max for the last six months of his life. During my tenure, he hinted about having information that put him in danger. Someone managed to poison him, before he admitted to any wrongdoing. I found a couple clues, but nothing worthy of a court case."

Her face blanched. "You're telling me my father's death was not an accident and I might be next?" Amber wrapped her fingers around a pen and tapped it on the desk. "He attempted to tell me he wanted to make up for the past. I didn't believe him when he came by my campus studio to have some jewelry created. I guess the cheap stones he brought for my use were a shallow excuse to come by and apologize. Too bad I didn't see any transformation. Wish I had. I have no idea what his business did after he dropped Mom and me like a rock during my high school years. I felt no guilt when he offered me a healthy sum of money for making the jewelry. I wish I'd rejected his offer now." 

She laid the pen down and leaned against the back of her chair. A remnant of the passing storm rumbled in the background, making her jump. Graham reached for her hand and held it as she trembled, probably in shock. Moments later, both jerked their hands apart at the same time. Her bracelet rattled against the desk.

Graham looked at the jewelry adorning her arm. Stones of various colors twinkled from a silver setting. The piece clunked against the wooden desk where their hands had rested. She mentioned making jewelry for her father. Something seemed familiar about what she had just said. He'd held Max as he passed from what appeared to be a heart attack until the coroner ruled poisoning. Amber's father had muttered words that might have a connection. 

"Do you have a Bible?"

"At home, but I use an online one when mine isn't handy." Her expression changed from bewilderment to curiosity. She grabbed her cell off the desk where it had been lying when they first entered the office. "Hmmm, it looks like I have a new message." She clicked on the app, gasped, and pushed her open phone toward Graham.


Give us the information Max Whitney shared or you and those you love will suffer. We'll contact you soon. Be ready.



Graham took a screenshot of the threatening message and sent it to his cell using her device. The number probably came from a burner phone, but it wouldn't hurt to check it out. He would make sure his contacts at the bureau got the threat after he took her to safety. Having her number in his phone also opened up that line of communication, if he gave her phone back.

Her chilled hand brushed his as she attempted to reach for the device. When he turned the cell's power off, and pushed it into his pocket, she lowered her arm without questioning his actions. She was either cool under fire or knew more than she shared. 

"Is there anything else you can tell me about your father's visit?" 
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Chapter Two
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"No." Amber glared as she watched Graham step to her side of the desk. 

He grabbed her arm and pulled her up to a standing position. She flinched. The place where the creep had slapped her hurt under Graham's grasp. She must be overreacting to the adrenaline still coursing through her veins. There was no way the sissy fighter did that much damage.

"Then grab your gear. We've got to go." 

Graham's command sounded like a line from one of the few television shows she watched.

"Uh, you have my gear. Most of the time, I only carry a few things in the wallet attached to the back of my cell phone." She wondered why he'd taken her phone but figured it had something to do with the text message. She did not plan on him keeping it. The device contained her whole life plan.

"Well, get your keys and lock up. We're not staying here tonight." He peered into the hallway and looked both ways before motioning for her to follow. She felt like she'd entered the set of a cheap suspense movie, which made tension radiate through her chest. Whenever troubles happened, she often reacted with humor. 

"Of course not, this is an art studio, not a studio apartment." She turned away from his march toward the front door and went back to turn off the lights. Darkness surrounded her, sending a shiver down her spine as she hustled to catch up with her very own special federal agent. If tonight hadn't been so scary, it might have been hilarious to know she could make a Fed squirm when he tried to interrogate her. Teachers had their own brand of special investigative tools, and she knew how to use them. Those powers might come in handy as she tried to figure out the mess her father had put her in. 

Locking the front door required a different key than the one she'd used to enter the back entrance where her car sat. She turned after struggling to lock up with the rarely used key and found herself facing Graham's chest. 

He swiveled his head from side to side as his arms leaned against the doorframe and surrounded her. Warmth danced across her cheeks as she stood under the near stranger's arms. Wonder what he'd do if I hugged him. Probably throw me into a choke hold or something. 

"Graham." Her voice came out sounding wimpy. She cleared her throat and tapped his chest. "I need to get my car from the back alley."

"Not tonight. We'll have someone check your vehicle for tracking devices or bombs in the morning. You're not using it before then. We have to get you to a safe place." He took her elbow, hustled her across the street and around the side of his truck.

Once he opened the door to the passenger side, he stood behind her until she'd climbed onto the cab's high seat. While she clicked her seatbelt into place, he slammed the door and walked around to his side. She watched him scan the area as he circled the vehicle.

The engine roared to life immediately after he took his place in the driver's seat. Amber could have sworn she felt some G-forces as they pulled away from the curb. So much for a subtle exit. If there were bad guys watching, they'd be on their tail any minute. 

She leaned over to check the side mirrors and only saw rain-slicked pavement. "I hate to mess with your plans, but may I stop by my apartment for a change of clothing and a few necessities? I've been working on the shop all day, as you can probably smell." She flapped her arms and watched a slow grin spread across his handsome face. One hand cupped his nose as he faked a cough.

"Good try, but not a wise move. One of my fellow agents can bring clothing and other supplies to the safe house. I promise you, we can take care of your needs." He slowed the wipers, then turned down a street heading north.

The need to stop at her apartment brought a memory to mind, one she thought Graham would want to know about. "You asked about my father's last visit. He did give me his mother's family Bible, which seemed odd to me. Dad wasn't much for family or Christianity. Maybe he left a clue in the book." 

She heard him huff. 

"We'll swing by to get the Bible, but make it quick." He tapped a setting on his phone, and a twangy country voice blared directions to her apartment. 

"You really are a southern boy." A sense of violation made Amber squirm. He knew where she lived without asking. How many people besides him were watching her home and business?

"Yep." 

She sat in silence after his one-word reply. The woman's syrupy voice guided them closer to her apartment with each spoken direction, reminding her of Grandmother Whitney's accent. It had been a long time since she'd visited her granny's grave in Alabama. She'd been surprised Graham had gained favor with her father by using his connection to the region. Her father had done his best to erase all traces of the South from his life. Too bad she couldn't erase what happened earlier at the studio. 

Amber pulled down the sun visor and opened its mirror. Her hair was a mess. She pushed fingers through tangled curls while checking for traffic. No headlights appeared in the empty street. Relieved, she continued the conversation.

"I thought I heard a little bit of sweet old Alabama in your voice earlier. You didn't have to work hard to cozy up to Dad."

"Good guess, but Georgia is what I have on my tongue. Though, it's been a while and the accent has faded." He checked his mirrors and swung into the shadowy parking lot beside her apartment. "Is it always this dark here?"

"No, it looks like something happened to the streetlight by my building." His truck's headlights reflected off broken shards of glass lying under the darkened light.

"Hand me your keys. Stick to me like a tick." He held out his hand after shutting off the truck's engine.

She fisted her keys. "My lock is tricky. I'll let you in." Amber jumped down from the truck and waited to see if anyone, other than Graham, growled at her decision to get out on her own. Her keys poked through her fingers like brass knuckles with points, another self-defense lesson from one of the classes her father had provided. She wasn't totally helpless. 

Graham stepped near and motioned for her to follow him into the apartment complex. She could tell he knew her apartment location when he headed for her building. That should have made her uncomfortable, but at the moment she welcomed the knowledge and company. Though, she would never admit to him anything about the avalanche of fear coursing through her body.

They edged closer to her unit. She pressed her back against the rough brick wall, then followed him up the stairs to her door, which swung open when Graham tested it. 

He shouted, "Federal agent. Is anyone here?" Silence. Whoever had opened the entry had left no marks, and most likely had departed. No sounds came from inside. From the lack of damage to the lock and frame, a professional lock-picking thief had been in her home. 

One glance around her apartment and the bottom dropped out of her world like a high-speed roller coaster. It made her sick. So did real-life roller coasters for that matter. She fought nausea as she pushed her way around Graham. He grabbed her shoulders and restrained her from entering. Lamplight filled the living room, revealing sliced couch cushions on the floor and bookshelves in disarray. 

Graham took her arm and led her back out to his truck. "I need to call my team and the local cops. You can't go in right now. Is there someone nearby who might have heard the intruders?" 

"Not really. Most of my neighbors are students or instructors, and the college is on a break. Mom is several hours from here, but you probably know that, don't you?" 

He nodded, then turned away to describe the situation to a 911 operator. Amber fingered the bracelet on her wrist. Other than the inheritance and large payment for the jewelry assignment, she'd never accepted her dad's help after her mom signed the divorce papers. They'd celebrated her sweet sixteenth birthday by moving back to Mom's hometown in southern Ohio. Mom returned to teaching and Amber took an after school job at her Uncle Warren's jewelry store. She paid for most of her academics by creating and selling custom jewelry like the bracelet she wore. She'd kept the bracelet to advertise her work and later as a reminder of the hard work she'd done on her own.

Approaching sirens and flashing lights drew her attention as two police cars pulled into the parking lot. They stopped with their lights pointed toward where she leaned against the truck.

Graham clicked his phone off as a woman officer opened her door and approached the two. He leaned close to Amber's ear. "I'll do the talking. I've identified myself as a federal agent, so no need to use the alias. We'll continue our conversation once we reach a safe place." 

He pocketed his phone and flashed his federal badge as the black-haired female officer approached. "This woman is going into protective custody tonight, but her apartment has been ransacked. We need to see if the perps removed any items, and have her gather a few things. I knew your department would like to investigate first."

"Thank you for following the correct procedures, Agent C—"

"We're glad you arrived quickly, officer." Graham's voice cut off the policewoman before she said his name. 

The woman's mouth twitched. She waved a hand between herself and the other policeman, "Officers Clara Hollingsworth and Matthew McCaleb at your service, sir. Let's see what happened inside." They walked toward the apartment, pointing flashlights at the broken streetlight.

Amber's anger burned. An hour later, she and Graham followed the two officers through her trashed apartment. Overturned statues she'd made in sculpture classes during her undergrad years littered the floor but seemed intact. Scattered books lay open on shelves and across the floor. 

Stepping around tossed cushions, she headed to her bedroom where the chaos continued. Boxes normally stowed in her closet were on their sides with photos and mementos spread across the floor. The few pieces of clothing that still hung on their hangers were pushed to the side. One of the closet's folding doors leaned haphazardly against a wall. 

Her childhood jewelry box sat open on her dresser. The few personal items she kept in the small cedar container lay in their usual compartments. The intruder must have been surprised that someone who specialized in jewelry only had a few sentimental pieces in her home. She'd sold the valuable pieces she created to pay for a college education and provide an income for a life free of her father. 

At least they hadn't touched the family Bible sitting on her nightstand. She started to reach for it, but paused in case it needed fingerprinting. 

"Is that the Bible you mentioned?" Graham's question broke into her thoughts.

"Yes, I don't think the intruders thought it would be important. They had their hands on everything else, though." She looked around her bedroom. A sense of desecration seeped into her pores and sent a chill down her back. Clothing dangled from open drawers, but she couldn't spot anything missing. She clenched her fists. Would her father's legacy continue to haunt her even after his death?

Graham turned to the officers and waved a hand toward the dust covering most of the surfaces in the room. "Did you find any fingerprints?"

"We found nothing. The intruder wiped everything clean, no fingerprints anywhere and that would include Miss Whitney's on file as an educator. They must have been here a while.” Officer Hollingsworth stood in the doorway, her brow wrinkled with concern.

Officer McCaleb cleared his throat and looked at Amber. "When was the last time you were home?" 

"I left early this morning to work in my new studio on Main Street. I've been putting in long days trying to get ready for the opening. Someone posing as an artist wanting to display their works in my shop called this afternoon. They asked me to meet them there tonight at 8:45, but they never showed. Guess that was part of the plan. Someone tried to attack me there tonight."

"Did you call it in?" Officer McCaleb raised his brows.

"No, Agent Graham showed up and kept them from kidnapping me." Frustration for not reporting the crime washed over her.

"Did you get a phone number for the person who asked about meeting you tonight?" The officer's hand hovered over an electronic tablet.

"It looked like a local number, or I wouldn't have answered. It should be on my phone." Amber reached for her empty pocket and frowned. "Graham has my cell. You'll have to check with him." She took her gaze off the policeman long enough to realize Graham no longer occupied the bedroom.

"Thanks, I'll check. In the meantime, you have our permission to gather a few things to take with you." The policeman lowered his tablet and left the room.

Her gaze focused on the old Bible. She wondered why Graham asked about having one earlier. She dropped the worn book into an emptied teacher's tote along with a pair of jeans, some tops, and several changes of underwear. She grabbed a hair clip from her dresser and pulled her hair into a short ponytail. 

When she entered the bathroom to gather some toiletries, Graham stood in the way, taking pictures and texting them off to someone. She stared at the mirror he'd been photographing. Blood red letters, shaped from a tube of lipstick she never used, warned: Give up the info. 

Amber muttered, "I would if I could." When she saw her current toothbrush swimming in the toilet, she elbowed Graham out of the way so she could fish through an open drawer for a replacement. 
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