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      Finnian Church opened the door to the well-kept house and was greeted by silence and the faint stench of death. He glanced up and down the deserted street, frowned, lifted up the police tape as he maneuvered under it, and entered. The new videographer looked to be a no-show. So much for references from his mother. He should have known better. Finn’s mom was perpetually trying to find him a girlfriend, and even though she swore that this wasn’t the case, he didn’t believe her.

      He took out his smartphone and recorded a slow pan of the living room, making certain the date and time code were in the corner of the screen. Besides the odor of a corpse a few days past its expiration date, it was a nice house. The ME and his crew had taken the body, and the police had finally given Finn access to the crime scene.

      From the report of a home invasion, he’d expected a chaotic scene, but the living room was neat and immaculate. There wasn’t a spot of dust anywhere. Everything was meticulously placed and arranged. An enormous TV hung on the wall, and a large couch faced it, with a brown leather recliner to one side. A teak coffee table sat on a tan area rug in front of the couch. Oak flooring spread into the kitchen in the back. The only thing out of place was a medium-size cardboard box in front of a bookshelf, labeled with a large black X.

      He moved to the hallway, turned around, and took another panning shot. Checking his watch again, he grimaced. He’d had high hopes for today, but with the videographer not here, his expectations of wearing just one hat on the job were quickly fading. He’d wanted to be free to think solely about the case, without the distraction of multitasking.

      Weren’t for bad luck, wouldn’t have no luck at all. Finn’s perpetually grumpy uncle’s words came to mind, making him smile. But Finn didn’t believe in luck. He believed in planning, and today his plan had gone wrong—simple as that.

      Pushing aside his frustration, he kept the video rolling and he moved farther into the house.

      A hallway extended to the right of the kitchen. To the left were two closed doors and a staircase leading up to where Ralph Evans had been found. Finn’s shoes clicked off the steps. The dark hardwood was beautiful, but it only reminded him of the high number of slip-and-fall cases he’d covered that involved beautiful polished-wood stairs very similar to these.

      A ski slope without the snow.

      He shook the railing, but the stout wood spindles hardly vibrated.

      Secure handrailing, check.

      Two wall sconces provided ample illumination for the corridor.

      Well-lit, check.

      The upstairs hallway was lined with photographs on both sides. Some were of Ralph Evans and his wife in exotic places around the globe; others were professional prints. There were a lot of them. The floor in the hallway was bare oak, too.

      No rug, check.

      The tape outline of the body, only four feet away from the top of the staircase, looked like one of those green army men Finn used to play with as a kid. Left leg pulled up and left arm stretching out. The outline was consistent with the detective’s assumption that Evans had been crawling for the stairs when he died. As Finn walked around the outline, the click of his heels and the squeak of the floorboards echoed in the enclosed space.

      He turned back to the pictures on the wall. They formed a timeline of Ralph’s life. At one end was a picture of Ralph as a little boy on the first day of school, smiling from ear to ear and missing a couple of teeth. Then came a collage of pictures showing Ralph growing into a tall young man. A photograph of his college graduation was farther down the line, and next to that was his wedding day. Ralph was beaming and so was his bride. Mrs. Evans was a plain-looking woman, but her huge grin made Finn realize that the cliché was true: all brides were beautiful. The last picture was a framed photo of the couple. On the bottom of the frame were the words, together forever.

      The faces of the friends and fellow soldiers that Finn had lost in the war slowly cycled through his mind. His therapist had taught him several techniques for stopping the morbid thoughts, but he merely closed his eyes and watched as the faces of his fallen friends paraded by. The pain of remembering their sacrifice was a small price to pay for what they had given. He prayed that someday he’d forget the horrors of war, but forget his friends…? Never.

      The front door banged open, and a woman called out, “Hello?”

      Finn loosened his tie and took a deep breath before shouting, “Upstairs!”

      He was working on stress-reduction techniques. His therapist had encouraged him to perform little micro-rhythms: loosen tie, take a deep breath, long exhale, let the stress float away. It never worked, but he was still trying.

      He retightened the knot in his tie and waited for the sound of approaching footsteps. Instead he was startled by the clatter of someone setting something down.

      “Hello? Finn?” the woman called out again. “It’s Annie Summers, the videographer.”

      Finn bristled at her informal manner, an infraction that he might have overlooked if she weren’t also late.

      “I’m upstairs, Ms. Summers,” he shouted down, even louder. “Please come up.” Though he said “please,” his tone left no doubt that it wasn’t a request.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out to check the incoming text message, but his attention was focused on the stairs. He could hear the videographer pacing back and forth. Why didn’t she come upstairs?

      “Ms. Summers, please…” His irritated voice trailed off as he read the text:

      SRY LATE. WHERE R U?

      It was from Annie Summers.

      His patience gone, he shouted, “Upstairs!”

      The front door opened and closed. What in the world is she doing?

      His phone buzzed again. I’M DOWNSTAIRS.

      Stuffing his phone in his pocket, he thundered down the steps. A bright-green duffel bag with painted yellow daisies sat beside the front door next to a tripod. He marched to the door, yanked it open, and stared straight into the prettiest blue eyes he’d ever seen.
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      The woman didn’t flinch. A broad smile spread across her heart-shaped face. “Finn?” Ducking underneath the police tape, she thrust a hand out, and he moved instinctively to shake it. “I’m your new videographer. Sorry I’m a bit late.” Keeping hold of his hand, she stepped by him into the house, turning him as she went. She smiled as she awkwardly released her grip. “I brought my video camera and a still camera. Your call. Do you want a top-to-bottom?”

      Finn straightened his tie and glanced at her jeans, ankle-high boots, and thick, gray, casual sweater. The faded jeans weren’t ripped, but had a streak of what looked to be a mix of peanut butter and jelly near her hip and a pink sparkly smear on her thigh.

      “Oh, darn it.” Her eyes had followed his, and she started wiping at the stains with a cloth she produced from a front pocket.

      Finn decided to shelve discussing her unprofessional appearance for a later time, if that would even be necessary. He was already planning to place an ad for another videographer.

      “Sorry about that.” She scrubbed at the stains. “I thought with a crime scene I might have to get dirty, so I hope you don’t mind me wearing jeans. They started out clean, but I’m just a walking napkin for my kids.” She pointed at the peanut butter. “Tommy’s six. And this is glitter paint from my little artist, Tammy. She’s five.”

      “So, you have kids?” He tugged the knot of his tie.

      “Two. It’s just us three musketeers at home.” She cleared her throat and shifted under his gaze. “They won’t interfere with my being on call. I have a friend who watches them.”

      “That’s not an issue. Kids don’t matter.” Finn coughed. “I mean, as far as the work is concerned. I just…” He stepped past her and headed for the stairs. “Let’s start upstairs and work our way back. My mother didn’t know if you had done insurance investigation before. Have you?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. Annie was still wiping at the stains and making no attempt to follow. He cleared his throat and reminded himself that he was no longer in the service. He no longer issued orders—he made requests.

      “Ms. Summers, before we proceed, I need to know a little about your level of experience.”

      Stuffing the cloth back in her pocket, she turned to face him and smiled. She sure was pretty, and the grin seemed genuine, but it didn’t win him over. That was twice he’d had to ask the same question, and now she not only refused to answer but had a big smile on her face.

      “Ms. Summers—”

      “Just Annie. Where do you want to start? I can use the tripod, freehand, or I have a body rig in my bag. I can do whatever you need.” She crouched down and unzipped her bag.

      “Have you worked an insurance investigation before?”

      “If you want still pics, I can do that, too.” She held up a digital camera with a lens as wide as the smile on her face.

      Finn was about to explode. Why was she being coy about her insurance experience? He could show her the ropes, and he’d made it clear to his mother that he’d train any new hire. He was sure his exacting mother would have relayed that information. His temples were throbbing.

      “I also want to thank you,” Annie continued. “And I can assure you that you won’t need to make any adjustments for me. Sometimes texting works best, but I have a gazillion speech-to-text apps. I won’t slow you down, and I really, really appreciate this job.” For the first time, he noticed that she spoke slowly and very carefully.

      Finn felt a flush heat his entire face and neck, and he had to loosen his tie again. I’m an idiot. “You’re hearing-impaired?”

      “I’m deaf.” She gave him another sunny smile. “Aurally, I get nothing—no sound. But like I said, it won’t be a problem.”

      Finn pressed his lips together like they might reveal the sudden panic racing through his mind. Had he said anything offensive? He’d raised his voice, but he was upstairs. Satisfied he couldn’t have offended her, he found a pang of doubt still kept his mouth closed. Could a deaf person function in this role?

      Annie twisted a silver ring on her hand. “I can read lips like no one else. I assure you, I can do this job.” Again, that impossibly sunny smile and those sparkly blue eyes.

      The thought of her courage, her spirit, that smile that made her look like a five-year-old seeing her first butterfly, made Finn burn with shame. What a hypocrite he was. He of all people should be the last to put up a wall against someone with a physical challenge.

      He held his head still and spoke directly to her. “Let’s start upstairs. Still pictures are fine.”

      She nodded happily and picked out her gear from her daisy duffel.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, her nose wrinkled at the odor, but Finn had to give her credit: her hands were as steady as a rock as she snapped a picture of the tape outline. Then she followed him down the hall five feet to the dried pool of blood, and the dark stain shone in the camera’s flash.

      He waited until she lowered the camera and was looking at him before speaking. “We’re just going to document the scene and take some measurements. It’s an active police investigation, and their guys have already been through here. Mrs. Evans will be back in town tomorrow.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “Visiting relatives in Ireland. That’s the reason no one discovered Ralph for nine days. A neighbor found him.”

      Annie brushed back an errant strand of blond hair that had flown loose from her messy bun. “It’s very clean for a home invasion. Not that I have any experience of that.” She lay down on the floor and snapped a picture of the hall. “What did they steal?” She stood up and dusted off her pants.

      “Nothing that the police and neighbor could tell. They’ll know more once Mrs. Evans looks the home over.”

      Finn blinked and turned away as the flash from Annie’s camera blinded him.

      “Sorry!” She looked embarrassed.

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “You don’t need to take pictures of the ceiling.”

      “I wasn’t.” Annie pointed at a rope dangling from a panel in the ceiling. “Attic stairs. I thought you could use it for a distance reference.”

      Finn nodded. “That’s right. So you’ve done insurance work before?”

      Annie shook her head. “No, but I got my hands on everything the library had when your mother told me about the job.”

      She stood a little taller and flashed a smile as bright as the flash that had blinded him. Her proud grin made Finn’s earlier worries that he may have offended her vanish in an instant.

      “Why don’t you get some video and I’ll take measurements?” he said.

      “Sure thing.” Annie nodded, turned, and hurried downstairs.

      “Careful on the stairs!” Finn called out to her as she heedlessly thundered down them. He rolled his eyes. It would take some effort to remember that he couldn’t communicate with her unless she was facing him.

      He took his laser measurer from his jacket pocket and started entering figures on his tablet. Annie came back up wearing what looked like a vest with a mechanical arm and camera attached. Even though she jogged up the stairs, the camera didn’t bounce.

      “Steady cam,” she proudly announced. “I can get one continuous shot from upstairs and then move through the downstairs if you’d like.”

      “That would be great, once we’re done. I still have to get some measurements. Why don’t you start in the back bedroom and work your way toward me?”

      Annie started recording, and Finn went back to his figures.

      Several minutes later, squeaky floorboards announced Annie’s arrival. She stopped in the hall and stared down at the bloodstain. “Hmmm.”

      He looked up at her. “Is something wrong?”

      Annie shook her head. “Just thinking.”

      Finn studied her, suddenly fixated on trying to guess what thought was making her lips press together and her nose crinkle. With her hand on her hip, she looked like she was appraising a piece of modern art and confused by the artist’s intentions. He glanced away when she looked at him and he realized he’d been staring.

      “I’m done up here,” he said. “Let’s go downstairs.”

      “Sorry,” Annie said, stepping forward and placing a hand gently on his shoulder. “I can’t understand if you don’t look at me.”

      “Right, I forgot.” He pivoted back around, and his left foot slipped off the top stair. He fell—and the all-too-familiar sensation of dropping made his stomach lurch.

      But he instinctively tightened his grip on the railing, holding the tablet safe in his other hand, and managed to keep the slide down to four stairs. Other than his butt, the biggest thing hurt was his pride.

      Annie rushed over to him. Her look of concern was quickly replaced by a puzzled stare. He knew she had seen. His left pant leg was hiked up, revealing the prosthetic extending from just below his knee. Her eyes darted back to his face, and he saw in her features the expression he dreaded above all others.

      Pity.

      “I’m fine.” He planted his right foot against the banister and pulled himself upright.

      “The wood’s slippery,” Annie said, her voice even lower than usual.

      Finn got up, readjusted his pant leg, and stomped down the stairs. He didn’t intend to stomp, but the fall had thrown off his rhythm. It was one of the hardest parts of losing his leg. Part of his mind still thought it was there, and that made simple tasks like walking down the stairs a risk.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he checked his tablet. It was fine, but he’d banged up his knuckles holding on to it when he crashed against the railing.

      Annie stepped in front of him and peered into his face. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m fine.” He tried not to glare as he looked her in the eye and repeated, “Fine.”

      Seemingly satisfied, Annie resumed taking pictures.

      Finn pulled up the police report and checked the attached crime scene photos. He scrolled through two before he felt Annie looking over his shoulder. He turned so she could see his face. “These are the actual crime scene photos. They can be pretty graphic.”

      She nodded. “What happened?”

      He scrolled over to the report summary. “The police suspect that someone broke in while Evans was home, and they surprised him. A robbery gone bad. The ME confirmed that cause of death was blunt force trauma to the back of the head.”

      Annie’s mouth pulled to one side, and she raised an eyebrow.

      Once again Finn found himself wishing he had psychic powers. “What?” He lowered his tablet.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head and started to turn away.

      Finn stepped over to remain facing her. “Look, one of the reasons I hired you was to get another pair of eyes on this. If you have an opinion, I’d like to hear it.”

      Annie’s skeptical look deepened. “It’s probably nothing, but… isn’t the hallway loud?”

      Finn shook his head. “Loud? I don’t understand.”

      “The boards up there are really squeaky. So how did someone surprise Ralph and hit him on the back of the head?”

      Finn looked up at the ceiling like he had X-ray vision. He pictured Ralph walking out of the back bedroom and down the hall. A silent shadow slipped out of the other room, rushed up behind him, and struck him in the back of the head with a heavy object.

      Finn replayed the scene, turning up the volume. This time, the man rushing down the hallway set the whole space ringing with squeaky floorboards and echoing footfalls, and Ralph, alarmed, turned to face his attacker.

      The tablet flickered as Finn scrolled over to the autopsy photographs. “The ME is positive that the fatal blow was the one to the back of his head.”

      “I’m sure it was. I’m probably totally wrong. It just seemed odd that—”

      “Wait a second.” Finn lowered the tablet. “How do you know the upstairs floor squeaks?”

      Annie swallowed. “I haven’t always been deaf. I noticed that the floorboards have a lot of give when you walk on them. I remember that sound could be like fingers on a chalkboard, and since there’s nothing up there like carpet or fabric to deaden the sound, I just figured it would be loud.”

      Finn nodded, impressed. So she could remember sounds. Interesting. Everything she said made sense. He took a deep breath and could feel himself finally calming down from his fall on the stairs.

      “Maybe he heard the guy and tried to run,” Annie said. “Then the guy hit him over the head from behind.”

      “That would work,” Finn agreed. “And Evans got the bruise on his forehead from hitting the floor face-first.”

      Annie looked at the photo and nodded, but then started shaking her head. “How did he get those scratches?”

      Finn scrolled back to the detective’s summary. Ralph had four scratches running from the middle of his forehead to the top of his bald head. The scratches weren’t deep, but they were hard enough to leave rough red lines.

      “The detective thinks Ralph surprised the intruder in the hallway and they struggled. The intruder may have had something in his hand that caused the scratches. Ralph broke free and the intruder struck Ralph in the back of the head as he ran away.”

      “What struggle?” Annie turned her camera around so Finn could view the pictures she’d taken. “All the photographs on the wall are level. Can two men fight in a narrow hallway and not make a mess?”

      Finn lowered the tablet and stared at Annie.

      “Don’t listen to me,” she said. “What do I know? The police are already looking for someone who’s breaking into homes in the area, right?”

      “Several break-ins. Two were on this street.” Finn paused, trying to recall the information. “A neighbor said he heard a loud bang a couple of days earlier—before they found Ralph’s body. He just thought it was Ralph doing some work, because there was a ladder on the side of the house.”

      Annie moved beside him to look at the tablet.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to send you the report,” Finn said. “They have to be encrypted and it’s rather complicated. Next time I’ll send you the report in advance.” He clamped his mouth closed, mentally kicking himself for not choosing his words more carefully. He didn’t know if there would be a next time.

      Annie pointed to the summary. “It says the back door was unlocked and slightly ajar.”

      “The intruder could have come and gone that way.”

      Annie nodded and stepped away. “It’s just so sad that someone gets killed putting up Christmas decorations.”

      “Why do you think Evans was putting up Christmas decorations?”

      Annie pointed to the cardboard box with the big black X. “X is for Xmas.”

      Finn crossed the room and opened the box. Sure enough, it was filled with red and green place settings and table decorations.

      “See?” Annie said over his shoulder. “But I was wrong about the decorations. He was setting the table.”

      Finn shook his head. “I don’t know if you’re wrong. Maybe Ralph was getting ready to hang decorations. That’s why the ladder was against the house.”

      “Are there any other boxes around?” Annie scanned the living room. “It’s a big house—I’d think they’d have more decorations.”

      “I didn’t see any other boxes.” Finn realized: “If Ralph took the ladder out in order to hang decorations, there should be other boxes.”

      “Is there a basement?”

      Finn shook his head. “But there is an attic. Let’s go up.”
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      Finn stepped carefully around the blood and stopped beneath the rope hanging from the upstairs ceiling. He pulled it, the trapdoor lowered, and folding stairs swung down and opened, stopping four inches off the floor. He had to push down on them in order for them to lower completely to the floor. When he took his foot off, they sprang up slightly, bouncing up and down and tapping against the wood.

      Great, a moving staircase.

      He grabbed both sides of the stairs and started to carefully make his way up them. Because of his prosthetic, he needed to lift his left leg far back so his shoe would clear the riser. He bristled when Annie moved over and reached out to support his arm.

      “My bad. Sorry.” She made a playful frown.

      “It’s… I… Don’t worry about it.” Finn hurried up the stairs as quickly as he could.

      The unfinished attic had a plywood floor covering bare joists that stretched off into darkness. The floor bounced almost as much as the hanging stairs, and Finn grabbed a crossbeam for support.

      Annie climbed up after him. “We need light.”

      He looked around for a switch, but Annie pressed a button on her phone to use it as a flashlight. Finn pointed, and Annie highlighted several boxes in the corner. Each had been labeled with a large black X.

      “More decorations.” Finn reached forward to open the nearest box.

      Annie grabbed his arm. “Careful.” She aimed her flashlight up at a thick ceiling joist that he had just narrowly avoided hitting his head against.

      “Thanks, Annie. I would have…” His words trailed off as an idea began to form.

      Annie’s light reflected off an object on the floor. “What’s that?” she asked.

      Finn reached down into the shadows, grabbed the object, then held it up.

      “It’s a headlamp.” Annie made a motion like she was putting on a hat. “Like bicyclists wear at night.”

      Finn turned it over. The device consisted of a cloth band with a plastic plate attached to it. Clamped onto the plate was an LED light. The power switch was set to ON, but the light was off.

      Finn rubbed the four plastic tabs sticking out of the plate—and his eyes widened. It was as if he was putting the last pieces of a jigsaw puzzle together.

      “Oh, no way,” he said. “This wasn’t a home invasion.”

      “Then how did Ralph get killed?”

      He grinned. “You were the one who figured it out, Annie. Ralph was decorating the house for Christmas. There’s no light up here, so he used this.” Finn held up the headlamp. “He was getting the boxes of decorations out and smashed his head against the joist. Ralph was three inches taller than me.”

      “That’s what made the scratches!” Annie yelled excitedly.

      “Ralph smacked his head, and the lamp scratched his forehead as it came off. The lamp tumbled next to the box, and Ralph fell…” Finn looked down the stairs.

      Annie shook her head. “But if Ralph fell into the hallway, the folding stairs would have still been down.”

      Finn’s grin widened as he motioned for Annie to move away from the staircase. “I’ve got a theory about that.” He peered down at the spring-loaded, wooden folding stairs that hovered four inches higher than the hallway floor when there was no weight on them. It wasn’t much bounce, but...

      Grabbing a joist to steady himself, he tried to press down on the stairs with his prosthetic leg and quickly pull it back up. The stairs bounced a little bit, but he wasn’t able to really shove down hard with his leg.

      Annie waved her hands. Her eyes sparkled, and he could see she realized what he was trying to do.

      “Can I try?”

      Finn moved aside, and she took a position like a gymnast on the parallel bars, holding on to a joist with both hands and standing on the edge of the floor. She hopped down, and landed directly in the middle of the folding staircase. The staircase banged off the hallway floor. Annie immediately hopped up, lifting herself off the stairs and landing back on the attic floor.

      The staircase bounced, folded back up, and slammed shut with a bang.

      Finn grinned broadly and wiggled a finger in his ringing ear. “That must have been the big bang the neighbor heard. Ralph hit his head on the beam, fell through the opening, bounced off the stairs, and hit his head again on the wood floor. The stairs folded back up into the ceiling. Case closed!”

      For once, Annie wasn’t smiling. “Please tell me you can open the stairs again.”

      Finn stood there blinking, unsure of the answer. To his surprise, he wasn’t panicked. He would have expected that when facing the prospect of being trapped in an attic, his familiar symptoms of PTSD would blast into him with the same fiery intensity of the IED that ripped off his leg. But they didn’t materialize. Instead he found himself staring into Annie’s blue eyes. She was searching his face, praying that he’d rescue her from this trap of his own making, and like a schoolboy desperate to show off for the new girl in town, he was determined to find a way out.

      “Of course I can get us out. No problem.”

      His boast made Annie’s smile return—which only fanned the flames of his determination.

      Finn scanned the attic, his gaze stopping on a broom leaning against the rafters. Seizing the potential key to their freedom, he moved to the end of the folding stairs, at the side where the door swung down, and motioned to Annie to move to the other side, where the stairs connected to the floor.

      “When I push the stairs down with the broom, you flip the stairs the rest of the way open with your foot.”

      Annie gave him a thumbs-up, nodded rapidly, and got in position.

      Finn couldn’t stop grinning as they worked together to gain their freedom. He pushed the stairs down, Annie flipped them open, and they snapped into place, fully extended to the floor below.

      Annie clapped her hands together and hurried down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she planted one foot on the stairs and held them in place as she waited for Finn.

      Finn looked down. His heart was thumping in his chest; he felt like he was about to jump out of an airplane. But he knew it wasn’t because of the stairs. It was because of the woman who smiled up at him like bottled sunshine.

      He started down. With each step, his hand tightened on the railing. And when Annie’s hand at last took his, he felt like a conquering hero stepping onto the floor.

      “I’m sorry I doubted that you had a way of opening the stairs when we were in the attic. I’m a little claustrophobic.” Annie suddenly wrapped her arms around him.

      Warmth. The slight scent of jasmine. Silky hair brushing his cheek. Her embrace was the briefest of gestures, but for Finn it was a breakthrough. With a simple hug, sweet Annie had managed to smash through his protective shell like a Sherman tank.

      “Congratulations again on solving this case.” Annie stepped back, her face aglow. “I think we’ll make a good team.”

      “I have to disagree with you there, Annie,” Finn said as his smile continued to grow. “I think we’ll make a great team.”
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      In these heartwarming short stories,  join Finn and Annie as they investigate their way through murder, arson, theft, embezzlement, and maybe even love, seeking to distinguish between truth and lies, scammers and victims.  A MiniMystery series that will touch your heart and leave you craving more!

      

      Finnian Church is trying to piece his life back together. After losing his leg serving in the Army, he is starting a new career as an insurance investigator. Joining him is newly hired videographer Annie Summers— a woman who lost her hearing and is trying to make it as a single mother of two. The world might see them as broken and battered souls, but as they come together to solve mysteries, they discover that they make a great team.
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        A man mysteriously murdered in his house. Nothing stolen, and no apparent suspects. It seems like an open-and-shut case, but is it?
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        Was it a simple trip and fall or is someone trying to scam the insurance company?
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        A minister is killed in a car crash on an isolated road, and a convicted prostitute is found injured in the passenger seat. What will Finn and Annie uncover about the clergyman’s fateful ride home?

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        The Case of the Phantom Pet

      

      

      
        
        Recently involved in a car accident, a man now claims that his precious dog, Bun, was injured during the crash, too. Can Finn and Annie solve the case and discover what really happened to Bun?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If You Liked The Adventures of Finn and Annie, You’ll Love Jack!

          

        

      

    

    
      The Detective Jack Stratton Mystery-Thriller Series, authored by Wall Street Journal bestselling writer Christopher Greyson, has 5,000+ five-star reviews and over a million readers and counting. If you’d love to read another page-turning thriller with mystery, humor, and a dash of romance, pick up the next book in the highly acclaimed series today:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        And Then She Was GONE

      

      

      
        
        A hometown hero with a heart of gold, Jack Stratton was raised in a whorehouse by his prostitute mother. When his foster mother asks him to look into a missing girl’s disappearance, Jack quickly gets drawn into a baffling mystery. As Jack digs deeper, everyone becomes a suspect—including himself. Caught between the criminals and the cops, can Jack discover the truth in time to save the girl? Or will he become the next victim?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        GIRL JACKED

      

      

      
        
        Guilt has driven a wedge between Jack and the family he loves. When Jack, now a police officer, hears the news that his foster sister Michelle is missing, it cuts straight to his core. The police think she just took off, but Jack knows Michelle would never leave her loved ones behind—like he did. Forced to confront the demons from his past, Jack must take action, find Michelle, and bring her home... or die trying.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        JACK KNIFED

      

      

      
        
        Constant nightmares have forced Jack to seek answers about his rough childhood and the dark secrets hidden there. The mystery surrounding Jack’s birth father leads Jack to investigate the twenty-seven-year-old murder case in Hope Falls.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        JACKS ARE WILD

      

      

      
        
        When Jack’s sexy old flame disappears, no one thinks it’s suspicious except Jack and one unbalanced witness. Jack feels in his gut that something is wrong. He knows that Marisa has a past, and if it ever caught up with her—it would be deadly. The trail leads him into all sorts of trouble—landing him smack in the middle of an all-out mob war between the Italian Mafia and the Japanese Yakuza.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        JACK AND THE GIANT KILLER

      

      

      
        
        Rogue hero Jack Stratton is back in another action-packed, thrilling adventure. While recovering from a gunshot wound, Jack gets a seemingly harmless private investigation job—locate the owner of a lost dog—Jack begrudgingly assists. Little does he know it will place him directly in the crosshairs of a merciless serial killer.
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        DATA JACK

      

      

      
        
        When Replacement gets a job setting up a computer network for a jet-setting software tycoon things turn deadly for her and Jack. Can Jack and Alice stop a pack of ruthless criminals before they can Data Jack?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        JACK OF HEARTS

      

      

      
        
        Jack Stratton is heading south for some fun in the sun. Already nervous about introducing his girlfriend, Alice, to his parents, the last thing Jack needed was for the dog-sitter to cancel, forcing him to bring Lady, their 120-pound King Shepherd, on the plane with them. The dog holds Jack responsible and wants payback. On top of everything, Jack is still waiting for Alice’s answer to his marriage proposal.

      

        

      
        When his mother and the members of her neighborhood book club ask him to catch the “Orange Blossom Cove Bandit,” a small-time thief who’s stealing garden gnomes and peace of mind from their quiet retirement community, how can Jack refuse?

      

        

      
        The peculiar mystery proves to be more than it appears, and things take a deadly turn. Now, Jack finds it’s up to him to stop a crazed killer, save his parents, and win the hand of the girl he loves—but if he survives, will it be Jack who ends up with a broken heart?
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        JACK FROST

      

      

      
        
        Jack has a new assignment: to investigate the suspicious death of a soundman on the hit TV show Planet Survival. Jack goes undercover as a security agent where the show is filming on nearby Mount Minuit. Soon trapped on the treacherous peak by a blizzard, a mysterious killer continues to stalk the cast and crew of Planet Survival. What started out as a game is now a deadly competition for survival. As the temperature drops and the body count rises, what will get them first? The mountain or the killer?

      

      

      
        
        ___________________________

      

        

      
        Hear your favorite characters

        come to life in audio versions of

        the Detective Jack Stratton

        Mystery-Thriller Series!

        Audio Books now available on Audible!

        Listen Now

        ___________________________

      

        

      
        Novels featuring Jack Stratton in order:

        AND THEN SHE WAS GONE

        GIRL JACKED

        JACK KNIFED

        JACKS ARE WILD

        JACK AND THE GIANT KILLER

        DATA JACK

        JACK OF HEARTS

        JACK FROST

      

        

      
        Epic Fantasy

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        PURE OF HEART

      

        

      
        Psychological Thriller

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        THE GIRL WHO LIVED

      

        

      
        ___________________________

      

        

      
        You could win a brand new

        HD KINDLE FIRE TABLET

        when you go to

        ChristopherGreyson.com

        Enter as many times as you’d like.

        No purchase necessary.

        It’s just my way of thanking my loyal readers.

      

        

      
        ___________________________
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            About The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      My name is Christopher Greyson, and I am a storyteller. Since I was a little boy, I have dreamt of what mystery was around the next corner, or what quest lay over the hill. If I couldn’t find an adventure, one usually found me, and now I weave those tales into my stories. I am blessed to have written the bestselling Detective Jack Stratton Mystery-Thriller Series. The collection includes And Then She Was Gone, Girl Jacked, Jack Knifed, Jacks Are Wild, Jack and the Giant Killer, Data Jack, Jack of Hearts and Jack Frost. My latest novel is the psychological thriller, The Girl Who Lived.

      My background is an eclectic mix of degrees in theatre, communications, and computer science. Currently I reside in Tennessee with my lovely wife and two fantastic children. My wife, Katherine Greyson, who is my chief content editor, is an author of her own romance series, Everyone Keeps Secrets.
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