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      He was summoned to his Editor-in-Chief’s office on Friday, November sixteenth.

      “Have a seat, son. This shouldn’t take long,” the gray-haired gentleman said, indicating the chair across the desk from him.

      “Yes, sir,” Grant Forrester, a copy editor at The Best of Texas! magazine, replied as he settled in to listen.

      “Grant, I’ll get right to the point. I like the pitch you made,” the editor began, looking at Grant over his reading glasses. “Not only do I think it’s a hell of an idea to keep our readership growing, I know for a fact that only one person in this whole place has the passion – the drive – to pull this off.”

      “Yes, sir,” Grant replied. “And they’re going to need all my notes about it, aren’t they, sir?”

      “Nope,” the editor said, and smiled. “No need to hand your notes over.”

      “But, sir, they’re going to need…”

      A raised hand cut off Grant’s comments.

      “No, son, I don’t believe you’re following me here,” the editor chuckled. “I’m trying to tell you I’m promoting you, Grant. I want you to be the new Arts and Entertainment columnist, and I want you to take this ‘Experience the Texas Fort Trails’ idea of yours and run with it.”

      Grant was momentarily stunned but recovered quickly.

      “Thank you, sir; I’ve been hoping for an opportunity like this.”

      “I know you have, and you deserve it, Grant. So,” his boss said, “where are you going to start?”

      “I think the ‘Christmas at Fort Concho’ event in San Angelo would be ideal, sir. It starts the Monday after Thanksgiving.”

      “Well, then, I guess you’d better make some travel plans, Grant. Congratulations, son. I look forward to reading your articles,” the editor told him as he stood and extended his hand.

      It’s really happening. After four years in the trenches, I’m finally getting a chance to be a features columnist for the most prestigious magazine in the state! Grant thought to himself as he left the big boss’s office. And I don’t intend to waste it.

      By the time I’m through, everyone in Texas will know my name.
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      By noon Saturday, the last box had been loaded into the moving truck, and the ‘For Sale’ sign was already prominently displayed in the yard.

      “Should we take one last look around, make sure we didn’t miss anything?” Donny suggested, and Lizzie nodded.

      “Good idea. I’ll take downstairs, you handle upstairs?”

      He grinned.

      “Meet you back here at the front door.”

      Elizabeth Zimmerman, former Seattle detective, was embarking on a new chapter of her career. She’d been accepted into the FBI Academy, and once she completed the five-month program, she already knew where she would be assigned – in Dallas, as part of BAU Agent Nathan Thomas’ team.

      She walked slowly through each room downstairs, looking in each drawer, gazing at each shelf, making sure she’d packed up everything of value to her.

      Strange, she mused. I’ve lived here most of my adult life. You’d think I’d be more upset about leaving.

      But she wasn’t.

      Ever since she’d caught her ex-fiancé cheating on her three years earlier – not just under her own roof, but in her own bed - she’d felt no emotional attachment to this place. Quite the opposite, in fact. The structure had felt more like a prison, a heavy ponderous chain tying her to a hurtful past.

      I hope whoever owns it next has happier times here, Lizzie told herself as she finished checking the rooms and returned to the front door to wait for Donny.

      As he came down the stairs toward her, she couldn’t help but smile.

      Donny Atherton, my boyfriend, her brain echoed, and her smile grew bigger.

      They’d started off sharing a heartbreaking commonality - being involved with someone who turned out to be anything but stable. Lizzie and Donny had started to spend time together, beginning with the day they’d both had to testify in court about their experiences. A solid friendship had grown from their shared tragedy, and recently the friendship had become much, much more.

      And now? Now, I cannot imagine life without him, Lizzie thought to herself, and sighed happily. If someone had told me three years ago that I would be this happy, I’d have said they were nuts.

      “What?” he asked her as he stepped down to the living room floor and moved toward her.

      “Honestly?”

      “Always.”

      “Just thinking how funny it is that things worked out the way they did,” she confessed. “I was determined to just… focus on work, and that’s it. I was done with relationships, determined to be by myself, if only out of spite.”

      “And now?” he smirked as he put his arms around her.

      “Now, I’m so glad I was wrong,” Lizzie answered, and kissed him. “You ready?”

      “Yep,” Donny said. “We just need to get your SUV hooked up on the tow dolly. Other than that, I believe we’re ready to go.”

      They stepped outside and Lizzie locked the door for the last time, then pulled the housekey from her keyring.

      “Here goes,” she said, and using the code the realtor had given her, opened the lockbox and placed the key inside, then closed the lockbox again.

      Ten minutes later, they had her SUV connected securely, and they both climbed up into the cab of the moving truck.

      “You grabbed it, right?” he asked, and she chuckled.

      “You bet I did,” Lizzie answered, holding up the mini cooler and the bag of snacks they’d selected for the road trip. “What would you like first?”
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      “I’m thinking have everyone over here,” Bella Thomas pondered out loud as she, Nathan and Charlie had lunch.

      “You think Jandy would mind? I know she normally hosts Thanksgiving.”

      Nathan shrugged.

      “I honestly don’t think she’d mind. But there’s only one way to know, and that’s ask her.”

      Bella scooped up her cell phone to call her sister-in-law, then shrieked as it rang in her hand.

      “Hey sis,” she began. “Your timing is awesome. I was just about to call you.”

      “Hey,” Jandy said, breathless and upset.

      Bella immediately noticed her tone.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Our house is gone.”

      “What? Hang on a second, let me put you on speaker,” Bella replied, and did just that. “Okay, what do you mean your house is gone?”

      “I put a roast in the oven this morning, to cook all day like I usually do. Then I left to go run some errands. I was gone two hours, tops. When I got back, the house was on fire, guys,” she managed. “Thick black smoke everywhere. There are four fire trucks out here trying to put it out as we speak. But from the looks of things, our home is a total loss.”

      “Was anyone hurt?” Bella asked.

      “No, thank God,” Jandy said. “The kids are off doing their own thing and Tony’s at work.”

      “How can we help?” Nathan asked.

      “Oh, honey, I have no idea right now,” came the answer over the speaker.

      “I do,” Bella piped up. “You can plan on coming here and staying as long as you need to. We have two bedrooms ready and waiting. You and Tony can take one, and the kids can take the other.”

      “It will most likely just be me and Tony,” Jandy told them. “Lauren and Jordan have already said they’re going back to campus on Friday anyway, and they haven’t spent a single night at home so far – they’ve been hanging out with their friends.”

      “Do you need us to come help with anything?”

      “Not at the moment,” she said, and Nathan was glad to hear she sounded a bit more like her usual self. “Once I get the all-clear from the fire department, I’ll be able to go in and see if anything can be salvaged. But like I said, I’m pretty sure nothing is left.”

      “Well, if you change your mind on that part, all you have to do is tell us,” Nathan told her. “Just know, it could be a day or two before they let you in there.”

      His big sister sighed.

      “I know,” she answered. “Tony and I will be at your house later, probably around seven. And thanks, guys.”

      “No need to thank us, sis,” Bella said warmly. “This is family. This is what we do. See you tonight. And when you get here, we’ll have dinner, and start brainstorming a battle plan, all right?”

      A loud sniffle, then, “You chose well, Nathan. I love you both to pieces. See you tonight.”
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      Joe Wallace smoothed down his hair and straightened his tie in the mirror, then checked his watch.

      Six o’clock. Almost time to go pick up Trish for our date.

      They’d been seeing each other for over eight months, both seemingly content to keep a slow and steady pace.

      Until recently, that is.

      He checked his appearance one last time, and before he left his house, he made sure that the delicate engagement ring he planned to propose with was safely tucked away in the breast pocket of his suit jacket.

      Here goes nothing, he thought, and walked with purpose out to his car.
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      Lizzie and Donny made a fuel and food stop in Pendleton, Oregon before continuing their trip to the southeast.

      Not too long before they got to Boise, Donny looked over and asked, “Where would you like to stop for the night?’

      “You mean we’re not going to attempt to drive straight through?” Lizzie remarked. “I’m glad to hear that. This isn’t exactly the world’s most comfortable seat.”

      “I know, right?” Donny grinned. “Mine isn’t either. I could use a break from it. So, what do you think?”

      “Boise works for me, and we’re only ten miles away,” she pointed out.

      Both were in a relaxed mood despite the quality of the moving truck’s bucket seats,. Lizzie’s Quantico program didn’t start until December first, which gave them plenty of time to navigate the 3,388-mile journey at a comfortable pace.

      “I almost forgot to tell you, we’ve been invited to Thanksgiving with the Thomas clan,” Lizzie mentioned.

      “Sounds like fun! Do we need to bring anything?”

      “I told Faith to let Jandy know we could cover drinks,” she answered. “I wasn’t sure about much else, given that we’re on the road.”

      “Okay, so, that’s easy. We’ll stop before we get to Denton and pick up some two-liter bottles.”

      “Cool,” Lizzie said. “I need to touch base with Faith anyway, so, I will confirm with her.”

      Lizzie pulled out her cell and fired off a quick text. She was surprised when instead of texting back, Faith called her.

      “Hey bestie, what’s up?”

      “Quite a bit, but you go first. Where are you guys?”

      “Just coming into Boise,” Lizzie relayed. “We’re going to stop for the night. What’s going on there?”

      “Well,” Faith said, “Jandy called me earlier. It seems Thanksgiving is being moved to Nathan and Bella’s house. Jandy and Tony’s place burned down earlier today.”

      “Oh no!” Lizzie gasped. “Are they all right?”

      Donny shot her a concerned look and she mouthed I’ll tell you later.

      “They’re fine, just upset,” Faith answered. “Sounds like they might not be able to salvage anything at all.”

      “Well, we’ll be in town for a couple of days, at least, before we have to head to Virginia,” Lizzie reminded her. “So, tell Jandy that if they need any extra hands, I’m volunteering us. Do they have a place to stay?”

      “They’re staying with Bella and Nathan.”

      Lizzie and Faith talked for a few more minutes, and as Donny pulled into the parking lot of a hotel, Lizzie ended the call with, “I’ll reach out tomorrow, okay?”
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      Grant smiled as he drilled down into the ‘Christmas at Fort Concho’ website and found what he was looking for.

      “Edward Baker,” he murmured, making a note. “That’s who I need to interview, from the sounds of it.”

      He typed out an email of introduction, including his desire to speak with the man about Fort Concho’s history, and hit ‘send’.

      “Okay,” Grant murmured, “now I just need to line out a place to stay while I’m there. But first, dinner.”

      His phone rang just as he finished placing his delivery order from his favorite Chinese restaurant’s website.

      “Hey, Mom,” he said, a warm smile creasing his face. “I’ve been meaning to call you and Dad. Guess what happened at work yesterday?”

      “You got the promotion, didn’t you?” Bernice Forrester asked.

      He chuckled.

      “How did you know?”

      “Because you sound like a little kid at Christmas,” she told him, and made him laugh out loud.

      “I probably do,” he conceded. “I’m just so jazzed to finally get a chance to prove myself as a columnist instead of making sure other people’s articles are error-free.”

      “I know you’ve had this dream for a while, honey, and I’m so proud of you! Now, tell me all about it. What’s your first piece going to focus on?”

      “The Texas Forts Trail,” he said. “Starting with Fort Concho, in San Angelo.”

      “I’ve never heard of that, and I’ve lived in Texas all my life,” his mother remarked. “Sounds intriguing – and fun for you, too. You’ve always been a history buff.”

      He walked her through his concept for the series.

      “The cool part is, each location has at least one event going on yearly to commemorate the history,” he concluded. “So, my thought is to almost make this a guide of sorts – experience the places and events firsthand and share it all with my readers.”

      “And I think you’ll do brilliantly,” Bernice said. “You’re not traveling this week, are you?”

      “And miss your amazing cooking? No way. I’ll come home on Thursday for Thanksgiving like we planned, Mom,” Grant confirmed.

      She laughed, and as always, the sound warmed him.

      “So, what’s Dad up to?”

      “He’s still not home from work yet,” Bernice revealed, the laughter leaving her voice. “They’ve got him working all sorts of extra hours. That boss of his is too cheap to hire enough people to cover all the routes.”

      “They’re treating him like that after thirty-one years of service. Seriously?”

      “I’m afraid so, honey,” she said, “and I’m worried about him. They’re running him into the ground.”

      Grant shook his head in frustration as he listened to his mother vocalize her concerns about her husband’s health.

      “That’s not right,” he grumbled.

      “I know. But your dad’s been determined to try and stick it out until he can retire.”

      “But that’s two more years!”

      A sigh from her end.

      “I know, honey. I know.”
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      Jandy and Tony pulled into Nathan and Bella’s driveway just before seven-fifty p.m. and walked up to the front door with four large bags.

      Before they could knock, Nathan opened it.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Tony said. “Had to buy some clothes and stuff to get us through the next few days.”

      “You guys okay?”

      Jandy tilted her head, pondering his question for a moment before she replied, “No,” and burst into tears.

      The last time I saw her cry was the day Dad died, Nathan thought, and he stepped forward to envelop her in a hug.

      “It’s all gone,” she managed between sobs. “All our pictures of the kids growing up, everything.”

      Another pair of headlights in the drive caught Nathan’s attention as he attempted to console his big sister.

      “Hey gang,” Faith called out as she and Rick exited his truck. “Thought we’d come over and see what we can do to help.”

      “Let’s start by having some dinner,” Bella replied from the doorway with Charlie on her hip. “I made a lasagna. Come on in, guys.”
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      Trish and Joe’s waiter cleared away their empty dinner plates and returned with the dessert menu.

      “I’m thinking tiramisu and coffee,” she mused as she reviewed the offerings.

      “Sounds good to me,” Joe said, trying his best to stay calm.

      But both his heart and his brain were racing.

      Should I do it now, in the restaurant? Or wait until we get back to her house?

      “I’ll be right back,” Trish announced, bringing Joe out of his reverie. “Order me the tiramisu, please.”

      “You got it,” he said, and smiled as she stood and walked toward the ladies’ room.

      Okay, you can do this, Joe told himself. You just need to be brave and ask her.

      What if she says no? the logical part of his brain chimed in. What then?

      She won’t, his heart shot back. I know she won’t.

      How sentimental. You’ve both been alone a long time, you know. And you’re both fiercely independent, his brain countered. What about that?

      “I have to know,” he whispered to himself. “And I won’t, unless I ask.”

      The waiter approaching the table gave Joe something else to focus on for a moment.

      “We’d like a tiramisu, a cannoli, and two coffees, please.”

      “Yes, sir, I’ll be right back with those.”

      Trish returned to the table and noticed Joe’s flushed face.

      “Honey, are you all right?’

      “I’m fine, it’s… just a bit stuffy in here,” he managed, and loosened his tie as he willed his heart rate back to normal.

      “Are you sure? You seem agitated,” Trish noted, concern creeping into her voice.

      “It’s just that I…” Joe started to say, but the waiter returned at that moment with their desserts and coffee, setting each small plate down with a flourish.

      “May I get you anything else?” the young man asked politely.

      “I think we’re good for now, thanks.”

      “Well then, enjoy. I’ll be back by in a bit to check on you.”

      They watched him walk away, and Trish turned her attention back to Joe.

      “Now, you were saying?” Trish asked as she stirred cream into her coffee.

      “Yes…. well…” Joe stumbled over his thoughts, lapsing into silence.

      “Joe, what’s gotten into you?” she asked gently as she reached across the table and took his hand.

      One look into her beautiful green eyes was all it took to calm him, and when he spoke, Joe led with his heart.

      “You have, Trish,” he began, his voice soft but clear. “Every morning when I wake up, you’re the first thought in my head. And every night I fall asleep thinking how lucky I am that you’re in my life. You make every day brighter, more hopeful. I feel more alive with you, and damn sure more complete. I guess what I’m trying to say is, I’m in love with you, Trish Sevins. And it would make me the happiest man on earth to spend the rest of my tomorrows with you. Will you marry me?”

      The green eyes he loved so much began to shimmer with emotion, and her lips curved into a trembling smile as she whispered, “Yes.”

      Joe immediately stood and moved around the table, bent down on one knee, and brought her engagement ring out of his pocket to slip it onto her dainty hand.

      “I love you,” Trish managed through happy tears, and kissed him as other patrons in the vicinity began to clap and cheer.
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      Up in Boise, Lizzie and Donny had just gotten settled into their hotel room after dinner when her cell phone chimed with a new text message.

      She glanced at her phone, then beamed.

      “Check this out,” she said as she showed it to Donny.

      The all-caps message from Joe read SHE SAID YES!!! and was accompanied by a picture of the newly engaged and extremely happy couple.

      “Good for them,” Donny responded.

      “I know, right? He was so nervous about it. He’s been planning this for a week!” Lizzie revealed.

      “That’s sweet.”

      “I thought so. The big softie,” she agreed as she smiled.

      May have to ask the man for help when the time comes, Donny mused to himself while Lizzie went into the bathroom to change into her pajamas. After all, he’s known Lizzie most of her life. And I want to make sure the moment is perfect.

      He watched her cross the room, climb up on the bed and rearrange the pillows so she could sit up comfortably, then scoop up the remote.

      “What are you in the mood to watch?” she asked as she flipped through channels.

      “You really wanna know?”

      “Of course,” she confirmed.

      “I’d love to watch your face by candlelight again,” he murmured in a low growl, and slowly moved her direction.

      Lizzie grinned even as a slow blush spread across her cheeks.

      “Well, get over here, then.”
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      Three a.m., and all was quiet in Pantego, Texas.

      He made his way through the stillness to a large display case in the front parlor of the lovingly restored Dutch colonial. He moved carefully and quietly, then eased open the glass panel inch by excruciating inch to minimize noise.

      He considered the options before him, mentally weighing the pros and cons of each one; as an extreme enthusiast, he knew several in the collection could serve his purposes admirably.

      Then he saw it. The ideal tool to carry out his plans. Excited, he reached out and placed his hands gently around his prize.

      It’s perfect, he thought as he slowly removed it from its resting place, savoring the weight, the feel of it in his grip. A beautiful specimen. And so very appropriate… what better than a historical piece for historical places?

      Smiling ghoulishly, he set the useless but realistic-looking wooden replica he’d made into the empty spot. He cradled the fully functional Winchester 1873 .44/40 WCF he’d liberated tightly against his chest with one arm as he closed the display case, then slipped back into the darkness.

      Let the games begin.
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      “How did you sleep?” Bella asked Jandy as she walked into the kitchen on Sunday morning.

      “Not bad, all things considered,” Jandy replied, heading for the coffeepot. “Bel, I just want to say again how much I appreciate you guys putting us up. Hopefully it won’t be for long.”

      “Nonsense,” came the reply from Bella as she continued making pancakes. “Stay as long as you need to. Maybe I haven’t made it clear enough, but I am really enjoying having a bigger family! I didn’t realize how lonely being an only child was until I met you all. So, although I’m sad about the reason, I’m happy you’re here so we can hang out more.”

      She deftly flipped the last pancake then gasped in surprise as Jandy wrapped her up in a fierce hug.

      “Oh, honey,” Jandy murmured. “I sure do love you.”

      Bella chuckled and hugged her back.

      “And I love you! Now, turn me loose, the pancakes are gonna burn.”

      Jandy laughed and stepped away.

      “Mugs still in the cabinet by the sink?”

      “Yep, help yourself.”

      Nathan strolled in at that moment with Charlie in his arms.

      “There’s my sweeties,” Bella announced, and kissed her husband and child. “I didn’t hear him fussing.”

      “He wasn’t, that’s the strange thing,” Nathan answered. “I peeked in to check on him and he was standing up in his crib just looking at me.”

      “Huh,” Bella said. “Maybe that’s a good sign of things to come.”

      “’Andi! ‘Andi!” Charlie squealed and held out his arms toward his aunt.

      “Coffee can wait - there’s no way I can refuse that kind of greeting,” Jandy beamed as she came over and took the wriggling child from his father’s arms.

      “Hello, handsome boy.”

      Charlie put his tiny hands on each of Jandy’s cheeks and began to babble animatedly.

      “Is that so? I’m intrigued, tell me all about it,” Jandy prompted, and he shrieked with delight and kept going.

      “I knew she’d make an awesome aunt one day,” Nathan observed softly as he stood with Bella at the stove watching Jandy get Charlie situated in his highchair.

      “And you were absolutely right. Have I told you lately how much I love your family?” his wife asked him as she smiled. “Because I really, really do.”
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      “So, how far are we going to try to go today?” Lizzie asked Donny as they climbed back into the moving truck’s cab.

      “I was thinking stop somewhere around Green River, Utah,” he replied as he gazed at the map. “That’s about an eight-hour drive. Then tomorrow, we can stop in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, and be at your house in Pantego by Tuesday night.”

      He showed her his planned stops on the map, and she nodded.

      “Divides it up pretty evenly. I like your style, Atherton.”

      “Oh yeah? Prove it,” he teased, and found himself on the receiving end of a passionate kiss.

      “You keep doing that, we’ll go right back inside and get our room back,” Donny warned, wearing a megawatt smile.

      “Why, whatever do you mean, dear?” Lizzie batted her eyelashes at him, and he chuckled.

      “All right, you. Let’s get going.”

      She surprised herself by giggling as she strapped on her seat belt.

      Oh, for crying out loud - he makes me giggle. I hardly ever used to giggle – until him, Lizzie realized. I could almost get used to this.

      “What?” he asked, eyebrow raised at her puzzled expression.

      “Well, don’t let it go to your head, but you make me ridiculously happy, that’s all.”

      Donny reached for her hand and kissed it.

      “Same here, you know.”

      “Man, are we sappy, or what?”

      “Yep, absolutely.”

      She scrunched her nose and sheepishly declared, “I kinda like it.”

      Now Donny roared with laughter.

      “I do too, Lizzie. And after everything we went through, I think we deserve some sappy, don’t you?”

      “No argument from me,” she agreed. “Let’s get moving, we’re burning daylight.”
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      “Good morning, fiancée of mine,” Joe whispered in Trish’s ear. “How about some breakfast?”

      “Sure,” she murmured sleepily. “Meet you in the kitchen.”

      “No need, love,” he answered, and as she sat up and rubbed her eyes, she realized he’d brought her breakfast in bed.

      “Oh, Joe, how sweet! What a nice surprise,” Trish exclaimed, and kissed him as he placed the tray across her lap.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and made small talk as she ate.

      “What would you like to do today?”

      She mulled it over for a moment, then said, “I believe it’s supposed to be nice out today. How about a stroll through the botanical gardens?”

      “I think it’s a perfect day to do just that,” he replied with a soft smile.

      But the cell phone on his hip began to ring, and his smile faded as he remembered it was his Sunday to be on call.

      “Wallace,” he answered, then listened for a minute before saying, “What’s the address?”

      A pause, then Joe said, “I’ll be there in fifteen.”

      He hung up and looked at her.

      “Rain check on that stroll?”

      “Absolutely. See you later?”

      “You bet.”

      “Be safe, sweetheart.”

      He paused at the doorway and looked back at her.

      “Hey. Be thinking about where and when you wanna get married. I’m good with anything you decide, I just want to marry you.”

      “The wheels are already turning,” Trish confessed, and he grinned.
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      As he ate his cereal, Grant checked his emails, and was delighted when he saw Edward Baker had already responded.

      Good morning Mr. Forrester. I would be happy to walk you through Fort Concho’s history! When would you like to come down to San Angelo?

      Grant set his bowl aside and composed a reply.

      That’s great to hear, Mr. Baker. I’ve already booked accommodations for next weekend. My plan is to interview you, but also experience ‘Christmas at Fort Concho’ firsthand so that I can highlight the event in my article. I’m scheduled to arrive mid-morning Sunday. When might we meet?

      He added his usual signature block and hit ‘send’, and by the time he’d returned to his home office from putting his bowl in the dishwasher, Baker had replied.

      The festival kicks off at ten a.m. Monday, so, let’s meet at the library at noon Sunday. That gives us plenty of time to walk the fort and cover the historical significance beforehand. I look forward to meeting you.

      Baker had also included the address to the library in his email, and Grant dutifully noted it in his binder before confirming their appointment.
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      They’d just finished breakfast and Jandy was helping Bella clear the table when her cell phone rang.

      Jandy glanced at the number and took the call, listened for several minutes, then fired off several questions.

      When she hung up, she looked at the group.

      “That was the fire chief. We are not allowed to go back in yet. It’s partially collapsed, and he wants city engineers to sign off on its stability first before he lets us wander through it. He says it may not be safe to try to go back in at all, and if that’s the case, we’ll just have to raze it to the ground completely. But he was able to determine the origin of the fire. It wasn’t the oven, like I thought.”

      “What was it?” Tony asked.

      “An electrical fire. We had a short-circuit in an outlet,” she revealed. “And from what he described it sounds like the fire traveled along the wiring to spread really quickly to the rest of the place.”

      “Covered by your insurance, I hope?” Nathan asked.

      “Should be,” Jandy answered. “I need to call our agent back and get him to meet us onsite at some point. He’s going to need to document the damage before anything else can happen.”

      She dialed and waited.

      “Hey, Jason, I just heard from the fire chief…. Yes, he told us…. Really? Oh, all right…. Yes, thanks, Jason.”

      “Huh,” she said. “Evidently Jason’s already done his assessment. Total loss, and one hundred percent covered – after the deductible, of course.”

      “Well, there’s some good news, at least,” Bella pointed out. “And look at the positives here – no one got hurt, and if you ever wanted to make any changes to your house, now’s the perfect time.”

      Tony’s eyes lit up.

      “She’s right, honey,” he exclaimed. “We could have a brand new, open layout with that kitchen island you’ve always wanted.”

      “And a great big garden tub in the bathroom! I’ve always wanted one of those, as well. Hey! We could make the den bigger! Get rid of that formal dining room that we hardly ever use,” Jandy responded. “We’ve talked about remodeling for years, but we just never got around to it.”

      “I think this is gonna turn out to be a blessing in disguise, honey,” Tony announced as he crossed the room to hold his wife.

      “I know we lost some things that cannot ever be replaced, and I know how sad that makes you. But we have each other, Jandy, and that’s really all we need.”
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      By the time they reached Ogden, Utah, Lizzie and Donny were past ready for a break. They stopped to refuel the truck, then scouted out a place to have lunch. By mutual agreement they lingered over dessert, taking as much time as possible to relax before reluctantly climbing back into the cab.

      “These seats,” Donny began, and grimaced. “Can you imagine if we had to drive this thing all the way to Virginia?”

      “I know, right?” she quipped as she tried to adjust the driver’s seat so she could reach the pedals more comfortably. “The good news is, we just have to get to Pantego in this damn thing, and we can unload it and then turn it in. The seats in the SUV are like heaven compared to these.”

      She frowned, then growled.

      “Is that as far forward as it goes?”

      “I think so,” he confirmed. “Sorry. Want me to keep driving?”

      “No, that’s not fair to you,” she pointed out. “We said we’d take turns, and that’s what we’re gonna do. Even if it means I need to strap blocks to my feet like that little kid in the Indiana Jones movie.”

      He snickered.

      “That’d be quite a look.”

      “Whatever works,” she said, beginning to chuckle. “I’ve been the same height since eighth grade. Trust me, I’ve learned a few workarounds. Maybe I won’t need blocks. Grab my body pillow out of the SUV, will you? I have an idea.”

      Three minutes later Lizzie was smiling. Wedging the pillow behind her lower back and hips had moved her just far enough forward that she could safely operate the truck but still wear her seat belt.

      “Much better,” she proclaimed. “Let’s roll.”

      “Hang on a second, I have an idea of my own. Can’t believe we didn’t think of this before,” he said, and returned to the passenger seat moments later with a grin.

      Donny placed a second pillow on the passenger seat, then sat down.

      “So much better. Now we can go.”

      The next several miles passed in a comfortable silence.

      “Hey, I had a question,” Donny said suddenly.

      “Whatcha got?” Lizzie said as she checked her side mirror before changing lanes.

      “Well, I know it’s kind of an out-of-the-blue topic,” he began, and she threw him a puzzled look.

      “What is?”

      “Kids.”

      “What about them?”

      “Have you ever thought about having kids?”

      “You mean, like, my kids? As in, be a mom?”

      Did he seriously just ask me how I feel about kids?

      “Well… yeah.”

      Yep, that’s pretty out-of-the-blue, all right….

      “Um…,” she fell silent for a moment as she searched for the right words.

      “To be honest, I kinda figured that ship had sailed without me. My main focus has always been the job, you know? And I’m already thirty-six, so….,” she glanced over at him, concerned. “Why do you ask? Do you want kids?”

      Donny sighed.

      “Yes, and no. I mean, do I think it would be cool to be a dad? Yeah, I do. But I turn forty-four next month, Lizzie. If I had a kid now, I’d be in my sixties when he or she graduated high school. I don’t know how to feel about that.”

      She arched an eyebrow.

      “That’s not unheard of, Donny. Lots of people have kids later in life.”

      “I know…I guess I just wanted to know how you felt about it.”

      “Huh. Something to talk about in more depth, for sure. For me, it’s not a simple answer. There’s a lot of moving pieces there. I mean, for starters, I can’t be a field agent and be pregnant, Donny.”

      “True,” he agreed. “And like I told you before, I would never ask you to give up your career. I know it’s your calling.”

      “Have you ever thought about channeling that ‘dad vibe’ into working with kids somehow? Coach a team or volunteer at the local youth center? Things like that?”

      “I hadn’t thought about any of those before,” he confessed.

      They both lapsed into an awkward silence.

      Donny gazed out the passenger window as he considered her suggestions.

      She’s got a point. I never even considered any alternatives, he acknowledged. But that’s not where my focus should be right this minute. What I really should be asking myself right now is– how dumb am I to bring up such a serious topic? What was I thinking? We’re in the process of moving her across country so she can take the next big step in her career, and I bring up children? Already? We just said ‘I love you’ for the first time two days ago! What is wrong with me?

      Meanwhile, Lizzie replayed the entire conversation on a repeating loop in her head as she drove.

      I don’t know what to do here… what if he decides he really wants children of his own? That’s right up there with marriage! Next-level, deep commitment type stuff. Am I comfortable with that? Am I even ready for all that? she asked herself as they continued south toward Green River and their next overnight stop.
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      Joe returned to Trish’s house in the early afternoon, his eyes haunted and weary.

      “I’m not sure how much longer I want to do this,” he confided as he dug into the sandwich that she’d made for him. “I enjoy mentoring Pete and helping him get to where he wants to be, Trish. But I’m just not sure how many more murder cases or notifications to next of kin I can take.”

      “Rough one, huh,” she said softly, and he nodded.

      “Really rough,” he murmured.

      “Have you thought about your options, Joe? You don’t have to completely retire if you don’t want to.”

      “Yeah, I thought about that,” Joe replied, and squeezed her hand. “If I just retired from the force without anything to move on to, you and I both know I’d be bored within two weeks.”

      “Yep,” she agreed. “You’re so driven that you’d never be able to sit still for very long. But you’ve also got a lot of valuable experience, honey. You’d be an excellent private investigator. Did you ever think about something like that?”

      “That hadn’t occurred to me, but it’s not a bad idea at all! I could probably get the licensing easily enough. And that way I could still work some cases with Nathan too, if I wanted.”

      “Exactly. Think it over. Whatever you choose to do, you’ve got my full support. Now,” Trish leaned closer, “I have an idea for our wedding I want to run by you.”

      “And that is?”

      “Keeping it simple. You and me and the Justice of the Peace, followed by a week-long tropical getaway,” she said. “I’ve already experienced the big formal wedding thing once. It was stressful, gaudy, and expensive, and I have no desire to go through all that again, do you?”

      He grinned.

      “At fifty-two? Not really.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Trish announced, and smiled. “We just need to get the license, book a date on the Justice’s court schedule, and decide where we want to travel afterward. So,” she continued, opening the laptop she’d brought to the table, “would you rather do an all-inclusive resort somewhere, or a cruise?”
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      The awkward quiet that had settled in between Donny and Lizzie accompanied them all the way to Green River. It wasn’t until the city limit sign came into view that she spoke.

      “So, any ideas on where to spend the night?”

      He searched for hotels on Google, then replied, “Up ahead two miles is a La Quinta. I think that will do, don’t you?”

      “Should work fine,” Lizzie agreed, and navigated to the hotel’s parking lot.

      They parked the truck and walked side-by-side into the hotel’s lobby toward the reception desk. The clerk was friendly and expedient, and in mere moments they’d been handed room key cards and a small map of the room layouts.

      “What would you like for dinner?” Donny asked as they went back out to the truck to grab their overnight bags.

      “Order in a pizza? I’m in the mood to just relax and watch some TV.”

      He nodded once but did not speak again until they were in the room they’d rented. As they set their suitcases down, Donny ran his hands through his hair and sighed.

      “Look,” he began, “about earlier…”

      “Yeah, what was that?” Lizzie interrupted. “You said an out-of-the-blue topic, but I admit I had no idea you were about to bring up having a family.”

      “If it helps any, I blindsided myself with it, too,” he admitted, and watched Lizzie arch an eyebrow.

      “No, seriously. I don’t know what came over me, and I damn sure have no idea why I thought talking about kids so soon would be a good idea. My only defense at all is that you fascinate me, Lizzie, and I want to know everything about you.”

      “Okay, but I think maybe we should have built up to that level of question?” she retorted. “Start small, work our way up? Not to mention, you didn’t sound sure about it yourself.”

      “Because I’m not,” Donny said truthfully. “I never even thought about having kids until recently.”

      “What brought it up?”

      He gazed at her intently.

      “Wait. Dating me brought it up?”

      “Yes,” Donny finally said after a long moment.

      “O…kay…,” Lizzie answered. “But here’s the deal. You and I don’t even live in the same state right now. I’m about to go through five months of intensive training, then start a brand-new career in Texas. You’re based in Colorado. Not only that, but we’re still early into this, Donny. I mean, we just took our relationship up to level two. Kids are like, level six or something.”

      “I know that. I do,” he assured her. “And I’m not trying to rush either of us into anything, I swear. It just… it popped into my head and before I knew what I was doing it was coming out of my mouth, and I’m truly sorry that I freaked us both out.”

      “You did. You did freak me out,” Lizzie told him. “But now, I’m also worried. Because I love you, and I think we have a great thing going here. But what happens if one of us decides that they really do want kids, and the other one decides that they don’t? What do we do then?”

      “We keep the lines of communication open, and we talk it out,” Donny answered as he approached her and took her in his arms. “And I can tell you right now - I’m not walking away from you, Lizzie. I refuse to. I am in love with you - you’re everything I’ve ever wanted. Kids or no kids, my place is with you.”

      “For what it’s worth, I think you’d make a great dad,” she murmured against his chest. “And I don’t want to see you throw away that chance.”

      “Lizzie,” he said tenderly, and waited until she lifted her head to look at him. “This – us – means more to me than you’ll ever know. I’m with you, and I’m not going anywhere. You were so right about volunteering and mentoring. I’d never even thought about those things.”

      She swallowed hard.

      “Besides, I may coach or volunteer and then decide that trying to raise kids is definitely not for me,” Donny continued. “Keep in mind, I haven’t even decided for myself about it all yet.”

      “So… mark us both as undecided for now, and table this talk for later?”

      “Absolutely,” he agreed. “Now, what would you like on your pizza?”
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      By the following evening Lizzie and Donny had made it to Santa Rosa, and by Tuesday afternoon they had taken the SUV off the tow dolly and backed the moving truck up into the driveway of Lizzie’s childhood home in Pantego, Texas.

      “Nice to be back here,” she said as she gazed at the familiar structure. “I missed this place.”

      She sighed and turned to Donny.

      “So, I think we probably ought to go in first, look at Dad’s stuff, see what needs to stay in the house and what needs to move to storage, right?”

      “Yep,” he agreed. “And this will get interesting with just two of us.”

      “About that,” Lizzie said with a smile. “Faith and Rick should be here any minute. Rick asked Micah to cover at the bookstore so they could come help us lug stuff around.”

      “Nice!”

      A few minutes later Faith and Rick pulled up at the curb, with Faith leaping out of the truck almost before it came to a complete stop.

      “Bestie!” she called out and moved quickly to wrap Lizzie in a huge hug. “It’s so good to see you! I missed you.”

      “I missed you too,” Lizzie managed through her sudden and unexpected tears of happiness.

      My life is so full, she thought. I am so blessed.

      “No ma’am,” Faith admonished, tears starting to brim in her own eyes. “No crying, or I’ll start too.”

      Lizzie laughed.

      “Always know just what to say, don’t you?”

      “Hey guys,” Rick called out as he approached. “Lizzie, Faith has been so excited about today. It’s all she’s talked about for a week.”

      Lizzie moved to hug him too, then stepped back as Rick and Donny did their usual ‘bro-hug’ thing.

      “It’s not all I’ve talked about,” Faith said with an exaggerated eye-roll before grinning and whispering to Lizzie, “but I may have mentioned it a couple times here and there.”

      “Oh! I almost forgot, be right back,” she gasped suddenly, and moved quickly back to Rick’s truck.

      She returned a few moments later with takeout bags.

      “We brought food, too,” Faith revealed. “Chinese from your favorite place.”

      “How much daylight do we have left to work with?” Donny asked.

      “About four hours,” Rick told him.

      “Guess we’d better get started, then. Eat first?” Lizzie suggested.

      “Sure. Fried rice is better when it’s hot,” Donny chimed in.

      Forty minutes later they’d finished the meal and determined what pieces of Frank Zimmerman’s furniture would be staying. Then the work began to move those things destined for donation outside and replace them with Lizzie’s furniture from the moving truck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He stopped, saved his work, and stretched to relieve the stiffness that had set in from being hunched over a keyboard most of the day.

      So, the games will start in San Angelo, huh? Never been there. This ought to be interesting. And it will be nice to be able to put my marksman skills to use.

      The mere idea had him smiling.

      “Which reminds me, I need to practice with it first,” he muttered to himself.

      He opened a second browser window and called up all outdoor shooting ranges within a hundred-mile radius.

      He needed to get a better feel for the weapon he’d stolen from Grant Forrester’s display case; it just wouldn’t do to proceed without getting more familiar with his weapon’s firing characteristics first. He already knew from his research that the lever-action repeating rifle was rated for accuracy up to two hundred and fifty yards from the target - plenty of distance to take his shot and be able to get away undetected.

      He was counting on that ability. After all, what point was there in staging and playing such an elaborate game with only one round?

      The only question mark in it all was precisely where his ideal firing position would be on the big day, and he couldn’t decide that until he was onsite at the old fort. The pictures he’d found on the internet weren’t helpful at all for learning the layout or gauging distances.

      Better go down a day or two early and scope it out in person, he realized. I’m going to have to walk the land to make the best decision.

      He moved to the kitchen, fixed himself a sandwich, and returned to his computer to keep gathering data for his trip. The very expensive bugs he’d planted in Grant’s house, car, and cell phone were working beautifully alongside the sophisticated hack into Grant’s computer system. All of it was returning valuable information.

      That setup was worth every single penny, for sure, he told himself as he scrolled through results and ate his sandwich.
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      Two hours in, they stopped for a break.

      “How much is left?” Faith asked before taking a long drink of water.

      “Another hour, tops,” Lizzie observed. “Then drive the truck to the storage place, unload it, and turn it in.”

      “And you guys aren’t heading out for Virginia until the twenty-seventh, right?”

      “Yep,” Lizzie confirmed. “We built in some time for us to relax and visit with everybody here before we have to get going again.”

      She looked around to make sure the men were out of earshot, then continued, “And it’s a good thing, too. I need to pick your brain about a conversation that Donny and I had on the way here.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “It was definitely… unexpected, for sure.”

      “Well then. We’ll just have to make sure you and I have some girl time before you leave.”

      “You two ready to keep going? I think the truck rental place closes at eight,” Rick called out.

      “Then let’s get this done,” Lizzie answered, winking at Faith.
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      By seven-ten Lizzie and Faith were in Lizzie’s SUV following Rick and Donny to the storage unit.

      “So, spill. What’s going on?” Faith said as soon as they’d shut their doors.

      “In a nutshell, Donny brought up kids,” Lizzie told her.

      “Wow. Already? Kinda soon, isn’t it?”

      “Exactly. And I said as much.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “He said he’s not even sure how he feels about having any, and he totally gets that he freaked me out by asking about it.”

      “So where did the conversation end?”

      “Well, we’re both undecided, and we both agree that it’s way too soon to talk about anything that big, so, we’ve shelved it for now.”

      “Okay, and – what are your thoughts on it?”

      “Honestly? I’m terrified,” Lizzie admitted to her best friend. “First of all, I’m shocked I’m even having talks like this. And second, how the hell would I juggle a career as an FBI agent and being a mom? I can’t even begin to think how that would even be possible.”

      “So, you’d be interested in having kids with Donny?”

      Lizzie blinked rapidly.

      “Yes… no… I don’t know, Faith. What if I don’t and he does? I don’t want to break up, but I know that I’m not ready to make that kind of commitment. Being a parent… that’s a massively big responsibility.”

      Faith looked over to see Lizzie turning progressively paler.

      “You all right?”

      “I’d almost rather serve a warrant on someone that I know has guns and a temper than talk about kids and stuff,” Lizzie managed through clenched teeth. “The warrant stuff is much less scary.”

      “Wow, that’s saying something,” Faith observed. “Okay, so, set it on the back burner like you two agreed. Focus on getting through Quantico and getting settled in down here.”

      “That’s another thing,” Lizzie interjected. “I pointed out that he and I don’t even live in the same state.”

      “Yes, well, seems to me that part would need to be addressed before anything else,” Faith conceded.

      A few minutes later they were pulling into the parking lot of the storage unit complex.

      “Thanks for listening,” Lizzie said.

      “Anytime, Liz. That’s what best friends do,” Faith replied.

      “Hey, before the guys rejoin us, I’ve been meaning to ask you - have you two set a wedding date yet, or what?”

      “Not yet,” Faith’s reply was casual and even.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “I…” Faith began to say but faltered.

      To be honest, I’m really not sure, she realized.

      Lizzie noticed her hesitation.

      “Huh,” Lizzie said. “Sounds like we both have some big questions to answer at some point.”
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      “I’m so, so glad you’re here,” Bella said to Jandy Wednesday morning as she stared at the oversized turkey taking up an entire shelf of her refrigerator.

      “I’ve never cooked Thanksgiving dinner before, and to be honest, I’m a little intimidated right now. That bird is huge. It weighs more than Charlie!”

      “Don’t be, honey. It’ll be fine,” Jandy reassured her. “I’ll be right here with you every step of the way. Besides, it can’t be any worse than my very first Thanksgiving dinner.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, among other things, I didn’t know that there was this little packet of stuff in the cavity of the bird that needed to be taken out before cooking.”

      “Packet of stuff?” Bella was incredulous. “What are you talking about? What packet?”

      Jandy laughed.

      “Yeah. They take the neck, gizzards, and heart of the bird and they put it in a little food-grade paper packet, and they shove it down in the inside. Because some people use that stuff in their gravy, or whatever. I don’t. I usually just throw all that away. Anyway, my very first turkey, I didn’t know about the packet, so, it got left in there and I cooked the turkey.”

      Bella’s face scrunched up in disgust.

      “And?”

      “And it smelled like burnt paper, to begin with, and went downhill from there. My dressing was soupy, my potatoes were lumpy, and I forgot about the rolls and burned them so badly they weren’t edible. Pretty much everything about that first meal was horrible.”

      Bella paled.

      “But I learned a lot from that first try,” Jandy continued, “and now I can pretty much nail it every time. I figured out some tricks and tips that really helped, and I’m gonna show you every one of them. It’s going to be all right, I promise. And fun, too.”

      Her cell phone rang, and Jandy glanced at it.

      “It’s the fire chief,” she relayed just before she answered the phone, and her eyes fluttered shut as she listened.

      “Thanks, I appreciate the update,” she murmured. “Will we be able to be there, at least? Okay, see you then.”

      Jandy sighed as she hung up.

      “The engineers say it’s too dangerous to enter. They’ve scheduled demolition for this afternoon at four-thirty.”

      “I’ll call Kellie and ask if she can watch Charlie for a while this afternoon. That way Nathan and I can both go with you,” Bella suggested, and pulled out her cell phone to reach out to the high school senior on their block who had become a regular babysitter for Charlie.

      A few minutes later, Bella called Nathan and filled him in.

      “Sure. I’ll make sure I’m home in time to ride up with you guys,” he confirmed. “Not much going on in the office today anyway.”

      Meanwhile, Jandy relayed the latest information to Tony, who said he’d meet them onsite.
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      At four-twenty, Jandy, Tony, Bella and Nathan were standing in the driveway of what once was a warm and inviting two-story Victorian-style house on a manicured half-acre lot just north of Denton, Texas.

      No one spoke as they stared at the burned-out shell before them. The lovingly restored exterior was burnt to a crisp, and the entire second floor over the wraparound porch had collapsed downward.

      On the side that was still standing as two separate floors, almost no roof covering was left at all. The few remnants were badly damaged, first from flame, then from water as the fire department had tried their best to save the structure.

      From what Nathan could tell, not a single window in the place had been spared; each one had large shards of glass hanging in disjointed pieces in twisted frames, making the house look as if it were writhing in agony.

      Bella’s eyes were huge.

      “Wow,” was all she could manage as she surveyed the blackened ruins.

      A car door shutting behind them caught the group’s attention, and they all turned to look at the new arrival.

      “Jandy, Tony,” the man said as he walked up to them with an outstretched hand. “How are you guys holding up?”

      “Been better,” Jandy quipped. “But at least no one was hurt. Bella, Nathan, this is Jason, our insurance agent.”

      “Nice to meet you guys, although I wish it were under different circumstances,” Jason said. “Jandy, you sure you want to be here for this?”

      “Yes,” she said firmly, and Jason chuckled.

      “I know that tone,” he observed. “It means your mind is made up. Here, I wanted to bring you this,” he continued, and handed Jandy an envelope.

      Inside was a check for the replacement value of the home, minus the policy deductible, and a list of pre-approved residential contractors to choose from. Jandy re-read it all twice before she showed it to Tony.

      “We should definitely be able to rebuild with that,” was his dry comment. “And the builder we were talking about going with is on this list, so we’re good there, too.”

      “You guys aren’t holding this in escrow?” Jandy asked the agent.

      “Nope. If you had a mortgage, we would have written a two-party check and you would have had to coordinate with them on the rebuild. But since your house was free and clear, we cut it to you directly.”

      “What about the demolition costs, Jason? Is that coming out of this?”

      “Actually, no. We got the demo quote and wrote a check directly to them for that. What’s in your hands there is all yours to rebuild with. Or not. Entirely up to you.”

      “Oh, we’re rebuilding, definitely. And among other things, no more second floor – my knees won’t take it,” Tony declared.

      A motion from the fire chief indicated they should move all the way back to the curb as the hydraulic excavator crept forward to begin its work.

      “Wait!” Jandy exclaimed, and before anyone could stop her, she raced forward and up the rickety porch stairs.

      Stunned, they all watched and waited, terrified that she was about to run into the ruined structure. But she stopped at the threshold to pull down the decoration she’d hung over the front door when they’d moved in so many years ago.

      When Jandy returned to the group, she was out of breath but triumphant – and the fire chief was striding her direction, absolutely furious.

      “Look,” she said joyfully, holding it out for them to see. “Look! It’s barely even dirty.”

      And she was right. The ornate cross with “Bless This House” painted on it in delicate script still looked almost new.

      “Jandy! What were you thinking, running up there like that?” the fire chief chastised her as he approached.

      “I saw it and I knew I could save it, so I did,” Jandy said matter-of-factly. “With all this mess, I feel grateful to even have one thing left. Now, how long will the demolition take?”

      “This will actually take three to five days, total,” the fire chief informed them. “But when they’re done, not even the slab will be left. You’ll have a completely blank canvas to work with.”

      “So, we need to figure probably next Wednesday at the earliest, with tomorrow being a holiday, and then the weekend, right?”

      “That’s correct. They’re getting it started this afternoon, but today is mostly about knocking it the rest of the way down so nobody goes nosing around in there. The bulk of the cleanup will start Monday.”

      Jandy reached for Tony’s hand as the excavator’s operator reached the bucket high into the air and brought it down on the second-story exterior wall of what used to be their bedroom.

      “I changed my mind. I don’t need to see this,” she announced suddenly. “No need in looking back, it can’t be changed.”

      And clutching the cross she’d rescued, she turned and walked together with Tony back to their truck.
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      “I’m on shift tomorrow, honey,” Joe reminded Trish over dinner that night. “So, I won’t be able to make the trip with you to your sister-in-law’s house.”

      “About that,” she said. “I forgot to tell you. I figured you would probably volunteer to work and let one of the guys with kids at home have the day off. And I did the same thing, although in my case I’m just on call. I don’t foresee having to go in unless something really major that can’t wait one day comes through my lab. Besides, I just couldn’t justify driving all that way when I’d have to turn right around and come back - I’d have been in the car most of the day tomorrow! I told her we’d come up one weekend soon.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve always stood in the gap on holidays. It’s just a routine I got into.”

      But if I retire and become a private investigator, I can control my own schedule, work when I want to. Take time off and enjoy it with this lovely woman sitting beside me, he realized.

      And the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea.

      “What?” Trish asked. “I can see your wheels turning.”

      “Just thinking about retirement,” he told her. “And being able to take cases when I want to. I really like the idea of being able to control how much I work and what I work on.”

      “I thought you might, so, I took the liberty of printing this out,” she confessed, and passed him some papers.

      “What is all this?”

      “It’s everything you’d need to do to become a private investigator in the state of Texas,” Trish answered. “I just thought you’d want to see what is involved.”

      “This is totally doable,” he murmured as he skimmed the pages. “Even if I have to take some of the coursework, I could get all this done in six months.”

      “I know,” Trish said, and smiled.

      “You know what? I’m going to do this,” Joe decided. “I’ll wait until January, then tell my section chief I plan to retire. I’ll get my full pension, and I’ll get this certification and get started.”

      “Now,” he said as he reached out and took her hand, “we still have two other big decisions to make. The first one is, how soon do you want to get on the Justice’s docket, and how soon should I put my place up for sale?”
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      It was just before noon on Thanksgiving Day, and Bella, Nathan and Jandy were putting the finishing touches on the first holiday meal in Nathan and Bella’s new home.

      “Two more minutes on the rolls,” Bella announced. “How’s the turkey carving coming, honey?”

      Nathan hefted the last chunk of breast meat onto the platter. “And… done. Carry this out there?”

      “Yep,” she confirmed. “I’ll be right there with the bread.”

      “The gravy’s ready to go to the table, too,” Jandy said, holding up the bowl. “Meet you out there.”

      When the oven timer sounded, Bella quickly pulled out the cookie sheet, piling the golden-brown rolls into a large bowl.

      “Here we go,” she said under her breath, and made her way to the dining room.

      Everyone else had already taken their seats. Nathan had taken the chair at the end of the table; to his right was Jandy and Tony and their kids Lauren and Jordan. To his left was Charlie’s highchair, an open chair for Bella, then Lizzie, Donny, and Faith, with Rick at the far end.

      “I’d like to propose a toast,” Nathan said, raising his glass and pausing as everyone joined him.

      “To the family that we love and cherish, and to the friends we’ve made that have become family. May we have many, many more gatherings like this one.”

      “Hear, hear,” was the chorus all around before the sounds of filling plates and ‘please pass’ took over.

      “The food looks amazing, Bella,” Lizzie said sincerely. “Thanks so much for inviting us.”

      “Aw, you’re welcome! I’m so glad you were able to be in town to come eat with us,” Bella replied. “And I definitely can’t take all the credit. I don’t know what I would’ve done if not for Jandy.”

      Jandy beamed.

      “Oh, sweetie, I was happy to pitch in.”

      We are so, so blessed, Bella thought with tears in her eyes as she cut up pieces of turkey to put on Charlie’s tray.
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      “Grant! You made it!” Bill Forrester exclaimed as he strode forward to bear-hug his son.

      “Hey, Dad,” he said. “Sorry I’m a bit late, ran into traffic. I’ve missed you. How have you been?”

      “Good, I’ve been good,” Bill said. “And your timing’s actually pretty spot on – your mom just now pulled the bread out of the oven. Come on in. Let’s eat and you can tell me all about your writing stuff.”
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      Since he had no one he cared to have Thanksgiving dinner with, he’d packed up the gray sedan he’d rented and left early – he’d found a place to practice that was open despite the holiday.

      When he arrived at the outdoor range sixty-two miles northwest of San Angelo, he signed the safety and acknowledgement forms as Grant Forrester – it’s only right, since it’s his gun, he thought wryly. He then proceeded with the Winchester to the long-range area to hang his target at the seventy-five-yard mark. As he was the range’s sole user, he opted to take his time laying out the rifle and his ammunition. He sized up the initial distance he’d chosen as he put on his earmuffs and safety glasses.

      He methodically shoved fourteen .44 caliber rounds into the side loading port and cycled the lever action to chamber one before loading the fifteenth round. He took careful aim and fired, then levered the next bullet up into the chamber and fired again. Then he traveled downrange to check his accuracy as he marveled at the light recoil of the weapon. Feels great, hardly any kick at all.

      From the placement of his first two shots, he could tell the sights were skewed high and right, and he adjusted accordingly. The next two shots he took hit dead center of the target.

      He extended the distance to one-hundred yards and fired two more shots, then repeated the exercise three more times, each time setting his target further away.

      When he’d reset the target at two-hundred-fifty yards, the maximum rating for his weapon, he fired his remaining five shots, then walked the long distance to check his final results.

      And he smiled, impressed with what he saw. At the maximum distance, his shots only missed dead center of the silhouette by about three and a half inches, still well within tolerance – and still quite lethal.

      This is gonna be even more fun than I thought, he decided.

      He held back a laugh when he reached the parking lot and approached the boring gray four-door Toyota he’d been forced to go with at the rental counter.

      Not my ride of choice, for sure, he admitted to himself.  I’m more of a muscle car guy. But it’s the exact make and model that Grant drives, so… when in Rome…

      He secured the rifle in the trunk and climbed behind the wheel.
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      “I believe you have a fan,” Bella remarked to Lizzie as she gestured at the highchair.

      Lizzie glanced to her right in time to see Charlie leaning around the side of his chair to peek at her with an impish grin.

      “Hi there, little guy,” she said, and the child squealed with delight and ducked out of sight, then peeked around again.

      “He’s cute! How old is he?”

      “Year and a half,” Bella answered. “He’ll be two in March.”

      “I’ve always wondered about something,” Lizzie mused. “Why do they measure age in months up to a certain point then stop?”

      “I know, right? We don’t do that with anything else!” Bella laughed. “But can you imagine someone actually saying, ‘I’m two hundred and forty months old’ instead of ‘I’m twenty’? That’d be hilarious. Yeah, it’s just easier to say he’s a year and a half old.”

      “Haf,” Charlie echoed, then, “bird?”

      “He wants more turkey, I guess,” Bella chuckled as she cut up some more pieces. “I’ve been trying to get him to start using a spoon to feed himself, but so far he’s not having it. He’d much rather eat with his fingers.”

      “In all fairness, some of the best food is finger food,” Donny chimed in with a big grin. “Nachos, for example.”

      “Burgers, fries, pizza, ribs, lots of great stuff you don’t use a fork and knife for,” Nathan pointed out, then looked at his son and added, “Isn’t that right, buddy?”

      Charlie nodded his head vigorously before he picked up another piece of turkey to eat.
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      When the meal was over, everyone moved to the living room, except Bella, who headed toward the kitchen.

      “What are you doing?” Nathan asked from the doorway.

      “Loading the dishwasher right quick,” Bella said.

      “Nope, that’s not the rule,” Nathan countered. “Whoever cooks, the other cleans, remember? Hand ‘em over.”

      She grinned and stepped away from the sink.

      “You got it.”

      “Yeah,” Rick added as he stepped into the kitchen behind Nathan. “We’ve got this. Go sit and relax.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Bella replied, and made her way into the living room just in time to see Charlie wriggle out of Jandy’s arms and make a beeline for Lizzie, who’d just sat down on the couch.

      Bella bit back a snicker as Charlie stood in front of a nervous-looking Lizzie with arms raised.

      “What… what do I do?” Lizzie asked, sounding a bit panicked.

      “He wants you to hold him,” Bella said gently, and noticed Lizzie’s eyes go wide in surprise.

      “Okay, sure,” Lizzie managed, and reached down for the baby. Charlie clambered up, settled into her lap facing her and immediately laid his cheek on her chest.

      “Aww. That is too cute. I have never seen that child take to someone he just met that quickly,” Jandy observed. “Have you, Bella?”

      “Nope,” Bella agreed. “Normally he’s bashful and hides behind me or his Daddy. Lizzie, you must have a magic way with kids.”
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      Lizzie pivoted her head slowly to the left and met Donny’s gaze.

      “I guess he likes me,” she murmured shyly as she relaxed her shoulders and snuggled Charlie in her arms.

      “He’s got impeccable taste,” Donny said tenderly, and she smiled.

      Within minutes Charlie was sound asleep.

      “Here,” Bella offered. “I know he weighs a ton. I’ll take him and put him to bed for a nap.”

      “It’s okay, really. I don’t mind holding him for a while,” Lizzie answered. “This is nice.”

      And as she said it, she realized she truly meant it. She tilted her head down to rest her cheek against the child’s downy soft hair and listened to his deep and even breathing. The simple act of holding a sleeping child was so pure, so peaceful that it almost undid her.

      She felt Donny’s arm come around her shoulders, and she instinctively leaned into him and closed her eyes as she processed everything she was feeling.

      This… this is what it could be like for us, too, Lizzie realized. This sense of being home.
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      Grant stood at his parents’ kitchen sink, washing dishes after the meal.

      “Leave those, I can get them,” Bernice scolded.

      “Nope,” he rejoined. “It’s the least I can do for you, Mom, so let me. Please?”

      “Oh, all right,” she reluctantly agreed. “You saved room for cherry pie, right?”

      “Always.”

      “So, San Angelo to start, huh? Nice town. Haven’t been there in a long time,” Bill said as he leaned back in his chair at the table.

      “Would you like to come with me? I hear the reenactment is pretty cool to see.”

      “I’d love to, son, but I can’t,” Bill sighed, then yawned. “This is the first day off any of us have had in weeks, and we go right back to it at six a.m. tomorrow. They’ve had me running ragged seven days a week.”

      Grant and Bernice exchanged looks.

      “Honey, why don’t you go sit in your recliner and put your feet up, and I’ll bring you a slice of pie.”

      Bill nodded.

      “That sounds nice, actually.”

      He rose slowly and lumbered toward the living room.

      “He gets that chair leaned back, and he’ll be out in no time, you just wait and see,” Bernice murmured to her son.

      “He looks exhausted, Mom, and it has me worried.”

      “Me too, dear,” Bernice answered with a sniffle. “Me too.”
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      “That was… surreal,” Lizzie shared after she and Donny said their goodbyes and began walking down the driveway to her SUV. “That’s the first time I’ve ever even been around a kid before.”

      “Me too,” Donny chuckled. “He’s a cute little thing, isn’t he?”

      “He’s adorable,” Lizzie agreed.

      Yep, that whole experience was eye-opening. Guess maybe I’m not as conflicted about children as I thought I was?

      “So, what would you like to do the rest of the day?” she asked Donny, deliberately shifting the topic back over onto neutral ground.

      “Since we seem to be running a gauntlet of sorts lately anyway, how do you feel about checking off the ‘meeting my parents’ box? They only live about an hour from here,” he said. “They knew we already had plans for lunch, but I told them we might be out later today or sometime tomorrow. They’re really excited to meet you.”

      “Aw,” Lizzie teased. “Has someone been talking about me?”

      Donny blushed, and she grinned.

      “Then I vote you drive,” Lizzie announced as she tossed him the keys, “since you know where we’re going.”
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      By six p.m. he was unpacking the few belongings he’d brought and putting them away in the hotel room’s three-drawer dresser. Then he fired up his laptop.

      “Time to check for any updates,” he muttered, but as he suspected, Grant hadn’t logged on at all.

      “Probably at his parents’ house. No matter,” he said aloud to himself. “I know where he’ll be come Sunday. In the meantime, I can get the lay of the land.”

      He pulled up the website for Fort Concho and confirmed their official hours of operation for tours.

      Not that I care when they’re open, he reasoned. I have every intention of trespassing after hours anyway. But doing a tour would give me the ability to check out the buildings a little more closely without attracting too much attention.

      He made note of Friday’s tour times.

      Satisfied that there wasn’t much more he could do at the moment, he secured his laptop, then headed to the elevator to seek out a meal – and explore his surroundings. He already knew from his preliminary research of the area that his hotel was only three miles from the old fort.

      I might have to be in costume on Monday, he realized as he walked to the home-style café conveniently located right across the street from his lodging. It might look strange, carrying the rifle around in street clothes at the fort. Blending in will help me get away.

      But what about if Grant’s in street clothes? Something else to consider.

      He was smart enough to admit that his plan hinged on not just timing, but also some luck.

      It’ll work out, he reassured himself. Almost every mission usually has at least one wrinkle. Adapt and overcome, remember?

      He settled in at his table for one, smiled at the waitress, and ordered his dinner.
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      It was ten p.m. before Donny and Lizzie got back to her house, and she was worn out from the day’s events.

      Donny’s parents took to her immediately, making her feel at ease and welcomed from the moment she set foot in their home. The four talked and laughed and had a grand old time.

      “You’re welcome back here anytime, dear,” Donny’s mother said sincerely before gathering Lizzie up in a hug. “And you don’t have to wait for my son to be in town from Colorado, either. Come over whenever you like.”

      “I will, thanks.”

      “I just knew they’d love you. I knew it,” Donny enthused as he climbed behind the wheel. “And I was right.”

      “Your parents are so sweet,” she said, smiling as she buckled her seat belt. “I’m really glad you introduced us.”
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      Friday morning saw him pulling the crappy gray car into the designated visitor lot at the fort’s welcome center. He paid for his admission ticket and in turn received a map of the fort’s layout, along with a much-too-perky “Enjoy your day!” from the blond teenage girl manning the ticket window.

      He scanned the map briefly before he stepped back outside.

      This is not what I expected, he admitted. Not at all. For some reason the word ‘fort’ conjures up big, thick, tall stone walls in my mind. If they ever even existed here, they didn’t last.

      Directly in front of the visitor’s center, a small group of men were erecting several oversized canvas tents in the open field that the map identified as the parade grounds, presumably for the week-long festivities kicking off on Monday. Looking south across the grounds, he noted several two-story structures standing in a tidy row, and he noticed immediately that while every single one of them had chimneys, none had any sort of design that would adequately hide a sniper.

      At the eastern end of that row, however, was a building that possessed the feature he was most interested in. He consulted his map.

      Hospital, huh? Looks promising. Let’s go scope it out.

      As he walked, he counted steps in his head, then did some calculations.

      Huh. How about that. No matter where they do the reenactment out here, it won’t be more than two hundred yards away from me, tops.

      IF the hospital’s where I nest up, that is…

      He stepped inside, looking around at the historically accurate furnishings as he moved slowly toward the far end where he suspected a staircase might be. Sure enough, up ahead and to the left was a narrow passageway with steep stairs – and a ‘No Entry’ sign hanging on a chain across the opening.

      Gonna have to do better than that to keep me out, he asserted internally as he also noticed a security camera positioned in the top right corner of the barracks-style room. Its location enabled it to monitor the entire space, sweeping from side to side.

      Child’s play. I know that model. I’ll have that hacked in ten seconds Sunday night. No issues there.

      I can’t risk going upstairs right now, in broad daylight. But what I can do before I leave this building is find out where the alarm panel is, so that I know exactly what I’m dealing with there, too.

      As he meandered back toward the front doors, playing the role of touristy history buff to the hilt, he spotted the alarm panel.

      I already know that system, too. This is gonna be easy, he told himself with a grin as he stepped outside and gently closed the door behind him.

      The last order of business was paying close attention to the type of lock on the hospital’s doors, so that he’d know what tools to bring with him.

      “Next stop, a costume shop,” he mumbled, and pulled out his phone to search for one in the area.
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      Grant spent Thursday and Friday at his parents’ house before driving home to Pantego Saturday morning. He logged into his desktop unit, double-checked the distance from his home to San Angelo, and nodded.

      Under four hours of drive time. That’s good. That means I can sleep here tonight.

      He’d already planned to stay at a quaint bed-and-breakfast in San Angelo’s historic district Sunday and Monday night.

      This works out pretty well. I can focus and get a lot of my article pre-written, then just shore it up with what Mr. Baker and I talk about, Grant strategized as he started a new document in Word.

      Which reminds me, I need to make sure my camera battery is fully charged.
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      After a dreamless sleep, Grant loaded up his laptop, camera bag, and suitcase and pulled out of his driveway at eight a.m. Sunday morning, traveling west on I-20 then turning onto 206 to head south.
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      His phone chirped at nine-forty-seven, and he scooped it up to view the notification.

      Grant’s in motion, he confirmed as he expanded the map view to watch the tiny dot blip across the screen.

      He just took 206 south, he noted, and took great satisfaction in the amazing accuracy of the equipment he’d brought into play.

      Man, that tracker truly is top of the line. I can trace him down to within fifty feet!

      He tapped a few keys on his phone and instantly the tiny camera he’d installed in Grant’s rearview mirror was transmitting, as well.

      He chuckled to himself as he watched.

      “Really, Grant? Button-down and khakis, again? You are such a boring dresser,” he murmured to the man on his screen. “Well, at least you’re predictable. Glad to see it, actually. It makes it easier to pack to match you.”

      He double-checked that his laptop was fully recording all incoming data, then moved to the bathroom to get ready for a full day of reconnaissance and up close, old-fashioned eavesdropping.
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      Grant pulled his gray Toyota into a parking spot at the San Angelo library at ten minutes to noon. A man who looked to be in his mid-thirties, with sandy blond hair and blue eyes, was standing just outside the front doors on the sidewalk.

      “Mr. Forrester?” he asked as Grant exited the car and walked toward the entrance.

      “Yes. But please call me Grant. You must be Mr. Baker.”

      “I am,” the man said as he approached with his hand extended in greeting. “But call me Ed. It’s nice to meet you. Where would you like to start?”

      “You’re the native here, lead the way.”

      Ed chuckled.

      “Okay, then. The fort’s tour hours are one to five p.m. today. I vote we have some lunch right quick, then head over there so you can look around. After that we can come back here and talk more about the fort’s history.”

      “Sounds great! Where are we headed for lunch?”

      “There’s a little mom-and-pop place just down the block. It’s a nice enough day we can walk it, if you like.”

      The men fell in side-by-side and headed in the direction Ed had pointed when he mentioned the restaurant.

      “So, how long have you been in San Angelo?” Grant asked once they were seated in a booth.

      “I was born in Maine,” Ed began, “but my family moved down to Texas before I started kindergarten. Been here ever since. Graduated high school here, went to Texas Tech up in Lubbock for my bachelor’s and masters’ degrees in history, then came right back to San Angelo. I’m a history teacher at the high school, and as you’re already aware, I’m also pretty heavily involved in the reenactments we do at the fort.”

      “I got my degrees in creative writing and journalism, and I minored in history,” Grant revealed.

      “Well, then, you’re in for a treat, Grant. Fort Concho – this whole area, really - has some amazing history.”

      Neither of them looked twice at the scruffy-looking man who shuffled along on his crutches past them and took a seat at a nearby table with his back to them.
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      By the time their lunch had been brought to the table, Ed was regaling Grant about the opening day festivities that would start the week-long Christmas at Fort Concho celebration.

      “Everything kicks off with a parade that starts downtown at ten a.m. and ends at the fort. The highlight, of course, is the first reenactment we do once we get to Fort Concho,” Ed explained as he salted his French fries.

      “It’s my favorite part, to be honest – because I get to be the one to give the signal to fire the cannons. And every year, the crowd goes wild with that first shot.”
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      That’s brilliant, he realized from his spot at the table mere feet from them.

      I know where he’ll be, and when, and I can time my shot with the cannon blast to mask the noise! That’s the last piece I needed…

      He purposely tuned them out and concentrated on the bacon cheeseburger that had just arrived at his table. He took his time, savoring each bite, barely noticing when they got up and left.

      Later, he paid cash for his meal, tipping his waitress generously, and maintained the ruse of needing his crutches all the way back to the rental car he’d parked along the curb.

      He drove himself back to his hotel and made another check of the gear he’d need for tomorrow’s event. Then he set the bedside alarm clock for two-thirty a.m. before he stretched out on the bed to relax his body while his mind walked through each step of his plan.
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      Grant and Ed took Grant’s car out to Fort Concho. Along the way, Ed revealed some facts about the fort’s construction.

      “Its primary purpose was to serve as Fort Chadbourne’s replacement in this area,” he explained. “Chadbourne was built in 1852 up near Bronte, about forty minutes from here. But they discovered the water supply there wasn’t always consistent enough to sustain the troops. So, Fort Concho was built here in 1867.”

      “Interesting,” Grant replied.

      “If you decide to write about Fort Chadbourne in your articles, you’ll want to talk to Stella Williams. She’s the expert on that place and can tell you anything you want to know. She’s one sharp cookie, Miss Stella. Just make sure you’re rested up before you go see her. She’s seventy-two, but she’s got more energy than most people half her age,” Ed cautioned, and chuckled. “Every time I’ve visited with her it’s all I can do to keep up.”

      “Noted,” Grant said with a grin.

      “Here we are, take a left,” Ed instructed, and led Grant into the visitor lot outside the welcome center.

      As they wandered the grounds, Ed pointed out the hospital building.

      “Here’s an interesting fact for you,” he said to Grant. “Both Fort Concho and Fort Richardson were built in 1867. And, they have identical hospital buildings, with one small difference – the cupola.”

      “Cupola? What’s that?”

      “The white shuttered piece on the top there,” Ed pointed.

      Grant nodded and made notes.

      “Did both forts have the same building crew?”

      “No,” Ed explained, “each fort was constructed by the first soldiers stationed there. But the Army only had a few approved blueprints for each type of building that could be onsite. Concho and Richardson troops happened to pick the same hospital layout. But legend has it the commanding officer ordered the cupola to be added here at Concho.”

      “What was it used for?”

      “We believe the CO intended it as a signal station of sorts. Problem was, it wasn’t accessible from the inside, at least not back then. The soldiers had to climb the exterior of the building to even get to it – which is why it probably wasn’t used very much at all.”

      “And now?”

      “An interior staircase was installed during restoration to allow the staff easier access if needed.”

      They wandered all over the grounds, with Ed answering Grant’s questions and providing interesting tidbits about not only the fort but the city that had sprung up around it. It was almost four p.m. when they made their way back to Grant’s car.

      Ed checked his watch.

      “The library closes at six. We should still have enough time for me to show you some old maps, if you’re interested.”

      “Absolutely!”
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      The following morning Grant was in the town’s center to capture pictures of the start of the parade. He stayed until the last float left the square, then drove to the fort.

      Ed had mentioned during their car ride back to the library that one of the best places from which to watch the reenactment was the long front porch of the hospital building, so Grant walked that direction to grab one of the last open spots.

      He settled in with the folding chair he’d brought and reviewed the pamphlet he’d been given while he waited.
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      Directly above Grant’s position, he peeked out of the shuttered cupola he’d nested in during the night.

      He’d played back Ed and Grant’s conversation when he woke, and he felt an almost cosmic irony that Grant would not only be in the same area, but also at the same angle to the action unfolding during the reenactment.

      He’d already loaded his rifle and chambered the first round. He’d already worked out just how far the narrow shutter would have to be opened to allow him a clear shot. And he’d already calculated that his intended target would likely be about one hundred and ninety yards away and presenting from a side angle.

      All that was left to do was wait.
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      At one-thirty p.m., Edward Baker, dressed in proper 1850’s United States soldier attire, stepped up in full view of what looked to be a record crowd and raised his left arm high into the air, preparing to signal to the cannon crews.

      He smiled and held his pose a moment, building the excitement for the crowd, then yelled, “Fire!”

      The three cannons sounded mightily, one after the other, smoke billowing up from each cannon’s barrel as the crowd clapped and cheered wildly.

      But the crowd’s cheers turned to gasps of concern as Edward Baker suddenly lurched to his right, then collapsed. Shocked troopmates surrounded him to check on him but were confused – they couldn’t see anything wrong.

      Until someone attempted to move him, and the large pool of blood staining the grass led to the discovery of a misshapen bullet hole in the left armpit of his uniform.

      “He’s been shot! Somebody call an ambulance!”

      Tad Miller, a surgeon and one of the members of the reenactment team, raced across the open field, shoving people out of the way as he went.

      “Let me through,” he bellowed, and the crowd parted like the Red Sea.

      He knelt, checked Ed’s carotid pulse, then cursed and ripped open Ed’s historically accurate dark blue frockcoat, feeling underneath the material with his bare hands. He cursed again when he located the gaping entrance wound on Ed’s upper left side.

      “Bring me something I can pack in there to try to slow the bleeding. Now,” he growled.

      But it was no use. By the time the ambulance arrived on scene, Edward Baker, beloved teacher and passionate historian, was gone.
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      The man responsible for Edward Baker’s death slung his rifle over his shoulder by its custom strap, grabbed the vintage rucksack he’d found at the Army/Navy store, and slipped quietly down from the cupola right after he’d taken the shot. He felt no need to watch the aftermath; he knew all too well that he’d hit precisely where he’d been aiming.

      He stepped out onto the hospital’s front porch just as the gathering of people standing there surged forward down the steps toward the middle of the field where Edward lay. Thanks to the general confusion and his costume, no one gave him a second glance. He blended in just long enough to slip around the side of the building and disappear.

      By the time emergency workers were loading Edward Baker’s body onto a gurney, he was back in his hotel room, changing into street clothes and contemplating his choices for a late lunch.

      And he already had an excellent idea of the game’s next location – Fort Chadbourne, and at some point, paying a very memorable visit to one Stella Williams. It was only a question of timing. He needed Grant to contact her – and be seen with her - first.

      But will he? Or will he be so rattled by today’s events that he just gives up and goes home?

      I guess I’ll just have to wait and see, he decided as he headed downstairs to go flirt with the cute redheaded waitress at the café again.
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      “What do you say to having Rick and Faith over for dinner tonight? It’s going to be a while before we see them again,” Donny suggested.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Lizzie agreed. “And let’s invite Joe and Trish, too. His birthday was this week.”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Great!” Lizzie grinned. “What should we cook, and what time should I tell them?”

      “I make a mean cheese enchilada anyway,” he offered. “But with carne asada added into the mix? That takes it to a whole new level.”

      “I’ll let you take point on the meal, then,” she countered. “I’ll just text Faith and Joe and let them know.”

      “Tell them dinner will be ready by seven-thirty. And then, let’s go shopping,” Donny confirmed. “We’re gonna need some very special ingredients.”

      Lizzie texted Faith and Joe, both of whom replied almost immediately with sounds great, we’ll see you then!

      “Okay then, kitchen wizard,” Lizzie teased Donny as she grabbed her keys. “We have a dinner party to put together. Lead the way.”
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      It was an hour before anyone was even allowed to leave the scene of what the authorities were referring to as ‘the accident’.

      Along with everyone else, Grant had been asked his name, questioned briefly as to what he’d seen, then released with a terse “move along.”

      Shaken, he returned to his room at the bed-and-breakfast, sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor in disbelief.

      What the hell happened today?
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      Edward Baker’s remains arrived at the Tom Green County Coroner’s office roughly two hours after he’d been killed.

      “Oh my,” Doctor Heming said to his assistant Chad as he examined not only the fatal entrance wound but noted the lack of an exit wound.

      “I think we’re going to find this was a large caliber round. Let’s get his chest x-rayed before I begin the autopsy, shall we? That should show us the bullet’s trajectory and where it came to rest.”

      As they moved the x-ray machine into place, the coroner sighed heavily, and Chad looked at him with concern.

      “You all right, sir?”

      “No. He was Becky’s favorite teacher,” Heming explained, referring to his teenage daughter. “Man, I don’t want to have to tell her about this.”

      They fell silent as they took the x-rays then lined them up on the lightboard for review.

      “Yep, there it is,” Heming pointed at the dark mass in the lower lobe of Baker’s right lung. “Huh. See the track here? That’s a weird angle… How tall is he?”

      Chad studied the file.

      “Six-foot-one.”

      “Interesting,” Heming mused as he made his way to the computer and entered some quick calculations, then physically compared the results using a long, slender metal rod inserted gently into the wound track.

      A few minutes later, they had their answer.

      “That’s what I thought,” Heming declared. “I’m gonna make a phone call, but make sure you also note this in the report, Chad. The shot came from an elevated position, roughly a thirty-degree angle. They’ll need to adjust their search of the scene.”
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      “Thanks, Mark,” Detective Perez said, and hung up.

      “Gotta go back out there,” he told his partner. “That was Heming. He’s still working on caliber, but he was able to tell me the shooter fired from a thirty-degree down angle, and from the looks of things was lined up pretty well straight on with Baker’s position.”

      “Huh,” Stevens said. “There’s not that many places at the fort that aren’t ground level and still accessible to the public.”

      “I know,” Perez agreed. “Which should make it easier to find something.”

      He checked his watch.

      “It’s after tour hours. I’ll call ahead, have them meet us out there and unlock doors for us. See who’s still on shift from the crime scene crew, will you?”
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      Faith and Rick arrived just before seven.

      “Something smells amazing,” Faith exclaimed in delight as she handed Lizzie the cheesecake they’d brought for dessert.

      “I know, right? I’ve been ready to eat for a half-hour, at least,” Lizzie remarked.

      “Chips, salsa, and freshly made guacamole are already on the table,” Donny called out. “Help yourselves. I’ll have the rest done in about ten minutes.”

      “He made the guacamole from scratch?” Faith asked.

      “Yep.”

      Faith leaned in close to Lizzie.

      “You’re keeping him, right?” she whispered, and Lizzie chuckled.

      “I plan to,” she whispered back, then turned to greet Joe and Trish, who’d brought a bottle of red wine.

      “Okay, guys,” Donny announced at seven-fifteen. “It’s ready. I think it might be easier to leave it all in the kitchen, let everyone serve themselves, then take a seat.”

      “Works for me,” Rick chimed in.

      Joe opened and poured the wine once everyone had gathered back at the table with their plates of food.

      “I’d like to propose a toast,” Donny said. “There’s a lot to say, so bear with me.”

      “Just don’t take too long, we’re starving,” Rick joked, and everyone laughed.

      “Fair enough. I just want to say a happy late birthday to Joe, hope you had a great one. Congrats to Lizzie, who’s about to launch the next phase of her career, and to Joe and Trish on their engagement. Lastly, I just want to say a heartfelt thank you to every one of you,” Donny said. “I’m grateful we’re all connected.”

      “Not too shabby, Atherton,” Rick said. “But can you cook as well as you toast?”

      “Dig in and find out, Connor.”

      “Challenge accepted,” Rick replied, grinned, and picked up his fork.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As the sun continued its downward path on the horizon, Perez and Stevens stood in the grass next to where Edward Baker had fallen.

      “You see what I see?” Stevens asked.

      “Yep,” Perez said. “This spot lines up perfectly with the cupola, and the angle’s just about right, too.”

      To Doug, the caretaker, he said, “Can you unlock the hospital for us, please?”

      “Sure thing,” Doug replied. “And no worries about the alarm system. When they told me ya’ll were coming back I kinda figured you’d want to look for fingerprints and stuff, so, I asked them to turn off the alarm from the main panel. That way I don’t have to touch the keypad again and add more for ya’ll to wade through.”

      “Good thinking,” Perez said, nodding in approval. “A lot of folks wouldn’t have thought of that.”

      “I watch a lot of crime shows,” the caretaker confessed with a grin as he unlocked the door.

      In short order Perez, Stevens, and Kim, the crime scene tech supervisor, were heading toward the stairs to look around on the second floor before proceeding up to the cupola.

      “How many people have access to the second floor?” Stevens asked the caretaker.

      “Only fort employees are supposed to go up there. It’s off limits to the public.”

      “And how many people is that?”

      “Including volunteers? Twelve, total.”

      “We’ll need prints from the employees to compare against what we find,” Kim reminded them before they left the first floor. “And don’t touch anything. It’ll all need to be processed.”

      They made their way up to the second floor carefully, looked around, then walked over to the second set of stairs that led to the one place in the entire building they were most interested in.

      When they realized that the space above wasn’t big enough for all three of them to comfortably occupy, Kim volunteered to go up the smaller, steeper set of stairs that led to the tiny three-foot by three-foot enclosure. She stopped at the top of the staircase, turned on a penlight, and began to shine it around the area.

      It didn’t take long at all to discover remnants left behind of the sniper’s nest that had existed earlier that day.

      “Got a casing,” Kim called out to the detectives from the top step. “I can see it from here. But until we process the scene, I don’t want to disturb it. Watch out, I’m coming down.”

      “The floor’s really dusty up there, which is great news for us. I saw two pretty well-defined shoeprints,” she revealed once she’d returned to their level. “If I can get clear enough pictures of them, we might even be able to identify the brand, not just the size.”

      “Check every single square inch up there for prints, please,” Stevens told her. “Including the shutters.”

      “I’d already planned to,” came her brisk response. “But if you want it done now, I’m gonna need more light. It’s getting dark up there pretty quick.”

      “On it, Kim. Be right back.”

      Within a few minutes he broke the news.

      “Can’t get my hands on a big enough light source.”

      “It will have to keep until morning, then,” she replied. “There’s just not enough natural light left to do this right.”

      They stepped back outside and approached the man who had let them in.

      “Doug,” Stevens said, “This building needs to remain closed to tourists until we’re through with it. Can you pass the word along for us, or do I need to let them know?’

      “I’ll call right now,” Doug said, and pulled out his cell phone.
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      “That meal was amazing,” Trish proclaimed. “I’m afraid I may not have room for cheesecake.”

      “I might, if I wait about a half-hour,” Joe chimed in. “But not before then.”

      “Who wants coffee?” Lizzie asked.

      “I’ll take some with dessert a bit later,” Rick said. “Right now, I’m stuffed.”

      Everyone nodded in unison.

      “So, Trish, are you guys making wedding plans?” Lizzie asked her.

      “Already sorted out,” Trish answered. “We’ve opted to keep it simple. Gonna go to the Justice of the Peace, then take a week-long trip.”

      “Nice!” Faith noted. “Where are you going?”

      “That part’s up in the air still,” Joe confessed. “We’re having trouble deciding.”

      He and Trish glanced at each other, and Lizzie sensed an undercurrent.

      “What?” she asked.

      Joe looked at Trish, who nodded.

      “Well,” he began, “we’re among friends here, so, you guys are the first to hear this. I’m planning to retire from the Fort Worth Police Department in the spring. I’m going to get my private investigator’s license.”

      Lizzie’s jaw hung open.

      “Never thought I’d hear that from you, Joe.”

      He shrugged.

      “You know better than anybody here what I’ve seen over the course of my career, kiddo,” he said gently. “I’ve reached my limit. Being a P.I. will keep me from getting bored, and I’ll still be able to help people. I just… I’m done standing over the dead, and I’m done being the one that has to break the news to those they’ve left behind.”

      Lizzie reached over and squeezed his hand.

      “I totally get it,” she told him softly. “I do. And I think you’ll make the best P.I. ever.”

      The three couples continued talking and laughing, until at last Donny said, “Okay gang. I’m getting some coffee and dessert. Who’s in?”
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      Grant paused, then re-read the second draft of his article – particularly the sidebar at the end celebrating the life and legacy of Edward Baker.

      It’s fitting, he told himself. I think Ed would be happy with the way I’ve conveyed the Christmas at Fort Concho experience - and I also think he’d want me to keep going.

      He glanced at the alarm clock beside the bed.

      Wow. It’s after eight already. Better eat something, I guess.

      He saved his work, closed his laptop, and headed to the car to go find dinner.
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      “Done,” Lizzie said as she loaded the last plate into the dishwasher. “And that was a lot of fun, don’t you think?”

      “It was. We need to do that again sometime.”

      “Great job on dinner, by the way. I didn’t know you could cook like that!”

      Donny shrugged.

      “I don’t get a chance very often. Usually it’s just me, and I got to the point of ‘why bother’ for just one person.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Lizzie rejoined as she dried her hands. “I became the queen of takeout up in Seattle.”

      They settled in on her couch, and she leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “What time do you want to head out tomorrow?”

      She sighed.

      “Around nine, I guess. By then most of the commuter traffic should be done, I hope. Have you already selected equally spaced points on the map for overnight stays for the second half of the trip?”

      He tickled her ribs.

      “You know I have. Would you like to see them?”

      “Just checking,” Lizzie snickered. “And no, you can surprise me.”

      “Hey, the FBI academy program is five months, right?”

      “Yep,” she confirmed. “Why?”

      “Just thinking ahead,” Donny answered. “I bet Virginia is just as pretty in April. Looking forward to seeing it.”

      They drifted into silence watching TV as Donny plotted and schemed.

      Let’s see… she’ll graduate sometime around the end of April, I’ll help get her moved back down here around the first weekend in May… Yep, that ought to be just about perfect.
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      At eight o’clock the next morning, Perez, Stevens, Kim and two more members of her processing crew arrived back at the fort to document and collect any evidence from the sniper’s nest. Kim assigned one tech to the alarm panel and the first set of stairs, and the other to collecting fingerprint samples from the Fort Concho staff.

      “Once the first floor’s finished, go ahead and get that second staircase done, too,” Kim told them, “and let me know when I am clear to proceed.”

      Her employees nodded, grabbed their kits, and got to work.

      “Once they finish, I’ll head up and cover the entire cupola area myself,” Kim told the detectives. “This will take a while. We want to be as thorough as possible.”

      “We’re gonna talk to some more people and see if Heming has any updates for us. We’ll meet you back here,” Perez replied.
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      Grant woke with a clear head and a renewed resolve to continue writing his articles. After breakfast, he pulled out his notes and found the number Ed had given him for Stella Williams.

      She picked up on the third ring.

      “Hello, Ms. Williams? My name is Grant Forrester. If you’ve got some time today or tomorrow, I’d really like to come meet with you and talk about Fort Chadbourne.”

      He listened for a few moments, then said, “Sure! I’m actually not that far away at all. What’s say we meet at ten-thirty. Is that acceptable?”
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      The killer listened intently to their conversation, smiling wolfishly as he took notes.

      Well then. Guess I’d better pack up and get moving so we can get round two underway.
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      Faith Thomas sat in her office at her computer, trying her best to concentrate on the daily cash account reconciliations.

      But her brain persisted in replaying Lizzie’s question.

      Have you two set a wedding date yet, or what?

      “This isn’t going away,” she lamented under her breath, and put down her pen.

      She stood, stretched, and headed to the breakroom for a fresh cup of hot tea, pondering the question as she walked.

      What am I waiting for, exactly? We’ve been engaged for over a year now. But it’s not like Rick has brought it up, either.

      She scowled as she filled her mug with hot water from the dispenser, then added her tea bag to let it brew.

      Okay, maybe try this from a logical standpoint. What would getting married change about our current situation? We already live together, and we’re exclusive. None of that would be affected…

      She gasped as she arrived at the truth of it.

      I’m scared, plain and simple. What Rick and I have is perfect, and I’m worried that taking that final step will alter it - and not in a good way. I’m terrified at the idea of another failed marriage.

      “There, I admitted it,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Admitted what?” the receptionist asked as she walked to the refrigerator.

      “Sorry, thinking out loud,” Faith quickly recovered. “How’s your day been?”

      “Oh, you know,” the woman said gaily. “Not Friday yet, so…”

      “I hear you,” Faith commiserated. “Too bad there’s only one a week, huh?”

      “Yep! See you later,” came the answer as the receptionist retrieved her yogurt and left the breakroom.

      Alone again with her thoughts, Faith absentmindedly stirred her tea, watching the clear water swirl into the deep amber that let her know the bag had steeped long enough. She removed the teabag, added sugar, stirred again, and headed back to her office.

      No way around it, she realized. I’m going to have to talk to Rick about this.

      Crap.
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      “How many miles to Memphis?” Lizzie asked, and Donny consulted the map feature on his phone.

      “About four hundred and eighty,” he confirmed. “You got everything packed up that needs to go with you?”

      “Yep. Guess we’d better get started, huh? I’ll take the first leg,” she offered as she locked the front door behind them. “But that means you’re in charge of snack distribution.”

      “I can live with that,” Donny said as they settled into her SUV and backed out of the driveway.
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      “You ready?” Mike, one of the techs, asked her.

      “Just about,” Kim answered, twisting her shoulder-length hair up into a bun and securing it so it would be out of her way. It was ten a.m., and Kim was about to climb up into the small cupola space again.

      She took the time to carefully measure the footprint closest to the stairs and photograph it before she herself stepped up onto the landing.

      She got another clear shot of it from directly above it, grabbed tweezers and a tiny vial and collected a piece of the strange rubbery residue she noticed in the print’s treads, then repeated the entire process with the other footprint further away from the stairs.

      Then Kim turned her attention to the casing she’d spotted the evening before. She carefully placed a number card beside the casing and photographed its location from several distances and angles, then picked it up with tweezers and dusted it lightly.

      “Two nice prints on it, thumb and forefinger, maybe?” she murmured to herself as she bagged it for transport to the lab.

      Next came the discovery of three hairs that were most definitely out of place, and she recorded then bagged those, as well.
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      Grant had just pulled into Stella Williams’ driveway when he heard a shrill voice to his right.

      “Beautiful day isn’t it?” the elderly woman shrewdly observed him as she shuffled toward her own car.

      “Yes, ma’am, it sure is,” Grant politely agreed. “This is Ms. Williams’ house, right?”

      “It is,” the neighbor confirmed.

      “Thanks,” he told her, then walked up the steps and rang the doorbell.

      “Mr. Forrester,” Stella Williams beamed when she answered her front door. “It’s so nice to meet you, young man. Come on in, we’ve got a lot to talk about!”

      She turned and walked into her living room, and he followed.

      As she walked, she said, “Don’t mind my neighbor; she’s an old busybody. Her name is Rosie Allen, but we all call her ‘Nosy Rosie’.”

      “You’ve got a beautiful home, Ms. Williams,” Grant said sincerely, biting back a laugh at Stella’s description of her neighbor. “I love Victorian architecture.”

      “Thanks, me too,” she agreed with a spunky grin. “Matter of fact, this place is registered with the Historic Preservation Society. Just about everything you see here is original and has been carefully restored. Although we did have to update the wiring throughout the entire house. What a lot of work that turned out to be! But it was completely worth it. Now, where shall we start?”

      She sat on the edge of the couch, hands in her lap, perched like she could spring into action at a moment’s notice. Her closely cropped snow-white hair complemented the high cheekbones and vibrant blue eyes that spoke to her Norwegian ancestry.

      “Well,” Grant said as he sat in the high-backed armchair at an angle from the couch, “as I mentioned on the phone, I’m doing a series of articles about the Texas Forts Trail, and I’d like to write a piece about Fort Chadbourne.”

      “Get your recorder ready,” she confirmed with a wide smile. “This is gonna take a while, young man. Lots to tell you.”
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      Kim methodically worked her way across every square inch of her surroundings, pausing only to wipe her forehead on her sleeve as she tried her best to combat the sweltering conditions in the cupola.

      December in Texas, she thought ruefully. Sometimes it’s freezing, and sometimes it’s unseasonably hot, and of course I’d just have to be up here on a day it’s hot…

      She kept processing during her inner monologue, finally reaching the shutter that overlooked the large grassy area where Ed Baker had died. She managed to pull a partial palm print and two more fingerprints from the wood but was dismayed that opening the shutter to reach more of it did nothing to help her working conditions.

      Seriously? Not even a hint of a breeze?

      By the time she returned to the second floor almost three hours later, her face was beet red and glistening with sweat.

      “Very stuffy. No air moving around up there, at all,” she explained morosely to Mike as she patted her face and neck with a small towel from her kit. “I’m glad that’s done.”

      “I thought you might be,” he replied, handing her a bottled water. “Here you go, boss.”

      “Thanks, Mike,” she managed after a long drink. “We get all the fingerprint samples collected from the staff?”

      “Susan finished up about fifteen minutes ago,” he confirmed. “One of the volunteers was running extremely late.”

      “Excellent. Let’s get this stuff back to the lab.”

      On the way back to the team’s SUV, she called Stevens.

      “Hey,” she began, “where are you guys?”

      “Just got back to the visitor lot,” he revealed.

      “We’re heading that way. Meet us at my ride if you wanna see the casing.”

      A few minutes later Kim and her two techs had rejoined the detectives.

      “Voila,” she said, holding up the evidence bag with the spent cartridge in it.

      “Yep, Heming said probably a .44 round, based on what he took out of the body,” Perez told her. “It wasn’t pristine, hit some bone as it traveled, so he couldn’t be one hundred percent certain.”

      “It’s a .44/40,” she corrected. “See how it tapers a little over midway toward the top? That’s how you know. Regular .44 round doesn’t taper like that.”

      “If we get a suspect gun, you can tell us if it fired that round, right?” Stevens asked, pointing at the shell casing.

      Kim raised an eyebrow.

      “Did you seriously just ask me that?”

      Stevens grinned.

      “Just messing with you, Kim. I know you can.”

      She grinned back.

      “Careful, Stevens. What goes around comes around.”

      “We’re ready, boss. Everything’s loaded except that,” Mike told her, pointing at the evidence bag in her hand.

      “Here, Mike,” she said, handing it to him. “And you and Susan be thinking about what you want – we’re gonna hit the Dairy Queen drive-thru for something cold to drink on the way back.”
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      “I vote for cheeseburgers,” Lizzie said when Donny pointed out that the town they’d just come to - Prescott, Arkansas - was not only halfway to Memphis, but a perfect place to stop for lunch.

      “No argument here.”
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      “Wait, I’m confused,” Grant said, shaking his head as he looked at his notes. “Why isn’t Fort Chadbourne part of the Texas Parks and Wildlife system, like Fort Richardson?”

      Stella smiled.

      “Excellent question, young man. Not many people think to ask it. And the answer is surprisingly simple – the land Fort Chadbourne was built on has never been owned by the government. The U.S. Army only leased it from the original owner, Samuel Maverick. After the Army moved on, the Odom family bought the land from Samuel’s widow, and it’s been in the Odom family since.”

      “Ah,” Grant exclaimed, his face brightening in excitement. “Is that why it’s sometimes called ‘the lost fort’?”

      “Exactly,” she confirmed. “When it was decommissioned the family simply left the buildings in place but used the property for ranching. Preservation of the fort buildings didn’t begin in earnest until 2001.”
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      “Really? Already? Okay, then. Thanks!”

      Jandy hung up and looked at Bella.

      “They’re already done with the debris removal,” she shared. “I’m gonna go up and look at the site and get a feel for what I’d like to put where. Wanna go?”

      “Sure! Let’s take my car – that way we don’t have to move Charlie’s car seat. Is that all right?”

      “That’s fine,” Jandy replied, and smiled. “Man, I’d forgotten all about stuff like that... Been a long time ago now.”

      “Yeah. Things like having to pack up the entire house,” Bella mentioned with a giggle. “As Charlie’s getting older, I find I need to bring less stuff, but at the beginning? It was ridiculous. When we’d travel, his bag wound up almost bigger than mine sometimes!”

      “Yeah,” Jandy sighed. “But then they’re walking and talking, and before you know it, they’re off to their first day of kindergarten. And you turn around twice and they’re in middle school and playing sports and going to their first dance. Then you blink and suddenly it’s their last homecoming game and caps and gowns and posing for senior pictures…”

      She began to sniffle as her voice failed her.

      Bella, looking concerned, moved closer to her, but Jandy just smiled and said, “I’m fine, dear. Just…wishing I could have saved a few pictures, that’s all.”

      She took a deep breath, then continued, “Now, let’s go take a look at my brand-new blank canvas and do some daydreaming.”
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      After an overview of not only Fort Chadbourne but the entire area surrounding it, Stella Williams suddenly sprang up from the couch.

      “Goodness - look at the time! How about a bite to eat and then a tour?” she suggested, and Grant nodded.

      “And I just realized, I never offered you a beverage,” she added, her face twisting into a frown. “I’m so sorry about that. I’ve just been prattling on and neglecting my hostess duties.”

      “It’s all right,” he reassured her politely. “I didn’t even notice. I was too busy listening!”
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      Bella, Jandy and Charlie pulled into the driveway that now led to an expanse of smoothed earth.

      “Wow,” Jandy exclaimed, “when the Chief said they’d clear everything, he wasn’t joking, was he?”

      “Guess not,” Bella answered as she took Charlie out of his car seat and set him down.

      The child squealed and took off on his tiny legs toward the area where the house had been, with his mother and aunt following behind.

      “Hmm,” Jandy mused as they walked. “We really do have a do-over, here. We can build whatever we like.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “Well,” Jandy began, “definitely no more stairs. Tony wasn’t joking the other day when he said his knees are giving him trouble. As a matter of fact, his doctor has been on him to have surgery on both of them.”

      “Yikes,” Bella reacted.

      “I know,” Jandy agreed. “But Tony’s resistant. Says he doesn’t want to be ‘out of commission’ for any length of time. If he keeps putting it off, it may get to a point where he doesn’t have a choice.”

      “They can be very stubborn, can’t they?”

      “You know it all too well, dealing with Nathan,” Jandy grinned.

      “And that little guy right there,” Bella answered, quickening her pace to a trot to close the distance when she saw Charlie scoop up a handful of dirt and move it toward his mouth.

      “Charlie! No sir! Put that down, now!”
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      He'd already been out to the fort and determined that it was not the place where Stella meeting her demise needed to happen.

      Not that there’s a lack of ideal places for me to nest up, he reminded himself. But each visitor is escorted around the property out there by a staff member; trying to time it so that I wind up with Stella is next to impossible. That could take days, and according to Grant’s itinerary, we have a schedule to keep.

      After some thought, he’d followed the tracker beacon to locate Grant’s car in front of Stella’s home.

      There we go, much better, he thought instantly. Won’t be able to use the rifle, I’m afraid. Pity. But maybe that’s a good thing. After all, we can’t have the cops piecing it together too quickly. Where’s the fun in that?

      From his vantage point down the street, he could see Grant and Stella walking to Grant’s car.

      He counted to one hundred in his head once they’d driven out of sight, then turned the key to start his own car’s motor, and leisurely followed in the direction they’d gone. Ten minutes later, he noticed Grant’s car parked in a half-empty lot next to a family-style restaurant. He smirked and kept going.
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      “Are you sure?” Kim asked with exasperation.

      “Positive,” Mike confirmed, nodding his head sadly.

      “Dammit,” she growled, then picked up the phone, dialed, and waited.

      “Hi, Trish,” she said. “It’s Kim, with San Angelo PD. We met at the annual conference in Austin back in September, remember?”

      “Hey, Kim,” Trish Sevins said, leaning back on her lab stool. “Yes, I remember. How have you been?”

      “I’ve been fine. But I’ve got an issue that I need help with,” Kim answered. “My mass spectrometer just up and died on me, and I’ve got a casing, hairs, and some residue to process.”

      “Send as much up here as you need to, I’m happy to run them for you,” Trish offered.

      “I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll send them your way, priority overnight.”

      The two made shop talk for a bit until her computer chirped and Trish said, “Hey, gotta go. Just got some results back I need to look at. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thanks, Trish. I owe you one.”

      Kim sighed and looked at her two techs.

      “Get the Baker evidence ready for transport, please.”

      She took off her lab coat and started out the door.

      “Where are you going?” Sarah asked.

      “To beg for new equipment,” came the reply. “Wish me luck.”
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      Lizzie and Donny indulged her cheeseburger craving, and after filling up the SUV’s gas tank, they were underway again, with Donny taking over the driving.

      “Time to switch again,” she sighed when the station they’d listened to for a hundred miles was finally overcome with static.

      “Roulette?”

      Donny laughed.

      “Go for it.”

      “Here goes nothing,” Lizzie announced as she pressed the button for auto-scroll.

      It took four complete revolutions through the FM channels before they finally landed on a classic rock-and-roll station.

      “Yes!” Donny exclaimed and turned up Steppenwolf’s ‘Born to Be Wild’. “That’s more like it.”
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      By dinnertime Tony and Jandy were deep in conversation about when to meet the builder onsite.

      “I’m just anxious to get started,” Jandy announced. “The sooner we begin, the sooner we’re back in our own place and out of Bella and Nathan’s hair.”

      “I know,” Tony answered with a wink. “Which is why I set a meeting for us with Jacob for ten a.m. tomorrow.”

      “And don’t forget, we’re totally okay with however long it takes, sis,” Nathan reminded her as he attached the tray to Charlie’s highchair. “As much as you’ve done for me over the years, trust me, I love being able to return the favor and help you out for once.”

      His big sister kissed his cheek and softly said, “I know, honey, and I appreciate it. Truly.”

      “So, did you decide on the floor plan?” Bella asked after she settled in next to Charlie.

      “We did,” Tony revealed. “It was a toss-up between the Windsor and the Glen, but once Jacob told us the Glen had a few more customization options, the choice became easy.”
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      When they arrived at Fort Chadbourne, Stella had a brief word with the curator, then pointed at a golf cart.

      “This is the best way to see this place. Hop in,” she said with a grin, and Grant did as he was told.

      “To date there’s been six buildings completely restored since 2001. Others have been stabilized,” Stella said as she guided the golf cart along the rough path, gliding to a stop next to a remnant.

      “This is the hospital building. Once the soldiers marched up here from San Antonio, they lived in tents while they built the fort, and the hospital was the first building they erected. As a matter of fact, this structure was the first recorded hospital building in the entire state of Texas.”

      Grant’s jaw dropped open.

      With each place they stopped the cart, Stella had more to share.

      “That’s Oak Creek,” she said at one point, waving her left hand back and forth toward one edge of the land they were on.

      “One of the more interesting stories about the fort involves that creek. There was a young private named Watson who crossed the creek, went into the little settlement not far from here, and got drunk. On his return trip he was crossing the creek again when he was ambushed by the Comanche. His fellow soldiers found him and brought him to the fort doctor, who counted thirteen separate arrows sticking out of Watson’s body. Amazingly, the young man lived – and, as it turns out, was one of Dr. Ebenezer Swift’s last patients here, since the transfer that Swift had requested months earlier had finally been granted.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “The level of preservation here is astonishing,” Grant told Stella as they walked back to his car two hours later. “It’s almost like stepping back in time. I’m really impressed.”

      “It’s among the most complete in this entire region of the country, with over five hundred thousand artifacts recovered,” she confirmed, beaming proudly. “Took a lot of years to accomplish, but it’s been well worth it.”

      “And the results show it,” Grant told her sincerely. “I just hope I can do it justice in my article.”

      “I have a feeling you’ll do just fine.”

      He pulled into her driveway, opened her door, and escorted her up the steps.

      “Thanks again for your time today, Ms. Williams,” Grant said, extending his hand to her.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, young man? Please call me Stella!”

      He chuckled.

      “Yes, ma’am. Well, I’d better be going. I have a lot of notes to organize. I’ll send you a copy of the magazine when the article’s published, okay?”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” she replied, shaking his hand firmly. “Safe travels, Grant. Talk to you soon.”

      She waved from the porch as he pulled out of her driveway and drove out of sight.
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      “Penny for your thoughts,” Rick murmured as they worked together in the kitchen to make dinner.

      “Oh, this and that,” Faith replied.

      “Whatever,” he told her with a lilting tease in his voice. “Your eyes got as big as saucers when Lizzie asked Trish about wedding plans the other night.”

      Did they? Huh. Guess I’m not as stealthy as I thought.

      “Is that so?” Faith tried her best to sound nonchalant about it, and Rick grinned.

      “Come on, Faith. Talk to me.”

      “I… I don’t want things to change,” she stammered. “I love our life together the way it is, and…”

      “And you’re afraid getting married will shift it somehow. Is that it?”

      “Yes,” she admitted in a small voice.

      “Only if we let it,” Rick reassured her as he took her hand.

      “We’re solid. Rock solid. Know why? Because we keep the lines of communication open, and we don’t take each other for granted. We’re still going to have our ups and downs, Faith, whether we’re legally married or not. But what matters is that we stick together, and work through whatever comes our way, side-by-side.”

      “I love you,” she murmured.

      “I know you do,” he answered, “and I love you, too. You have my heart, and you always will. As far as I’m concerned, we’re already married. But I’ll gladly officially marry you anywhere, anytime. Whenever you’re ready.”

      “Rick… what if I’m never ready to take that step?”

      “Then things will still be wonderful, Faith. You’re in my life, so I’m as happy as I can be.”
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      From down the block, he watched Grant leave.

      Give it about ten minutes, then do it.

      He waited patiently, one eye on the clock inside the car. When he’d determined that Grant was just far enough away, he pulled up into Stella Williams’ driveway, walked briskly to her front door, and knocked.

      “Well, hello!” she said.

      “I had a couple of questions about your fundraiser coming up. May I come in?”

      “Certainly! Right this way. Not often I get two handsome visitors in one day. I must be on a lucky streak,” she quipped, then cackled with amusement.

      She stepped aside and let him enter, then turned her back to him and shut the front door. As she did, she heard a short beeping sound. Curious, she turned around to speak, and her blue eyes went wide with alarm.

      He hadn’t moved further into the premises, as she’d expected. Quite the opposite; he was indecently close, towering over her, and the expression he wore sent ice picks of fear stabbing into her soul.

      “Stella,” he soothed softly. “It is all right that I call you Stella, isn’t it?”

      Trembling, she nodded, taking a step backward toward her front door.

      “I’m sorry to have to involve you like this, Stella,” he continued to speak softly to her as he suddenly gripped her by the throat with both hands and began to squeeze.

      “You remind me of someone that was kind to me once. But that’s not enough. It’s nothing personal, I promise. Just part of the game.”

      He lifted her off the ground easily, as a child might pluck a wildflower, and held her aloft at arm’s length so he could stare into those panicked, bulging blue eyes of hers as she fought to breathe.

      She clawed at his arms to no avail, and tears streamed down her cheeks, dampening the hands clamped around her slender throat.

      Still, he did not relent.

      She tried to kick him, but missed, and he responded with a chuckle and increased pressure to further cut off her airflow.

      It was a long three minutes to wait but finally she stopped struggling. By the end of the fifth minute, she’d stopped moving at all.

      But he knew he couldn’t let go.

      Not yet.

      Only when the alarm on his watch sounded again to confirm ten minutes had passed did he relax his grip and lay Stella Williams down on the beautifully restored hardwood floor of her own front hallway.

      He sighed deeply, rubbing his forearms to relieve the cramping that had crept into his muscles, then reached for her carotid and checked for a pulse.

      Finding none, he whistled a tune under his breath as he let himself out her front door, shutting it firmly behind him.

      Stella’s neighbor, Ms. Allen, had just arrived home and was exiting her vehicle. She waved to him. He smiled, waved back, climbed into his gray rental car, and drove away.

      Two rounds played. On to the next.
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      Grant Forrester was blissfully unaware of anything that had unfolded after he’d left Stella’s house. He headed north, opting to stop for the night in Abilene.

      He used the break wisely, grabbing takeout from a drive-through then settling into his hotel room. He arranged his notepad so that he could play back his audio interview of Stella and take notes while having dinner.

      She was a lot of fun to talk to, he acknowledged as he smiled. I may have to travel back there someday and say hello.

      At the three-hour mark, he paused the audio, stretched, and stood to move around a bit, then retook his seat and kept going. By eleven p.m. he’d capped his pen and smiled in triumph.

      “This is gonna make a great read,” he beamed.

      Before he went to bed, he crafted an email to the point of contact he needed to speak with about Fort Phantom Hill.

      With a little luck I can be onsite sometime tomorrow with someone who really knows the history.

      Grant slept soundly, rose promptly at nine a.m., and was delighted to note that Benji Patterson had already responded to his inquiry.

      I can tell you all about Phantom Hill - and Fort Griffin too, Benji revealed. My family was one of the first settlers in this area, so I know this stuff like the back of my hand. You want the real stories, I’m your man.

      Two emails later, the men had set a meeting time of one p.m. at the entrance to Fort Phantom Hill.

      Grant Forrester showered and dressed, packed, and checked out of the hotel with a spring in his step.
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      “I’m telling you, he was quite the looker,” Nosy Rosie chirped to Elouise, Mabel and Violet over their gin rummy game at lunchtime. “And he spent all day at her house!”

      “You can’t be serious,” Elouise frowned, peering at Rosie over her reading glasses. “Stella wouldn’t do anything like that.”

      “I’m just saying, El. He was there when I left in the morning, and he was just going back out to his car when I got home around six o’clock.”

      “Well, if what you think happened is true, I say good for her,” Violet announced with a sly grin. “Just because she’s seventy-two doesn’t mean she can’t have any fun.”

      Rosie gasped.

      “But…but… he didn’t look more than twenty-five!”

      “Why don’t you just ask her about it, instead of speculating?” Elouise suggested, her voice dripping with disdain. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation that doesn’t involve smut.”

      Mabel drew a new card from the center pile and busied herself arranging it in with the ones already in her hands.

      “The whole thing sounds scandalous, if you ask me,” she sniffed in disapproval. “Oh, and by the way, girls – gin!” and laid down all her cards triumphantly.
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      Grant pulled into the tiny visitor parking lot at Fort Phantom Hill and glanced at his watch.

      Twelve-fifty-seven.

      He stepped out of his car and looked around. Leaning against a wall near the main entrance was a tall, slightly stooped man with salt-and-pepper hair and a menacing look.

      Okay, Grant thought. Definitely not the friendliest face I’ve ever seen….

      “You Grant?” the man barked, and Grant nodded.

      “You’re punctual, I’ll give ya that. Come on, let’s get going. Lots to cover here,” Benji stated firmly, then turned and began to walk away.

      Grant raced to catch up and as he reached Benji’s side, his cell phone rang. He glanced at the screen as Benji frowned.

      “It’s my mom. I need to take this. I’m so sorry, excuse me one moment,” Grant stammered as Benji glared.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh Grant,” Bernice said his name on a sob.

      A chill ran down Grant’s spine, and he was totally oblivious to Benji’s grouchy expression subtly shifting to one of concern.

      “Mom? What’s wrong?”

      “I need you to come home, honey. Something’s… something’s happened to your dad.”

      “I’m on my way, Mom,” he answered immediately, risking a glance at Benji.

      “Family’s more important,” the older man said gruffly. “Go. We’ll do this another time.”

      “I’ll be in touch,” Grant called out over his shoulder as he sprinted back to his car.

      He climbed in, revved the engine, and hit the button on his steering wheel to convert the call to hands-free.

      “Mom, I’m on my way to you now,” he repeated to her as he clicked his seat belt into place and put the transmission in reverse. “I’m about two hours from you. Now fill me in – what’s going on?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He frowned in frustration and pulled into the nearest parking lot once he’d heard the in-car conversation between Grant and Bernice.

      Dammit. I hate waiting, he grumbled to himself. I don’t want to pause the game. I’ve waited for three years for an opportunity to take Grant Forrester down a few pegs.

      But it couldn’t be helped. This delay was unavoidable.

      Can’t frame him if he’s not around to frame, now can you? Calm down. Think this through. This just gives you more time to plan. Be grateful – and use this opportunity to your advantage.

      He closed his eyes, counting to one hundred to re-center himself, then shifted into drive, pulled back out onto the narrow two-lane road, and began the leisurely drive home.
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      At two o’clock Jandy came bounding into the kitchen with even more exuberance than usual.

      “Good meeting with your builder, I presume,” Bella observed dryly.

      “The best! His crew starts work on Monday, and he thinks he might be able to get it all done and ready for move in before May first! Isn’t that awesome?”

      “That’s great!” Bella agreed.

      “And what’s your news?” Jandy said. “I can tell by the look on your face that something’s up.”

      “As a matter of fact, there is,” Bella beamed. “I just got an email letting me know I’ve been accepted into the Masters’ program at the University of Texas in Arlington. I start classes in January.”

      “Fabulous!” Jandy hugged her sister-in-law tightly. “You know what I think? I think the guys need to take us out to dinner to celebrate it all.”

      “You know what? Me too,” Bella decided. “I’m gonna call Kellie and see if she can watch Charlie for me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was almost three-thirty before Grant pulled into the visitor parking lot outside the emergency room in Jacksboro, Texas. He leapt from his car and sprinted to the main entrance.

      “Bill Forrester,” he panted, leaning on the intake counter to catch his breath. “I’m his son. What’s his status? Can I see him?”

      “Grant,” came a small, weak voice from his left.

      He pivoted slowly and saw his mother, deep lines of grief already etched into her thin, pale face, arms wound tightly around herself.

      He took one hesitant step forward, then another.

      “Mom,” Grant started to say as he moved closer, his voice breaking. “Where…. where’s Dad?”

      “I’m so sorry, honey…. he’s gone.”

      Her only child rushed forward to catch her as Bernice Forrester suddenly swayed, then collapsed.
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      By the time Rosie left Mabel’s house at five p.m. her curiosity about Stella’s handsome young visitor was at a fever pitch, thanks in large part to her very active imagination.

      Just ask her about it, she remembered Elouise saying, and nodded to herself.

      She parked in her own driveway, then shuffled down to the sidewalk and over to Stella’s driveway, plotting out how best to ask the question as she walked.

      Rosie took her time climbing the three steps up to the porch, and rang the doorbell, then waited patiently with what she hoped was a pleasant expression on her face.

      But no one came to the door.

      “I know there’s nothing wrong with her hearing,” Rosie grumbled under her breath, and rang the bell again.

      Nothing happened.

      After the third press of the button with no result, she knocked loudly. When no one acknowledged her presence, she stepped over to the picture window, cupped her hands around her eyes, and pressed her face to the glass to peek inside.

      At first, she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, and felt a little foolish. Then she glanced downward, and she shrieked in fright. Through Stella’s lace curtains Rosie could see a pair of feet, like someone was lying on the floor.

      “Stella! Stella!” she hollered, now banging on the door as hard as she could. “Are you all right? Talk to me!”

      After several moments she pivoted and moved down the steps as quickly as her arthritic joints allowed, cutting straight across the lush grass to her house to go call 9-1-1.
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      The ambulance crew and two policemen arrived within ten minutes of Rosie Allen’s frantic call. After notifying dispatch of the situation, the officers broke the front door to gain entry.

      But the sight greeting them made it clear that the homeowner was beyond their aid, and the coroner’s office was immediately summoned to the scene.

      The body was photographed where it had been found, and the surroundings carefully recorded as well before the senior officer on scene allowed anyone to further examine or touch Stella.

      Once permission was granted to proceed, the coroner solemnly stepped forward to capture some preliminary data. The liver temperature reading he took indicated she’d been dead for roughly twenty-four hours.

      He also noticed the deep bruises around her neck, and dutifully pointed them out to Detective Miller, who had just shown up.

      As Stella Williams’ body was being loaded for transport to the morgue, a small crowd of neighbors was forming on the farthest corner of her front lawn, chattering nervously amongst themselves about what might have happened to her.

      To one side, Mabel, Violet and Elouise were gathered around a sniffling Rosie, patting her back gently and murmuring words of comfort.

      Within an hour of calling for help, Rosie was being escorted to the police station by Detective Miller to give a more detailed statement about the young man she’d seen at Stella’s house the day before.

      Meanwhile, the gorgeous, historic home belonging to Stella Williams was now adorned with yellow crime scene tape stretching back and forth, not only across the front door, but between the front porch pillars to block access up the stairs.
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      With Charlie safely under Kellie’s watchful care, the two couples made their way to the steakhouse for a meal. The waiter brought their drinks and took their appetizer order, giving them a moment to decide on their main courses.

      “Congratulations to my wonderful sister-in-law, who I know will absolutely crush it in the Masters’ program,” Tony said, holding his scotch and soda high. “And to good news and hopefully a quick build on our new place.”

      “I second that,” Nathan said, and grinned at Tony, Jandy and Bella. “But, you know, no rush.”
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      “It’s not fair, really,” Donny observed as they set their bags down inside their hotel room in Kingsport, Virginia. “We only get one more day together.”

      He turned to Lizzie with a small smile.

      “I’ve gotten spoiled, being able to spend so much time with you on this trip.”

      She sighed.

      “Me too. But we know all this will be worth it. I mean, the Academy’s gonna be hard-core, but it’s fast-paced. I bet the next five months flies by. Besides, you’ve got your clients and stuff. And isn’t ski season already going on? You have more newbies to teach.”

      He nodded.

      “That’s true. Plenty to keep me busy for a while.”

      Among other things, he added in his head, and fought not to smile and give himself away.

      To keep from spilling his secret plans, he switched topics.

      “I’m thinking Italian for dinner. You in?”

      Lizzie smiled at him.

      “You bet. Lead the way.”
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      “So, you said he was there when you left yesterday morning. Around what time was that?” Detective Miller asked.

      “About ten-thirty,” Rosie said firmly. “I had errands to run.”

      “And you returned home at what time?”

      “Around six,” she proclaimed. “And as I was walking up my driveway, he came out of Stella’s house and got in his car and left.”

      “What kind of car?”

      “Gray four-door. I have no idea what brand.”

      “How tall would you say he was?”

      Rosie frowned and rose from her chair.

      “Stand up.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Stand up, young man,” she repeated. “I’m not good with just guessing people’s heights, but I can compare him to yours and mine.”

      Sheepishly, Miller stood.

      “He was about your height, maybe a couple inches taller than you,” she noted. “He was wearing sunglasses so I couldn’t tell you what color his eyes are, but he was a white man with brown hair and a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. Quite handsome. Didn’t look more than twenty-five.”

      “How long was his hair?”

      “Just to the top of the collar. Very neat and tidy.”

      “And what was he wearing?”

      “Khakis, and a blue windbreaker. Didn’t notice what kind of shirt.”

      “What was his build?”

      Rosie blinked rapidly.

      “You know. Was he slender, muscular, chubby?”

      She closed her eyes, picturing Stella’s visitor in her head.

      “Slender. I mean, at least as far as I could tell. He had on that jacket, so I didn’t get a good look. But his face was thin. And he had good bones.”

      “Good bones?”

      “High cheekbones,” she explained. “Chiseled.”

      “Chiseled,” Miller parroted, a strange look on his face as he made notes.

      “Where’s your sketch artist? This would go much faster with a sketch artist, don’t you think?” Rosie reprimanded, eyeing the detective with exasperation. “You’re going to make me miss all my shows if we don’t move this along.”

      Miller’s eyebrows raised as she rapped thin knuckles against the table.

      “So, let’s get to it, young man.”
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      “I think it’s best for us to keep her overnight, just to be safe,” Dr. Baxter, the attending physician, told Grant as they stepped out of the triage room Bernice had been taken to. “She’s understandably in shock, and from what you’ve told me, under a lot of stress lately as well, worrying about your father.”

      “I don’t think she’s been taking care of herself,” Grant confessed. “She always frets over everybody else and puts herself last.”

      Grant remembered how frail his mother had felt in his arms and shuddered.

      Baxter patted his shoulder.

      “We’ll take care of her, Grant. She needs an IV for slight dehydration, and some sleep. Everything else can wait until morning.”

      “Not quite everything,” Grant said solemnly. “I’d like to see my father, please.”

      “Of course,” came the gentle, sympathetic response. “Come with me. I’ll take you to him.”

      They walked silently side-by-side to the far end of the hall, and the doctor gestured toward the last room on the left.

      “I’ll give you some privacy, Grant. Take as long as you need,” Baxter told him, and stepped away.

      Grant took a deep breath and stepped around the privacy curtain, closing his eyes as he went.

      Don’t open them, his childhood voice echoed in his head. If you don’t open them, then this isn’t real.

      He wished it were true, with all his heart. But he knew all too well how foolish that was.

      He took another deep breath, then slowly opened his eyes and looked at his father.

      Tears spilled unchecked down Grant’s cheeks as he stepped forward and lovingly caressed his father’s full head of striking silver hair.

      “Daddy,” he managed, taking Bill’s limp hand in his as he broke apart with sorrow.
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      When Grant finally composed himself, he stepped back out into the hallway.

      “Did… did he suffer?” he asked.

      “I don’t believe so, Grant,” the doctor said. “He had a massive heart attack, and I believe he went suddenly and peacefully.”

      Grant nodded at the miniscule comfort his words offered.

      “What’s next?” he asked, wiping his eyes with the tissue handed to him. “I need to call the funeral home, don’t I?”

      A silent nod.

      “Or we can make that call for you, if you prefer.”

      “I’ll do it,” Grant answered, straightening his shoulders. “I need to do it myself, so Mom doesn’t have to.”

      They walked back down the hallway in time to see Jeremiah Bortac, Bill’s boss, approaching the intake desk in the emergency room lobby.

      “Grant! How’s your dad doing? I got a call there was an issue on his route this afternoon,” Jeremiah said.

      In a split second, Grant’s right fist connected hard with Bortac’s nose and broke it. The older man gasped as he fell backward, blood already gushing through the hands he’d clasped to his face.

      “You bastard,” Grant thundered at the top of his lungs as he towered over the frightened man. “He’s dead because of you! You ran my father’s health into the ground. I hope you’re happy. And I hope with all my heart that you rot in hell!”

      And Grant Forrester turned on his heel and walked away to make three phone calls – the first to his aunt, the second to his editor to request a leave of absence, and the third to the funeral home to begin arrangements for his father’s service.
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      “Definitely an unnatural death,” the coroner told Detective Miller the following morning. “Strangulation. In addition to the very deep bruising almost all the way around Ms. Williams’ neck, there was petechial hemorrhaging in her eyes. We put a light source on the bruises, and I think we can lift a print or two. I’ll be back in touch about that.”

      “Thanks, Doc. Keep me posted.”

      The coroner was indeed able to lift a partial fingerprint as he suspected. He set the search in motion to try to find a match in several databases – to no avail. The killer’s identity remained elusive.
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      By the time the New Year arrived, the Edward Baker case and the hunt for Stella Williams’ murderer had each reached an impasse, headed for ‘cold case’ status.
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