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Chapter 1

“Morning, Bree,” I said to my best friend and sister-in-law, Bree Thomas, after my golden retriever, Tilly, and I entered the Book Boutique, the bookstore she owned and operated.

“Tess,” she responded in a flat voice, never even looking up from the small paper bag sitting in front of her on the counter.

I motioned for Tilly to head over to the large dog bed Bree kept behind the counter for those times when either Tilly or Mike and Bree’s dog, Leonard, visited. She headed toward the bed, pausing to give Bree a paw of support to the leg before lying down as I’d directed.

“So what’s in the bag?” I asked, immediately homing in on the source of Bree’s distraction.

She answered while continuing to stare at the bag. “It’s a home pregnancy test.”

I raised a brow. “I thought you were going to stay on birth control until your doctor cleared you.”

“I was.”

Mike and Bree started trying for baby number two this past fall, but for reasons I’m still not sure I understood, once Bree went off birth control, her hormones went all wonky, which caused not only crazy mood swings but dizziness and even fainting. The doctor had recommended that she and Mike go back to using birth control until he could get Bree’s hormones stabilized. This past December, the doctor asked Bree to go back on birth control and take hormones for three months, followed by a visit to his office before Bree resumed her mission. I thought she had agreed, but given the presence of the brown paper bag, I had to assume that she changed her mind at some point.

“So am I to assume you decided to shorten the timeline a bit?” I asked gently, hoping that Bree wouldn’t bite my head off as she was prone to do when she was either pregnant or trying to get pregnant.

“I did.” She looked up at me. “I tried. I really did. After the incident at Santa’s House, I made the decision to follow my doctor’s instructions and let my body recalibrate, but then New Year’s came and went, and I got tired of waiting. I never actually decided to stop taking my birth control pills, but I did get to the point where I frequently forgot to take them.”

“Does Mike know?” I asked. “About the forgetting?”

“No,” Bree admitted. “As far as he knows, I’ve been following my doctor’s orders to the ‘T.’”

Bree rested her forearms on the counter, cupping her hands on either side of the paper bag while not touching it. “Mike is going to kill me if he finds out that I didn’t follow my doctor’s orders as I agreed to do.” She cringed. “He’s going to be mad that I lied to him about being fine with the idea of waiting.” She blew out a long breath. “We even had a long talk about taking things slowly once the doctor cleared me. We both agreed we didn’t want to get back into the whole baby-making frenzy that seemed to make us both crazy when we were trying before. We had such a nice time on the trip we took last month. Mike commented on more than one occasion that he really enjoyed spending time as a couple, which is something we really hadn’t done since Ella was born. He suggested we might want to take another trip or two before we got serious about a second baby.” She paused, touching her hands to the bag but not opening it. “He suggested a trip to the ocean this summer. Perhaps San Diego or even Mexico. And then I responded by saying how romantic a week or two in a cabin this fall would be.” She looked directly at me. “Everything worked out well when Mike and I spent time in Hawaii last month. We knew Ella was safe with you and Tony, so we didn’t need to worry about her. Sleeping in, dining out, and taking long walks on the beach was so relaxing. I could tell Mike needed time for us to connect as a couple in love and not just as someone’s parents.”

I decided not to respond. I already knew all of this. Well, at least most of it. Mike had thanked Tony and me at least a million times after they returned from their trip. He’d asked if we would be willing to do it again, and we assured him we’d love to. I knew he had been looking at travel magazines as he tried to identify the perfect place for the mid-summer getaway he wanted to take Bree on. I couldn’t help but wonder if he would be disappointed if Bree was pregnant and they found themselves back in baby land.

I watched as Bree focused all her attention on the bag in front of her again.

“I guess the only way to know where things stand is to take the test,” I suggested.

“I know.”

I waited, but she didn’t move. “Do you want me to watch the counter while you run to the ladies’ room?”

She didn’t reply.

“I’ve never taken a test, but I think they’re pretty quick these days.”

She still didn’t reply.

“So, do you actually plan to take the test, or are you planning to just stare at the bag it’s in?”

She looked up from the bag and looked me in the eye. “I don’t know if I should take it. It seemed like a good idea when I bought it, but I’m scared.”

“Scared that you are pregnant or scared that you aren’t?”

“Yes.”

I frowned. “Yes, to which?”

“Both.”

Okay, knowing Bree, I supposed I understood that. If she was pregnant, she’d have to deal with her fear that Mike would be angry and probably even disappointed that the travel plans he’d been working on would likely need to be postponed. When Bree had been pregnant with Ella, she’d been so sick that she couldn’t do much of anything. I supposed it might be different this time, but given Bree’s history, I certainly wouldn’t bank on it.

Of course, if she wasn’t pregnant, as she thought she was, then I knew Bree would be brokenhearted. She genuinely wanted Ella to have a brother or sister, and she really wanted them to be close in age. In her mind, the timing of the whole thing was of the utmost importance. Of course, that was Bree. A planner since way back.

“Once you know the answer to the question of your impending parenthood for a second time, you can figure out how to deal with it, but you aren’t going to know what it is you need to deal with unless you take the test.”

I could sense that she was thinking that over.

“If you aren’t pregnant, you can return to your original plan. You can get back on your birth control pills and you can go to all your doctor visits, and once he clears you, you can continue to try.”

“And if I am pregnant?”

I smiled. “Then you will embrace that. We both will. The timing might not be perfect in Mike’s eyes, but if you are pregnant, he’ll realize that trips to San Diego and secluded cabins in the woods can’t compete with a new baby to dote on.”

“So you don’t think he’ll be mad that I lied to him about taking my birth control pills?”

I shrugged. “Knowing Mike, he might be mad for a minute and a half, but he’ll get over it. He loves you. He loves Ella. He loves the idea of building a family with you. Once he has a chance to make the mental adjustment, he’ll be happy for both of you.”

She looked me in the eye. “Promise?”

“Promise,” I said. My brother could be pigheaded at times, but he was a good guy who loved his wife. “I know that he’ll be there for you, no matter the outcome of the test.” I glanced at the bag. “So, are you going to take it?”

She put the bag under the counter. “Not yet. It probably would be best for me to wait and talk to Mike tonight, and admit what I did. As you indicated, he might be mad initially since I wasn’t completely forthcoming on more than one occasion, but as you suggested, I know he’ll get over it. Once he does, we’ll take the test together.”

I walked around the counter and gave Bree a hug. “I think that’s a good plan. Mike will appreciate the fact that you told him the truth before you even knew whether telling him the truth was going to be necessary.”

Bree hugged me one more time. “Thanks, Tess. This talk really helped.”

“Any time.”

I called to Tilly and the two of us said our goodbyes and then headed out. I needed to stop by the hardware and home supply store to pick up an order that Tony had called in, and then I wanted to stop by the animal shelter before I headed back up the mountain to the home Tony and I shared with our menagerie of animals. When I’d quit my job at the post office, my intention had been to work more hours at the shelter, and I had for a while, but then I realized that I really wanted to travel with Tony before we settled down and grew our own family, so after Brady Baker, the local veterinarian and shelter owner, had hired Aspen Wood, a wildlife specialist who had helped him to develop the wildlife side of what originally had been a domestic dog and cat shelter, I’d taken a step back and merged into more of an on-call position. I checked in whenever I was in town and tried to help when I had time, but I no longer orchestrated my life around a preset schedule.

“Morning, Hap,” I said to Hap Hollister. Hap owned and operated the hardware and home supply store.

“Tess, Tilly,” he greeted. “I guess you must be here to pick up the order Tony called in.”

“I am. Tony is tied up today, and he knew I planned to stop and chat with Bree, so he asked if I could pop in while I was in town.”

“I’m happy that you did. I have Tony’s order right here on the counter.”

He handed me the invoice to sign. Tony had an account at the store, so I knew Hap would add the items he’d ordered to his account.

“So, are you ready for your trip?” Hap asked.

Tony and I were heading to the Lake Tahoe area for a video game convention where he and his business partner, Shaggy, planned to launch their newest game. “I’m more than ready,” I replied. “A week in a ski chalet with nothing to do but ski and relax sounds perfect.”

“Shaggy was in a couple days ago, and he told me about a friend of his who has supposedly developed a new game that he’s claiming will redefine the standard in gaming for years to come.”

“I heard all about the game from Shaggy, and it does sound intriguing. If Shaggy’s friend, Loki, managed to work out the technology, it sounds like this new game might be the highlight of the convention. Tony, however, has doubts about the whole thing, but I can’t wait to see what Loki came up with.”

“Tony has doubts?” Hap said. “What sort of doubts?”

“He just doesn’t think that Loki has the skillset needed to work out the technology that he’s claiming to have worked out.”

“I see. Even if Loki’s game doesn’t quite live up to all the hype, you should still have a wonderful time. I hear that Tahoe has a ton of snow this year.”

“I’ve heard that as well.”

“Are you taking the animals?” he asked.

“Just Tilly. Aspen agreed to stay at the house and keep an eye on Titan, Kody, and the cats.”

“And Shanti?” Hap asked, referring to Shaggy’s girlfriend.

“She was going to come along, but then she found out about a yoga retreat in Hawaii and decided to do that instead.”

“I guess Hawaii would be the preferable destination at this time of the year.”

I shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong, I think Hawaii sounds fabulous, but since I like the snow and love skiing and snowboarding, I’ve actually been looking forward to the ski trip. I am sorry that Shanti isn’t planning to come with us. I’m sure Tony and Shaggy will be busy at the convention most of the time, so I’ll likely have to head up the mountain alone. And, of course, I won’t be able to be away from the rental house for long periods since I’m bringing Tilly with me, but the house Tony rented is right on the lake in Hidden Valley, which is a ski-in and ski-out sort of resort. I figure I’ll be close by so I can hit the slopes for a couple hours and then pop in and check on Tilly from time to time.”

“It sounds like a workable plan. Although, I suppose it would be easier if you just left Tilly home with the other animals.”

I looked at my best friend in the whole world, who thumped her tail when she noticed me watching her. “It would be easier, but I would miss her, and she would miss me, so in the long run, I think a little inconvenience on my part will be worth having her with me.” I glanced at the clock. “You know I love stopping to chat with you, but I really need to get going. I wanted to stop by and check in with Brady and Aspen at the shelter before I head home, and it’s already getting late.”

“Okay. Well, have a wonderful time. I guess I’ll see you when you get home.”

I promised Hap I’d stop by and tell him about the trip when I got home before I headed out the door. Once Tilly and I reached the plot of land where the veterinary hospital, animal shelter, and rehabilitation center for domestic and wild animals were located, I found a parking spot near the back of the lot. I wanted to stop in and say hi to Brady before I tracked Aspen down. Brady had helped me with an extremely sensitive situation this past December, and he hadn’t even asked many questions. I was eternally grateful for his aid and wanted to make sure that he knew I cared about him as a person and that I wasn’t just a friend who sought out favors, so I’d been going out of my way to stop by and say hi whenever I visited the shelter.

“Is Brady busy?” I asked the woman who answered the phone and checked patients in.

“He’s actually doing an emergency surgery on a dog who was hit by a car.”

“Then I won’t interrupt him. I’ll text him to let him know I stopped by to say hi. Is the dog going to be okay?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. The poor thing was in bad shape, but Brady is an excellent veterinarian. If anyone can save the dog, he can.”

“Brady is the best of the best,” I agreed.

I typed out a quick text to let Brady know I’d stopped by to say hi, but it was nothing important. I sent my hope that his patient would make a full recovery, and then I headed across the parking area to the domestic animal side of the shelter. When I entered the building, Aspen came running over to me. She was literally jumping up and down as she hugged me.

“You’ll never guess what I just found out.”

“What did you find out?” I asked.

“I just got off the phone with Zoe.”

I suspected that Aspen was referring to Zoe Donovan-Zimmerman, a pioneer in the fields of animal rescue and rehabilitation. She’d founded Zoe’s Zoo, a domestic and wild animal rescue and rehabilitation center, years ago with her now husband, Zak Zimmerman, and the work she’d done at her facility was legendary. Aspen had worked at Zoe’s Zoo before coming to work for Brady, and she had brought the depth of knowledge she’d obtained from her time with Zoe and put our little shelter on the map.

“And how is Zoe?” I asked. I’d never met the woman, but I admired her more than I could say.

“She’s great. Better than great. Zak and Zoe are in Lake Tahoe to attend the same video game convention you and Tony plan to attend.”

Now, I wanted to jump up and down. “Zak and Zoe Zimmerman are in Lake Tahoe?”

Aspen nodded. “I guess they got there a couple days ago. They’re actually renting a house near the Hidden Valley Resort since they wanted to get some skiing in ahead of the convention.”

“We’re staying in Hidden Valley as well,” I said. “Tony is going to flip.” While Tony was a very highly regarded software developer who had recently expanded into video games with his best friend, Shaggy, Zak Zimmerman was legendary in the business.

“Zoe told me that Zak and Alex developed a game together, and they plan to attend the convention in order to showcase it.”

I knew that Alex Bremmerton was a child genius who had gone to live with Zak and Zoe when she was ten. They’d essentially raised her as their own. The last I’d heard, she was attending college at Berkeley.

Aspen continued. “Zoe told me that initially, she wasn’t going to go with them, but then her parents offered to sit with the three younger children, so Zoe decided a few days on the slopes would be nice. Do you know what this means?”

“No. What does this mean?” I asked.

“That while the guys are doing their video game thing, you and Zoe can hang out. You like to snowboard, and Zoe likes to snowboard. You’re bringing Tilly, and Zoe plans to bring her dog, Charlie. The two of you are two of my favorite people on the planet. I just know that you’re going to get along.”

“I would love to meet Zoe,” I said. “I’ve been wanting to pick her brain about how to make the most from our efforts at the shelter. We are so lucky to have you, but she is the pioneer.”

“She really is. And she has this knack for knowing exactly what to do and when to do it. I wish I was going to Tahoe with you, but Brady needs me here. Besides, I’m all dialed in to stay out at your lake house to watch the animals while you’re away, and I’ve been looking forward to cooking in Tony’s gourmet kitchen and then soaking in your lakeside hot tub.”

“It is a great time of year to take a soak in the tub,” I agreed. I paused to let everything sink in. “Wow. Zak and Zoe Zimmerman. Tony really is going to flip.”


Chapter 2

The house Tony had rented for us was perched on a beautiful little lake. The lake, which was frozen solid for the winter, seemed like a popular place to ice skate. To the right and left of the house were houses similar to the one we were staying in, and behind the house, just beyond the deck, were majestic mountains peppered with ski lifts. Hidden Valley wasn’t the largest ski resort in the area or the most popular, but I liked the low-key atmosphere and was glad Tony had decided to rent a house here rather than closer to the convention center.

Tony asked what I thought of the house and surroundings after we arrived, and he had taken our luggage upstairs to our bedroom.

“The house is gorgeous. I love it. And I love the idea of being able to catch the ski lift just out my back door. I figured I could grab a few runs in the morning, come back and spend some time with Tilly, and then head out and catch a few more runs in the afternoon.”

“The resort also features a village with stores and casual dining restaurants within walking distance, a full-service spa, ice skating, snowmobiling, and even sleigh rides.”

I wrapped my arm around Tony’s waist. “It sounds magical. How far is the convention center from here?”

“It’s about a twenty-minute drive. I will admit that I went back and forth about renting a house so far away from the convention center, but I knew you really wanted to ski while you were here, and this ski resort really did seem to offer the most in terms of amenities and convenience.”

“It really is beautiful. Will you be heading over to the convention center today?”

He nodded. “Shaggy and I are going to check-in. We need to pick up our lanyards and name badges. I registered you just in case you decided you wanted to come for part of the festivities. I’ll check you in as well. Then Shaggy and I plan to take inventory to confirm that all the equipment I sent arrived and everything is in one piece. Once that’s done, I imagine we’ll start setting up our booth. The convention doesn’t start until tomorrow, but I want to be ready. You can come along if you want to, or you can wait here. I’ll be back in plenty of time for us to grab some dinner.”

“I’ll just wait here. I’d like to have a chance to look around. Tilly might appreciate a walk after being cooped up during the flight and drive up from Reno.”

He kissed me on the lips. “Okay, then I’ll see you in a few hours. I’ll text you if anything comes up, and it looks like I’ll be any longer than that.”

“Okay. Have fun.”

Once Tony and Shaggy left, I decided to bundle up and take the walk I’d mentioned to Tony. I was itching to hit the slopes, but since only a couple hours remained before the lifts closed, I figured buying a pass wouldn’t be worth it. Besides, the temperature had dipped, and the dark clouds that had been gathering beyond the mountain peaks in the distance appeared to be heading in our direction. Even though Tilly had been cooped up on the airplane and in the car, I wasn’t sure that she would want to take a long walk along snow-covered paths, but a short stroll on the groomed path that led to the village should be just about right.

As Tony had indicated I would, I found the village at the end of the snow-covered walkway that paralleled the lake. The village was tiny compared to some of the villages the larger ski areas supported, but it was quaint and casual, and I found it quite charming. I’d seen a photo of the village online as part of their Christmas in Hidden Valley campaign, so I knew the little village went all out with their decorations, the same as White Eagle did. Of course, the Christmas-specific decorations were long gone by this point, but the village still had a wintery feel, with white lights lining the roofs of almost every quaint little shop.

Making the decision to walk from one end of the village to the other and then cross at the end, I headed toward the first little shop. The village was laid out in a way that made it appear that it would be easy to locate all the casual dining restaurants, cute little mom-and-pop shops, and rustic bars mentioned in the brochure I’d found in our rental. Not only did the ski shop at the end of the row feature ski equipment for sale and rent, but it also featured outerwear such as heavy parkas, sweaters to layer, hats, gloves, and even sunglasses.

Next to the ski shop was a store that sold chocolate, followed by a store dedicated exclusively to socks, and then to a store that sold brand-name clothing and outerwear.

Tony had mentioned a spa, but since I hadn’t seen it, I asked one of the merchants about it and was told that the spa was located at the top of the mountain and would require a tram ride to reach. It sounded fun, although not really something I would do today, but since we would be here for a week, I was sure I’d take the time to check it out before I left.

The ski area was busy but compact. In addition to the rental houses, which had been built around the lake, a nice hotel that looked to have at least several hundred rooms was located near the foot of the main ski lift. There were lots of people loitering in the area, so opportunities for people-watching were abundant, but rather than people, it was the cute baby boutique that had caught my eye and had me crossing the street before I got to the end as I’d planned to do.

When I arrived at the baby boutique, I stuck my head in the door and asked the woman behind the counter if Tilly could come in. She responded that she was welcome as long as she was well-behaved, so I instructed Tilly to heal, and then we entered. Bree had called me this morning just as we were getting ready to leave for the airport to inform me that she’d spoken to Mike about her possible pregnancy as she’d planned to do. She shared that he was upset that she hadn’t followed her doctor’s orders, as she’d expected that he would be, but that once Mike calmed down, they talked about it some more, and he’d assured her that he’d support her no matter how things worked out. She’d taken the home pregnancy test with Mike’s support, and according to the test, she was indeed pregnant. I could tell that Bree was thrilled. I just hoped that Mike was as happy about things as she was.

“Those are cute,” I said to the petite woman, who was holding up two identical outfits. “Do you have twins?” I asked as Tilly wandered over to say hi to the woman’s tiny white dog.

“I do. Luke and Landon. They’ll be two in May.”

“Wow. That must be challenging.”

She laughed. “It is at times, but it’s also pretty wonderful.” She set the matching outfits to the side and picked up a ski suit that would probably fit a child around five or six. She looked at the cute ski sweater I’d picked out for Ella. “Do you have a daughter?”

“No, my husband and I haven’t taken the plunge and had children yet, so for the time being, I just satisfy my baby-shopping urges by buying things for my brother’s daughter.” I looked at the dogs who were sitting side by side watching us. “It looks as if Tilly and your dog have made friends.”

She smiled down at her little dog. The genuine affection in her gaze couldn’t be denied. “Charlie likes everyone.”

“He sure is cute. Is he a terrier of some sort?”

“Half Tibetan terrier and half mystery dog.”

I laughed. “Half mystery dog is the best breed. I’m Tess, by the way.”

“Zoe.”

“Zoe Zimmerman?”

She nodded. “Have we met?”

“I’m Tess Marconi from White Eagle.”

I guessed it was at this point when it dawned on her who I was since she leaned forward and hugged me. “You’re Aspen’s Tess. She’s told me all about you. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I’m sorry. I should have realized who you were once you told me your name.”

“It’s okay. Tess isn’t an uncommon name.”

“It isn’t, but I still should have realized.” She hugged me again. “We have so much catching up to do. I want to hear all about the new wildlife shelter you opened.”

“I’d love to tell you about it, and I’d love to ask for your advice on ways to improve our shelter. My husband, Tony, headed over to the convention center, and I don’t expect him back for at least a couple hours. We could grab a drink if you have time.”

“I’d love that. Zak’s at the convention center as well. I’ll text him and let him know what I’m doing. The pub around the corner seems to be fine with well-behaved dogs.”

I looked at Tilly and Charlie, who were both sitting quietly, watching us. “That sounds good. I guess I’ll shoot Tony a text as well.”

Once Zoe had paid for the three outfits she’d picked out, and I’d paid for the outfit I’d chosen for Ella, we headed toward the pub. We found a table near a window overlooking the ski slope with a fantastic view of the mountain and an excellent view of the monitor on the wall that seemed to have ski and snowboard videos running on a continuous loop. Once we’d been seated, we both ordered white wine to go with the fruit and cheese plate Zoe suggested.

“Okay, so I have to ask about Aspen. She assures me that she’s doing really well in White Eagle, as is the shelter Aspen went to work for, but she’s one of my favorite people, and I do worry about her,” Zoe started right in once our server delivered our fruit and cheese plate and glasses of wine.

“Aspen is doing great. Brady and I wanted to expand our domestic animal shelter to include wild animals, but neither of us had any real experience dealing with our wild friends. Brady was taking extra classes, trying to fill in the gaps in his education, and then Aspen came along and knew exactly what to do and when to do it. I’m happy to say that the expansion is going fabulously with Aspen in charge. Her presence really has made all the difference.”

Zoe placed her hand on my arm and gave it a squeeze. “I’m so happy to hear that. I love Aspen, and I want her to be happy.”

“She seems to have really enjoyed working for you. She talks about you all the time. In a way, I’m somewhat surprised she ever left the Zoo.”

“I don’t think she wanted to leave, but she did want to have more responsibility. I think she had ideas of her own that she wanted to implement, but our system was already in place by the time she came along. My partner, Jeremy, runs the Zoo with his right-hand woman, Tiffany. Aspen was a valuable employee, but we didn’t need her to run things, and she rarely had the opportunity to make changes. It sounds as if she was able to take what she learned working with us and build something wonderful in White Eagle.”

“She really has. Brady and I thank our lucky stars every day that Aspen found her way into our lives.”

Zoe leaned forward and lowered her voice just a bit. “So tell me about Brady. Aspen seems quite smitten with him, and my mothering instincts have kicked in now that they are casually dating.”

“Brady is fantastic. He’s sweet, intelligent, and a skilled veterinarian who genuinely cares about the people and the animals in his life. Aspen and Brady really are good together. It’s early yet, but I can see their relationship going the distance. And if it does, you can trust me when I say you have nothing to worry about.”

“I’m so glad to hear that. I only want the best for Aspen.”

“You should come to White Eagle and see what she’s built with Brady and me. I’m sure that Aspen would be excited to show off her work and her new boyfriend.”

“I just might do that. Maybe this summer.”

“If you do come, you’ll need to look me up. I’d love to show you around my town.”

“I’d like that. Zak and I plan to take our daughter, Catherine, twin sons, Luke and Landon, and honorary children, Alex and Scooter, abroad as soon as college lets out for the summer, but maybe we can make the trip out after we return.”

“That would be perfect. And I’d love to hear about your trip. I can’t imagine traveling with so many children.”

“Alex and Scooter are technically adults, and they help out with the younger three. It is somewhat crazy at times, but we make it work.”

If Zak and Zoe could have a house full of children and travel, then maybe that would work for Tony and me. I’d had this idea stuck in my mind since the beginning that once we had children, our traveling days would be over, but I could see now that I may have been wrong in that assumption.

I glanced at the screen on the wall as the video changed from images that had likely been recorded by a drone hovering overhead to images recorded by a snowboarder as he or she barreled down the ski slope. I assumed the snowboarder had a video camera attached to their helmet, which gave the viewer the feel of actually being on the ski slope, and commented about it.

“There are a bunch of videos on YouTube recorded by drones or skiers wearing a helmet camera. Zak and I went to a bar down the street on our first night here, and they had a screening of local skiers and snowboarders with helmet cameras barreling down some of the black diamond runs in the area. I imagine it’s an awesome way to experience the sport if you aren’t actually a skier. Do you ski or snowboard?” Zoe asked after the conversation paused.

“Both. I could ski almost before I could walk. How about you?” I asked.

“Same. I have plans tomorrow, but perhaps you and I can hit the slopes together the following day. I’ve done the solo thing many times, but it’s always much more enjoyable to share the experience with someone.”

“I’d love to go.” I looked at Tilly. “We’re staying in one of the rental houses on the lake, so access to the slopes is easy, but I will need to check in on Tilly during the day.”

“You can bring her to my place, and she can hang out with Charlie while we ski. We’ll do a few runs in the morning, head back to the house Zak rented for us for lunch, and perhaps we can take the dogs cross-country skiing in the afternoon.”

I smiled. “That sounds perfect. We need to exchange phone numbers before we leave today.”

She picked up her cell phone. “Give me your number, and I’ll text you the info.”

I rattled off my number and then looked out at the darkening night. “I should head back to the house. I walked over here, and it’s getting dark.”

“I have my SUV,” Zoe said. “I’ll give you a ride.”

“Are you staying here at the lake?”

She nodded. “We are. Zak rented a house on the lake. We’re probably not all that far from you.”

“It’d be convenient if our rental houses were close to each other,” I said.

She agreed as I paid the check, and then we walked out of the bar together. It was starting to snow, which was fine with me. Fresh snow on the slopes always made for the best kind of skiing.

Zoe headed toward the far end of the village and then paused when we reached the parking area. She motioned toward a man wearing a bright orange parka. He was talking on a cell phone while he paced back and forth. He seemed to be angry or stressed or both.

“See that man wearing a hole in the pavement?” she asked as she opened her hatchback and we loaded the dogs.

“Yeah. Do you know him?”

“That’s Craven Cabarella.”

“Craven Cabarella? The man who created Eradicator?”

She nodded. “After Craven hit it big with Eradicator, he approached Zak about teaming up with him on a game he was developing. Zak was busy working with his business partner, Pi, on the overseas expansion of his software company, so he turned him down. A year or so later, Craven approached Zak about investing in a new video game he was working on with a man named Mitchell Martin.”

“Loki,” I said, having heard Loki’s real name at some point along the way.

“Do you know him?” she asked.

“I don’t really know him, but I have met him in passing. He’s a friend of Shaggy’s. Shaggy is Tony’s business partner for his gaming projects.”

“Zak has mentioned that Tony and Shaggy are launching a new game this week.”

“They are,” I confirmed. “I heard that Zak teamed up with Alex, so I’m assuming he didn’t team up with Loki and Craven.”

“He did not. As I mentioned, Craven had teamed up with Loki on the new game, and by the point Craven approached Zak, the men were only looking for investors. While the storyboard and the overall concept Craven presented were impressive, Zak didn’t think that Loki had actually worked out the coding as Craven assured him that he had. Zak politely heard him out but, in the end, decided to pass.”

“Tony said much the same thing about the coding, but I heard that the men are planning to preview the game this week, so I suppose they must have worked it out after all.”

Zoe nodded toward the man, who was still pacing back and forth. “Does that look like a man who is confident that he’s about to be successful in launching a new game?”

I guessed that it really didn’t.

During the ride to the rental house, we chatted about skiing, snowboarding, and the changes that had been made to the equipment since we skied as children. She told me about her home in the alpine community of Ashton Falls, and I told her about my home in White Eagle. Though we lived in different states, our hometowns sounded quite similar. Small, tight-knit communities where everyone seemed to care about everyone else. I loved my hometown, and based on Zoe’s description, I was sure I’d love her small town as well.


Chapter 3

Shaggy had dropped Tony off at the rental house and then had headed out with a group he knew from conventions he’d previously attended. I hoped my being here wasn’t holding Tony back from joining in the festivities, but when I asked him about it, he assured me that he would much rather go out to dinner with me than head out to the casinos with Shaggy and his friends. It was a lovely evening with a few snow flurries in the air but absolutely zero wind to create a windchill, so Tony and I decided to bundle up and walk to the village.

“So, are you ready for tomorrow?” I asked as we walked, gloved hand in mittened hand, toward the Italian restaurant Tony had heard about.

“I think we are. Lots of people were there setting up today, which provided a ton of distractions as Shaggy and I paused to chat with people we knew from past events, but I think we did what we needed to do even though there was a lot going on. If not, we can take care of any last-minute details tomorrow. I’m supposed to moderate a panel in the morning, but Shaggy knows what needs to be done to promote our game, so I think he’ll be fine on his own for a while.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked as I paused to look in the window of a ski shop I hadn’t looked in earlier. The shop featured a display of outerwear in the window, including a jacket I knew I needed to have.

“Not really,” Tony answered as we began walking once again. “I know you’ve played the game and have a general understanding of what we’re trying to accomplish, but if there are questions, they’re likely to be more technical in nature.” Tony paused. “I think that’s where we’re heading.” Tony pointed to a building about halfway down the street that was brightly lit with the white lights I’d noticed earlier in the day.

“The building on the left?” I asked.

He nodded.

“I walked past the restaurant when I was in the village today. I didn’t go in, but I did peek in the windows. It looked like it had a nice atmosphere. Rustic yet elegant at the same time.”

Tony took my mittened hand in his gloved hand, and we continued down the street.

“So what do you think of Zak Zimmerman now that you’ve met him?” I asked.

“It’s obvious the guy is intelligent, and there is no doubt, based on his reputation, that he has done very well for himself, but he’s also very nice and down to earth. I have to admit that I was feeling somewhat intimidated when I heard he was going to be at the convention, but now that I’ve met him, I can see that I really had no reason to be nervous in the first place. He really does act like one of the guys.”

“His wife, Zoe, is really nice as well. I ran into her at the baby boutique, and we started chatting. We went for a drink and mostly talked about Aspen, Brady, and the shelter, but we plan to ski together this week, so I’m sure I’ll get the inside scoop on other aspects of her life. Did you know that if you count her honorary children, she has five children?”

“I did know that. Based on my conversation with Alex, one of the honorary children you just mentioned, even though she has a full house, Zoe is still very active in the community. She works at the shelter in Ashton Falls, consults with a local PI, helps with community events, and still has time to travel.”

I leaned my head on Tony’s shoulder. “This is going to sound ridiculous, but the whole time I was talking to Zoe, I couldn’t help but wonder if I wasn’t making our struggle to decide when to start a family much too complicated.”

He paused and looked directly at me. “What do you mean?”

“In my mind, I guess starting a family meant giving up other things in my life that I enjoy. I had this idea that we couldn’t travel if we had children, and if there was a baby at home, then working at the shelter and volunteering in the community would come to an end. I’m not sure where I got that idea exactly, but in my mind, I really did think that having a baby would mean the end to so many things.”

“And you no longer think that?”

I furrowed my brow. “I’m not sure. But while I was talking with Zoe about the trip abroad that she plans to take with her entire family this summer and the RV trip the entire family took this past summer, I realized that having a baby wouldn’t necessarily mean an end to my life. It might simply mean a new beginning.”

Tony smiled. He put an arm around my shoulder and escorted me into the warm restaurant. I knew Tony wanted a baby but didn’t want to pressure me until I was ready, so I suspected he was pretty happy to hear that I was looking at the idea from another perspective.

We were shown to a table near a window that looked out over a ski run all lit up for night skiing. Tony ordered a bottle of wine, and we looked over the menu.

“Pizza or pasta?” I asked.

“Either is fine,” Tony said. “If we get pizza, we can share. If we get pasta, I think I’ll try the lasagna.”

“Lasagna does sound good. Maybe with a salad and a side of garlic bread.”

“Sounds perfect to me,” Tony said, setting his menu aside.

I looked around the room. “It really is cozy in here.”

“It is,” Tony agreed. “I love the log walls and the huge river rock fireplace.”

“The interior has the feel of a mountain cabin, but the linen napkins and tablecloths make it seem a bit more elegant than a cabin.”

“I wonder how Aspen is doing with our dogs and cats,” Tony commented.

“I guess we can call her after we get home, but before we head out to the hot tub that I noticed on the deck.” I laced my fingers with Tony’s from across the table. “So, what time are you expecting Shaggy to return?”

“It’ll probably be late. I guess the group Shaggy went out with planned to do a buffet dinner and then hit the casino floor for a few hours. I really doubt we’ll see him before midnight.”

“So we’ll be alone.”

He smiled. “We will.”

I smiled back. “Good.”

The waiter brought our wine, salad, and bread, which broke the mood just a bit. Not that the mood couldn’t be rekindled, but at this moment, eating our delicious meal seemed to be both our priorities.

“Other than running into Zoe at the baby boutique, how was your afternoon?” Tony asked.

“It was nice. Tilly and I walked around the village. We did a bit of window shopping, and I even went inside a few of the shops that really caught my attention. After we ran into Zoe, we went to one of the pubs and had a glass of wine, and then she drove Tilly and me home. I called Bree to see how things were going since I had a feeling that now that enough time had passed for it to really sink in that she was having another baby, she’d begin to freak out.”

“And is she freaking out?” Tony asked.

“Oh yeah. Big time. Bree’s happy one minute and crying the next.” I used my fork to stab a piece of lettuce and then paused. “I love Bree. I really do. And she’s such a good mom. But I think all the craziness she seems to experience whenever she’s pregnant or trying to get pregnant is part of the reason I find myself deciding to wait. When Zoe and I were talking today, she made the whole thing sound so easy. I mean, she does have help. Zak’s honorary grandmother lives with them, and Zoe’s parents and her two best friends live close by and are happy to help. I’m sure there are still challenges that must be faced, but based on our discussion, she made it seem pretty easy.”

Tony paused and looked me in the eye. “Do not take this next statement as an indicator that I am trying in any way to talk you out of thinking about a baby, but I imagine that Zoe faces the same challenges and struggles as any mother. You chatted with her today while sipping wine in a pub. The children weren’t present and making demands, so having children and living a full life might seem easy.”

“I suppose you’re right. I’m sure none of it is as easy as Zoe made it sound.”

“If the two of you do end up spending time together this week, perhaps you can ask her about the challenges she’s faced and the solutions she’s managed to work out.”

“Maybe I will.”

Tony squeezed my hand with his. “So about this hot tub.”

“Right on the lake under an overcast snowy sky.”

“Now that sounds about perfect. Let’s finish our meal and then head back to the house. We can take Tilly out and then settle in for a night of some you and me time.”


Chapter 4

Shaggy and Tony had left early the following morning, and I had elected to sleep in. Tony had ridden to the convention center with Shaggy, leaving me the SUV he’d rented for the two of us, assuring me as he handed me the keys that I should take my time, enjoy my morning, and arrive whenever it felt right to do so. I was interested in looking at all the new games, but it was cold and windy today, so spending a quiet morning in our cozy lakeside house sounded pretty awesome.

Once I finally rolled out of bed, I took Tilly out for her morning constitutional, and then I headed back to the house for coffee and bagels. I fed Tilly and then moved toward the shower. Tony said I could meet him at the convention center whenever I was ready, but now that I was up and moving, I decided that heading toward Tahoe was the best idea at this point. I supposed I could lounge around here all day, but I was sure a lot would be happening at the video game convention to keep me entertained.

The drive between Hidden Valley and Tahoe was absolutely gorgeous. There were lots of little lakes tucked into the welcoming arms of the majestic mountains. The fresh snow made everything look so crisp and clean, and the sky, which seemed to be completely overcast one minute and then totally free of clouds the next, was exceptionally blue.

My cell phone rang as I reached the summit which separated Lake Tahoe and Hidden Valley. It was my mom. I had hands-free Bluetooth in the SUV, so I gave the voice command to answer.

“Hey, Mom. I’m driving, and the reception is iffy in this area, so I may lose you, but I can hear you for now. What’s up?”

“You’re driving? Are you on your way home?”

“No, I’m in Tahoe at the video game conference with Tony.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot you were doing that this week. The reason I’m calling is to ask you about inviting Garret to our annual Fourth of July party.”

“It’s February.”

“I know, but getting out in front of things never hurts. The party might be five months away, but we always seem to leave things until the last minute, and then everyone is frantically making plans. I want to do it real big this year, so I’m jumping in early.”

I’d noticed that Mom seemed to be having more and more of these frantic moments as of late. I’d talked to Tony about it, and he reminded me that as people aged, some individuals suffered from anxiety that led to what seemed to be manic periods of action followed by periods of deep depression. Mom wasn’t really all that old, and I thought her need to over-plan was rooted in something specific rather than just the natural progression of time.

“It seems that Garret is a busy man, and I wanted to let him know about the party before he booked something else for the Fourth. I don’t suppose you have his number.”

“No. I don’t have it with me. As I said, I’m in Tahoe. Can we talk about this when I get home?”

“Certainly, dear. I guess five months is a little early to start sending out invites. So, how is the trip?”

I wanted to distract her from her mission to get ahold of my father, so I told her about meeting Aspen’s friend, Zoe, and, as a way of prolonging the conversation, I exaggerated how much we seemed to have in common. I mentioned the similarities between our two shelters as well as some of the differences I’d picked up on during our discussion. I talked about her husband and her children and the cute-sounding town she lived in. I did my best to distract Mom, but despite my best efforts, she continued to remind me to send her Garret’s address and phone number when I had the chance.

If I hadn’t been driving. I might have closed my eyes at this point. The last thing I wanted was to have Mom think she could start contacting Dad any time the mood hit her. Not that I even had an address or direct phone number for Dad. If we needed to reach him, Tony had a protocol he was to follow. A protocol that was hugely complex and usually took a couple of days to complete.

“I just pulled into the parking area for the convention, so I really have to go,” I said to Mom. “How about we talk about all this when I get home.”

“Okay, dear. Have fun at the convention. And be careful on the ski slopes. You’re not as young as you used to be, and balance decreases as bones become more brittle as we age.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised and then hung up. I was surprised Mom hadn’t mentioned Bree and baby number two. I guessed Mike and Bree might have decided to wait to tell everyone. If that was the case, I didn’t blame them since both my mom and Bree’s mom had been what one might refer to as overhelpful the last time Mike and Bree were expecting. If I knew Bree, she would wait as long as possible before making the big announcement.

Once I found a place to park, I turned the engine off and just sat for a few minutes. I found myself wondering if something was really up with Mom. Was she dealing with a medical issue I wasn’t aware of? Not only had I noticed an increase in her anxiety levels and her need to have everything planned out months in advance, but all this talk about brittle bones and balance seemed a bit premature to me.

Once we’d checked in, Tilly and I made our way toward the booth where Tony and Shaggy had set up their game for preview, along with the promotional material they planned to give to anyone interested in their new game. The booth Tony and Shaggy shared was set up across from the booth Zoe’s husband, Zak, and their honorary daughter, Alex, had been handling. I noticed that Zak was working the booth alone while Zoe and Alex competed in one of the many team competitions that were taking place around the perimeter. As I stood there watching mother and daughter try to hold their own against a pair of men I figured must be college-age, it struck me how much fun they were having. Zoe was an okay player but certainly not accomplished enough to hold her own against others who had teamed up to compete. If not for Alex, who was very good, I suspect the mother-and-daughter team would have been knocked out of the competition long ago.

“They sure look like they’re having fun,” I said to Shaggy, who had wandered over to say hi.

“They seem to be having a blast, although I suspect they’ll be knocked out of the competition with this round. Alex is good, but Zoe’s just okay.”

“Maybe Zak and Alex should have teamed up,” I suggested.

“If they had, they would have been more competitive, but I suspect Alex and Zoe are both in it for the fun. They break out laughing when either of them makes a mistake, and they’ve been ribbing each other since they started. Are you and Tony going to give it a go?”

I turned and looked toward where Tony was talking to a man I didn’t recognize. “Maybe. But if you and Tony want to team up, I’m fine with keeping an eye on the booth.”

“I’m already teamed up with Grunge,” Shaggy informed me.

“Grunge?” I asked.

He pointed toward a tall, thin man with long hair at a booth just to the left of us. He appeared to be with the group from Trawler Games. “Tony volunteered to sit out and watch the booth while Grunge and I competed, but if you and Tony want to give it a go, I’ll watch the booth and keep an eye on Tilly.”

“Maybe. I’ll ask Tony if he wants to. It looks like it might be fun.”

I watched Zoe miss an easy score and smiled. Despite the fact that we were close to the same age, I felt a bit like the little sister when I was around her. While she wasn’t much older than me, she certainly had been doing everything longer. She’d been a shelter owner since before I’d even started at the White Eagle shelter as a volunteer; she’d been in the amateur sleuthing game long before I’d started helping Mike; she already had five children and seemed to have found her groove as a parent while I’d yet to have my first. Not that it was a competition, mind you, but it did do my ego good to know that I was much better at video games than she was.

The team Zoe and Alex had been battling was declared the winner of that round, which had Zoe and Alex hugging like they’d won. They good-naturedly congratulated the winning team before they left the gaming area arm in arm.

“Tess,” Zoe waved as she called out my name. She took Alex by the hand and came jogging toward me. “I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to introduce you to Alex.” She turned and looked at Alex. “This is the awesome woman Aspen is always going on and on about.”

Alex came in for a hug. “I’m so happy to finally meet you. I really have heard so much about you that I feel like I already know you.”

“And I’m happy to meet you as well,” I said. “Aspen has told me so much about the entire Zimmerman clan. How are you liking Berkeley?”

“I love it.” She grinned. Alex launched into a dialogue about the classes she was taking and all the remarkable people she’d met, and by the time she was wrapping things up, I felt as if I’d known the young woman for years rather than minutes. I could see why Aspen cared so deeply for this family. They really were exceptional. On multiple occasions, I’d asked Aspen if she ever regretted leaving Ashton Falls, and she assured me that while she had family there, she felt as though she’d found her home in White Eagle. I really hoped that was true.

“I need to go and relieve Zak,” Alex said. “He’s supposed to give a presentation in Conference Room B. It was so nice meeting you.” She gave me one more hug. “I’m sure we’ll have the opportunity to hang out again before the week is over.”

“I’d like that,” I said. After Alex jogged away, I turned and looked at Zoe. “Wow. She’s great. So friendly and outgoing.”

“Alex is the best,” she said. Her face grew serious. “Before I met Alex, I really struggled with the idea of being a mother. Zak wanted children, but I kept stalling, and then Alex came into my life, and suddenly, the very thing I feared to that point was doable. Alex opened my eyes to what a parent-child relationship could be. While Alex isn’t my child biologically, she is the child of my heart. I owe her so much.”

I had to admit that I hadn’t been expecting that. Zoe seemed to have it all together. I guessed I’d just assumed that parenting had come easy to her the way everything else seemed to. Maybe I’d been wrong in my assumptions. Perhaps she’d had her own insecurities to deal with as she carved out the life she had and seemed to love. When I had the chance, I’d ask her about it. For now, I’d simply team up with my gorgeous husband and beat the pants off whichever teams were between us and the trophy.


Chapter 5

Tony and I hadn’t made it all the way to the championship round, but we had made a lot of progress and had a wonderful time. Once we were finally knocked out, Shaggy approached.

“I need to meet up with Grunge,” Shaggy informed us. “Our team made it to the championship round, which is set to start in the next twenty minutes.”

“No problem,” Tony said. “I have the booth.”

“And I’ll help Tony,” I offered. “Good luck.”

“Thanks, we’ll need it. The team from Stardust has been killing everyone.”

“Stardust is a large company. I’m sure they’re able to recruit those with game-playing talent.”

“I have no doubt,” Shaggy said.

Once Shaggy left, Tony took my hand and led me toward a table with all sorts of swag he and Shaggy were giving away. I usually wasn’t all that interested in these sorts of freebies, but there was a good selection of mugs to choose from, so perhaps I’d pick one up for Aspen as a thank-you gift for watching the kids.

“There’s going to be a huge reception this evening to preview the new game Loki has been talking about for the past two years,” Tony informed me. “I’d planned to attend at least for a while. Would you like to come along with me?”

I looked down at my casual attire and then glanced at Tilly. “I’m not sure I’m dressed properly to attend the reception, and we have Tilly.”

“You look fine, but I’m not sure about bringing Tilly along since it will be crowded and noisy. I guess you can run her back to the house. The reception starts at six. I don’t know how long it might go, but I only plan to stay for an hour or so.”

“Okay, I’ll take Tilly back to the house, give her dinner, and settle her in. I should be able to be back here by five-thirty. We’ll attend the reception together, and then we can grab some dinner after.”

Tony agreed to my plan, so I called Tilly and headed toward the door. It had been hot, crowded, fairly loud, and chaotic inside, and I could sense that Tilly was happy to be out of there. Tilly was the tolerant sort who usually easily adapted to any situation, but she was getting older, and as she aged, I noticed that she seemed to have a natural aversion to loud noises and busy spaces.

The snow had started falling during our drive back to the house. I considered dressing up a bit before meeting Tony for the reception, but Tony had indicated that it was casual, and with fresh snow falling, I realized I needed to be mindful of my shoes, so boots with sturdy soles seemed to be the most popular option. I decided to change into wool pants, a lightweight sweater, and leather boots with wide heels. I freshened my makeup, grabbed my jacket, said goodbye to Tilly, and headed out the door and back toward the convention center.

By the time I was at the halfway point between the rental house and the convention center, the overhead clouds had cleared. There was nothing but forest and meadow and more forest and meadow along this stretch of the road, which made the stars in the dark sky appear closer than I’d seen them for quite some time. I was tempted to pull over and embrace the view, but I didn’t want to be late and make Tony worry, so I continued driving. We had some pretty spectacular skies at home on the lake, but I still never grew tired of witnessing the natural splendor of an unobstructed winter sky.

I was about ten minutes from the convention when my cell phone rang. It was Mike, so I answered with my Bluetooth.

“Hey, Mike. What’s up?”

“Mom.”

I was afraid Mom might call Mike looking for Garret’s number when I hadn’t come through for her. “What did Mom want?” I asked, feigning innocence.

“She wanted Uncle Garret’s contact information. I told her I didn’t have it, but she mentioned calling you.”

“She did call me, actually. I stalled by reminding her that I was in Tahoe, but I don’t think she is going to drop this.”

“I was afraid of that.” Mike blew out a long breath. “What are we going to do?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But we don’t need to do anything today. How about you and I get together so we can talk about this after Tony and I get home from Tahoe.”

“Okay. It sounds like you have Mom on hold, at least for now, so I guess it can wait. So how is Tahoe?”

I shared some of the highlights without going into too much detail. I had a feeling that Mike might still be struggling with the baby versus traveling thing, and I didn’t want to go overboard describing the beauty of the area.

“You sound tired. Is everything okay?” I asked, opening the door for Mike to bring up whatever was on his mind if he wanted to while still steering clear of prying territory.

“Billy Hobogan is out of town.”

“Ah,” I said. “I guess Elma must have gotten you up early.”

“Every morning this week.”

Elma Hobogan was a woman in her eighties who lived with her grandson, Billy. Billy was a wonderful man who took good care of his grandmother, but he also worked for a company that occasionally sent him to out-of-state conferences. It seemed that whenever Billy was away, Elma began hearing, seeing, and experiencing things. Noises from outside the window, noises coming from the basement or the attic, strange shadows, noxious odors, really anything and everything Elma could use as a reason for Mike to stop by her place and check things out.

I stifled a smile. “You’re the one who gave Elma your personal cell phone number,” I reminded him.

“I did. It might have been a mistake, but the last time Billy was away, she seemed even more skittish than usual, and I figured that having my number would make her feel safer. All it really did was provide a means for her to call me at five a.m. if the mood struck her.”

“I think it’s a nice thing you did for Elma. I’m sure it’s frightening for her to be alone in that big house when Billy is away. Having you to call likely does give her comfort.”

Mike groaned. “Yeah, I know. And each time I’ve stopped by, she’s given me homemade cookies or cake. Of course, in the past five days, I’ve been out to her place eight times to check for prowlers, so by this point, the cookies and cakes are beginning to pile up.”

“When is Billy coming home?” I asked.

“On Saturday.”

“This is Wednesday, so that isn’t too bad. I guess you can share your treats with Frank and Gage,” I referred to Mike’s two partners.

“Trust me, I’ve been sharing the treats with everyone I come into contact with.”

I could hear voices in the background. It sounded like Frank was letting Mike know that he had another call.

“Listen, I have to go,” Mike said. “We’ll talk about the Uncle Garret situation when you get back in town.”

“Okay. And in the meantime, hang in there.” With that, I hung up.

Once I arrived at the convention center, I parked and got out. Sliding my driver’s license, credit card, lip gloss, and keys into my pant pockets, I locked my purse in the SUV so I wouldn’t need to keep track of it and headed toward the front door of the convention facility. Since I was already checked in, I only needed to scan my badge. After entering the building, I headed toward Tony and Shaggy’s booth, where I figured Tony would be waiting for me.

“Is it still snowing?” he asked after greeting me.

“It stopped by the time I was about halfway here, but I suspect we are enjoying a brief reprieve. How’d Shaggy do?”

“Surprisingly, his team took first place.”

“Why are you surprised? Shaggy is really good at what he does.”

“He is, but the other team was as well.” Tony glanced toward the front of the room, where a group of men were huddled up talking. “The men gathered at the front of the room are some of the investors who bankrolled the game Loki and Craven are planning to showcase at the reception. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but they seem to be deep in an intense discussion about something.”

“Zoe and I saw Craven yesterday when we were in the village. He was pacing around while he talked on the phone. The guy seemed to be stressed about something. In fact, Zoe said that Zak suspected that Loki didn’t have the technology for the game he presented to investors worked out quite as well as he told everyone.”

“I thought the same thing when I spoke to him.” He looked at his watch. “It’s six o’clock, so they should be getting things up and going any minute now.” He looked around at the boxes he’d stacked along the booth’s back wall. “I’m just going to leave most of this here, but there is some expensive equipment I don’t want to leave behind, so I’m going to take it out now. Do you have the keys to the SUV?”

I held them up. “I’ll help you carry this out. Working together, we should be able to move everything in two trips.” I looked toward Zak and Alex’s booth. “It looks as if the Zimmerman clan left.”

“They did. I asked Zak if he planned to attend the reception, but he said they were going to pass. I guess he had plans to take Zoe and Alex out for a nice dinner and decided to keep those plans.” Tony glanced back toward the group in the front, who seemed to be arguing about something. “If they don’t get organized and begin ushering everyone into the reception room by the time we load the SUV, I think we’ll take off as well.”

“Is Shaggy here?”

Tony looked around the room. “He’s here somewhere. I guess he has a group he hangs out with at these sorts of things, and according to Shaggy, the group planned to attend the reception to check out the new game, and then they planned to hit the casino.”

“Again? I hope Shaggy doesn’t lose all his money.”

“At this point, he says he’s winning, but we both know that will only last so long.”

By the time we’d finished loading Tony’s equipment into the SUV, the event organizers had opened the doors to the reception room, and those who planned to attend had begun to funnel in. I wasn’t in all that much of a mingling mood, but I was interested in getting a peek at the new game, and I figured it never hurt to circulate and pick up on all the latest gossip.

When the woman with the champagne came by, Tony grabbed two glasses. He handed one to me, and then we slowly walked along the promotional table, pausing to look at the different fliers and pamphlets that had been provided. Well-organized information was presented about the company, the key players within the company, and the game being previewed as well. I picked up the colored flier that provided both a description of the game and photos of the game as it was being played. “This does look pretty awesome,” I said.

“It is impressive, and if everything Loki has been promoting really did come together, then the team appears to have figured out some amazing next-generation animation. I’m curious to see how it appears on the screen.”

“Will they have games available to try out this evening?” I wondered.

“I’m not sure. The company has been advertising a preview, so I guess it might be.”

Tony and I continued to circulate. Tony knew many of those in attendance, so we frequently stopped for him to introduce me. I hoped I wouldn’t run into these same people later in the evening or later in the week since I would never remember so many names when there were so many all at once. By the time we reached the back corner farthest away from the promotional table, the room had cleared out just a bit, and the remaining crowd was becoming restless. Those who had gathered appeared to be anxious for the preview to begin.

“I heard the delay is due to some sort of a problem with the software,” a woman wearing a green sweaterdress said quite loudly to the group she’d been talking to. “I even heard that the program has bugs that never were worked out.”

“That’s not going to make the investors happy,” a woman wearing blue jeans and a gray sweater responded.

“I can assure you that if anything about the rumor is true, heads are going to roll,” a tall man wearing black pants agreed.

“I’ve heard the rumors, but it seems that if the program had bugs, they would have found a way to cancel the reception before this point,” a man wearing khaki pants and a green polo shirt said.

I glanced at Tony, who had also been listening to the conversation. He was frowning but didn’t say anything. I didn’t know enough about computers, software, or any of it to have an opinion, but it sounded like something big might be happening.

“You know that Rogue Digital is in trouble financially,” the woman in the gray sweater said to the group. “I heard that they laid off most of their staff, and if the game they’re here to launch doesn’t make a huge splash, they’ll likely be out of business by the time the spring launch is underway. If you ask me, the company decided not to cancel the reception just to get folks in the door. Apparently, they figured they’d deal with the fallout when they had to.”

“I guess you’ve noticed that Craven and Loki are both MIA,” the man wearing the black pants said.

“I’ve heard the rumor that both men have been missing since yesterday,” a tall man standing to the left of the man wearing the black pants said.

“Missing?” the woman in the green sweaterdress asked. “Missing where?”

“I have no idea,” the man wearing the black pants said. “I just overheard the group standing in the front of the room talking about the situation, and someone mentioned that Loki and Craven are both missing.”

“I’m sure that’s just a rumor,” the woman wearing the gray sweater said.

“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if the rumors are true,” the man wearing the black pants said. “I never thought that Loki had the software worked out as he’s been telling everyone he did. If you ask me, he took the money and ran once he realized he was in over his head.”

“He wouldn’t do that,” the woman in the gray sweater said.

“Wouldn’t he?” the man wearing the black pants asked. “I bet he’s sitting on a beach somewhere in South America, enjoying the money the investors ponied up to develop the game he had an idea for but didn’t possess knowhow to execute.”

“Do you think that’s what is happening?” the man wearing the khaki pants asked. “Do you think Rogue Digital overpromised to make the major investors happy but couldn’t deliver?”

“That’s the story that makes sense to me,” the man wearing the black pants replied.

“I’d heard the rumors that Loki had oversold his ability to supply his investors with a game with next-generation technology, but I assumed they were just rumors,” the woman in the green sweaterdress said with a tone of worry in her voice.

“Can I have your attention?” a man standing on the platform in the front of the room said into a microphone. “First of all, I want to take a minute to welcome everyone. As you can see, detailed information about the game is available on the table in the front of the room. I hope you will all take a minute to look over the information. I believe the concept we’ve come up with is exceptional. Having said that, I’m afraid we’re experiencing technical problems and will be unable to demo the game as originally planned.”

There was a loud groan that could be heard throughout the room. The groan was quickly followed by complaints and then questions.

The man held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I really don’t have any additional information for you at this time. I sincerely apologize for the inconvenience. Please help yourself to the champagne and hors d’oeuvres we’ve provided.”

After completing his short statement, the man left the stage and exited the building through a back door.

I looked at Tony. “So what do you think?”

“I’m actually not sure what to think. Let’s find Shaggy and see if he’s heard anything that we haven’t, and then let’s get out of here. I’m starving, and we should check on Tilly.”

“That sounds good to me.”

Tony finally tracked down Shaggy, who was chatting with a group of gamers in the back room about the abrupt cancellation of the preview everyone was expecting would happen this evening. Shaggy didn’t know much more than we did at this point, but he did share that he’d also heard the rumor that Loki hadn’t been able to deliver what he’d promised to his investors. Shaggy also said he’d heard that no one had seen Loki or Craven since the previous day.

Once Shaggy confirmed that he still planned to go to the casino with his friends and wouldn’t return to the rental until later that evening, we headed back toward Hidden Valley. The plan was to pick up some food and take it to the rental so we didn’t have to leave Tilly alone longer than necessary. Once we arrived in the village, we found a bar and grill that allowed dogs on the enclosed and heated patio. Deciding to pick up Tilly and bring her out with us, we drove to the house, picked her up, and then returned to the village.

There was something magical about walking under a canopy of white lights twinkling overhead. Even though it had been dark for hours, almost all the eateries, bars, and ski and gift shops were still open. Tony’s hand felt warm in mine as we walked with Tilly from the parking area toward the bar and grill with the dog-friendly enclosed patio. The breeze had picked up just a bit, and the clouds that had previously been scattered across the sky had begun to gather.

“If there’s a strong stormfront coming in, I hope it holds off until we get back to the house,” I said.

Tony looked up into the dark sky. “It does look as if the snow will arrive sooner rather than later. Our vehicle isn’t all that far, and we’re dressed warm, so we should be fine.”

“Something sure smells good,” I said, taking a deep breath to enjoy the aroma created by the barbecue place we walked past. “I may have to stop in there for lunch one day.”

Tony held the door for Tilly and me once we reached the bar and grill we were headed toward. The hostess told us we could head on back to the enclosed patio and sit wherever we wanted. She assured us she’d be along with menus and water in just a moment. Transparent plastic walls and overhead heat lamps added to the cozy atmosphere of the deck area. There were other patrons with dogs, so I felt comfortable that no one would mind Tilly being there.

“There was a couple eating fish and chips that looked delicious when we first walked in,” I said. “The burger that the woman at the table just to the left of us is eating looks pretty good as well,” I whispered.

Tony picked up his menu. “They have a prime rib sandwich that looks pretty good, and you can never go wrong with the steak nachos.”

Tony and I kicked around a few more ideas but eventually decided to share a sampler platter. That way, we figured we could have a bit of a lot of different things.

“When I was driving to the convention center this morning, my mom called me,” I informed him. I’d meant to mention it earlier, but given everything that had been going on, I’d actually forgotten about it until Mike called and reminded me.

“She did? How was your mom?”

“She’s fine. She hoped I had Uncle Garret’s phone number.”

Tony almost choked on the tall, frosty beer the waitress had just dropped off at our table. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her I was in Tahoe and didn’t have that sort of information with me, but that only bought me a week. I have no idea what I will tell her when we get home. When she walked in, and I first introduced her to Uncle Garret, I indicated that he and I had been communicating, so she won’t buy it if I tell her I don’t have his contact information.”

“In retrospect, I guess we should have realized our lie was going to lead to problems down the road, but at the moment, it seemed the best way to go.”

Tony was right. We should have realized our lie would lead to additional problems.

“Mike called during my return trip to the convention center. When I didn’t have the information Mom wanted, she called him. At this point, we both agreed that Mom was temporarily in a holding pattern, but we also agreed that she wouldn’t drop this. We’re going to need to figure out how to handle this.”

“I guess we might want to bring your dad into the discussion. I’ll reach out to him when we get home, and then you and me, Mike and Bree, and your dad can come up with a solution that will work for everyone.”

I supposed that was the best plan at this point.

I nodded toward the monitor at the front of the room, which seemed to be showing ski and snowboard videos on a continuous loop, like the monitor at the bar Zoe and I had visited. “Zoe told me that the videos being shown on the monitors in the village are actually videos of local skiers and snowboarders.”

“I heard that as well. The first day we were in the area, Shaggy mentioned that many locals record their runs with helmet cameras and then post them to YouTube.”

“It’s fun to watch,” I said as the individual who had been recording the segment of the video we were watching was involved in a pretty spectacular wipeout.

“I bought a video camera for my helmet at one point, but after the initial thrill wore off, I got bored, and the camera ended up in a drawer.” A shot that was obviously recorded by an overhead drone came on the screen. “Maybe I should have brought my drone. I could have recorded you tackling some of the black diamond runs in the area.”

“It would be fun to watch myself plow down the mountain.” I pushed back a bit from the table. “Right now, however, I’m stuffed. How about we head back to the house.”

“Are you up for another visit to the hot tub?”

“Always.”


Chapter 6

Tony left for the convention the following morning while it was still dark, but Tilly and I decided to sleep in again. When I finally pulled the blackout curtains to the side, I was greeted with a bright sunny day and several inches of fresh snow.

The first order of business was letting Tilly out. If we were at home, I could simply open the door and let her out to do her thing, but dogs needed to be accompanied by their humans at all times here. I dressed in a warm pair of jeans, a long-sleeved t-shirt, and a wool sweater. After lacing up my boots, I clipped the leash on Tilly’s collar and headed out into the frigid morning.

Once that was accomplished, I put a pot of coffee on to brew and started gathering my supplies for the day ahead. Zoe and I planned to ski together today. I’d told Zoe I’d meet her at her rental house at nine-thirty and didn’t want to be late. The walk to her place was short, and before I knew it, Zoe and I were on our way to check in for our first run.

“The snow we got last night seems to have smoothed out the icy patches,” Zoe said when we met up at the bottom of the mountain following our first run.

“I can’t speak to the prior condition of the runs, but the snow seems just about perfect today,” I agreed.

“The runs have actually been fine since we’ve been here, but the snow we received yesterday seems to have provided the icing on the cake.”

“I noticed drones overhead as we skied,” I said.

“I noticed that on my first day here and asked about it. Apparently, the village buys video footage to show on the monitors that have been hung all around the village. The first day Zak and I were here, a drone followed us all the way down the slope, and then the next day, I happened to catch a video of Zak and me on the screen at the ice cream shop.”

“When we saw the videos on Tuesday, I didn’t realize they had drones that recorded random skiers and snowboarders. I guess I just figured the drones were sent up by skiers who planned to record their own runs.”

“I think the village buys both types of footage. Local skiers and snowboarders often orchestrate the narrative of the videos they record, and drones capture the antics of anyone on the slopes on the day the video was recorded. Some of the videos of beginners on the kiddie slopes are hilarious.”

“I guess they would be. I haven’t seen any of those at this point.”

Zoe looked up at the mountain. “I figure we can make a couple more runs and then return to my place for lunch. There’s a nice blue square run not far from here, but when I tried it the other day, there was a very long line at the lift. There’s a black diamond run on the far side of the mountain, but it requires a short bus ride to access, and I didn’t think it was worth the effort. There is also a nice, yet challenging, run at the top of this mountain. The groomed trail is considered to be a black diamond run, but there’s a double black diamond run just out of bounds, which winds through the trees.” Zoe looked at her watch and then looked up into the sky. “The black diamond run requires three lifts to access, but it is truly gorgeous. I was up there the day we arrived and realized you can see Lake Tahoe from the top of the mountain. Of course, it was a bit less overcast when I was up there, and the lake is a good ten to fifteen miles away, so I can’t guarantee we’ll be able to see it today, but it’s a beautiful run either way.”

“I’m game,” I said. “If there is a view from the top, I’d love to see it.”

Not that I wouldn’t have gone had Zoe and I not connected, but skiing with a partner was a lot more fun than skiing alone was. As they say, the worst day skiing is better than the best day not spent on the slopes. While it was overcast and flurries were in the air, the weather was still pretty nice. As Zoe had already indicated, in order to get to the back side of the mountain and the black diamond run, we had to take three different lifts. Each time we exited one lift, we had to get in line for the next lift, so it took a lot longer than I’d anticipated to get to the top of the mountain, but once we did, all I could do was gasp.

“Wow,” I said as Lake Tahoe came into view. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

“It is. When I came up here the other day, the sun had snuck through the clouds, and I swear it felt a bit like sitting in heaven looking down on the world.”

“It really is gorgeous. Getting up here might be a hassle, but it’s definitely worth the effort. Thanks for suggesting it. I’m not sure I would have made the effort if I’d been on my own.” I looked out over the horizon. “Check out the little cabins on the back side of the mountain. Do people live there?”

“Not year-round. A dirt road provides access to the cabins in the summer, but once it snows, the only way in and out is via snowmobile or skis. I noticed smoke coming from the chimney of the cabin closest to the top of the mountain when I was up here the other day, so I have to assume that a few folks access the cabins via snowmobile.”

“If you want to be left alone, I guess this would be the place to live.”

“I guess so.”

“Should we head down?” I asked.

“We should. The black diamond run is fun, but I wouldn’t mind trying the double black diamond run that runs parallel to the groomed run and is just out of bounds. That run will take us through the trees if you’re up for something like that.”

“It sounds fun. Lead the way, and I’ll follow.”

Zoe planted her poles in the snow as she prepared to push off. “Ready?”

“Ready,” I replied.

It wasn’t until we were about halfway down the mountain that we saw the skis sticking out of the snow just on the other side of the tree line. Zoe executed a perfect stop, and I followed suit.

“It looks like someone might be hurt,” she said.

“Yeah, I saw it too.”

We changed direction and skied toward the skis and poles planted awkwardly in the snow. I didn’t immediately see a person to go with the skis, but then I noticed a man lying next to a huge tree, partly buried in the snow. I took my skis off and knelt down beside the man. I used my hands to pull his helmet off, wipe the snow from his face, and check for a pulse. There was none. Once I’d done that, I stood up and stepped away from the body. I turned toward Zoe.

“It’s Loki,” I said, even though I was sure she’d already realized that as well. “I’m afraid he’s gone.”


Chapter 7

I tried using my cell phone to call for help, but since we were in a heavily wooded area on the back side of the mountain, there wasn’t any cell service. Zoe volunteered to stay with the body while I skied down the mountain to get help. Luckily, once I’d merged onto the groomed run almost at the halfway point, I saw a ski patrol member, so I flagged him down, filled him in, and continued down the mountain to wait. On the one hand, once I reached the bottom, I felt that I should ride the lifts back up and meet up with Zoe on the downhill side. But on the other hand, the ski patrol had snowmobiles and could get there much faster than I would be able to make the trip, so I asked the man I’d reported the accident victim to if he would let the woman who was waiting with the body know that I’d be waiting for her in the lodge.

Once I reached the lodge, I called Tony.

“Hey. What’s up? Is everything okay?” he asked.

“Actually, no. Everything is not okay. Zoe and I were doing a double black diamond run on the back side of the mountain and decided to head out of bounds when we happened across an accident victim.”

“Oh no. Was the other skier okay?”

“No, I’m afraid the man was dead.” I took a breath. “It was Loki.”

“Loki? Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“What happened exactly?”

“I’m not totally sure. It appears Loki tried the same out-of-bounds trail Zoe and I took, only he hit a tree.”

“Where are you now?” Tony asked.

“I’m at the lodge. Zoe stayed with the body, but I asked the ski patrol I met on the slope to let her know I would be waiting here.”

“Okay, I need to talk to Zak and Shaggy, and then I’ll call you back. Text me if you leave the lodge to tell me where you’ll be.”

“Okay. I’m sorry to dump this on you when you’re here to launch your game.”

“You aren’t dumping anything on me. If you find a body on the mountain or anywhere else, you know I want to be there for you. I’ll likely come home after I look into things a bit, but as I said, keep your cell phone handy, and I’ll call you with an update.”

“Okay. I will. And thanks.”

Zoe joined me in the lodge shortly after I hung up with Tony. She informed me that the ski patrol was transporting the body we found down the mountain, where they would meet up with the local coroner and turn it over. I told her that I’d talked to Tony and that he planned to fill Zak in. She suggested that we head back to the house she and Zak were renting while everyone tried to figure out what they should do next. That sounded like a good idea since Tilly was waiting there with Charlie, so I texted Tony and told him what Zoe and I were doing. Tony texted back to inform me that Zak was on the phone but that they would likely leave Alex and Shaggy in charge of the booths and then head back to the house where Zoe and I and the dogs would be waiting once he’d completed his call. I assured him I was okay if he wanted to stay at the convention, but he insisted that being there for me was more important than launching a game.

“I can’t help but wonder if Loki ending up dead on the ski slope is related to everything else that has been going on,” I said.

“Everything else?” Zoe asked.

“I guess you’d left the convention before the reception last night. Not only were Loki and Craven both MIA yesterday, but there was an announcement at the reception that they wouldn’t be able to preview the game as planned. There were all sorts of rumors going around.”

“You don’t think that Loki’s accident was an accident, do you?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know, but the timing certainly seems suspect.”

She thought about it and then responded. “I’ve been doing the amateur sleuth thing for long enough to know that even the craziest circumstances can have a logical solution, but it does sound as if the timing of Loki’s death is something that should be considered.”

“You mentioned that you worked with a PI as a consultant.”

“In my spare time,” she informed me. “Salinger used to be our local sheriff, but he retired a couple years ago and decided to go into the PI business. He asked me to join him, and I decided to do so. I pick and choose the cases I work on. I really do enjoy it.”

“I guess the two of you must have been close for him to ask you to work with him.”

She laughed. “We started off pretty rocky, but as time went on, I think Salinger began to see that my cockamamie ideas weren’t quite as out there as he once thought. By the time he retired, we’d saved each other’s lives about a million times, so I guess you could say we’re close.”

“That sounds a bit like the relationship I have with my brother, Mike. He’s a cop, and I know he’d prefer I stay out of his business, but by this point, I think I’ve proven myself to him, and he actually seeks my opinion at times.”

She smiled. “Sometimes you just have to be persistent and burrow your way into wherever you want to be. Is Mike the brother you mentioned at the baby boutique with the baby you were buying an outfit for?”

“He is. His wife, Bree, is my best friend. Mike and I have always been close, so now Mike, Bree, Tony, and I are like a team.”

“That’s so important. My best friends, Ellie and Levi Denton, live just down the beach from us. We share everything, our ups, our downs, the good and the bad, and like you said, together, we make up a heck of a team.”

Once we parked and entered the house, we greeted the dogs. We figured they’d need to stretch their legs and take care of business of a personal nature, so we walked them down to the dog run. When we returned to the house, Zoe took something out of the refrigerator and stuck it in the oven.

“You didn’t have to cook for me.”

“I’m not. I don’t cook. Zak does all the cooking in the family, but he made a delicious chowder for dinner two nights ago, so I figured we could reheat it and eat the leftovers. There was an extra loaf of French bread, which is what I put in the oven to bake.”

“It’s so funny that Zak is the cook in your family. Tony is the cook in ours, too, which is a good thing since I’ve been known to burn cereal.”

She laughed. “I knew we were kindred spirits.”

The chowder that Zak had made and Zoe reheated was excellent. Maybe not as excellent as Tony’s Italian sausage and pasta soup, but delicious, all the same. While we ate, she shared stories of the Zoo with me, and I shared stories of the shelter Brady and I had built from the ground up with her. I shared some of our adoption policies, only to learn that hers were similar. I told her about our dog-training program for hard-to-place shelter dogs, and she shared that they had implemented a program that was much the same. While Charlie was a real sweetie and very well trained, he didn’t help with the training the way my Tilly did, but apparently, they had other dogs on staff that were up to the task.

Once we’d exhausted the subject of our shelters, she asked me about Brady again. I could see how much she cared about Aspen and that she was genuinely concerned about the man she seemed to be totally hooked on, so I took my time and told her every ‘Brady saves the day’ story I could think of. I was sure that by the time I was done, she was going to love him as much as I did.

By the time Zak and Tony arrived, Zoe and I had eaten and straightened the kitchen. Zak had spoken to one of the main coders on Loki’s team, who admitted that it was possible that the coding for the game wasn’t worked out to the degree Loki had indicated it was. Tony had made the rounds asking other convention goers if they’d spoken to Loki before he’d disappeared, but no one seemed to know what had become of him.

“If not for the fact that Loki’s cause of death looked to have been a collision with a tree, I’d suspect foul play given the upheaval that seems to have been created by his inability to deliver the game he promised,” I said.

“I know you said that it appeared he hit a tree, but could you tell the specific cause of death based on the remains you found?” Tony asked.

“Not really,” I said. “Loki was dressed in bulky ski wear, so all we could see was his face. I didn’t notice any blood other than the blood on his face, but I didn’t remove any of the clothing or move the body to check the condition of the snow underneath the body. We should know more once the coroner has had a chance to examine the body.” I glanced at Tony. “How is Shaggy taking this?”

“He’s as confused as any of us as to exactly what seems to be going on, but he seems to be doing okay,” Tony answered.

“And Craven?” Zoe asked.

Zak frowned. “Craven still hasn’t shown up. He hasn’t been seen since Tuesday, and no one seems to know where he is.”

“Zoe and I saw him on Tuesday,” I said. “He was in the parking area at the end of the village.”

“This village?” Zak asked.

I nodded. “Craven was pacing and talking on the phone.”

“He did look upset,” Zoe added. “In fact, I made the comment that he didn’t look like a man about to successfully launch a game.”

“Maybe Loki really hadn’t been able to pull it together, and Craven decided to bail,” Tony said.

Zak went into the kitchen to make a sandwich for both him and Tony, and Tony went along with him. Zoe and I continued to discuss the situation until my cell phone rang.

“It’s Bree,” I said. “I really should get it.”

“There’s a game room at the end of the hallway if you’d like some privacy,” Zoe offered.

I decided to take her up on her offer of a private place to chat and headed in that direction.

“Hey, Bree, what’s up?” I asked.

“Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“No. Now is fine.”

“Oh, good. I knew you planned to go skiing today and decided to wait to call until lunchtime, but I wasn’t sure what you planned to do for lunch.”

I decided not to fill Bree in on the body on the ski slope. “I skied this morning but stopped for lunch, so this is a good time to chat. What’s up?”

“Your father was here.”

“My father?” He wasn’t the sort to just pop in to say hi, so I figured something important must be happening. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure anything is going on, although Mike is acting oddly, so maybe.”

“Dad stopped by your house?” I clarified.

“He did. I wasn’t feeling all that great this morning, so Mike got up with Ella, and I went back to sleep for a little while. When I woke up, I heard Mike in the kitchen talking to someone, so I pulled on my robe and went downstairs to see who he was talking to. I found your dad sitting at our kitchen table with Ella on his lap. Both your dad and Mike were drinking coffee. I decided to go back upstairs and put some clothes on before going in and saying hi, and by the time I got back downstairs, he was gone.”

“Did you ask Mike about it?”

“I did. Mike said your dad was in the area and decided to drive by the house. When he saw that Mike’s truck was in the driveway and noticed that the kitchen light at the back of the house was on, he parked down the block and then made his way to our back door. He saw Mike feeding Ella, so he knocked on the window, and Mike let him in.”

“What’d he want?” I asked.

“Mike said nothing. He said your dad just wanted to spend a few minutes with Ella. It’s not like your dad to pop in and say hi, so I suspected there was more to the visit than that, but if there was more to it, Mike wouldn’t say. I was hoping that you would call Mike and do some digging. Now that he knows I’m pregnant, he’s treating me like a fragile doll, and I really suspect that Mike wouldn’t tell me even if something was going on.”

“I’ll call Mike and ask about it,” I agreed. “And I agree with you; Dad isn’t the sort to pop in to say hi.” I thought about his Christmas pop-in and realized I might need to amend my statement. “Or at least he didn’t use to be, but it does seem that he’s popped in on several occasions as of late.”

Bree paused and then commented. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But Mike had that look when I asked about the visit. You know the look he gets when he is hiding something.”

“Okay, I’ll call him.”

“So, how is your trip going? Did you get a chance to ski?”

“I did, and the skiing is excellent. The house Tony rented is really nice, and the little village at the foot of the mountain has all sorts of cool restaurants and cute shops. I even bought Ella an outfit.”

“That was nice of you. Did you meet Aspen’s friend? The one with the shelter?”

“I did, and as I knew we would, we hit it off. In fact, we went skiing together this morning, and Zoe has a little dog named Charlie, who Tilly can hang out with while I’m away.”

“That worked out nicely.”

“It did.”

I continued to chat with Bree for another ten minutes before I eventually let her know that Tony needed me, so I’d need to hang up. She made me promise one more time to call Mike, which I promised to do, and then she hung up.

Once that was done, I decided to check in with the others before calling Mike. I really did want to talk to him, not only as a favor to Bree but because I was as curious about why Dad had shown up in White Eagle as Bree had been.

“How was Bree?” Tony asked when I returned to the room where the others were waiting.

“She’s fine. She needs me to call Mike and chat with him about something, but I’ll do that when we’re done here.”

“Mike, the brother,” Zoe confirmed.

“Yes,” I responded. “Mike, the brother.”

“I never had siblings until I was an adult and on my own.”

“So you have half-siblings?” I asked, figuring that one or the other of her parents must have remarried after she was an adult.

“No, Harper is a full sister. My parents decided to get back together when I was twenty-four after being apart since I was a baby. I was twenty-five when Harper was born. It’s a very long story and probably worth telling, but I think I’ll save it for the next time we take a break to relax or have a bite to eat.”

“Sounds good to me,” I agreed.

“Zak and Tony are planning to head back to the convention, and I think I’ll go with them,” Zoe said. “I’m going to bring Charlie.”

“Do you want to come back with us and bring Tilly?” Tony asked.

“I do. I need to call Mike, and I’d like to change out of my ski clothes first.”

“We’ll take the SUV and meet them there,” Tony suggested.

Once that was set, Tony and I took Tilly and headed to our rental.

“So, what’s going on with Mike and Bree?” Tony asked once we were alone.

“Bree came downstairs this morning and found my dad sitting at the kitchen table having coffee with Mike.”

Tony raised a brow. “Really? Why?”

“According to Mike, Dad was just in the neighborhood and wanted to stop by and see Ella.”

“That doesn’t sound like your dad.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I agreed with Tony. “Bree figures that something is up, but Mike swears there isn’t anything going on. She thinks Mike is just trying to protect her, and she wants me to call Mike and get to the bottom of things.”

“And are you going to?” Tony asked.

“I guess I am. I try to stay out of Mike and Bree’s relationship to the extent I can, but I must admit that I’m as curious as Bree is about Dad’s visit.”

Tony pulled into the driveway next to the rental house. “Yeah, your dad definitely isn’t the sort to pop in to say hi unless something else is going on.”

“I’m going to change first and then call Mike. We should probably take Tilly for a brief walk before we head to the convention with her.”

“I’ll take Tilly for a short walk while you change,” Tony offered. “Then you and I can call Mike to see what’s happening.”

I’d dressed in layers to ski, but I figured it would likely be warm inside the convention center, so I dressed in a pair of jeans, a lightweight blouse, and a cardigan over that, which I could easily remove if it was warm as I expected it to be. I ran a brush through my hair, brushed my teeth, and then headed downstairs, where Tony and Tilly were waiting for me. As I dialed Mike, I couldn’t help but hope he would be available to chat and wouldn’t be out on a call or something. If something was going on with Dad, I was sure that Mike could handle it on his own, but to this point, we’d approached the situation with our father as a team, and I felt terrible that Tony and I weren’t there to back him up.

“What’s going on with Dad?” I asked as soon as Mike answered and offered a greeting.

“I guess you must have talked to Bree.”

“She called to let me know that she found Dad sitting at your kitchen table this morning. Is something going on? Do you need us to come home?”

“Nothing’s going on,” Mike said. “Dad was just in the neighborhood, saw that my kitchen light was on, and decided to stop and say hi.”

“Dad doesn’t just pop in unless he has another reason for being there.”

Mike paused and then responded. “Yeah, I thought the same thing, but then I remembered Christmas when he did a pop-in. I asked Dad several times if he was in White Eagle in an official capacity, and he said he wasn’t. He said he was following up on something in the general vicinity and decided to stop in and see Ella. I didn’t believe him, but he seemed genuinely interested in how everyone was doing.”

“Everyone?” I asked.

“You, me, Bree, Tony, Ella, and Mom.”

“Mom?” I took a deep breath. “He asked about Mom?”

Mike answered. “He did. It was all very casual.”

“Dad never asks about Mom.” I took a minute to think things over. “What did he say exactly? About Mom,” I clarified.

“He asked how Mom was doing, and I said she was doing just fine. He asked if she was seeing anyone romantically, and I told him that she and Sam seemed to have something going on but that she wasn’t seeing anyone else.”

“Do you think Dad’s interest in Mom has been rekindled after he saw her at Christmas?” I really, really hoped that wasn’t the case. Mom was settled. Mom was happy. Having “Uncle Garret” in her life would only complicate things.

“I don’t know, Tess. He didn’t profess his undying love or anything; he just asked if she was doing well. It seems natural that he might be interested after having had the chance to actually speak to her for the first time since his untimely death.”

“It might be natural for him to wonder, but I promise you if Mom and Dad spend any real time together, things will end badly. I hope you encouraged him to stay away.”

Mike didn’t respond.

“You did tell him to keep his distance?”

“Actually, no. I told Dad that I was happy to have a chance to chat with him and that it meant a lot to me that he seemed to want to get to know Ella. I shared the news about the upcoming arrival of our second baby, and he was thrilled with the thought of being a grandpa again. I could sense that he missed us. All of us. Mom thinks Dad is Uncle Garret. Where is the harm in letting him show up for an occasional family gathering?”

When Dad first came back into our lives, I was the one who wanted to welcome him, and Mike was the one who wanted nothing to do with him. I guess I was happy that Mike had come to terms with everything, but there was no way that Dad would ever be able to have a regular or meaningful role in our lives if we didn’t want to risk completely messing up Mom’s life.

“You know that Dad spending time in White Eagle is a bad idea,” I said to Mike in a tone I hoped came off as gentle and not harsh.

He didn’t answer right away, but when he did answer, he agreed with me. “I wanted things to work out for Dad to be part of my children’s lives, but I suppose that, deep down, I know you’re right.”

“If Mom and Uncle Garret spend too much time together, Mom will figure things out. If she figures out that her dead husband isn’t dead, where does that leave her? Forever in limbo. Mom is happy. She has a good thing going with Sam. I really, really hate to see that ruined.”

“I agree,” Mike said. “Dad decided to get lost when he realized that Bree was awake. I imagine he’s left the area by this point, and no definite plans to get together in the future were made. If he pops in again, I’ll be sure he understands our concern.”

“Thanks, Mike. And if he shows up at our place at some point, I’ll do the same.”

“It’s too bad he couldn’t have stayed around and been a real dad to us and a real grandpa to Ella and any other children the two of us have in the future.”

I wiped at a tear in the corner of my eye. “You have no idea how much I wish things could have worked out that way.”


Chapter 8

The convention center was packed today with folks from all over the country who’d come out to preview the newest games, attend the coolest panels, and compete in the many challenges occurring over the next several days. Many stars in the video game industry were in attendance, which led to long lines formed by attendees looking for autographs. Tony’s foremost source of income was security and business software, so while he was an equal partner with Shaggy in their video game business, it was Shaggy who most often acted as the frontman. Zak, however, had been at it longer and was already a well-known name in all facets of software development, so being free and mingling without fans following him wherever he went was more difficult for him than it was for Tony.

Shaggy had a panel to attend, and Tony was busy at the booth, so I decided to take Tilly and walk around. Since I wasn’t a “name” in the video game industry, I was free to wander at will without being stopped by those interested in meeting a superstar.

I noticed Alex and a young man about her age playing in one of the tournaments. He was as skilled as she was, so I had a feeling that this pairing might go the distance. I decided to stop and watch for a moment, which afforded me an opportunity to listen in on the conversations around me as well. As I would have predicted, one of the main topics of conversation concerned the failure of the company Loki and Craven had established to provide the video game they’d been hyping for years and the noticeable absence of both men.

“I heard a rumor that Loki is dead,” the woman to my left, whose nametag identified her as Irene, said to the woman standing next to her, whose nametag read Martha.

“I think that’s just a rumor,” Martha said. “If you ask me, Loki took off when he realized he was hopelessly stuck and would be unable to deliver the game as promised. You know that if he’d stayed, he would have been subjected to public ridicule. Loki never has been the sort to take responsibility for his actions.”

“Perhaps he did take off,” Irene said. “Having to admit that you aren’t as smart and skilled as you’ve been telling everyone you were would be embarrassing.”

“And just think how angry the investors must be,” Martha responded. “I heard there were a couple men who invested early on who have millions riding on this game.”

A man whose nametag identified him as Paul joined the women. It seemed as if he must have been listening in on their conversation since he jumped right in. “If Loki took off and left Craven holding the proverbial hot potato, then Craven may have decided to bail as well, which would explain why no one has seen him.”

Irene joined in. “I heard that the company the men created has filed for bankruptcy, which likely means that any unpaid employees will not be compensated for their time, and investors hoping to make a killing will be left with worthless contracts.”

“Did you hear this from a reliable source?” Martha asked the man.

“I don’t have anything official to go on, but one of the men I sat next to during the ten a.m. panel said that he’d heard from a man who works with one of the investors that the company has closed down, and both Loki and Craven have flown the coop.”

“What a mess,” Martha said. “I feel bad for the men if they really tried but just couldn’t pull it together, but if they lied about their ability to deliver a specific sort of software and then continued to seek out investors based on that lie, then they really aren’t any better than the conmen who talk old women out of their life savings.”

“Did your mother ever bounce back from that?” Paul asked Martha.

The topic of conversation segued into the situation Martha’s mother had experienced with a conman, so I moved on. I felt sorry for Martha’s mother, but I was much more interested in what everyone had to say about Loki, Craven, and the yet-to-be-launched game they’d been promising but likely didn’t even have. I knew for a fact that Loki was dead, but it seemed that the news of his demise hadn’t reached the general population. I supposed that since Zoe and I had only recently found the man’s body on the ski slope, the news hadn’t had enough time to travel. I was willing to bet that by this time tomorrow, everyone in the area would know what had really happened to Loki. As for Craven, I had no idea what had become of him. Craven had been in the village on Tuesday but seemed to be missing yesterday. I supposed he might have simply taken off when he realized that Loki had taken off with the software and likely their reputation.

With so many bodies in such a tight space, it was getting crowded, so I decided to take Tilly out for some fresh air. The changeable sky had cleared, at least for the moment, so I went in search of the path that led down to the lake that I’d heard others talking about.

Once Tilly and I reached the shoreline of majestic Lake Tahoe, I took a moment to enjoy the beauty of the enormous alpine lake. I’d read about the lake and knew that it was not only more than sixteen hundred feet deep but was almost twenty-two miles long and twelve miles wide. I couldn’t imagine how much water must be contained within its shores.

Tilly began to wander down the snowy beach, and I followed. It was chilly today, but I’d pulled my heavy jacket on before Tilly and I had started out. Several benches lined the waterline, and an unoccupied one was in the direct sun, so I brushed the snow off and sat down to enjoy what seemed to be a perfect moment. Of course, I’d barely gotten settled when my cell phone rang.

“Hey, Aspen,” I greeted my friend after looking at the caller ID. “How’s everything going?”

“It’s going well. The animals and I are all settled in and enjoying each other’s company. Brady got called in to help with a rescue today, and since he wasn’t busy, he went. Tracker has developed a limp, and Brady didn’t want to aggravate it, so he asked to borrow Kody. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“I don’t mind at all. Kody isn’t as skilled as a search and rescue dog as Tracker, but he can hold his own and is much younger. I hope Tracker’s limp isn’t anything serious.”

“Brody doesn’t seem to think it is. Tracker is getting older, and Brody suspects that he just strained something. He wants to keep him quiet until the leg heals, so he didn’t want to take him with him on the search and rescue assignment.”

“That’s understandable, and just so you know, it’s always fine for Brady to borrow Kody.”

“I figured as much. Are you at the convention now?”

“Yes and no. Zoe and I skied this morning, but then Tilly and I came to the convention to hang out with Tony this afternoon. Tilly and I are currently sitting on a bench overlooking Lake Tahoe. Talk about an absolutely breathtaking view.”

“I’ve spent some time in Tahoe in the past, and it certainly is one of the most beautiful places on earth. Did you and Zoe have fun this morning?”

“We did, and as you indicated many times, Zoe is a very nice woman, and the two of us seem to be getting along really well.”

“I’m so glad to hear it. I knew the two of you would be tight, but until you met, I guess I couldn’t know for sure. How was the skiing?”

“The snow was perfect, and the runs were gorgeous. We were having a wonderful time until we decided to tackle a double black diamond run through the trees and unfortunately found a body.”

She gasped. “A body? A dead body?”

“Unfortunately, yes. As it turns out, the accident victim is someone Tony and Shaggy know. His name is Loki.”

“I’ve heard Shaggy mention his name. What happened?”

“It appears that he ran into a tree. Of course, I don’t know anything in an official capacity yet, and Zoe and I didn’t touch the body other than to clear the snow from his face and check for a pulse, but by all appearances, he simply tangled with the tree, and the tree won.”

“That’s really awful. I know doing runs such as that is dangerous, but I also know that many experienced skiers seek them out. I’m sorry this man miscalculated.”

“Yeah, me too. Did that new volunteer who took the class last week show up this morning as planned?” I asked, changing the subject to something a bit more pleasant.

“She did. So far, she’s working out really well.”

Aspen and I continued to chat about the shelter, the volunteers, and the animals currently being rehabilitated for another fifteen minutes, and then we hung up. Tilly and I decided to head back to the convention since the overhead clouds were beginning to gather, so once I slipped my cell phone into my pocket, we headed back down the trail. I wasn’t sure how long Tony planned to hang out at the convention today or if he had made plans for after, but I supposed I was flexible even if I was hoping for an early night to simply relax by the fire.

The convention center was even more crowded when Tilly and I returned than it was when we left, so I decided to head to Tony and Shaggy’s booth, where Tilly and I could hang out behind the counter where there was plenty of room for her to relax without the fear of someone stepping on her. Tony had even thought to bring Tilly’s dog bed with us, so as soon as we arrived at the safety of the booth, she curled up into it and went to sleep.

“This place is packed,” I said, directing my comment to Shaggy, who’d been handling the booth when Tilly and I arrived.

“I will say that the turnout is considerably stronger than I imagined it would be given the location. I mean, it’s not like we’re in a big city with lots of residents to pull attendees from.”

“I guess that’s true. But Reno isn’t all that far away, and the San Francisco Bay Area is less than a day’s drive.” I looked around the room. “Where did Tony go off to?”

“He went with Zak Zimmerman to meet one of Zak’s customers. I guess the customer wants some specifically customized software that Zak admitted he didn’t have time to develop, so he thought Tony might be interested.”

“Did Tony seem interested?” I asked. Tony was extremely picky about the clients he took on. He’d made a lot of money in the past, so he didn’t need to kill himself pursuing more.

“I couldn’t tell. The software this man wants is a bit different from what Tony normally does, and Tony said as much to Zak. But then Zak suggested that maybe they could work on it together, and that was the point when Tony became a bit more interested.”

“I understand why Tony might welcome the opportunity to work with Zak. We have several trips planned in the next twelve months, so I’m sure Tony doesn’t want to take on anything too challenging.”

“Tony is a smart guy. Even if he doesn’t know exactly how he’d meet the needs of Zak’s customer, you can bet Tony will figure it out if he decides to do it. And Tony is a realist with nothing to gain and everything to lose by overpromising. If he doesn’t think he can do it, he’ll pass. Unlike many guys and gals in this room with something to prove, Tony’s made his reputation and doesn’t need to prove anything to anyone.”

Shaggy was right. Tony had a strong understanding of both his capabilities and interests. He didn’t need the cash, and he knew about our travel plans, so I was sure he’d only make the decision to work with Zak if the entire proposition made sense.

“I saw Alex with a guy around her own age earlier. They were competing in one of the challenges. It looked like they were going to completely eradicate the other team.”

“That must have been Diego, Alex’s boyfriend. Alex mentioned that he was going to meet her here.”

“Does Diego go to Berkeley the same as Alex?” I asked.

“No, Diego is in graduate school at MIT. I guess Alex and Diego have been dating since she was in high school.”

“So they’re doing the long-distance thing.”

“For now. Alex told me she really wants to work for Zimmerman Industries when she graduates. Zimmerman Industries is the parent company of Zimmerman Games, Zimmerman Software, and Zimmerman Academy. Diego apparently has the same goal, so it seems as if the two lovebirds have their sights planted firmly on the future.”

“I guess that’s kind of nice. I was never the sort to look into the future, but I admire those who do.”

Shaggy smiled. “You mean you didn’t long to be a mail carrier from the time you were a little girl?”

I laughed. “Not even slightly. I had no interest in college when I graduated high school, and I knew I didn’t want to work for my mother and Aunt Ruthie at the diner, so I started scanning the help wanted ads. I saw that the post office was taking applications, so I applied, and the rest, as they say, is history.”

“While your method of getting what you want out of life may not have been as organized as Alex and Diego’s, I guess things worked out okay for you.”

I thought about Tony and smiled. “You know, they really did.”


Chapter 9

By the time Tony returned from his meeting with Zak, it was almost five o’clock. I asked him how it went, and he said it went well but indicated that he needed to think some things through before he gave him an answer. Tony said Zak was okay with that and seemed pretty casual about the whole thing, so Tony suggested that the two of us take off and leave Shaggy in charge of the booth until closing time. Shaggy indicated that he was fine being on his own, and I was actually getting tired, so I agreed.

I asked Tony what he wanted to do for dinner, and he suggested the same bar and grill with the dog-friendly deck we’d been to before. The food had been good, the atmosphere charming, and the menu had been huge, so there were plenty of new things to try despite the fact that it would be a return trip to the same eatery. Since Tilly would be welcome at the bar and grill, Tony suggested we head there directly, have a meal, and then return to the house to relax. I could see that Tony had a lot on his mind, so even though I would have preferred to swing by the house to clean up a bit before going out to eat, I readily agreed.

The village was crowded at this time of the day, so Tony parked around in the back, and we walked past the ice skating rink, which was all lit up for night skating as we made our way toward the restaurant.

“That looks fun,” I said to Tony as we passed the far northern edge of the rink. “Look at that little girl with the red jacket and black tights. She can’t be older than three or four.”

“She really is cute,” Tony agreed. “When we have kids, I want to get them started on winter sports early.”

“I’ve seen kids as young as three on the slopes, and we just agreed that little girl on the ice skates can’t be older than three or four,” I agreed. “My parents had me on the slopes almost as soon as I could walk. I was always happy that I learned when I was young. I guess if we’re going to get our children an early start in life, we might want to be sure they can swim at an early age. With the lake on our property, it will be important that they can keep their heads above water even when they are very young.”

Tony frowned. “I hadn’t thought about the lake and the danger it might present to a child. A pool can be fenced in, but a lake? Maybe we should think about moving.”

I laughed. “And I thought I was going to be the worry wort. We don’t need to move. We just need to keep an eye on them when they’re little and make it a priority that they know how to swim by the time they can walk.”

Tony laced his fingers through mine as we headed along the village’s main thoroughfare. “I was talking with Zak earlier, and he mentioned that his twin boys were at that age where they were into everything. I guess he’s been able to practice not panicking since he also has a young daughter, but as Zak was telling me about some of the injuries, near misses, and fended-off catastrophes he’s experienced with his two very active boys, I found myself wondering if I was ready for that sort of responsibility. Don’t get me wrong, I really do want children, but Zak is a smart guy, and those boys of his seem to keep him hopping most of the time.”

I stopped walking and turned to look at Tony. “Do you realize how thoroughly insane it is that my time with Zoe talking about children has allowed me to take a step back and realize that it doesn’t need to be as hard as I once thought while your time with Zak has you rethinking fatherhood altogether?”

“Not all together, but after talking to Zak, I find that I’m hoping for girls.”

I put my arm around Tony’s waist as we started walking again. “A little girl would be awesome, but I wouldn’t mind a boy or two as well. To round things out.”

“Huck and Finn.”

I rolled my eyes. “Not Huck and Finn, although I like the name Finn.”

Tony opened the bar and grill’s door for Tilly and me, and we stepped inside, out of the cold, and then headed back toward the dog-friendly patio area. It was warm and cozy in the winter with the transparent plastic walls and overhead heat lamps, but I bet the deck was likely enchanting once the walls came down and the majesty of the nearby mountains felt close enough to touch.

Tony ordered a steak sandwich and soup, and I ordered a salad and a baked chicken breast with a creamy sauce. The food was delicious, and I found the cozy atmosphere relaxing. I’d decided not to bring up Tony’s meeting with Zak at all that evening since it seemed as if he really did have some thinking to do, but shortly after Tony ordered a piece of chocolate cake for dessert, he brought up the meeting along with a narration of the pros and cons, so I decided to sit quietly and listen.

“The project itself is intriguing, and you know that I would welcome the chance to work alongside the infamous Zak Zimmerman, but the timeline the client is looking at is a tight one, and I’m just not sure that I’d be able to follow through with all the plans we’ve made for the next six months or so. I think that the timeline was the main reason Zak didn’t want to take it on. He mentioned having plans with his wife and children, and now that his older two are in college, I know that he doesn’t really want to take on any projects over the summer since both teens plan to be home. When I told him I had a similar concern, he suggested that if we worked on it together, we could get it done, and both still have time to ourselves for the things we deemed important.”

“I guess that makes sense,” I said.

“It does,” he agreed. “But even if we work together, it will mean time away from us, and I really don’t want to go back on my promise to you to slow down a bit so we could travel.”

I put my hand on Tony’s. “If you remove our plans for the next year from the equation, is this something you’re interested in?”

He nodded. “Yes, I guess it is.”

“Then do it. If we need to cut back on the travel we’d planned, it won’t be the end of the world. I have a lot of projects at home to keep me occupied. We’ll take the trips that work out and postpone the others.”

“Would postponing the trips mean postponing a family?”

“No,” I said with confidence. “I’ve rethought my stance on that quite a lot. I actually think I’m ready to start working on a family. Unless Zak has you totally freaked out with his Wonder Twins stories.”

Tony smiled. “No, I’m not freaked out, and there is nothing in this world I want more than to have a family with you.”

“Okay,” I said matter-of-factly, which I’m sure had Tony confused since I’d been taking the baby plan so seriously to this point. “Then let’s start trying.” I frowned. “Although I don’t want to draw attention away from Mike, Bree, and the newest Thomas baby. But soon. Maybe we can start trying as early as this summer. Or maybe once you finish your project with Zak. When would that be exactly?”

“The client would like to have the work complete by September first. Zak thinks we can have it done much sooner if the two of us work on it together. He’d like to have it done by mid-June. He has a trip planned with his family this July.”

I took Tony’s hands in mine. “It is totally up to you whether you want to take this project or not, but I want you to know that I support whatever decision you make.”

“Thank you. That means a lot.”

Once Tony and I had finished the cake, we headed back toward the rental house. A nice long soak in the hot tub sounded perfect. I hoped that Shaggy would be occupied with his friends until well into the evening as he had been since we’d been here. Tony offered to call him and check in so that we would be aware of his plans, so I led Tilly to the kitchen, where I’d been keeping her dog food while Tony made the call. I could tell by the look on his face that something had happened. I just hoped that whatever had happened hadn’t happened to Shaggy.

“What is it?” I asked Tony after he hung up.

“It’s Craven. He was found dead in his hotel room earlier this evening, although it appears that he has been dead for a day or two.”

I placed a hand to my mouth. “Oh no. I’m so sorry. Did Shaggy know what happened?”

“Shaggy didn’t have all the details, but it sounds as if Craven committed suicide.” Tony paused. “I guess that explains why he didn’t show up at the reception last night.”

“I guess it does. In fact, it seems as if both Craven and Loki might have been dead by the time everyone gathered for the launch of their new game. What I don’t understand is how a man can be dead in a hotel room for a day or two. Don’t the maids go in every day to clean up?”

“I asked Shaggy that, and he acknowledged that everything he knew to this point had been fed to him secondhand, but he seemed to think that since the Do Not Disturb sign was hanging on the door, the maids just skipped the room. I’m not sure why someone finally went and checked today. Maybe he was supposed to check out and didn’t, or something like that.”

I took a minute to process this newest piece of news. It was true that I didn’t really know the players, but in my mind, Craven’s suicide on the heels of Loki’s accident must be related in some way.


Chapter 10

Zoe had plans with Alex the following morning, but she planned to hit the slopes when the half-day lift tickets went on sale at one o’clock. She asked if I wanted to come along. I texted back and let her know that I’d love to go skiing with her, and she suggested that she bring Charlie by my place and meet us there around twelve-thirty. I agreed with her plan.

“It looks as if it’s just you and me this morning,” I said to Tilly. “How about we walk into the village and get a cup of coffee and a pastry from the bakery we saw on our first day here.”

She barked once. I assumed to give her consent.

“I guess I should layer up since it looks like it’s going to be a cold day.” I pulled a long-sleeved t-shirt on, followed by a warm sweater and then my heavy ski jacket. I added my knit cap and matching gloves and wrapped a scarf around my neck. Chances were I’d start peeling stuff off before we made it back to the house, so I grabbed my large shoulder bag, which would give me a hands-free way to carry anything that might be discarded along the way, and then we headed out the door.

As I walked toward the village with Tilly, I thought about all the unanswered questions. I’d lived in ski country my entire life and knew that resort guests died on the slopes every year, and the terrain where Loki’s body had been found by Zoe and me was pretty dicey, but something still felt off. Even though I was a veteran skier who had mastered the slopes at a very young age, I found the run challenging. Had Loki become distracted, or had he simply overestimated his skill level and ended up face-to-tree due to nothing more sinister than a slight miscalculation? Or had someone been with him? Someone who’d headed up the mountain with the man intent on causing his accident. But if that were true, then who?

“I’ll have a nonfat latte and a chocolate croissant,” I said to the woman at the counter once we’d reached our destination. “Tilly will have a pup cup and a dog muffin.”

“Will that be all?” the woman asked.

“For now,” I said, handing her my credit card.

Once we had our treats, Tilly and I wandered over to an outdoor table in the sun. When we’d set out on our trek into the village, the sky above had been socked in with clouds, but just like that, the clouds cleared and allowed the sun’s warmth to penetrate the chill. Once the sun came out, the layers I’d piled on became unnecessary, so I took my scarf, mittens, and sweater off, put them in my shoulder bag, and then slipped my heavy coat back on over my t-shirt.

“What a beautiful dog,” a woman around my age said as she approached and bent down to greet Tilly.

“Thank you. This is Tilly.”

The woman smiled and ruffed Tilly’s ears with her hands. “She’s such a sweetie.” She stood from her crouched position. “I’m Carmen. I saw you with a handsome man who I assume was your boyfriend or husband at the bar and grill.”

“That was my husband, Tony,” I informed the woman as I tried to remember if I’d met her at some point. I didn’t think I had, but she sure was friendly if we hadn’t been introduced.

“I tend bar. You likely didn’t notice me since the waitress took care of your order, but I remember you being there with Tilly and Tony.” She squatted down again to pet Tilly. “I used to have a golden retriever who looked a lot like Tilly. In fact, the color of their coats is almost exactly the same. She was my soulmate, and I loved her more than life itself. She passed away this past Christmas, and I guess I’m just drawn to golden retrievers who I happen across.”

“I’m very sorry about your dog. I know how difficult it can be to lose your best friend.” My heart really did go out to the woman.

“It’s been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to go through. I wanted to come over and say hi last night, but it looked as if you and your husband were having a serious conversation, and I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“If you aren’t in a hurry now, have a seat. I have a few minutes, and Tilly will love getting the extra attention.”

The woman smiled at me and sat on the bench across from me. Tilly knew what was expected of her and placed her head in the woman’s lap. I noticed a tear at the corner of her eye as she ran her hands through Tilly’s thick coat.

“She’s so soft,” the woman said.

“Her coat is naturally soft, but she was groomed just before we came on our trip.”

“Are you here to ski?”

“I am. My husband, Tony, is here for the video game convention being held in Tahoe.”

“I heard about that. In fact, lots of people I know are involved with the convention.” She paused and then continued. “I guess you heard about Loki.”

“I did,” I said, making the decision not to mention, at least at this point, that Zoe and I had been the ones to find the body or that I had learned just this past evening that Craven was also dead.

“Everyone said that he hit a tree while riding the tree line that parallels Ginny’s Run, but there was no way Loki just hit a tree,” Carmen said. “He skied Ginny’s Run all the time, and Loki tackled the out-of-bounds run through the trees just as often. He was as aware of the location of every tree as he was of the back of his hand.”

“If his death wasn’t an accident, what do you think happened?” I asked.

She frowned but continued to run her hands through Tilly’s coat. “I’m not sure. Loki had been under a lot of stress and hadn’t been himself lately. Not only had he bitten off more than he could chew by deciding to host the convention, but Loki was in over his head with the new game he’d been developing. In fact, I’m pretty sure he was on the verge of being unable to deliver the product he’d promised his investors, but when I ran into him a few weeks ago, it seemed as if he’d had a breakthrough. When I last spoke to Loki, he seemed quite happy and confident about the game, although I think he was still stressed about the convention and all the details that needed to be attended to.”

“Do you think the amount of stress Loki was under could have caused him to lose focus and miscalculate during his run down the mountain?” I asked.

“No, he didn’t miscalculate. He could conquer that run in his sleep. Initially, I thought that maybe he tried to tackle the mountain after having one too many drinks, but my sister works for the coroner’s office, and she told me that according to the tox screen, Loki didn’t have any drugs or alcohol in his system.”

Her sister worked for the coroner. Now, that was a relationship that might come in handy.

“I’ve thought about this a lot,” Carmen continued. “The only way that Loki would have run into a tree is if he either swerved to try to avoid someone or something or hit an obstacle such as a fallen log that sent him off course. The trees are pretty thick on that side of the mountain, which is why it’s so much fun to ski amongst them. If Loki came around a turn and found a fallen tree, then perhaps he might have gone off course. The thing is that there was no fallen tree or any other obstacle I know of that was found at the time Loki’s body was discovered.”

I thought back and agreed that the area around the body had seemed obstacle-free.

“My cousin, Jimmy, is one of the ski patrol guys who responded to the call when Loki’s body was found, and he said he took a good look around and could find no reason for Loki to go off course,” she continued. “Jimmy and I both think someone was up there with him.”

“Someone who intentionally sent him toward the tree?” I asked.

She shrugged. “We aren’t sure. Either someone who intentionally sent Loki into the tree or someone accidentally got crossed up with him but then chose to take off once Loki was hurt rather than staying to help him. I mean, even if he died instantly, if someone crossed Loki up, it seems like they could have reported it rather than leaving him up there until a couple of tourists happened across him. That just wasn’t right.”

I decided it was best to come clean with Carmen about the fact that I was one of the tourists who found her friend’s body. I didn’t want it to come out later. If I didn’t tell her now, she’d likely wonder why I hadn’t. I decided not to mention the situation with Craven. I didn’t know enough about Craven or his death to know if I should be talking about him or not.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said after I filled her in. “I didn’t know it was you. And I didn’t mean disrespect by saying the word tourist with a tone that can only be interpreted as vile.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I imagine living in a place dependent on tourism is challenging.”

“It can be at times. Don’t get me wrong, my family survives by working jobs that wouldn’t exist without tourism, but we do get a lot of prima donnas who make our jobs harder than they need to be.”

“Like I said, I get it. Don’t worry about it.”

She paused and then spoke. “If you are one of the women who found Loki’s body, what do you think happened? Did you get a good look at things?”

“Actually, no,” I answered. “I really only got a glimpse at the body. My friend and I were coming down the trail through the trees when we saw skis and poles sticking out of the snow. Zoe and I stopped to see if we could help, but when we realized the accident victim was dead, Zoe stayed behind to keep an eye on things, and I headed down the mountain to contact the ski patrol. I never touched the body other than to remove his helmet, clear the snow from his face, and check for a pulse. I certainly didn’t move anything, so from where I sat, the incident really did look like an accident.”

The poor girl looked like she was going to cry. I didn’t want to push her to talk about things if she was feeling emotional, but if Loki died due to any cause other than an accident, then she seemed like the sort of person who might be of help. I chatted with her about the resort, the snow, and other subjects that held a lot less emotion than the death of a friend. As Tilly and I were about to leave, I casually mentioned that we’d likely come back the following morning for another coffee and pastry, and in a roundabout way, I suggested that if Carmen happened to be in the area again, I was sure that Tilly would enjoy seeing her. I didn’t feel good about using Tilly to manipulate the girl this way, but she seemed to have known Loki pretty well and had connections with the coroner’s office and the ski patrol. If there was a crime to be solved, and I supposed that was still to be determined, then picking the brain of Tilly’s new friend seemed like the most direct way to an answer.


Chapter 11

Zoe and Charlie arrived at the house Tony had rented at precisely twelve-thirty, as promised. As we walked toward the lift for our first run of the afternoon, I filled her in on my conversation with Carmen and asked if she’d heard about Craven. She said she had heard about the apparent suicide but that according to the gossip she’d picked up, there was wide speculation as to whether or not Craven’s death was actually a suicide.

“So, do you think someone killed Craven and then staged it to look like a suicide?” I asked.

Zoe shrugged. “I’m not really sure. When I spoke to Zak when I dropped Alex off at the convention after we’d had lunch, he told me that Craven left a note apologizing to investors for taking their money and not being able to deliver the game his company had promised. In his note, he claimed that he was unable to face whatever was going to come next and was choosing to end his life.”

“I guess that fits the narrative if Loki wasn’t able to deliver,” I said.

“It does, but Zak pointed out that Craven would have known long ago if Loki wasn’t going to be able to deliver the game he promised. If that had been the case, the logical thing for the men to do would have been to cancel the reception and game preview. The fact that the men had gone ahead with their plans for the reception and game preview seems to indicate that they actually had the software they’d been promising everyone.”

“That makes sense. The men would have known in advance if the game didn’t work. Tony and Shaggy have been doing test runs of their game for months and months to work out all the kinks. They’ve had friends and family testing the game as well. I guess I’d never stopped to think about the fact that there was no way Loki would have developed, coded, and then tested the game in isolation.” I thought back to the brochures that were circulated at the reception. Based on the computer-generated images and the description of the game, it did seem that the game that had been promised had been worked out, at least to a point. They might not have had a glitch-free product to release, but based on what they likely did have, the game would have revolutionized the industry. “Two men are dead,” I said. “Loki by an apparent ski accident and Craven by an apparent suicide. Neither man attended the big launch, and based on what we’ve learned in the past thirty hours or so, it sounds like the reason neither man showed up was because they were already dead. When you stop to consider the scenario in its entirety, it does seem that something else is going on.”

“I agree.”

Zoe and I reached the line for the lift. It was a long line, and I figured it’d be another fifteen minutes before we actually made it to the top of the run, but that was okay since we weren’t in a hurry.

“Here’s what I don’t get,” I said. “Shaggy told Tony about Craven’s death last night. He’d just heard about it from friends in attendance at the convention shortly before that. If Craven had been dead since the day of the reception, which was held on Wednesday, why hadn’t anyone found the body before late in the day on Thursday? I understand that he’d left a Do Not Disturb sign on the door of his hotel room, which likely kept the maids from coming in, but I would think that his hotel room would be one of the first places his team would have checked if neither he nor Loki showed up for the reception.”

Zoe shrugged. “Maybe someone did check the hotel room. If they knocked and no one answered, they may have just assumed that no one was there.”

I supposed it could have happened that way.

Zoe and I stepped forward as the lift came up from behind us. We sat down and then continued our conversation as we rode to the top of Angel Peak.

“Tony mentioned that neither Loki nor Craven had been seen on Wednesday. Do we know if they were at the convention on Tuesday?” I asked.

“I believe they were there early in the day on Tuesday,” Zoe answered. “We saw Craven pacing in the parking lot here in the village on Tuesday afternoon, so we know he didn’t stay at the convention the entire time the building was open for vendors to set up, but I remember Zak mentioning that he was there in the morning. I’m not sure if Loki was there on Tuesday. I asked Alex about it since Zak said he didn’t remember whether or not he’d seen him, but Alex said she didn’t really remember either. She did say that she remembered that both men were in attendance on Monday. Alex remembered them arguing about something. She didn’t know what they were arguing about, but there did seem to be discord between them. I asked her if they were chatting with anyone else on Monday, and she responded by saying that they stopped to chat with lots of folks who showed up early, but other than their team, who was setting things up in the room that was used for the reception, the only other person she saw them spend any amount of time with was a man she was told was a game developer for Trawler Games.”

“Trawler Games is a huge player in the video game industry. Tony and I spent some time at their booth, and it looks as if they are close to cracking the code Loki was already claiming to have worked out.”

“Zak seemed to think that if Loki had been able to do what he was going around telling everyone he had done, then it was likely that he had only beaten Trawler Games to the punchline by a few months.”

“So Trawler Games wouldn’t have been happy that Loki had figured out what he claimed he had.”

“Exactly.”

The lift reached the top, and Zoe and I put our goggles on and headed down the run. This run was labeled as a blue square run, but it was still one of the most beautiful runs on the mountain. I tried to focus on the gorgeous scenery as we skied, but all I could think about was Loki, Craven, and the crazy set of circumstances that had led to the deaths of both men.

“Wow, that was awesome,” I said to Zoe when we reached the bottom of the mountain.

“It’s one of the prettiest runs on the mountain. The lift for another blue square run is on the other side of those trees. Maybe we can try it and then head over to the lodge for a drink.”

“That sounds good. I’ll follow you.”

The run for the second blue square run wasn’t as long as the line for the first one we’d taken, so we actually decided to do a third short run before heading to the lodge. Once we reached the lodge, Zoe found an empty sofa near the huge river rock fireplace, and I headed to the bar to grab two glasses of wine.

“To new friends and an awesome day on the slopes.” Zoe held up her glass.

“Here, here,” I said, completing the toast.

“This wine is excellent,” Zoe commented after taking a sip.

“The guy at the bar said it’s a local variety produced in the valley. He spoke highly of it, so I decided to try it. It really is delicious.”

“I think I’m going to buy some to take home. I wanted to take something to my parents and Ellie and Levi for watching the kids this week. In fact, maybe I’ll buy a case so I’ll have plenty to serve at my next party.”

“Do you have a lot of parties?” I asked.

“Actually, we do have a lot of parties. We have lots of friends, which tends to lead to large get-togethers on a frequent basis. How about you and Tony? Do you entertain a lot?”

“Not really. Mike and Bree come for dinner often, and my mom seems to pop in on a regular basis, but other than that, Tony and I are generally homebodies who enjoy spending time alone.”

“I get that. I feel that way as well sometimes. But once you have kids and they start having friends, it seems that someone is always underfoot.”

“Tony and I live on an isolated lake up on a mountain located a good twenty to thirty minutes from town. I guess one of the things we’ve never discussed is whether or not that will work for us once we have children and they start going to school. It’ll be a difficult commute every day, especially in the winter, and there aren’t any houses nearby, so there won’t be friends nearby for the kids to play with.”

“Zak and I live on the beach, and our estate isn’t close to any other houses except for Ellie and Levi’s. They actually live in the boathouse on the same property as our residence, which was converted to a home for them to live in. But we are close to town, so having friends over or taking the kids to visit with friends has never been an issue. I can see how it might be tough to raise children so far from town, schools, friends, and after-school programs such as sports and theater.”

Zoe was right. Our house was never going to work when we had children. Perhaps Tony and I should begin looking for something in town.

“I told Zak I wouldn’t be late, so I guess we should head back,” Zoe said. “Are you here for the entire weekend?”

“We are. We’re heading back to White Eagle on Monday. Will you be here until Monday as well?”

“We’re actually heading out on Sunday. Alex and Diego need to return to school, and I’m missing my three younger munchkins more than I thought I would. Zak and I have taken other trips without the children, but not since the twins were born or since Alex and Scooter headed to college. My parents are great, and I know the kids are fine, but I guess I’m having a harder time than I thought I would.”

“I understand. I miss the fur children, who Tony and I didn’t bring, and, as you said, I know they’re fine since Aspen is keeping an eye on them while we’re away.”

“Then you do understand.”

“I do,” I said.

Zoe dropped me off at my house, and then she took Charlie and headed toward her rental to meet up with Zak, Alex, and Diego. While she seemed to have it together on the surface, I had a feeling that when it came to those she loved, she was just as insecure emotionally as I was at times.


Chapter 12

After Zoe left with Charlie, I headed toward the bedroom that Tony and I shared to change my clothes. I figured we’d likely walk to the village for dinner again this evening, so I decided to wear a pair of jeans and a soft cashmere sweater. By the time I made it back downstairs, I could hear someone in the kitchen.

“You’re home sooner than I thought you might be,” I said to Tony, who was opening a bottle of wine.

“Shaggy seemed to have things under control, and I decided I’d rather spend the evening with you than at the convention. How was skiing?”

“It was really nice. There are some beautiful runs on the mountain. I’m sorry you’ve been too busy to spend any time on the slopes.”

“I’m afraid this is a working holiday for me, but I’m glad you’re having fun.” He handed me a glass of wine.

“How has your game been received?” I asked, realizing I’d never asked how the game was doing.

“Very well. Shaggy and I are both pleased with the number of downloads we’ve sold. There are a lot of really cool games being showcased this week, but I think we’ve done very well, considering we have such a small company. We’ve also made a lot of valuable connections, which will help if we develop future games. The gaming community really is a tight-knit group. Overall, I say the week is a success.”

“That’s good.”

Tony walked over to the sofa facing the fire and sat down. I sat down next to him.

“So, what are you thinking for dinner?” I asked.

“I hadn’t given it a lot of thought. We could walk to the village, or we could have something delivered. How hungry are you?”

“Medium hungry,” I answered. “Maybe we should just call and order a pizza for delivery, and then we don’t have to go out again.”

“That sounds good to me.”

“Tilly will need a walk, so if we go out for dinner, we can take Tilly with us and walk to and from the village.”

Tony laughed. “That sounds fine as well.”

In the end, we decided to walk to the village and dine at one of the dog-friendly eateries. It wasn’t that far, and the evening was pleasant, and Tilly really did need to stretch her legs. There was a small bar and grill at the far end of the village, overlooking the mountain on one side and the ice skating rink on the other. They seemed okay with dogs, so we sat near a window overlooking the mountain. Five men and three women sat at the large table next to us. They all wore ski clothing, and it looked like they had headed to the bar and grill directly from the slopes.

“What time does Gina get off?” I overheard one of the men ask the woman to his left, who was wearing a red scarf.

“She should be off by now, but I guess Colleen didn’t show up today, so in addition to her assigned rooms, Gina had to clean Colleen’s rooms.”

“I guess Colleen might have taken the day off after finding that dead guy in the room yesterday,” another woman with a green headband said.

“I guess,” the woman with the red scarf answered. “I called Colleen last night and asked her if she was okay, and she said she was, but then she skipped work today without even calling in, so maybe she wasn’t as okay as she told me she was.”

“You know that guy Colleen found was a friend of Loki’s,” the man who had started the conversation in the first place said. “I heard that he was the guy Loki had been working with on that new game.”

“Whatever happened with that?” another man wearing a dark blue sweater asked. “The last time I spoke Loki, he was all pumped up about some huge breakthrough he’d recently made, but that was weeks ago, and I haven’t heard much about the game since.”

The first man answered. “I’m not sure what’s going on exactly. I heard from some of my friends who went to the convention that they never did preview the game.”

“Anthony Waller told me the same thing,” the woman with the red scarf said. “He wasn’t totally sure what happened, but he assumed that the preview was canceled because Loki and his partner were missing on the night of the reception.”

The man in the blue sweater spoke. “I guess that might have been why the game was never previewed, although it would seem like the tech guys Loki hired could have gone ahead with the presentation. I mean, everything was set up and ready to go. It made no sense to cancel.”

“Maybe there was technical stuff that only Loki knew how to operate,” the woman with the green headband speculated.

“It’ll be a shame if the game is never released,” the man who started the conversation said. “Loki invited me to participate in some of the test runs, and I must admit that the game is unlike anything that has come before it. I know Loki is dead, but it really will be tragic if the game the guy poured his heart and soul into dies with him.”

I looked at Tony. I could tell he was as focused on the conversation next to us as I was. Based on what was being said, it sounded like Loki had worked out the technology, or at least enough to start running tests with his friends.

One of the men at the table pulled his cell phone out and looked at the screen. “Growler and the guys are gathering at Todd’s. I say we blow this joint and join them.”

The group’s unanimous decision led to the tab being paid and their departure through the back door.

“So what do you make out of all of that?” I asked Tony after the group had left.

“I’m not sure. Based on what was said, it sounds like Loki had worked out the technology for the game. Of course, if that had been the case, then it makes no sense that his team wouldn’t have previewed it for those who’d attended the reception even if he wasn’t there.”

“Zoe and I were talking about what happened to Craven today. We both agree that while a ski accident and a suicide are not unheard of events, it still seems like something is off in this particular instance.”

“Did you define what seemed to be off?” Tony asked.

I shrugged. “I won’t go so far as to say that we clearly defined what felt off, but you have to admit it’s odd that both men ended up dead around the same time.”

“If Loki’s accident wasn’t an accident, I wonder if Craven knew what really happened to him,” Tony said. “It even entered my mind at one point that Craven might have been a participant in Loki’s death.”

“I suppose he may have been. I’m not sure what Craven would gain by killing Loki or being in on a plan for someone else to kill him, but I suppose it might be possible. That may even be why Craven came to Hidden Valley on Tuesday.”

The server came to our table, and Tony and I placed our order. Once she left, Tony continued the conversation. “If Loki overrepresented his ability to complete the game he promised everyone, and if Craven knew that Loki would be unable to deliver, I can almost see Craven being mad enough to be in on a scheme to intentionally send Loki into a tree. But if that was true, how did this lead to his own death? If the guy was ruthless enough to be part of a plan to kill his partner, then it seems that any guilt he felt about duping their investors would be minimal.”

“Plus, it sounds like Loki might have figured out the technology,” I added. “The photos that were part of the pamphlet looked to be still shots of frames of an actual game, and if the man who was with the group we just eavesdropped on actually had tested the game, then it seems that Loki must have at least been close.”

“So maybe Loki wasn’t run into a tree because he didn’t finish the game. Maybe he was run into a tree because he did.”

“You think that Loki’s competition was behind all of this, don’t you?” I asked.

Tony shrugged. “It’s a theory that makes sense.”

I paused to think about this for a moment. “If Loki was run into a tree by someone intent on killing him, and if Craven’s suicide was actually murder, then a competitor as the killer does makes sense. But why make Craven’s death look like a suicide? Why not just run him over with a car and blame it on a drunk driver?”

“Because he admitted that they hadn’t been able to work out the technology in his suicide note. If someone steals Loki’s technology and presents it as their own in the future, no one will question it. It sounds as if Loki and Craven kept things under wraps, and the only people to have actually seen the game were Loki, Craven, and maybe a few random friends. All a competitor would need to do would be to take the technology and then change the specifics of the game, so no one recognized it as Loki’s game.”

“It seems like we have a workable theory, but how do we prove it?” I asked.

“I’m not sure this mystery is ours to solve,” Tony responded. “We are, after all, just visitors to the area. This might be one of those times when we should step back and allow the local PD to do their jobs.


Chapter 13

Tony headed to Tahoe with Shaggy early the following morning. He left the SUV so I could join him later if I decided that I wanted to do so. Once we’d gotten home last night, Tony and I had worked on our theory that it may have been a competitor who killed both Loki and Craven, but we never did find anything that would conclusively prove our idea one way or the other. While there was coffee in the house as well as a coffee maker, Tilly and I decided to walk into the village for a latte and croissant for me and a pup cup and dog muffin for Tilly. Once we’d received our food and drinks, we sat at the same table overlooking the lake where we’d stopped to rest several times during this trip. Zoe and I hadn’t discussed her plans for the day, so I wasn’t sure if she planned to attend the convention or hit the slopes, but it was Saturday, and the local skiers came out in full force on the weekends, so I wasn’t sure if it would be worthwhile to fight the crowds to get a few runs in.

While the air temperature peaked in the mid-thirties, the sun was shining brightly this morning, making sitting on the patio rather pleasant. Closing my eyes, I tilted my face to the sun while taking a deep breath of the crisp alpine air. The sun on my face felt so good I likely would have fallen asleep had it not been for the sound of the cell phone buzzing in my pocket.

“Good morning, Mom. How are you today?” I said after slipping my cell phone out of my pocket and answering.

“I’m fine. I’ve been giving some more thought to the Fourth of July party, and I’m wondering if we should have it at your place rather than mine. The guest list is growing, and your place is much bigger than mine.”

I wanted to say something snarky about interrupting my vacation for early morning chit-chat about a party that was five months away, but I loved my mom, and I could tell that this was important to her for some reason, so instead of lashing out, I simply assured her that I would talk to Tony about it when I had the opportunity to do so.

“Is there anything on your mind?” I asked my mom. “Anything other than the party?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. You seem to be a little on edge. I know we haven’t had a chance to visit much lately. First, it was Christmas, then Tony and I babysat Ella, and then we were getting ready for the convention. And I guess I just realized that maybe we should take a minute to check in with each other.”

She didn’t answer immediately, which gave me at least part of the answer. If Mom hadn’t had anything on her mind, she wouldn’t have hesitated to say so.

“Have you been feeling okay?” I asked.

“I’ve been feeling fine.” She paused and then continued. “If you really want to know what has been on my mind, I guess seeing Uncle Garret at Christmas sort of threw me. Your dad has been gone a very long time, and I’ve come to peace with the idea of being without him, but seeing Garret, who looks so much like your father, did stir up feelings I haven’t had for a while.”

“Feelings such as sadness that Dad is no longer in our lives?”

“Not really. Don’t get me wrong, there are times when I miss him, but he was gone so often when we were married that I never really depended on his presence to make me happy. I guess it’s more that seeing Garret reminded me of the uncertainty of life. I guess seeing Garret caused me to think about how little time your dad had and how much he has missed out on.”

“Seeing Garret reminded you that it’s important not to put off the things that really matter,” I said.

“Yes. I guess that’s it. I know the party this summer is small in the overall scheme of things to you and Mike, but I really want to do it up big like we did when you kids were little. Doing it up big takes planning, and that’s the reason I decided to get an early start.”

“I get it,” I said. “And I promise I’ll speak to Tony about having it at our place as soon as we get home from the convention. He really is busy right now, and I don’t think he’d be able to give it his full attention even if I did suggest it.”

“Okay, dear. That sounds fine. If Tony doesn’t want to host for some reason, maybe we can have an event at the lake.”

“That would be nice as well.”

After I hung up, I slipped my cell phone back into my pocket and tried not to freak out about the Mom and Uncle Garret situation. I never meant to create a potentially catastrophic problem by introducing Dad as my uncle, but it was the only explanation I could come up with on such short notice. I did think it solved the problem created when Mom found Dad in my living room, but now I wasn’t so sure I hadn’t created another problem with just as many consequences. Taking a sip of my coffee, I reminded myself there was nothing I could do to fix the situation, at least not at this point, so I closed my eyes and again tilted my face to the sun.

“Do you mind if I join you?”

I opened my eyes and looked up to find Carmen standing a few feet from where Tilly and I were sitting.

I smiled. “I wouldn’t mind at all. In fact, I’d welcome the company.”

Tilly began to thump her tail as Carmen approached.

Carmen sat next to Tilly and began running her hands through Tilly’s thick winter coat. “I wasn’t sure if you’d still be here after what happened with both Loki and Craven,” Carmen said. “I’ve heard that quite a few gamers who came to the convention have already left, especially those who came with the express purpose of viewing Loki’s game.”

“Tony and I are here until Monday,” I said. “He has his own game to promote, so I know he wants to be here until the end.” I paused and then continued. “I understand Loki had been recruiting locals to test his game.”

She nodded as she bent over to allow Tilly to lick her cheek. “Loki was super protective of that game. He really believed he was onto something that would revolutionize the industry and mostly worked on the game alone so that his secrets wouldn’t be leaked. I did hear he asked a few close friends to help him test it, but only a few who he truly trusted.”

“The game was supposed to preview on Wednesday evening, but neither Loki nor Craven showed up, so the preview was canceled. Do you think the software for the game might already have been uploaded to the computer set up in the conference room?” I asked.

“No, Loki wouldn’t have let anyone have early access to the game. Not even his own team. The guy was seriously neurotic. Toward the end, he didn’t even work on the game at home in the clean room he’d set up in his house.”

“So, where did he do his work?”

“He did all the coding from his grandfather’s old cabin, which is really off the beaten path. It’s all the way up at the top of the mountain, and very few people even know about it.”

“Does he have internet up there?”

She nodded. “There’s a satellite. It’s actually a pretty sophisticated setup.”

A cabin on the top of the mountain. Now, that was an intriguing idea. “If Loki was that invested in this game, do you think he would have gone skiing on the day of, or possibly the day before, the big release party?” I asked.

“No, Loki liked to ski, but I’m quite certain he wouldn’t have taken the time to hit the slopes that close to the big day unless there was a specific reason to have gone up the mountain when he did. Although …” she let her thoughts dangle as she adjusted her position so that she was facing me a bit more directly. Based on her expression, I could see she was thinking things over. “I suppose that Loki might have had reason to ski down the mountain from the cabin.”

“Is the cabin in the ski area?”

“Not in the ski area, but just over the mountain from the black diamond run where you found Loki’s body.” She frowned. “I guess I should have considered the possibility before that Loki had been at the cabin and had decided to ski down rather than take his snowmobile.”

“Is this something he has done often?” I asked.

“No, it’s a fairly long trek through ungroomed snow from the cabin to the ski slope. If Loki wanted to ski for recreational purposes, he would have accessed the run via the lift. But if he was at the cabin and there was some sort of trouble, it would have been possible to get from the cabin to the out-of-bounds run where you found his body. Not easy, mind you, but possible.”

I remembered the cabins Zoe and I had seen on that first day we skied. “So theoretically, just to ensure that I have this right, if Loki had ridden his snowmobile up to this isolated cabin and somehow found himself in trouble once he was there, and if he hadn’t been able to access his snowmobile for some reason, he might have just slipped his skis on and headed out through the woods toward the out-of-bounds run near the resort where we found his body.”

“Theoretically, it could have happened that way. There isn’t any sort of road to the cabin during the winter. The only way in and out is by snowmobile or on skis. Loki has a snowmobile he uses. The cabin has a generator to run the lights and his equipment, and he has solar panels, which run some of his stuff. He has a wood-burning stove for heat and cooking. It’s a pretty decent setup, actually.”

I had to admit this was an intriguing scenario I hadn’t considered. If Loki had taken his snowmobile up to the cabin and had fled on skis, that would explain why no one remembered seeing him ride the lifts up the mountain that day and why his car hadn’t been found in the parking lot.

“You mentioned that your sister worked for the coroner’s office when we spoke before. Did you happen to ask her about the time of death?”

Carmen hesitated but then answered. “She refused to talk to me about the accident since I guess there actually is an active investigation going on, but I overheard her on the phone, and she mentioned to whomever she was speaking to that it appeared that Loki had been dead since Tuesday. At first, I didn’t think it was possible that Loki could have been laying there in the snow for two days before anyone found him, but the resort was on wind hold on Wednesday, and the lifts on that side of the mountain were closed for the day.”

That was true. It had been windy that day, especially in the upper elevations, and the lifts had been closed. If the top of the mountain had been closed on Wednesday and Loki had died late in the day on Tuesday, it actually did track that his body wouldn’t have been found until Thursday, especially since it appeared he died in an out-of-bounds area where few skiers ever ventured.

“Have you heard anything about the cause of death?” I asked Carmen.

“Despite my insistence that Loki would never just run into a tree, according to the coroner’s report, the official cause of death was blunt force trauma caused by his collision with the tree. My friend, Sean, spends a lot of time filming ski and snowboard videos for YouTube, and when I asked him about the likelihood of a downed tree, he told me that he had noticed a few downed trees this week due to the high winds in the upper elevations. Personally, however, I think it was more likely that another person caused the accident.”

Tilly let out a little yip of greeting, so I looked behind me to see Zoe walking toward us with Charlie.

“I see you had the same idea Charlie and I had,” Zoe said as she set her coffee and bagel on the table and sat next to me.

“It’s a nice day today and so warm in the sun.” I turned toward Carmen. “Have you met Carmen?”

“I haven’t had the pleasure,” Zoe responded. “I’m Zoe, and this is Charlie.”

“I’m so happy to meet you both,” Carmen replied.

“Carmen was a friend of Loki’s, so we’ve been talking about his accident,” I said, directing my comment to Zoe.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Zoe said. “He was a good man and will be missed.”

“Did you know him?” Carmen asked.

“My husband is a player in the software industry, so I’d met Loki a few times, but I can’t say that I knew him well.”

“Zoe and I were together when we found Loki’s body,” I said, directing my comment to Carmen.

“That must have been so awful,” Carmen said.

Zoe echoed her sentiment, recognizing that it was deeply distressing.

“Carmen’s sister works in the coroner’s office, and according to the coroner’s report, Loki died on Tuesday due to blunt force trauma caused by hitting the tree,” I said, directing my comment to Zoe.

“So it was an accident,” Zoe confirmed.

“I don’t think it was an accident,” Carmen said.

Zoe looked in her direction. “You don’t? What do you think happened?”

“Loki was an excellent skier, and he skied that out-of-bounds area on many occasions. The only thing that makes sense is that someone or something caused him to swerve, and he hit the tree before he could stop or correct.”

“Someone or something?” Zoe asked.

Carmen shrugged. “Probably someone. I did consider that with the high winds we’ve been experiencing on and off all month, there could have been a fallen tree. My friend, Sean, confirmed that he’d noticed fallen trees in the videos he records, but according to my cousin, Jimmy, who was one of the ski patrols who responded, there weren’t any obstacles in the area where Loki’s body was found.”

Zoe agreed that she hadn’t noticed any natural obstacles in the area where the body was found.

I then took a moment to fill Zoe in on the location of the cabin Loki had been using, which was just over the mountain from the resort and accessible only by snowmobile or skis.

“That could account for how Loki ended up on the mountain even though no one remembers seeing him on the lifts that day, which means Loki running into a tree might have been an accident,” Zoe said.

“It might have been an accident, or the accident could have been caused by whoever interrupted Loki at the cabin, causing him to head out through the woods in the first place,” I pointed out.

“There does seem to be a lot of different things going on, and it seems that all these different things are linked,” Zoe admitted.

“I agree that it seems at least possible something other than an accident was going on,” I said. “First, the game Loki has been working on and was planning to preview ends up not being previewed even though there seems to be evidence that Loki was at least close to finishing it. And then Loki, an excellent skier, is found dead on the mountain, followed by the death of Loki’s partner, Craven, due to suicide.”

“The suicide note that Craven left made it seem as if Loki had pulled the wool over his eyes by promising something he was unable to deliver,” Zoe said.

“I know who Craven is, but I don’t really know him well,” Carmen said. “But I promise you that Loki wasn’t trying to swindle anyone. He was a good guy. While it is true that he overestimated his ability to do what he set out to do at times, he would never have intentionally swindled anyone. He said he’d worked out the technology for his game, and I believe he did.”

“Do you know the names of any of Loki’s friends who had been asked to test the game?” I asked.

She paused. “I know a couple of the testers, but I hesitate to put their names out there without their permission.”

“If Loki did finish the game, it must be saved somewhere,” Zoe pointed out. “Maybe on the hard drive at his home.”

“The cabin,” Carmen said. “If Loki finished the game, he’d have it hidden in the cabin.”


Chapter 14

After some discussion, we decided to take the dogs to the house Tony rented, rent some snowmobiles, and head up the mountain to the cabin Carmen knew how to access. We found Loki’s snowmobile sitting in front of the small structure when we arrived, which seemed to prove that he had accessed the cabin via the snowmobile the last time he was there but had left another way. The cabin’s front door was locked, but Carmen knew where Loki hid the key. Once we were inside, we found the place completely trashed.

“Someone was looking for something,” Zoe said.

I looked at Carmen. “Any idea what might be missing?”

She headed toward a room at the back of the cabin. The back door, as well as the door to the room, were broken into. It appeared as if someone had taken an ax to them.

“This is where Loki worked,” she said.

“There’s no shortage of monitors, keyboards, or controllers, but where’s the hard drive?” Zoe asked.

Zoe was right. The hard drive was missing.

“I guess someone other than the handful of friends Loki felt safe enough to bring up here knew about the cabin,” Carmen said.

“If Loki finished the game, or even if he was close to finishing it, it would have been worth a lot of money,” I pointed out.

“Enough to kill for?” Carmen asked.

Zoe and I both agreed that was likely the case.

“So what do we do now?” Carmen asked. “Call the police?”

“I think that might be our best bet,” I said. “They’ll likely dust for prints, so we should avoid touching anything we haven’t already touched.”

A cell tower that serviced the village below was located at the top of the mountain, so Carmen made the call while Zoe and I waited by the snowmobiles.

“They’re sending someone up to investigate,” she informed us once she hung up. “Once they get here, they’ll want to ask a few questions, and then we’ll be free to go.” Carmen turned and looked back toward the cabin. “If Loki was here working on his game when whoever trashed the place showed up, it makes sense that he would have fled through the forest on skis. He knew his way around better than anyone, but if he’d done that, it seems unlikely that he would have left the hard drive behind. The unit was small enough to put in his backpack. If he’d had time, he would have grabbed it before he fled.”

“Maybe he didn’t have time to grab it,” Zoe suggested. “Maybe he saw whoever trashed the place arrive, knew he was in trouble and fled through the back door.”

“Zoe’s right,” I said. “There’s no way to tell what happened here with the evidence we have, but if Loki knew he was in trouble, his natural instinct would have been to get out while he could.”

Two police officers showed up on snowmobiles much faster than I thought they would. Carmen knew one of the two officers, which made the process much easier. She explained what had occurred and why we had come up the mountain to look around. The men seemed satisfied with her explanation, so we were released to leave less than thirty minutes after they arrived. After we were released, we returned the snowmobiles to the rental place, picked up Zoe’s car, and headed back to the village.

“I have the afternoon shift at the bar,” Carmen said. “It’s already noon, so I should go, but I want to thank you for believing me about Loki and going to the cabin with me to check it out.”

“We were happy to help,” I said. “You have my number, so if you hear anything or think of anything else, please call me.”

“I will,” she said, hugging me first and then Zoe.

Once Carmen walked away, Zoe and I decided to return to the house where we’d left the dogs and regroup. We’d discussed the fact that this wasn’t our town or our mystery to solve, but even if it wasn’t our job to figure out what was going on, we both had a sense of obligation to do what we could. In my mind, it looked as if Loki ran into a tree. Carmen didn’t seem to think he would have, but he had been running from someone who posed a threat, so he may have been looking over his shoulder as he skied, basically misjudged, and skied off course. We supposed another skier might have tripped him up, but given the fact that the body wasn’t found that same day, it was likely that the accident had occurred late in the day.

“Okay,” Zoe said as we settled in at my dining room table with sandwiches from the deli. “Let’s say that Loki had been showing his game to some of his friends, and one of those friends blabbed about the huge advance in technology he’d managed to pull off, which ended up gaining the attention of someone intent on stealing that technology. If we assume this to be true, then we can also assume that the friend spilled the beans about the cabin and its location.”

I picked up the thread. “The individual who hears about the game decides to steal the technology for himself, so he either takes a snowmobile he owns or rents a snowmobile if he isn’t a local and makes the trip up the mountain.”

“If Loki ran as we suspect he did, he must have recognized that there was a threat,” Zoe said.

“That’s true. Loki had time to leave the cabin on skis before the intruder subdued him, so he must have known that someone was coming for his hard drive,” I agreed. “But if he knew someone was coming for the hard drive, he would have hidden it or taken it with him.”

“That’s a good point,” Zoe admitted. “If he hadn’t known of the risk, or if he knew the intruder, then it seems that he would have simply opened the door when the intruder arrived, and if that had occurred, he likely wouldn’t have had the opportunity to flee.”

“Yeah, something isn’t adding up,” I agreed.

“Sometimes, when my theory isn’t working, I just make something up that does work and then look at it from that angle.”

“Okay, then, what story would you tell yourself in this situation?” I asked.

Zoe paused for a moment and then began to speak. “It’s Tuesday, and gamers from all over the country have begun to show up to experience my game. I’m totally stoked, and maybe I talked about it more than I should have. Anticipation for my new game is high, and there’s lots of chatter, which is how I overhear something about a competitor who shows more interest than he should. Being the overcautious and neurotic sort, I grab my snowmobile and head up to the cabin. Once I arrive, I hear another snowmobile heading in my direction. There’s only one trail to and from the cabin, and I don’t want to risk running into whoever is headed toward me, so I take the hard drive, put my skis on, and head toward the black diamond run that I know will take me into the village. Of course, as I’m skiing toward safety, I’m very aware that someone might be following me, so I keep looking over my shoulder, which is how I make a minor miscalculation and hit a tree. Meanwhile, whoever was coming up the mountain reached the cabin and began looking for the hard drive. When they can’t find it, they tear the place apart.”

“That all works. But in this scenario, the hard drive should have been with Loki. Carmen said it would fit in a backpack, but I didn’t see a backpack.”

“Yeah,” Zoe admitted. “I didn’t either.”

“But the rest of it fits,” I commented.

“What if the hard drive wasn’t in a backpack,” Zoe suggested. “What if Loki had tucked it into his jacket. Or what if Loki knew the game was vulnerable, so he saved it to the cloud and deleted it from the hard drive.”

I supposed all of that was possible, but at this point, all we really had were stories that worked for us. Without proof of some sort, the stories were worthless.

“Where does Craven fit into all of this?” Zoe asked.

“I guess we have made up a plausible story as to how Loki might have ended up dead on the mountain, but Craven died in a hotel room alongside a suicide note someone wrote that included enough detail to be convincing.”

“We know that Craven was at the village late in the day on Tuesday because we saw him in the parking lot,” Zoe reminded me. “He was on the phone and obviously agitated. What if Craven was on the phone with Loki. What if that phone call is what caused Loki to do what he did.”

“Or what if Craven planned to double-cross Loki and sell the technology Loki had come up with to someone else, and his buyer was on the other end of the line when we saw him,” I suggested.

“It would be easy for either of our husbands to find out who Craven was speaking to,” Zoe said.

“I say we call them.”

As it turned out, the person Craven had been speaking to used a burner phone, which didn’t help us at all. Zak and Tony were really busy at the convention that day, and they couldn’t leave, so Zoe and I decided to grab the dogs and meet them there.

Once we arrived, Tony left Shaggy in charge of their booth, and he wandered over to the Zimmerman booth with me.

“I have a bit of news about Craven’s death,” Tony said.

“Okay. What have you heard?” I asked.

“He overdosed on a drug cocktail. I hacked into the coroner’s office earlier to take a look, and it appears as if the drugs were mixed with the scotch that was found in a tumbler next to the bed.”

I supposed that if I was going to kill myself, drugs would be the way I’d do it. In my mind, this proved to be a point toward the accuracy of the death-by-suicide theory.

“Since we have no way of knowing who might have drugged Craven, if he, in fact, didn’t simply drug himself, then perhaps we should be looking at those with a motive,” Zoe said. “It appears, based on evidence uncovered by Tess and me today, that Loki rode his snowmobile up to the cabin where he had been working and then left by some other means, which we’re assuming were the skis we found him with on the slope. The cabin was trashed, and the hard drive was missing. There’s no way of knowing where the hard drive is at this point or whether or not the individual who went up the mountain after it ended up finding it, but it does appear that when Loki left the cabin, presumably on skis, he was fleeing from someone. We don’t know who, and we don’t know how he ended up hitting a tree, but it does stand to reason that whoever went up the mountain, causing Loki to flee, might have called Craven and lured him to the hotel room where he then gave him a drink spiked with drugs.”

“It is beginning to sound as if Loki might actually have worked out the technology for the game,” I added. “If he did, the game would be worth lots of money.”

“Okay, but how do we figure out who this bad guy might be?” Zoe asked.

“Maybe there are security cameras at the hotel,” Zak suggested. “If we can get a look at the feed from Tuesday, we might be able to figure out who accessed the room Craven died in.”

I looked up as a man walked into the room and headed over to a booth where a small group of men, known as active investors, had gathered. I watched as the man shook everyone’s hand before handing them something that looked to be a business card. “Isn’t that the game developer for Trawler Games?” I asked.

“It is,” Zak confirmed. “His name is Tate Donnally.”

“I bet he’s loving the way things turned out,” Tony said. “Everyone has been saying that when it came to the new technology, Trawler Games has been racing Loki and his team to the finish line. If Loki did beat him to the end line, then Donnally dodged a bullet when Loki hit that tree.”

“Maybe Donnally is our guy,” I said. “His company was close to a breakthrough that would put Trawler Games on the map, but then this random guy from out in left field, who no one really took all that seriously, suddenly breaks the code and beats him to the finish line. Donnally must have been furious.”

“So he finds out about the cabin and heads up the mountain to steal the program, but Loki is already there,” Zoe said. “Loki realizes his project is in trouble, so he takes off on skis only to hit a tree. Donnally trashes the cabin looking for the hard drive, but Loki has taken it, hidden it, or something. Where does Craven come into this? Who was he talking to when Tess and I saw him in the parking lot, and how did he end up dead?”

No one spoke.

“It’s going to be difficult to unravel all of this since both Loki and Craven are dead,” Tony said. “I guess the next step is to look at the hotel security feed for Tuesday to see if we can figure out whether Tate Donnally was there.”

“At this point, we may just want to bring the police in on this,” Zak said. “None of us have any authority to ask to see the security feed, and none of us have a contact in the area who might know someone.”

“Carmen,” I said. “She’s a local, and she knows a lot of people. I’ll call her.”

Carmen admitted that she did know the nighttime desk clerk at the hotel where Craven died. I told her what we needed and why we needed it, and she agreed to do what she could. Carmen promised to reach out to her friend and then call me back. Thirty minutes later, she called me and told me that if I wanted to head to the hotel, the man behind the desk would show me the feed I was interested in viewing. It was three o’clock now, and he’d be there until five. Tony and Zak still needed to be at the convention for a few more hours, so Zoe and I returned to Hidden Valley.

“That’s him,” I said as we watched a tall man with dark hair walk up to the desk and say something to the clerk. He had something in his hands that he switched from one arm to another as the clerk responded. “That’s Tate Donnally,” I said as the man headed toward the elevator and punched the button for the third floor.

“So he actually is involved in Craven’s death,” Zoe said.

“That would seem to be the case, but just because he visited Craven on the last day the man was known to be alive doesn’t prove that he killed him. We can see that he has a bag, but we can’t prove that it was the drugged scotch that he carried.”

“Maybe not, but it does seem to suggest as much.”

Zoe was right. It certainly did suggest as much.

“It would help if we could link him to Loki’s ski accident or the missing hard drive. How about we grab a drink while we talk it through,” I suggested.

“That sounds good,” Zoe agreed.

Zoe and I decided on a dog-friendly bar with an outdoor patio since both dogs were with us. As with many merchants in the village, there was a monitor on the wall showing ski and snowboard videos. Since it was Saturday, the village, the mountain, and the resort were packed, but luckily, we found a table near a window where Tilly and Charlie could curl up behind us, where they wouldn’t be tripped over.

Once we ordered our beverages, we chatted about the nice weather for a few minutes. Our plan had been to discuss Loki’s accident and Craven’s suicide, but it was so loud and crowded that we decided that it wasn’t a good idea. The young men sitting at a six-top next to us were particularly loud. They were watching something on their cell phones, which had them whooping and hollering, followed by a long groan and then words of sympathy.

“Hey, guys, maybe you can tone it down a bit,” the bartender said, directing her comment to one of the men sitting at the table next to us.

“Sorry, love, but Rafe found the best video on YouTube. Some guy totally faceplanted after a hell of a good run down the mountain.” The man with the English accent held his cell phone up. “Do you want to have a look?”

“I’m too busy to have a look, but please do keep it down,” the bartender responded. “I have other customers who likely don’t appreciate the noise.”

I looked at Zoe. She nodded. I got up and approached the men at the table next to ours. “My friend and I heard about your video, and we’d like to look at it if you don’t mind.”

“Sure thing, darlin’.”

He opened the video on his cell phone and handed it to me. Zoe looked over my shoulder as we watched Loki fly down the double black diamond run. I had to admit the guy was an excellent skier. He zig-zagged down the mountain through the trees at a speed that seemed to indicate the devil himself was after him. I noticed that he had a small backpack, lime green with bright orange stripes on his back. When Zoe and I had found the body, the backpack hadn’t been anywhere in sight. It appeared that a drone, probably one of the drones that regularly recorded skiers and snowboarders and then sold the footage to the village, had recorded Loki’s mad dash down the mountain.

“Wait for it,” the man whose cell phone I held said just a second before Loki turned, looked behind him, and then turned back just in time to see that he’d veered off course a split second before he hit the tree. Loki went down, and the drone continued down the mountain without him.”

“Who posted this video to YouTube?” I asked.

“Some guy that goes by Seagram Seven. Seagram has a drone and posts a lot of overhead shots.”

I handed the cell phone back to the man. “I appreciate you allowing me to use your cell phone, but I’d like to show it to my husband. Can you forward the video to me?”

“Sure. I’ll need your number.”

I rattled it off to him.

Zoe and I decided to head back to her house. Once we arrived, we called Zak and Tony and filled them in. Since both men were busy peddling their games, they couldn’t get away, so Zoe and I agreed to meet them there and headed toward the convention for the second time today. Once we arrived, Zoe went to check in with Zak, and I headed toward Tony’s booth to check in with him.

“It’s too bad we can’t tell with any degree of certainty that someone is actually chasing Loki,” I said. “He keeps looking behind him, but I don’t see anyone behind him in the video.”

“It is true that the drone didn’t capture the image of whoever was chasing Loki,” Tony agreed.

I glanced toward the Trawler Games booth. At least five salesmen were attending the conference from Trawler Games today, and each and every one of those five salesmen seemed to be in an exceptionally good mood. Tate Donnally was at the top of my suspect list. He was a partner in Trawler Games along with a man named Gavin Buckner. Buckner hadn’t attended the convention, so if something fishy had gone on that had led to the deaths of both Loki and Craven, it would have been Tate who had tossed his line in the water. We knew that Donnally had visited the hotel where Craven’s body was found late on Tuesday evening since we’d seen his image on the security feed. We couldn’t prove there was scotch in the paper bag, that he’d drugged the scotch, or even that he’d been at the hotel to visit Craven, but there did seem to be quite a bit of evidence that would suggest as much. Tony suggested we call the police and turn over all the evidence we’d managed to gather, but I really wanted to find that one thing that would bring our random ideas and the evidence we’d gathered together.

“I’m going to casually walk over to the Trawler Games booth and pretend to be looking at their literature,” I said. “Maybe that will allow me to listen in on the conversation the staff seems so engaged in.”

“Okay,” Tony said. “But don’t confront anyone even if you do overhear something.”

“I won’t. I’m just going to listen for a minute and try to get a feel for the team’s overall mood.”

When I approached the booth, the topic of conversation was a game that had recently launched and was doing quite well. Trawler Games launched several games a year, so there was nothing suspicious about that.

“Can I help you with something?” one of the men asked me after I’d picked up a brochure.

“No, not really,” I said. “I just wanted to see what sorts of games you had in the works.”

“As you can see, we’re working on lots of exciting new offerings. Would you like to demo the game we are featuring this week?”

I figured that would afford me the opportunity to hang out and listen in on the conversations a little longer, so I indicated that I would be thrilled to demo the game. I had to admit it was a good one. The graphics were the most sophisticated I’d experienced to this point.

“I feel like I’ve played this in the past, although these graphics are indeed superior. Maybe a previous version?”

The man nodded. “This is an update of a previous version of Asteroid Runner.” He turned around, lifted the edge of a tarp that had been tossed over boxes of supplies at the back of the booth, and pulled out a hard copy of the parent game. As he handed it to me, I couldn’t help but notice the bright green backpack with the orange stripes sitting on the floor next to the box with the games. The man handed me the disc enclosed in the plastic casing. “Is this the game you’re talking about?”

I took the game from the man. “This is it. This was always one of my favorite games. I have to say that the improvement in technology between the old version and the new version is astonishing.”

“We at Trawler Games work hard to stay ahead of our competition. In fact, our game developers are working hard to bring you a game with next-generation graphics that will set a new standard in the industry.”

“That sounds amazing,” I said. “It’s too bad you didn’t have it ready for this convention.”

“It wasn’t quite done, but I’ve been assured that we’ve made the breakthrough our team needed, and the game will be our featured product at the Seattle convention.”

“I look forward to seeing what you come up with.”

I thanked the man and returned to Tony and Shaggy’s booth.

“There’s a lime green backpack with orange stripes under a tarp at the back of the Trawler Games booth.”

“So?”

“In the video of Loki speeding down the mountain, he’s wearing a lime green backpack with orange stripes, but by the time Zoe and I found his body, the backpack was gone. I realize there may be more than one lime green backpack with orange stripes in existence, but it’s not a common color option. Carmen said that if Loki had fled to protect his work, he would have taken the hard drive. She also said that the hard drive would fit in his backpack. In my mind, the fact that a backpack that looks exactly like the one on Loki’s back as he fled the cabin is now in the Trawler Games booth seems to prove someone on that team was after him.”

“It does seem pretty conclusive. Let’s head over and share what you found with Zak and Zoe, and then maybe we’ll call the police and allow them to follow up from there.”


Chapter 15

Unfortunately, once we called the police and filled them in on the facts surrounding our discovery of Loki’s backpack that I’d noticed hidden under the tarp of the Trawler Games booth, our theory began to fall apart. As it turned out, a local ski shop had carried the exact backpack all last season, and lots of locals in the area had the same backpack. While the backpack I’d noticed matched the one Loki had worn in the video, there was no way to prove that the backpack in the booth had been the same backpack that had belonged to Loki. Additionally, as we’d already determined, the drone that recorded Loki’s last run down the mountain hadn’t captured the image of another skier, which meant that the police weren’t actively looking for anyone, even though I pointed out that Loki kept looking behind him, which seemed to indicate that someone was there.

On top of all of that, the bottle of scotch found in the hotel room where Craven died had his fingerprints on it and only his fingerprints. I argued that a single set of fingerprints on the bottle should serve as a red flag that perhaps the bottle had been wiped down before someone gave it to Craven, but that didn’t get me anywhere.

I also pointed out that Donnally had been seen on the security feed talking to the desk clerk at the same hotel where Craven’s body had been found, but an investigation into that fact revealed that Donnally had a room in the same hotel.

The Zimmerman clan had plans to head out early the following morning, and they had planned to spend a quiet evening visiting with Alex and Diego, so they left the conference early even though the event was scheduled to be open until ten that night. Zoe hugged me before they left and asked me to text her if we managed to solve the mystery. She was sorry to leave before the mystery was wrapped up, but the commitment she’d made to her family was a commitment she was planning to keep.

“I’m really going to miss them,” I told Tony after the family pulled away.

“Me too, but I’m sure we’ll have the chance to hang out again. If Zak and I work together on the software for his client, at the very least, we’ll be staying in close contact for the next few months.”

“I guess that’s true.” I glanced at the Trawler Games booth. “I know the police didn’t find anything conclusive, but I know in my gut that someone from that company, likely Donnally, is behind what happened to both Loki and Craven.”

Tony reached out and took my hand in his. “That may be true, but without some tangible evidence, they’ll likely get away with it. I will say that naming them as suspects will make it harder for them to use the technology they stole if that is indeed what happened.”

“I guess that’s something.”

Tony took his phone out and pulled up the video that the drone recorded of Loki flying down the mountain. “This footage has been edited,” he said. “If we can look at the original footage, perhaps we’d have a wider view.”

“You’re thinking that a wider view might show whoever is chasing Loki.”

Tony shrugged. “It’s a thought.”

“The problem is that the person who posted the video used the handle Seagram Seven. We’ll need a real identity.”

Tony grabbed his laptop. “I should be able to get that. The reception room where the viewing of Loki’s game was supposed to take place is empty. I’ll tell Shaggy to watch the booth, and then we’ll head to the quieter room and see what we can find.”

Tony was an excellent hacker and easily identified the person who posted the video as someone named Sean Hoffman. The address given was a local post office box, which didn’t help us, but I remembered Carmen mentioning someone named Sean. She had the late shift tonight, so I wasn’t sure she’d answer her cell phone, but I decided to give her a try. Luckily, she picked up.

“Hey, Tess. What’s up?”

“When we chatted the other day, you mentioned a friend named Sean.”

“Yeah. So?”

“Does the Sean you mentioned also post YouTube videos using the handle Seagram Seven?”

“He does. Did you see one of his videos? He uses a drone, and he’s quite good.”

“I did see one of his videos. It appears as if he captured Loki’s accident on video.”

I expected a reply but instead was greeted with total silence.

“Carmen? Are you there?”

“I am here, but I can’t believe Sean filmed Loki’s accident and never notified anyone. Are you sure it was Sean?”

“Actually, I’m not sure. I can forward the video to you, and you can watch it. Be forewarned, however, it’s pretty graphic.”

“Okay. Go ahead and forward it to me. I’ll take my break so I can look at it without interruption. Once I do, I’ll call you back.”

“Okay. I’ll forward it right now.”

Carmen called me back in a few minutes to let me know that the skier in the video was definitely Loki, and the YouTube channel it was posted to was definitely Sean’s. Even though she wanted to confront him right away, I was able to convince Carmen to wait for me at the bar, so I promised I’d be there as quickly as I could. Tony decided to come with Tilly and me even though a lot was happening at the convention. Tony hated leaving Shaggy alone but hated the thought of me confronting this Sean guy with just Carmen even more.

“I made some calls after we spoke,” Carmen said once we arrived at the bar where she worked. “Sean’s at a friend’s house. I was going to call him to make sure he was still there, but I didn’t want to take a chance of tipping him off that I was upset, which might cause him to flee, so I decided to wait for you. I’m technically not off, but I told my manager I was sick, and she’s covering my shift.”

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll head over and talk to Sean and see what he has to say about things.”

Initially, Sean denied knowing anything. He claimed he bought the video from someone else, who’d recorded the run and then posted it to his feed after Loki’s body had already been found. When I threatened to call the police to verify his story, he finally admitted that he had been the one to record the video but indicated that he’d been offered five grand to suppress the footage for a few days. I asked him who asked him to suppress the footage, and he admitted that it was a guy he knew who went by Grunge.

“Shaggy’s friend?” I asked.

Tony verified that it likely was.

Tony called Shaggy and asked if Grunge was still at the convention. According to Shaggy, Grunge had already left. Tony and I discussed it and decided to turn this whole thing over to the local PD again. We asked Sean to allow us to look at the uncut footage, and once the entire unedited video was viewed, it became evident that there hadn’t been anyone chasing Loki. At this point, we assumed that someone had found out about Loki’s cabin and had been heading up the mountain on a snowmobile, which Loki heard. We still weren’t sure who this uninvited visitor had been, but based on the fact the cabin was trashed, we assumed it was someone after the hard drive. When Loki heard the approaching snowmobile, he’d fled on skis, convinced all the while that someone was after him. That would explain why he kept looking behind him, but based on the video, it appeared that by the time he had his accident with the tree, the lifts were closed, and he’d been the only one on the mountain. At this point, we were speculating that when Grunge saw Sean’s video, he realized that Loki might have had the hard drive on him, so he paid Sean to suppress the video for a few days, which gave him time to snowmobile up and retrieve the backpack before the body was discovered.

This time, the PD seemed to take the information we provided to them a lot more seriously. They promised to track Grunge down and get the rest of the story.


Chapter 16

“So Loki’s accident really was an accident,” Zoe confirmed the following day after I called her to fill her in on what had occurred after she left.

“That appears to be the case. Grunge, whose real name is Thomas Wilton, admitted that his company had been trying to steal the video game from Loki once they realized he’d figured out the technology they hadn’t been able to crack. Trawler Games offered anyone who happened to procure the technology a fifty-thousand-dollar bonus, which had everyone trying to figure out how to get it. According to Shaggy, who spoke to Grunge, when one of his co-workers found out about the cabin, he decided to check it out. Based on what happened next, we’re assuming that Loki was at the cabin at the same time the co-worker headed up the mountain, and when Loki heard the snowmobile approaching, he fled with the hard drive. Of course, all we can do at this point is speculate since the only one who knows this part of the story is dead.”

“So, was it the guy from Trawler Games who trashed the place while looking for the hard drive?” Zoe asked.

“Given the evidence left behind, that’s the theory at this point. Grunge did admit that when he saw the video Sean had recorded, he suspected that Loki had been fleeing with the hard drive at the time of the collision with the tree, so Grunge paid Sean to wait to post what he had, which gave him time to snowmobile up and get the backpack. It seemed to me, based on what was discussed, that there are a lot of folks going to jail.”

“I’m so glad you figured it out,” Zoe said. “I hated to leave before the case was wrapped up, but it wasn’t my case to close, and I really needed to get home. Are you still in Tahoe?”

“I am. Tony, Shaggy, and I are going home tomorrow.”

“What about Craven? Did they determine whether his suicide was a suicide or murder?” Zoe asked.

“As of the last time I heard, the police are still looking into it. Based on the fact it was a company co-owned by Tate Donnally that put this whole thing in motion, the police are taking a much harder look at things. Initially, they just dusted the bottle of scotch for prints, but now they’re dusting the entire room. They’re also looking at security footage from all the cameras in the building in order to try to determine whether or not Donnally actually headed to his room after talking to the desk clerk, which is what he told the police in the first place, or if he headed to Craven’s room with the tainted scotch.”

“I’m sure that the police will get to the bottom of things now that they are taking this more seriously.”

“I hope so, but like you, I realize this isn’t my town or my case, so I plan to leave the case wrap-up to the local PD.”

“Can someone get the door,” Zoe yelled. Even though I could tell she had her hand over the phone, her words were still quite understandable. “Sorry about that,” she said. “There’s someone at the door, but apparently, everyone living here has disappeared.”

“Do you need to get it?” I asked.

“Nona got it. It’s Salinger. He stopped by to talk to me about a case he took on while I was away, so I don’t want to keep him waiting, but as long as I have you, I really wanted to convey what a pleasure it was meeting you. Aspen adores you and talks about you all the time, and now that I’ve had the pleasure of meeting you myself, I can see what all the fuss is about.”

I placed a hand on my chest. “Thank you so much. It was a pleasure meeting you as well. Tony told me that he decided to go ahead and work with Zak on his project, so maybe we’ll have the opportunity to spend time with one another again.”

“I really hope so. And even if work doesn’t demand it, I’d love to visit White Eagle, and I’d love to have you visit Ashton Falls.”

“I’d like that very much.”

“I really do need to go,” Zoe said, “but please stay in touch.”

I promised I would and then hung up. What a pleasant and thoughtful woman. It was too bad we didn’t live closer to one another. I was sure that under any other circumstances, we’d end up being the best of friends.

Of course, the idea of “best of friends” had me thinking about my best friend. I’d been meaning to call Bree and check-in, so I dialed her number.

“Are you back?” Bree asked the minute she picked up.

“We’re flying back tomorrow, but I had a few minutes, so I wanted to call and check in on you.”

“I really appreciate that. Between finding out that I’m pregnant and then finding your dad in my kitchen, this has been a tough couple of weeks. And, of course, your mom is making me nuts with plans for this Fourth of July party. She keeps asking me if I would be willing to help with this and that, but the reality is that I’ll be six months pregnant by the time the party rolls around. Based on my experience the last time I was pregnant, I know that I’ll likely have to take it easy. I’m just not sure what to say to your mom when she asks me if I can handle the food, decorations, or whatever she comes up with.”

“So tell her that you’re expecting. I guarantee that she won’t ask you to do a thing.”

She paused and then replied. “I guess that might not be a bad idea. I thought I’d wait to share the news, but if I want to be left alone and not asked to do anything, that would be one way to go about it.”

“It would, and you’ll need to tell her eventually.”

“Maybe I’ll talk to Mike and see what he thinks. He’s been so distracted with this whole thing with your mom and dad that I don’t think he realizes how party crazy your mom has actually gone.”

“I plan to talk to my mom about that once we get home. I feel like her party-planning frenzy is really about something else. I’m not sure I’ve narrowed down which something else it might be that’s driving this whole thing, but she seems to be almost manic in her approach.”

“Mike seemed to think it was just part of aging, but your mom isn’t all that old.”

“She said something about meeting Garret and how that encounter left her feeling sad that Dad missed out on so much. I think it left her feeling vulnerable. And I guess I get it. Life is short, so it really is important to embrace all that is significant to you while you still have the time and the energy to do so.”

“I guess I never looked at it that way,” Bree said. “I suppose she isn’t wrong. None of us know how much time we have. You know, maybe I will tell her about the baby. She is going to be so happy to hear that she’s going to be a grandma again. She was so involved in my pregnancy the last time, and to tell you the truth, it made me nuts, but maybe this time, I’ll just relax and allow her to spoil me.”

“That might be good for both of you,” I said.

After I hung up, I grabbed Tilly and headed out for a walk. Tony didn’t think he’d be at the convention all that long today. The event was wrapping up, and lots of the vendors had already left, but Tony wanted to be fair to Shaggy, who had worked so hard on the game, so he agreed to hang in there until the very end.

I wasn’t sure if Carmen was working today, but I decided to stop by the bar so she could say goodbye to Tilly if she was. Carmen seemed to enjoy spending time with my furry best friend, and I suspected she would miss her once we left.

“Oh good, you stopped by,” Carmen said once Tilly and I entered the building. “I wasn’t sure if you were leaving today or tomorrow, and I didn’t know if you’d have time to stop by.”

“We’re leaving early tomorrow, but Tilly wanted to be sure to say goodbye. I think she’s really going to miss you.”

“And I’m going to miss her, but I have wonderful news that should soften the blow of Tilly leaving.”

“Oh, and what’s that?” I asked.

She handed me her phone.

“Puppies,” I said as I took in the cuteness overload of the six golden retriever puppies in the photo.

“The little cutie second from the left is going to be mine.”

I smiled. “Congratulations. She’s adorable. When will you be getting her?”

“Next Friday. I’m just so excited, and as far as I’m concerned, next Friday can’t get here soon enough.”

“I’m so happy for you. What are you going to name her?”

“Actually, I’d like to name her Tilly if that’s okay with you.”

“That’s more than okay. Tilly is honored.”

Carmen bent down and gave Tilly a hug. “After I lost my dog, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be ready for another one, but Tilly showed me that I still have love in my heart to share.”

I reached out and hugged the girl. “I really am happy you found a way to move on. This little pup is going to be very happy to have you.”

I spoke to Carmen for a few more minutes, but she had to return to work, so Tilly and I continued walking. The ski village was as lovely today as it had been the first time Tilly and I had visited, but compared to the eager feeling I’d had on that first day, I felt a sort of sadness today. It hadn’t been a bad week, but it had been an emotional one. Two men were dead, which was always sad, but I’d found a new friend in Zoe, which made me happy. Tony and Shaggy’s game had been well received, which also made me happy, but lots of men who had gotten caught up in greed and competition were going to be spending a fair amount of time in jail, which made me sad. And then there was all the stuff going on at home. My dad and his new habit of dropping in had me somewhat worried, as did Mom’s interest in expanding her relationship with him. And then there was Bree and her pregnancy, which also worried me. She seemed to be okay at this point, but she’d had such a hard time during her first pregnancy. As her friend, I didn’t want her to go through all of that again.

Tilly and I were nearing the turnaround spot when my phone buzzed.

I answered. “Hey, Tony. What’s up?”

“It’s pretty dead here today, so Shaggy and I decided to go ahead and pack up early. Shaggy wants to have one last night with his friends, so I figured you and I could do something. I wasn’t sure if you’d rather stay in or go out.”

“Honestly, a long soak in the hot tub with a nice bottle of wine, take-out food reheated in the microwave, and time snuggled up in front of the fire sounds just about perfect.”

“Okay, that sounds good to me as well. I’ll help Shaggy pack up, and when we’re done here, I’ll stop and pick up some food. Do we have wine?”

“We do. All we need is some food to reheat after we spend time in the hot tub.”

“Oh, by the way,” Tony said, “Shaggy spoke to Officer Clarkson, who, if you remember, was the short officer we spoke to last night, and he said they found Donnally’s fingerprints inside Craven’s room, and since he already swore that he was never in the room, they arrested him.”

“So he did do it?”

“It looks that way, although he’s still claiming his innocence. That will be up to the local police and the courts to sort out. As for me, I’m more than ready to go home.”

“Me too. It’s been a very long week.”

“It has. I’ll see you in a bit.”

With that, we both hung up.

After returning to the house Tony rented, I went into the kitchen to select a bottle of wine, opened it, left it to breathe, and went upstairs to look for a couple beach-sized bath towels to use after spending time in the hot tub. I brought them downstairs with me. I removed the hot tub’s lid and checked the temperature of the water. I lit the gas fireplace that had been strategically placed near the hot tub in such a spot as to bring extra privacy to the deck. As I stood on the freezing-cold patio in anticipation of the evening ahead, I laid a hand on my flat stomach. I thought about having a baby and how doing so would likely alter many things in my life. I had a good life, a full life, a life I really enjoyed, but then I thought about how much richer my life would be with a child of my own. Maybe I was finally ready to take the plunge and see what the next chapter in the Tess and Tony story might look like.


Coming Soon From

Tess and Tilly
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