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 CHAPTER 1



When Miles Darien took the early train to Chicago on Friday morning, his fellow Amtrak passengers had been primarily commuters from southeastern Wisconsin heading south to their jobs in Chicago. Most of them were hard at work, pecking away on their phones immediately after sitting down.


On Monday morning, his ride back home to Lakeville, Wisconsin was the total opposite. His northbound train car was almost empty. As he stared out the window, Miles was struck by how very different his emotions were, depending on which direction he was traveling. While he passed the identical scenery in both directions, the ride to Chicago to spend time with Ken was full of joyous anticipation while this trip home, like so many others, held an aura of sadness. After spending a delightful weekend exploring the restaurants on Randolph Street and enjoying a beautiful evening listening to jazz in Millennium Park, the two of them had spent Monday morning fighting over their not being together full time. They repeated this argument all too often.


After three years together, their time apart was growing more and more difficult. As their relationship continued to bloom, Miles found himself constantly conflicted between his love for the life he had built in Lakeville and his desire to be with Ken as a full-time couple. Ken’s job with the FBI meant he had to live where the bureau told him to live, which was in Chicago, at least for now. For them to be together, Miles would need to be the one to move. He just couldn’t see himself returning to a big-city life like the one he had purposely left behind in New York and abandoning the friendships and the successful private investigator practice he had worked so hard to establish in Lakeville. These weekends of commuting were the only middle ground they could find. Miles knew something would need to change, or else their relationship was destined to fail.


As the train passed into Wisconsin, a ping from Miles’s phone interrupted his melancholy. The text from Anne, his assistant, simply said, Come to the office as soon as you arrive back in town. You have a prospective client waiting for you. He had intended to pick up his dog, Molly, at George and Cora Willis’s house before going to the office, but now she would have to wait.
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When Miles opened the door to Miles Darien Investigations, Anne was on the phone in the outer office. She pulled the pencil out of her hair bun and directed him to his private office by pointing the pencil toward his door with a tilt of her head.


When he entered the room, he was startled. The “prospective client” was a priest, and a young, handsome, and athletically built one at that.


The priest, who had been looking out the window at the schoolyard across the street, turned and held out his hand to Miles. “Mr. Darien, I’m Father Thomas. Nice of you to see me without an appointment.”


“No problem. Nice to meet you as well.” Miles sat down behind his large, antique-looking desk and motioned for the priest to take one of the wooden chairs across from him. “What can I do for you?”


Father Thomas sat down, took a small, quiet breath, stroked his well-cropped beard, and then explained. “I’m the parish priest at Holy Trinity Church. Recently we’ve had some very important artifacts go missing from our storeroom. Besides their significance as religious symbols, they have substantial monetary value.”


Miles nodded sympathetically. “I assume the police are investigating. Have they uncovered anything?”


“Actually, I’d like to keep the police out of it for now, if at all possible. You see, many of our parishioners are good people, but most are very poor. And I fear . . . well, um . . .”


“You’re afraid it might have been one of them,” Miles interjected.


The priest sighed. “Desperation often makes good people do bad things. I’m afraid that might be the case here. If we can recover the artifacts before they’re sold, we can . . .”


“Save any embarrassment that might fall on the church,” Miles somewhat judgmentally finished the priest’s sentence again.


Father Thomas’s shoulders slumped. “Of course there is that. Will you help us?” he pleaded.


The priest’s display of vulnerability made Miles regret his reflex reaction, which came from too many years of dealing with the worst of human nature. “Of course. First, tell me about the artifacts and how they were stored.”


“When our church was founded, it had mostly affluent parishioners. One of our well-to-do patrons, Felix Ryerson, owned a tanning company that made leather seat covers for all the major automobile companies. About sixty years ago, he and a few of our other well-to-do parishioners endowed the church with an extensive collection of elaborate crucifixes, statues, and altar adornments. Many were made of gold, and some were even encrusted with jewels. As time went on, the financial status of our congregant population changed, so my predecessor, Father Michael, decided it was wise to remove the artifacts and store them in a locked room in the basement of the church.”


“Removed for fear they might be stolen?” Miles asked, more politely this time.


“No. He felt putting them away and replacing them with more modest objects would more properly convey the values of our church and its current parishioners,” Father Thomas said proudly.


Miles paused for a moment. “Sorry if this is blunt, but why weren’t the artifacts sold to take some of the financial burden off its less affluent congregates who support the church?”


“Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible. Mr. Ryerson and the other benefactors had drawn up a contract regarding the artifacts. One of the stipulations strictly prohibited the sale of their gifts. I guess it was their way of seeing that their contributions would remain in the church in perpetuity. Thankfully the contract didn’t specify that those gifts be prominently displayed.”


Miles pulled out his notepad. “Can you give me a list of the people who knew the artifacts were stored in the church basement?”


“That’s an easy one. As far as I know, it’s just Father Michael; our attorney, Carl Rafferty; and me. Father Michael originally moved them to the storeroom. He may have shown them to someone along the way, but I haven’t.”


“Please check with him,” Miles requested.


“He’s currently living at the archdiocesan residence for retired priests in Milwaukee. I’ll call him and see what he remembers.”


“Good. I’m curious. Since I assume Carl gave you my name, why didn’t he contact me directly about this?” Miles asked.


“He was on his way to the courthouse when I called him this morning to let him know what happened. After he gave me your name, I decided to come see you immediately.”


“Carl’s the best. Has he represented the church for a long time?”


“Yes. He may have moved up in the world, but he remains an avid supporter. In fact, he’s generously offered to pay for your services.”


Miles wasn’t surprised. Carl had fallen in love with the idea of becoming a lawyer because, after reading To Kill A Mockingbird in eighth grade, he fancied himself as the next Atticus Finch. His pro bono work was legendary, and his donations were almost always anonymous.


“Like I said, he’s the best,” said Miles. “Is it okay if I talk to Carl directly to get his insight on this case?”


“Yes, of course.”


“One more question for now. Who besides you and Carl know that the artifacts have been taken?” Miles busily made notes as he spoke.


“No one, as far as I know. When I discovered the padlock on the storeroom was missing, I replaced it with a new one so it wouldn’t be obvious that someone had broken in.” Father Thomas smiled in apparent self-approval.


“Good. I need to get moving on this right away so that any remaining evidence can be preserved. After I speak to Carl, I’d like to arrange a visit to the church in the next day or two to look things over. What is the best way to contact you?”


 Father Thomas took a piece of paper and a pen from his jacket and wrote down a number. “This is my cell phone number. Call me whenever you need to.”


Miles laughed to himself. He wondered if there might just be a special cell phone app so the clergy could communicate directly with the Almighty.


Father Thomas rose from his chair and once again offered his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Darien. I’m very grateful for your help.”


Miles spent the next few minutes jotting down a list of questions before phoning Carl. Most important was who, aside from the priests, might know about the stash of valuable artifacts and want to steal it? Figuring Carl was still tied up in court, he composed an email with a request for some background on the church and a list of questions relating to the artifacts. He then returned to reviewing the file folder Anne had prepared with the monthly bills paper-clipped to the checks he needed to sign.


He was halfway through the pile when he saw an email reply from Carl:


Got your list. When I get back to my office, I’ll send the information you requested along with an inventory of the stolen items with detailed descriptions and pictures of each.


While Miles considered himself to be a secular Jew, there were some things, like the Torah, that he considered sacrosanct. The idea that someone would steal anything from a place of worship, let alone a sacred symbol of faith, really galled him.


I will find them, Miles vowed to himself.
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 CHAPTER 2



Shortly after 5:00 p.m., Miles left the office and stopped at Billings Market to grab a few things for himself and a rawhide chew guilt-gift for Molly. Afterward, he drove over to the house of his dear friends, George and Cora, to pick up his dog.


Miles and Cora had become friends after he rescued her daughter, Olivia, from a blackmailing crime syndicate in Chicago. Miles subsequently introduced Cora to his longtime fishing buddy, George, and they ultimately got married. Miles had become a frequent dinner guest ever since. Along the way, those closest to Miles were also automatically included in the Willis’s extended family. Fortunately for Miles, they also loved having Molly over when he was out of town.


Molly squeezed past George to grab her gift the moment he opened the door. Given George’s substantial belly, that was no small feat.


“Nothing for me?” George asked.


Miles grinned as he pulled a six-pack of Riverwest Stein out of his grocery bag. “Oh ye of little faith.”


“So, how was your weekend?” George asked as he accepted his favorite Wisconsin microbrew. Miles answered with a smile and a thumbs-up even though that morning’s argument over breakfast had been anything but a thumbs-up.


 Cora joined them in the front hall and insisted that Miles stay for dinner. Since he’d been in Chicago for three days and had nothing worthwhile stored in his refrigerator, Miles gladly accepted.


“You two go into the living room while I finish preparing dinner,” she instructed.


George handed Miles one of the Riverwest Steins on their way to the living room. Miles moved a few of the neatly arranged pillows aside before taking a seat on the couch. George assumed his usual position on the well-worn recliner next to the fireplace. The recliner was one of the few items Cora had allowed him to bring when they combined households.


“You busy at work?” George asked.


“I’ve had several cases wrap up recently. Only one active one, which I actually started on today.”


“Anything interesting?” George leaned forward in his chair, hoping Miles had a juicy story to share.


“Just routine,” Miles answered with a shrug, purposely avoiding any additional questioning. The case of the stolen artifacts needed to remain under wraps for as long as possible.


“Good. Our new boat is set for delivery on Friday and, since your workload is light, I could use your help with setting it up. I’ve booked three charters for next week, so the boat needs to be ready for action. You’re welcome to join any of the three if your schedule allows. After all, the boat is half yours.”


George had turned to Miles for help when his previous boat was destroyed in an explosion at the marina where it was in dry dock. The insurance company denied the claim, citing evidence at the scene pointing to negligence on George’s part as their justification. Miles proved the explosion was a well-orchestrated act of arson by a third party and not negligence. He identified the real culprit, who had tried to use George’s boat as his murder weapon to settle an old score with one of the marina maintenance men. When the insurance company finally paid off, George decided to thank Miles with half ownership of the new boat.


“Can’t wait to see her,” said Miles. “I’ll gladly help out on Friday and maybe join you for one of the charters next week. What’s the scuttlebutt? Is Lake Michigan teeming with salmon and trout these days?”


Much to his own amazement, Miles had come to embrace the small-town Wisconsin outdoor lifestyle, which was the polar opposite of his past in New York City.


Miles’s question brought an enthusiastic smile from George. “It’s prime time. The fish are plentiful and lively right now. Lots of demand from groups making the trip across the border from Illinois to take advantage of our lower-cost charters.”


“Which gives you a chance to give them shit about being Bears fans,” Miles teased.


“That’s why I’m always sure to wear my Packers hat,” George replied with a wink.


Cora walked into the room with her hands on her hips, indicating dinner was ready. Despite being just slightly above five feet tall, she had a commanding presence, which both men knew meant fishing stories would not be part of tonight’s dinner conversation.


“Miles, you’re my favorite customer,” Cora acknowledged proudly. “It’s a miracle you stay so thin.”


Miles patted his six-pack midsection. “Metabolism, I guess. Which is important, since your food is wonderful and always worthy of a five-star rating.” His compliment made Cora beam.


George chimed in. “Do you always rate the meals you eat?”


“Yes, I do in my mind. When I was a kid, both my parents worked and had no interest in cooking up a meal when they got home, so we either ate out or picked something up. My assignment was always to pick the restaurant and then suggest items from the menu. I took great pride in the selections I made.”


“Still do, I see,” George kidded.


Miles laughed. “Now I can’t help myself. It drives Ken crazy!”


“Speaking of Ken, how was your weekend together?” Cora asked.


“It was great fun. We went to a jazz concert in Millennium Park. Of course, we had a couple of great meals. Even did a little clothes shopping. All in all, an ideal way to spend an early-summer weekend.” Miles left out any mention of their squabble on Monday morning.


The dinner conversation then shifted back and forth from how Olivia was doing at art school to the latest news about the budding romance between Miles’s dear friends Ryan Duffy and Bobbie Martin. Miles couldn’t help envying their ability to wake up each morning side by side.


It had been a long day, and Miles needed to hit the ground running in the morning to uncover whatever clues remained at the church. When they finished with their meal and sharing updates, he excused himself.


“Cora, thank you for another great meal. I’m beat, so I’m going to take off.”


“I understand. Here’s some leftover pasta,” Cora replied as she handed him the container. “See you soon?”


“Of course. And thanks for the carryout,” Miles replied as he made his way out the door.


“Don’t forget about Friday,” George shouted.


“I won’t,” Miles yelled back as he opened the car door for Molly.
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Just as he was about to turn off the light on his nightstand, Miles noticed a text from Ryan asking if he had time for a call. He was tired, but it was only a little after ten, so Miles decided to oblige. He walked to the bathroom, gave his face a quick splash of water, and dialed Ryan.


“Hey, buddy boy,” Miles said before Ryan could say hello. They had immediately become best friends in the third grade after Ryan stepped in when Miles was being harassed by a couple of bullies. Even though he was on the small side, Ryan was built like a fireplug. Nobody dared to mess with him. Miles had called Ryan “buddy boy” ever since.


“Hi there. Hold a moment,” Ryan requested. “Sorry, I had a mouthful of Cheetos. How was your weekend in Chicago?”


“Fine, thanks. What are you doing now that the university’s semester is over?” Miles had always been totally transparent with Ryan, but this situation with Ken was something Miles was keeping bottled up inside.


“I’ll be teaching one summer school journalism course and enjoying my first summer in Madison. Part of the class I’m teaching includes the investigative techniques used for gathering facts for a story.”


“That’s pretty specific.” Miles sensed where this conversation was headed. He chose to ignore Molly, who was at his feet begging for attention, and focused on where Ryan was headed.


“It is, but it’s essential in putting a story together. You can’t write something meaningful if you don’t have the facts to support what you’ve written. It’s actually why I called you. While the techniques may differ, the process you use to investigate a case is quite similar to what I used as a reporter.” Just as Miles had suspected, Ryan was setting him up for a request.


 “So, the investigator in me says you want me to explain to your class how I approach investigating and solving a case. Correct?” Miles asked, anticipating the answer.


“Here’s my concept. I will assign the students, in great detail, a cold case from the local police files. Their first assignment will be to write an essay outlining the specifics of how they went about investigating the story. The final exam will be the article they write about it.”


“Are you going to assign me the same case?” Miles laughed to himself. He had correctly anticipated where Ryan was heading.


“I am. Once I have that, I’d like your help with critiquing their work by pointing out the differences in how you would have gone about it from a private investigator’s perspective.”


Miles paused to assess what he was committing to. “Sounds intriguing.”


“I guess that means you’re in?” Ryan asked.


“Of course I’m in. Now on to more important stuff. How are things going with you and my former landlord, Miss Martin?” Miles asked as he sat down and finally gave Molly some attention with his free hand.


“I would characterize it as cautiously optimistic. There is no question that Bobbie and I love each other. Living together has certainly brought us even closer. But after what transpired when we both broke up with our partners, we’re not looking too far down the road at this point.”


Ryan had clearly learned a hard lesson from his last relationship and wasn’t about to replicate it. His frank analysis made Miles smile.


“Your approach is a wise one,” said Miles. “People who look too far down the road often lose the joy of the scenery they pass along the way.”


 After he hung up, it occurred to him that maybe he and Ken were looking too far down the road as well.


“Food for thought,” he said to himself as he again turned off the light on the nightstand.
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 CHAPTER 3



Anxious to dig into his new case, Miles got up just before his alarm went off on Tuesday morning. When he checked his phone, Carl had replied to his email about the artifacts by asking for a call.


“That was quick,” Carl said as he picked up the phone.


“When you call, I snap to attention,” Miles replied, only half kidding.


“As you should,” Carl joked before turning to the matter at hand. “Father Thomas is a really good priest and a nice man to boot. The first question in your email was, I guess, the most obvious question: Who might be behind the theft? Because the entire collection was stolen, I don’t think it was one of the parishioners. If it had been, I would think they would have just stolen one of the items that might not be immediately missed and would still bring a hefty price.”


Miles had figured correctly that Carl, as a seasoned criminal attorney, would latch on to a very plausible theory. “I would agree. Do you have any other possible suspects in mind?”


“No one specifically, but I would take a hard look at the families of the benefactors who donated the gifts. They might want to recover what they consider to be rightfully theirs. I’d also look at organized crime possibilities. They would likely have the wherewithal to unload the artifacts.”


“Carl, once again, you’ve offered great counsel! To get this investigation moving, I could really use an inventory of the stolen items and, if one exists, does it include detailed descriptions and possibly pictures of each item?” Miles asked.


“Yes, yes, and yes. I’ll scan the files containing all that information and email it to you by the end of the day,” Carl promised.


“Great. That will help immensely. What about a formal valuation, and are the items insured?”


“To my knowledge, there hasn’t been a formal valuation,” said Carl. “The church has some insurance, but I guarantee that it’s nowhere near adequate enough to cover a loss of this magnitude. The value of the gold and jewels alone is easily in the mid-six-figures. Add the artistic and religious values, and the collection would likely be worth much more.”


“Wow, that’s a lot more than I would have guessed,” said Miles. “Considering their substantial worth, why do you suppose there hasn’t been a formal valuation, at least for insurance purposes?”


“I hear the disbelief in your voice. This may sound odd, but in my meetings with the church elders over the years, they never really considered the market value of these items. To them, these were religious symbols, not assets in the traditional sense. Frankly, they ignored my counsel on the subject.”


Carl’s disappointment with the church elders was palpable. He had done his job, but apparently the elders had neglected theirs.


“Obviously, someone out there saw their market value,” Miles observed.


“That would seem to be the case. Please keep me apprised of your progress. This church and its well-being is very important to me.”


“I know it is, Carl. I will do everything I can to see that the church recovers the artifacts and whoever took them is held accountable.”


“Thanks, Miles.”
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Miles was dressed and out the door on his way to Holy Trinity Church by 9:00 a.m. the next morning. He texted Father Thomas to let him know he would be there in fifteen minutes. The church was in a Lakeville neighborhood where Miles had never been before. It was quite a bit warmer at the church’s west-side location than at Miles’s home nearer to Lake Michigan. “Cooler near the lake” was a frequent tagline to Lakeville’s weather reports, and it certainly applied today.


The 150-year-old church was not a cathedral by any standard, but rather, a modest red-brick structure with one very large stained-glass window in front just below the steeple—fitting for its working class neighborhood and current constituency. He parked the car down the block, grabbed his backpack, and joined Father Thomas, who was waiting for him at the door to the rectory.


“Good morning, Miles. What’s in the bag?” Father Thomas asked.


“Good morning, Father. These are my tools. My training is in forensic science, and they’re often helpful in deciphering any clues that perpetrators may have left behind.” As it often did when he was actively investigating, Miles’s voice assumed a deeper, more serious tone. Then he added, “I hear a service going on. Aren’t you supposed to be in there?”


“Mass is just getting underway. We have a priest visiting us from Mexico, and he is conducting the service. Our large contingent of Hispanic parishioners have been particularly excited about his visit and have turned out in large numbers when he conducts a service.” The broad smile on Father Thomas’s face showed how excited he was to have a full house for this morning’s mass. “By the way, when I called Father Michael as you requested, I was told he wasn’t feeling well but that they’d have him call me once he was feeling better.”


“Thanks. Since we’re standing at one of the doors to the church, I need to ask, were there any signs that someone may have broken in around the time the artifacts disappeared?” Miles asked as he carefully scrutinized the chapel’s entrance and its surroundings.


Father Thomas shook his head. “None. The only sign that something was amiss was the missing padlock on the storeroom door. When I noticed it was missing, I immediately opened the door and saw that all of the artifacts were gone.”


“Any sign of the missing padlock?”


“No. As I mentioned in your office, I immediately replaced it with a new one to give the appearance that the storeroom had not been broken into.”


“Very smart of you,” Miles commented. He thought it curious, though, that the intruder hadn’t hidden the theft, at least temporarily, either by simply using a key to open it, or if he had picked the lock, simply putting it back on the latch. If the thief had cut the original lock, he could have easily replaced the original padlock with an identical one. Any of those approaches would have likely left the theft undetected for a long time. It was surprising how they had made the theft so easily discoverable. Miles added some new questions to his list.


After they entered the church, Father Thomas led Miles down a short hallway to a staircase. The walls were lined with reproductions of famous Christian works of art like da Vinci’s The Last Supper. They were all instantly recognizable, even to someone with Miles’s Jewish upbringing. One of the paintings was hanging slightly askew, so he stopped for a second to adjust it.


“No way I’m passing a crooked masterpiece without straightening it,” Miles mumbled to himself.


When Father Thomas arrived at the bottom of the staircase, he made a sharp right turn and motioned for Miles to follow. After less than a dozen steps, they were at the storeroom’s entrance.


The first thing Miles scrutinized was the latch on the wooden door where the original padlock had once hung. He lifted the new padlock and turned it to see if the latch had been damaged.


“Well made,” Miles said to himself, closely examining the replacement lock. He then used his phone to take several photographs before returning the lock to its original position.


The latch was not bent or loose, and there were no visible scratches on the door. While it is possible to pick a padlock, the intruder most likely either had the key or had simply used a lock cutter to provide quick access to the storeroom. If they had used a lock cutter, they used it expertly. An amateur would have surely bent the latch or scratched the door.


Miles took out his fingerprinting powder and dusted the latch and door handle for prints. He then photographed the prints that the powder exposed. Before leaving, he would also need to get a set of Father Thomas’s prints so he could eliminate them from those he had just uncovered.


“Please stay here in the hallway for a moment,” Miles told him before entering the storeroom. The floor was very dusty and revealed numerous overlapping footprints. While they would likely prove difficult to differentiate, he took several photos of the floor for further analysis, hoping that enlarging those pictures would reveal something unexpected.


Once they were inside the storeroom, Miles immediately noticed the rickety wooden shelves had numerous bare spots outlined by dust in various sizes and shapes where the artifacts had once sat. He took photos of each outlined shape to match up with the pictures of the actual artifacts as a way of visualizing the scene prior to the robbery.


“Was anything other than the artifacts stored in here?” he asked.


Father Thomas pointed to one of the shapes outlined by dust. “Just a two-hundred-year-old Bible that was given to Father Michael by the archbishop when he retired. Father Michael decided it should stay with the church. Whoever took the artifacts took that too.”


Miles added the information about the missing Bible to his notes. “Father, this visit has been very productive. There’s a lot of information that I’ll need to analyze before offering any possible conclusions. It’s also likely that I’ll come up with more questions for you, and possibly Carl, that will need answering.”


“Miles, thank you. I really appreciate you jumping on this so quickly.”


As he took Father Thomas’s fingerprints, Miles asked, “Actually, I do have one more question before I go. How many keys were there for the padlock, and where were they kept?”


“There are two keys. Neither one is missing. I have them both. One is on the key ring that I carry. The other is locked up in the safe, where we keep some documents and the money from the collection plates before it’s deposited.”


“That brings up another question. Who, besides you, has the combination and access to the safe?”


“Only our secretary, who is in and out of it on a daily basis. I assume Father Michael still remembers the combination.”


Miles considered. While it was possible the thief used a key to open the padlock and then forgot to replace it, the lock cutter scenario seemed to be the more plausible explanation. It did, however, seem illogical that the thief would leave their theft so easily detected. Two possible scenarios flashed through Miles’s mind. Either the thief was incompetent or they didn’t care that the theft would be so easily discovered.


“Okay, then,” he said. “I have what I need to get this investigation going. Please let me know if anything else comes up that you feel is relevant. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have something of value to share with you.”
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Miles parked his car in the office parking structure. As he walked into the building he realized his mind had been so preoccupied with cataloging everything he’d seen in the storeroom that he had no memory of the drive back from Holy Trinity. Hopefully, his mind had been on autopilot and he hadn’t violated any major traffic laws along the way. He was still shaking his head in disbelief when he arrived at his office to find the door locked, meaning Anne was at lunch. He called her as soon as he opened the door.


On the second ring, he heard the din of a busy diner, then Anne’s voice through a mouthful of food: “Let me guess, tuna salad sandwich and tomato soup.”


“How do you do it?” he deadpanned.


“It’s a gift,” she responded in kind. “I’m hanging up now.”


“You’re the best,” Miles said, unsure if he got that in before she hung up.


He retreated to his desk, downloaded the files Carl had just sent over, and was about to begin putting the pieces of the case together when Anne arrived with his soup and sandwich. Miles handed her a twenty dollar bill, took two bites of the sandwich, and returned to his case. She went back to her desk without offering him any change.


Miles spent the next three hours creating a digital case file that started with Father Thomas’s fingerprints and the photos he had taken at the church. He then added the artifact pictures and documents Carl had just sent over. His soup had gone cold, so he reheated it in the microwave before starting a Word document and including his initial observations from the scene, evidence he had gathered, as well as his list of questions.


When Anne appeared in his doorway to announce she was going home, Miles waved goodbye without looking up from his computer. Anne knew better than to try and engage with him when he was in one of his “case trances,” as she referred to them.


When Miles finally came up for air and glanced out his window, he noticed it was almost dark. Muttering a quiet “Oh shit!” he quickly straightened the items on his desk and raced out of the office.


Twenty minutes later, he was putting the leash on a very eager Molly while complimenting her on her bladder control and promising to be more thoughtful in the future.
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 CHAPTER 4



On Wednesday morning, Miles was awakened by the sound of Molly’s barking at full volume. It definitely wasn’t just her typical acknowledgment of another dog walking by the house. He hadn’t heard the doorbell or a knock, but this was definitely her full-on “someone is at the door” bark.


Before going downstairs to check on who or what was causing the commotion, he looked out his window and saw an older-model Ford Explorer parked in front of the house. He pulled on a pair of jeans. As he hustled down the stairs to the front door, he finally heard a knock on the door. When he opened it, he was shocked to see Father Thomas on his doorstep, carrying a large cloth bag. Bewilderment was written all over his face.


“Good morning, Miles. Sorry to come by so early unannounced. I needed to bring this to you, and I felt it was important to do it in private.”


Miles invited Father Thomas inside, motioned for him to place the bag on the dining room table, and offered him a chair.


“What’s up?” Miles asked as he sat down beside the priest.


“Early this morning, when I went to the basement to fetch some supplies for the kitchen, I saw something startling. In front of the storeroom door was one of the missing artifacts. This one.” Father Thomas’s voice was still unsteady as he opened the top of the bag. When Miles looked inside, he saw one of the jewel-inlaid gold crosses that had been included in the pictures Carl had sent over.


Miles motioned for Father Thomas to place the bag with the cross on the dining room table. “I certainly understand why you were startled. As far as you know, did anyone besides you touch the cross once it had been returned to the church?”


“Not as far as I know.”


“Good. There may be some identifiable prints on it then. Any idea why this particular item was returned?”


“None whatsoever. Do you have any ideas?”


Miles took a seat at the table and motioned for the priest to do the same. After they were both seated, Miles answered the question: “Two possibilities immediately come to mind. One is that the cross being returned is intended to send you a message that the artifacts are still somewhere in the vicinity and the requirements for their return will be revealed soon. The other possibility is that this cross was not one of the items the thief intended to steal.”


“Not sure I understand the second possibility,” Father Thomas admitted.


“For the sake of discussion, let’s say the theft was to recover artifacts that the thief believed rightfully belonged to them. If the cross wasn’t one of those items, they might have felt compelled to return it,” Miles explained.


“So, how do we proceed?”


“You return to your responsibilities at the church. Business as usual. I will add the return of the cross to my collection of clues and begin working on narrowing down the possible motives and suspects.”


“What should I do with the cross?” Father Thomas asked.


“Since the cross was returned, I don’t think there’s much danger in it being stolen again. But, to err on the side of caution, I have a safe at my office where it can be stored after I dust it for prints.”


“Makes sense. I’ve got to get back to the church now,” Father Thomas explained, his voice having returned to its normal upbeat tone.


Before opening the door for the priest, Miles added, “Before you go, I have one more question. When you found the cross, did you notice anything else unusual or out of place?”


“Nothing, I’m afraid. Please let me know if the cross reveals anything important.”


“I will,” Miles assured him.


After Father Thomas left, Miles got cleaned up for his day at the office. He took the cross, which was still in the bag Father Thomas had supplied; carefully secured it in his backpack with his forensic tools; and then wrapped it in the old army blanket he kept in the trunk. On his drive to the office, he called Carl.


“Hey, Miles. What’s the latest?” Carl asked.


Miles recounted the details of Father Thomas’s visit as well as his plan to take the cross to his office for further analysis.


Carl was silent for a moment, and then offered his take on the return of the cross. “If I had to hazard a guess, I think it was returned because it was not intended to be one of the articles taken in the first place. Assuming that’s the case, seems to me you should be looking for either an individual or a group that feels they have an ownership claim on the other artifacts that would not be honored if they simply petitioned for them.”


“I basically told Father Thomas the same thing. If no other ‘messages’ are delivered, then it could well be the case. Listen, I’m pulling into the office parking structure, so I’m going to hang up. I’ll keep you posted on any new developments.”


“Thanks, Miles. I really appreciate you taking this on.”
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 CHAPTER 5



Anne stood in the doorway to Miles’s office, and without bothering to offer a greeting, asked, “What’s in your backpack? It looks like a lot more stuffed than usual.”


“Come in, and I’ll show you,” Miles offered.


Miles set the backpack on his desk, unzipped it, and took out the bag that held the cross. To build the suspense, he donned a pair of nitrile gloves from his desk drawer, slowly opened the bag, took out the cross, and held it carefully from underneath so he wouldn’t disturb any of the fingerprints the artifact might contain.


Anne, who was not easily shocked, took a step back. She put her hands to her face and blurted out, “Holy shit! Where did you get that?”


“You’re correct, it is some holy shit. It was one of the artifacts stolen from Holy Trinity Church, and it was returned to the church this morning without an explanation. Father Thomas found it outside the door to the storeroom where it had been stored with the other stolen artifacts.”


“That’s bizarre,” Anne replied, shaking her head in disbelief.


“It definitely is, but it may prove to be the key to solving this case.”


After staring at the cross a little while longer, Anne returned to her desk, shaking her head, still shocked by what she’d just seen. Miles brought out his fingerprinting equipment and dusted the cross for prints. Several usable sets appeared, which he lifted and photographed for comparison to the ones he had discovered in the church storeroom.


Before converting the fingerprints into overlays, he decided to do some research on the cross itself. Still wearing the nitrile gloves, he lifted up the cross again and turned it in every direction to see if it had any unusual markings. He found one: a single engraving containing three symbols positioned in a semicircle: the number 925; a crown; and the letters E, H, and T. After a couple of hours combing the Internet for a way to decipher the markings, he was able to establish some basic information. Strangely, the “925” marking indicated this gold cross was actually made of sterling silver plated in gold, commonly known as gold vermeil. The other markings suggested it was likely made in England at least one hundred years ago by an artisan whose initials were EHT.


Miles would need to consult with an expert to learn anything more significant about the ornate cross’s history, what more the specific markings might reveal about its relationship to the other artifacts, and what light that information might shed on why it was returned to the church.


His research was interrupted by Anne’s favorite intercom message.


“FBI on line one for you,” she announced.


“Miss me already?” Miles kidded.


“I always miss you when we’re not together. Listen, I could use your help with something,” Ken said.


“Consulting on a case?” Miles asked, tongue in cheek.


“Consulting, yes. On a case, no. I need your expertise in picking out a tuxedo.”


“For the prom?” Miles teased.


 “No, for my sister’s wedding in New York.”


“Oh, okay.” Miles’s jovial mood was immediately deflated by being asked to consult on Ken’s tuxedo while not having been offered an invitation to the wedding.


“Should I just rent one or buy one?” Ken asked.


Doing his best not to let his disappointment show, he offered his opinion. “Rentals are usually ill-fitting and often come with some wear and tear. I say buy one.”


“See, that’s why I asked you. Oh, one more thing you can help me with.”


“What’s that?” Miles asked half-heartedly.


“Will you be my date?”


Miles covered his excitement by intentionally sounding annoyed. “You can be a real asshole, you know.”


“Do you actually think I’d go without you?”


Miles decided to give Ken a little of his own medicine. “Email me the particulars and I’ll consider your invitation. Right now, I’ve got work to do.”


Miles heard Ken laughing as he hung up the phone. It suddenly dawned on him that he had never met anyone in Ken’s family. He was excited about this trip back home to New York, but it came with an added element: anxiety. A whole new set of troubling questions came in rapid fire to Miles’s head. What would his attendance at the wedding signal to Ken’s family? Would this escalation in their relationship bring the issue of their living together to an inflection point? What was he going to wear?
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It took Miles a little over four hours to sort through the various sets of fingerprints he’d lifted from the cross. After eliminating the set that belonged to Father Thomas and the unusable ones, he was left with three sets of partial prints he determined to be traceable. One set had a distinguishing feature that could be helpful in identifying the owner without requiring a new set of prints for matching purposes.


The distinctive and definitive patterns within that person’s fingerprints strongly indicated the owner had one of the unique characteristics identifiable by a male person’s fingerprints, Klinefelter Syndrome. Those characteristics include taller than average height, weak bones, decreased facial and body hair, less muscular development than other men, enlarged breast tissue, and increased belly fat. Miles hoped using these traits as a guide would point him to a possible suspect within the sphere of the church.


Miles quickly sent Father Thomas an email with a list of those Klinefelter characteristics and asked if he knew anyone connected with the church who might fit that description.


Miles also needed to have all three usable sets of fingerprints run through the police database to determine whether any of their owners had a criminal record that might help identify them as a suspect. To expedite that search, Miles decided to ask his friend and former colleague, Don Maxwell of the Lakeville police department, for a favor.


“Homicide, Maxwell,” the detective answered, sounding bored.


“Hi Don, it’s Miles. How are you?” Miles asked cheerily.


“Good, thanks. Is this a social call, or are you going to ask me a favor?” Obviously, Detective Maxwell knew Miles all too well.


“A favor, if you don’t mind.”


“Sure. What can I do you for?”


 Miles answered by requesting that Detective Maxwell run the three sets of prints he had uncovered.


“Is there a crime involved that I should know about?” the detective asked appropriately.


Miles decided to lie. “No. Just an internal matter.”


Even though his experience suggested otherwise, Detective Maxwell didn’t press Miles any further. He simply agreed and asked Miles to send over them over.


Immediately after finishing his call, Miles clicked the Send button to send off the three sets of fingerprints. As long as he had his email application open, he decided to take a few minutes to sort through the rest of his inbox. Included in the collection of unimportant emails were two very interesting ones. The first was from Ryan containing the cold case assignment they had discussed. The second was a copy of the invitation to Alice Caldwell’s wedding, which Ken had promised. He opened that one first.


The wedding was being held at the Ludlow Hotel on New York City’s Lower East Side. Formal attire was required, and the bride was to be escorted down the aisle by Ken.


Unfortunately, Ken’s father, who had been a cop in Ken’s hometown of Newburgh, New York, had died of a heart attack years before Miles and Ken met. Then his mom had succumbed to cancer last year, so as Alice’s only sibling, Ken became the natural replacement. Before opening Ryan’s email, Miles called Ken to get more specifics about the wedding.


“I assume you’re calling about the wedding invitation I sent you.”


“Yes, I am.” Miles dove right into his list of questions. “What are our travel plans? Are we flying together? Where are we staying? How long a trip are you planning?”


 “Anticipating your interrogation, I’ve compiled all the particulars your inquiries might require,” Ken teased playfully, using a formally-sounding English accent.


“What you refer to so snidely as an interrogation is simply my dogged attention to acquiring the facts,” Miles shot back without an accent.


Obviously deciding it was best to move on, Ken answered in his normal voice. “I’ll start with your last question. The wedding is on Sunday, so I thought we’d fly in on Thursday and fly back on Monday. Does that work for you?”


“I’ll see that it does. Hotel?”


“As part of the wedding party—and yes, we are part of the wedding party—we have a room booked at the Ludlow.”


Being included as part of the wedding party was going to be uncomfortable for Miles, but he knew, like it or not, he was going to have to deal with some of it. So, after a short pause, he hesitantly asked, “Do I have any official duties as a member of the wedding party?”


“Just sit in the front row and save me the seat next to you. After I deliver Alice to the groom, I’ll join you.”


As Ken could have predicted, Miles had no interest in standing up or making a speech to a group of people he didn’t know. Even though Ken couldn’t see it, Miles wiped fake sweat from his brow for comedic effect. “I can handle that. Sounds like fun. Can’t wait to show you my favorite New York haunts. I assume our nights will be fully booked with wedding events. Correct?”


“For sure we’ll have Thursday night and the daytime on Friday to ourselves. There will be something planned for Saturday that hasn’t been spelled out yet.”


“I can work with that.” The wheels were already turning in Miles’s head.


 “I was sure you could. Hey, I’ve got to go. The boss has called a staff meeting.”


Miles could not have been more elated with Ken’s description of the trip. “Say hi to the estimable Agent Audrey Drummond for me. Call me later.”


“Will do,” Ken said, ending the call.


Just then, Anne walked into his office. “I guess from your gigantic smile, you just spoke to Ken.”


“I did. We’re going to his sister’s wedding in New York next month.”


Preceded by a heavy sigh, she noted, “Nothing like August in New York. By the way, Father Thomas called while you were on the line with the FBI. He asked if you could stop by on your way home this evening. I told him you’d call him back if that wasn’t going to work,” Anne explained before she turned and walked out of Miles’s office.


“Sounds good. Thanks,” Miles replied to no one, as Anne was already back at her desk.
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