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Chapter One

Alone in the dressing room of the arena, Thierry Leboeuf reread the email he’d received while he labored on the ice.

Please list experience and confirm you’re a man, at least twenty-five years old, six feet tall and two hundred pounds. The Detonators’ Captain
In the last two weeks, Thierry had browsed the rent-a-goalie sites on the Internet looking for a suitable hockey team in Washington, D.C. All he wanted was a chance to play a few games during his Christmas vacation to keep his reflexes sharp in order to be ready for his upcoming tournament in Spokane. At last, he’d stumbled on a team requiring the services of a goaltender between December twenty-second and twenty-fourth. The dates suited him so he’d sent an email to the Detonators’ captain to let him know he was available and didn’t want to be paid. It never occurred to him that the captain would reply by asking questions or imposing conditions.

To be discarded before setting a skate on the ice because he was deemed too young or too skinny wasn’t fair game. Thierry was a veteran, one of the best goaltenders in the Junior Hockey League, but if he mentioned the caliber of hockey he currently played, the Detonators’ captain would guess he hadn’t celebrated his twenty-first birthday yet, let alone his twenty-fifth.

Disappointed by the turn of events, Thierry shifted his attention from his cell phone to the dressing room.

Their early Sunday morning practice had ended half an hour ago, and all but one of his teammates had already left. Arthur, a rookie defenseman whose equipment lay scattered on the floor amid used tapes, broken laces, and empty cans and bottles, screeched in the shower.

No matter how far he’d turned the lever, when Thierry had taken his shower ten minutes earlier, only cold water had run out the pipes. Unless penguin’s blood flowed through the defenseman’s veins, Arthur was bound to rush out of the stall in the next minute or so.

The pipes rattled. The water stopped.

His teammate tiptoed back into the room, bluer than the Toronto Maple Leafs towel wrapped around his hips. “I hate this arena.”

None of the players liked the rundown recreation center. It was unfortunate but it’d been designated as their home arena, so they had to practice here daily.

Thierry stood beside the bench to don his winter jacket. With his boots on, he edged six feet while his skates gave him the extra inch he needed to meet the captain’s requirement.

“Hey, Art, do I look like I could be twenty-five and two hundred pounds?”

The dubious look on his defenseman’s face provided an answer more eloquent than any verbal response.

“No offense, T-Bone, but you look younger and scrawnier than Charlie.”

Being compared to the youngest player on the team, a sixteen-year-old center, wasn’t flattering. It didn’t help that Thierry couldn’t grow a whisker if his life depended on it. “You could have lied.”

A mischievous smirk played on Art’s freckled face. “On second thought, with all your wet gear on, I’m sure you tip close to two hundred. Stay hidden behind your cougar helmet and no one will know your face is as smooth and hairless as a baby’s bum.”

“Not funny.”

Thierry zipped his hockey bag and slung it over his shoulder. Despite the oversize bag weighing more than fifty pounds, he never considered trading it for one with wheels. His defenseman was right. On the ice, he weighed more than two hundred pounds.

“See you next week in Spokane, Art.”

Thierry had worked hard on the ice, but the toughest part of his day so far had been to start the vehicle he’d borrowed from his billet family. Despite the new battery the fire chief had installed over the weekend, the engine of the old Suburban hated the cold, and minus forty-one degrees Celsius wasn’t cold, it was frigid. With no plugin in the parking lot of the arena, he feared he might not be able to restart his ride.

His two sticks in one hand and his keys in the other, he trudged down the corridor of the arena.

Hauling his goalie equipment on every plane he boarded from Saskatoon to D.C. then back to Spokane for the Deep Snow Outdoor Hockey Tournament was bound to cost him a fortune in overweight and oversize baggage fees.

As he stepped outside, the ice crystals saturating the air bit his face. He lowered his touque farther down his forehead, and with his chin tucked into his collar, he hurried to the Suburban. At the crack of dawn, less than a dozen vehicles were parked near the entrance. Among them was the SUV of Keith, the assistant coach.
Maybe I should ask him if he’d ever heard of a team called the Detonators and what he thinks of the captain’s email?
Thierry dumped his equipment in the back of the Suburban, climbed in the cabin, and turned the ignition. The engine coughed. It squeaked. It sputtered.

“Come on. Start.”

A few long seconds later, it began to purr like an enraged cougar.

“Trust me, I feel your pain.”

The seat was as hard and as cold as ice. Letting the engine run for a few minutes wouldn’t hurt anyone, and it might warm up the cabin a little.

“I’m going back inside to talk to Keith. Don’t dare die on me.”

In the arena, the coaches’ office was located under the bleachers, on the other side of the concession stand. As Thierry approached, he heard voices raise above the noisy heating system.

Keith wasn’t alone.

“—afford a suspension. Can’t lose my scholarship in Wisconsin.”

The owner of the voice stopped Thierry in his tracks.
What’s Brewster doing in Keith’s office?
Brewster, a right-winger, was the biggest thug on their team. He and his sidekick Mikey broke more rules during every road trip than there were rules to break. Had Brewster not been the son of the president of the biggest oil company in northern Saskatchewan, he would never have made the team, but Daddy’s generous sponsorship bought him a spot on the roster.
Brewster must have done something awfully bad, or stupid, to face a suspension.
“Failing a drug test is an automatic suspension, Brewster. The rule comes from the league. There’s nothing I can do.”

Brewster was a drug dealer who abused his own merchandise. All the guys on the team were aware of his lucrative sideline, and Thierry suspected some of his teammates were on Brewster’s client list. The two things that surprised Thierry was that Brewster had managed to avoid drug testing until now and that Coach Johnson managed to get him a full scholarship when the player had a brain the size of a puck.

“You seem to forget I know who you are. You should have gotten rid of that tattoo when you changed your name. So unless you want me to expose your dirty little secret and ruin your career, you better make sure the drug results and the suspension disappear. Are we clear, Adam Brown?”
Adam Brown? Thierry had never heard of an Adam Brown, but it sounded like Brewster was blackmailing Keith.

“I’ll do my best.”

Unlike many coaches in Thierry’s long hockey career, Keith always treated his players with fairness. The man was as loved as he was respected, which was a rare feat for a junior coach or assistant coach. To hear Keith capitulate didn’t only stun Thierry, it stirred up his curiosity. As soon as he got back to the house of his billet family, he would Google the name Adam Brown and try to figure out Keith’s secret.

“Make sure you do, Adam.”

The sound of chairs scraping the floor echoed in Keith’s office. The meeting appeared to have come to an end.

As it didn’t strike Thierry as a good idea to be caught eavesdropping, he hurried to the Suburban. He’d deal with the Detonators’ captain’s email himself.

~ * ~

A fine, freezing mist drizzled in the early morning air, turning the naked branches of the trees into dazzling crystal skeletons.

Stopped at a red light, Special Agent Rubens “Luke” Lucas took in his wet and icy surroundings. This wasn’t unusual weather for the third week of December, but with any luck, Mother Nature would lower the temperature by a few more degrees and give them a white Christmas.

Out of nowhere, a red pickup truck appeared and sped through the yellow light.

Luke glimpsed the driver and the license plate. Acting on instinct, he committed the description and the number to memory. The white male with short dark hair had beaten the traffic camera, but deserved a ticket for driving like an idiot. Luke regretted not carrying that kind of badge in his pocket.

Without decelerating, the young male veered left in the parking lot of a two-story professional building located on the corner of the intersection. Brakes squealed. The tailgate of the pickup dropped down. What had started as a sharp U-turn morphed into a spin which ended in a sideways slide, straight into the path of the lone vehicle parked in front of the building.

Luke winced in dreadful apprehension.

The tailgate sliced through the passenger side of a pale blue minivan facing an accounting firm obscured with blinds.
Blast. That’s one bad Christmas present.
The traffic light turned green. Luke would have loved to abandon the reckless idiot to his fate, but he couldn’t in good conscience drive away without offering assistance.

The truck had come to a complete stop. Fearing the guy might be hurt, Luke rolled into the parking lot and exited his car. The asphalt was covered with a thin layer of black ice.

As he approached the damaged vehicles on foot, Luke met the driver’s panicky gaze. An engine roared. Wheels screeched. The truck swayed left, right, and then it rocketed away, its tailgate hanging by twisted hinges.
You’re taking off? Really?
His personal sedan wasn’t equipped for a high-speed chase. All Luke could do was notify the police, which he did at once. With any luck, the driver would be stopped, or the pickup would end up wrapped around a lamp post, before an innocent bystander was injured.

At least it was Sunday morning. There weren’t many vehicles on the roads yet, but it wouldn’t be any consolation to the owner of the minivan.

In spite of the icy drizzle, Luke walked the length of the professional building.

Aside from the accounting firm on the right side, the building also housed a law office on the left and a medical clinic in the center. Each business had their own private entrance leading into the parking lot and each separate door displayed the same sign. Closed.

At first sight, it didn’t appear the owner was in the immediate vicinity of his minivan.

Luke glanced at his watch. On his desk at the Hoover Building, a report requested his immediate attention. Since he didn’t have time to keep searching for the elusive owner, he scribbled a short explanation in his notepad.

Hit and run. Red truck. Call me. I’ll fill in the blanks.
After adding his name and phone number, he tore the page.

The door of the minivan was locked. He stuck the note between the frozen windshield and the wiper. With any luck, the owner would find it before the weather destroyed it.

In case he might need to follow up, Luke also jotted down the license plate of the minivan in his notepad.

~ * ~

The numbers in the ledger spoke to Julie Lavoie, but she didn’t like their stories.

Balancing the books of Jerry’s fitness club before he sold it shouldn’t have taken her more than a day. Contrary to what her coworkers believed, earning extra money during the holidays wasn’t the reason she’d sacrificed her last weekend before Christmas. Her survivor’s pension provided her with an adequate financial cushion. She’d accepted the side job to kill her spare time until her only child came home, and to keep her mind off the red stocking that would never hang again on the mantle of the fireplace.

Whoever penned the expression Beware What You Wish For had undoubtedly walked in her shoes. At this rate, her son would have come and gone and the Christmas tree would be down again before she finished the financial report, assuming she found the nerve to put the tree up in the first place.

A forlorn sigh escaped her lips. She needed a whack across the head or a kick where she sat. Life was too short to be wasted on self-pity or regrets.

While she didn’t fault the owner for not computerizing his bookkeeping, he should at least have kept better records of his expenses and revenues. With most of the bills and receipts missing from the shoebox she’d been handed, Julie dreaded attacking the inventory.

“This isn’t going well.”

Two loud rapid knocks startled her, and she dropped her pencil. The sign in the window said Closed. One of her coworkers, deciding to work overtime, would have used his or her key. No one should be knocking on the door at 9:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning.

Alone in the office, she wasn’t too keen about answering. She peeked through the plastic slats of the horizontal blinds and relaxed a notch. The owner of the fitness club, an athletic man in his fifties, stood in the freezing rain with a shoebox tucked under his arm.

“Hold on, Jerry. I’m coming.”

With grayish hair flattened on the top of his head and a drenched jacket, Jerry looked like a drowned rat. She gestured for him to step in, but he refused.

“I knew I’d kept the receipts and invoices, but I couldn’t remember where I stored that box.” The owner handed her a soggy shoebox. “My wife found it in the guestroom’s closet when she cleaned it last night. Now I have to go to the store and buy an inflatable mattress for my daughter’s new boyfriend.” Cold droplets of water hit her hands when he shook his head. “According to my wife, the couch isn’t comfortable enough. Boyfriend is lucky I don’t send him to sleep in the garage with the rabbit. By the way, what happened to your minivan? Did someone hit you?”

“Hit me?”

Julie rushed outside. At the sight of the damage, the box fell from her hands, scattering its contents in the parking lot.

~ * ~

Luke reviewed the evidence. Twice.

Nothing suggested the suspect they arrested had an accomplice when she detonated the bomb in the basement of the house she once occupied with her former husband.

The woman was a technician. She had the knowledge to build the device and the means to acquire the materials. Her actions had been motivated by anger and revenge. Anger at being discarded for a woman half her age and revenge for losing her house in the divorce settlement.

The ex-husband insisted that his ex-wife’s lover had plotted with her to destroy his life, but the suspect denied having any boyfriends or lovers. Luke’s team didn’t find any indication she’d lied on that account.

Afraid the bombing might be an act of domestic terrorism, the top brass put pressure on Luke and his team to solve the case in an expeditious manner. Confident he’d covered all the bases and that nothing more sinister was at play, he signed the report.
The DA can eat it for breakfast.
The document would be on the district attorney’s desk when she showed up for work in the morning, and Luke would be able to enjoy the rest of his Sunday.

He checked his watch.
Only 10:04 a.m.? This would have been one morning when he would have loved to see time fly.

Sunday brunch at his parents’ house was a tradition he was glad to skip in the best of times. As tempted as he was to read the report a third time, he hesitated to use his work as an excuse two weekends in a row. After forty-two years of marriage, Luke’s father still fulfilled his wife’s every wish and desire, as unreasonable as they might be, and Sandra Lucas expected her three children to do the same. Luke would never hear the end of it if he didn’t show up the weekend before Christmas.
There’d better not be any strange women in attendance, Mother.
His cell rang as he grabbed his coat. Half expecting to see his mother’s number on his screen, he was relieved not to recognize it.

He answered, secretly hoping for an emergency. “Agent Lucas speaking.”

“Agent Lucas, I’m sorry to disturb you.” A lovely accent laced the hesitant words together. “Would you, by any chance, be the person who left a note on the windshield of my minivan?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The call almost qualified as an emergency. “It was a hit and run. I reported the accident to the police, but if you need a written statement for your insurance, I’d be happy to provide one.”

“A statement would be wonderful, Agent Lucas. Would you email it to me or would you prefer I pick it up in person?”

Writing the statement wouldn’t take him more than a few minutes. Any responsible citizen would do it now while the accident was fresh in his memory. Besides, she sounded so relieved he didn’t wish to make her wait needlessly. “If you give me your address, it’ll be my pleasure to drop it off within the hour.”

“Today? But it’s Sunday. I don’t want to impose.”

Her consideration touched him. “I was ready to leave work in order to perform a rather unpleasant duty. Believe me when I say I welcome the diversion.”

“In this case, you can stop by my office when it suits you.” A soft sigh coursed through the line. “At this rate, I’ll be here all day.”

He grabbed a pen. “What’s your address?”

“Accounting Plus on Parkway Ave. My minivan is parked in front of the window.”

That was the name of the accounting firm in the professional building where the accident happened. Up at dawn, Luke considered himself an early bird, but she’d been at work when he’d driven by her office on his way to the Hoover Building. The woman was a lark.

“I’ll see you there.”

After he hung up, it occurred to him he’d forgotten to ask her name. That was the kind of omission he hadn’t made since he was a rookie eighteen years ago.

Chapter Two

Aside from a few moist invoices, the remaining papers in the latest shoebox hadn’t been damaged by their fall on the icy parking lot.

If only the owner’s wife had cleaned that closet on Friday night, it would have saved Julie time and frustration.
If only.
Matthieu had hated those words. He’d lived in the moment and taught her to do the same. Longing for a past that would never be again went against everything he’d believed in. In her place, he’d have already moved on.
If only Matthieu had left a trail of blazing arrows in the sky pointing me in the right direction.
Her gaze traveled to the soggy note Agent Lucas left on her windshield. By the time she found it, the ink had run down, blurring the words. His name was illegible. Deciphering his phone number had taken luck, along with six phone calls. The other five persons she’d disturbed on a Sunday morning hadn’t been as gracious as Lucas. Maybe the accident was a sign to mend more than her van.

In the last five months, she’d found solace in her work, but today the numbers she manipulated failed to provide any distraction.
At least they’re singing a nice melody now.
With the door of her personal office open, like it was right now, she could see the waiting area adjacent to the secretary’s desk. From the corner of her eye, she caught an outdoor shadow moving across the blinds. A moment later, someone knocked on the door.

She peeked through the slats. A tall stranger wearing an unzipped coat stood in front of the door. He held a large yellow envelope in his bare hand.

Julie hadn’t asked Lucas what kind of agent he was, but his short brown hair combined with the pale blue shirt and dark tie visible under his coat suggested he worked for one of the many governmental agencies in Washington, D.C.

An hour had elapsed since she’d called him. The odds were she was looking at her saving angel. She opened the door. “Agent Lucas?”

“At your service.” A warm smile softened his rugged face, marred with a scar above his left eyebrow. “And from the sound of your voice, I’d say you’re the unfortunate owner of an unlucky minivan whose name I didn’t catch.”

His clever introduction was the breath of fresh air she needed this morning. “My van has been renamed Wreck and I’m Julie. Please come in.”

Silent chuckles shook his shoulders as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

“A detailed account of the accident is in there along with a description of the driver and the make, model, and license plate of his truck. I also included all my coordinates in case someone at your insurance company wants to contact me.”

She accepted the envelope with gratitude. “This will make dealing with them that much easier, Agent Lucas. You saved my sanity this morning. I owe you more than a few thank-yous.”

“Then would you join me for brunch? If you’re not busy, that is.” A slight frown appeared on his forehead. “I don’t mean to imply you’re not busy or you wouldn’t be in your office on a Sunday. This isn’t coming out right, right? Feel free to stop me before I make a complete fool of myself.”

The man was articulate and confident, and his sudden discomfit seemed out of character, which she found endearing. “Are you asking me out, Agent Lucas?”

“Yes. No. Not exactly.”

Amusement bubbled inside Julie’s chest.

“That doesn’t sound too flattering,” she teased. “Didn’t you tell me you had an unpleasant task to accomplish, or have you already taken care of it?”

When he took a long breath, she found herself holding hers. Sharing Sunday brunch with a stranger would be insanely irresponsible. And invigorating.

“I’m faced with the unpleasant duty of attending my mother’s brunch alone. If you’re free for an hour or two, I can promise you the food will be excellent. There are no strings attached. And if you wish to leave within five minutes of our arrival, I’ll be glad to drive you back here.”

Over the years, she’d been forced to attend so many parties she’d learned to recognize the telltale of a dreadful gathering when she heard one. “Is it going to be that bad?”

“Probably.”

“Will your mother throw me out if I speak my mind?”

A mischievous glimmer flickered in his dark brown eyes. “Probably, but I hope it won’t stop you.”

“I…” Live in the moment, Julie. Matthieu’s voice resounded in her head, a comforting echo from the past. “I would be happy to accompany you, Agent Lucas.”

“Please, call me Luke.”

~ * ~

“Welcome to Platinum Auto.”

When Ray stopped at the dealership instead of going to church, he intended to identify the different models and where they were parked on the lot. He knew the odds of finding the right one unlocked weren’t in his favor, but he brought the device, just in case. It never occurred to him the showroom would be open on a Sunday morning.

The salesman, a black man with a thick mane of curly hair, smiled over the hood of a red sports car. “My name is Jason. How can I help you today? Is there a model in particular you have in mind?”

Ray’s gaze wandered across the showroom where expensive vehicles shined under the spotlights. The model he sought, a silver sedan, sat at the corner of two spotless glass walls. “A friend recommended the TXL3. He bought one for his wife, and she loves it. What can you tell me about it?”

The salesman gestured toward the silver sedan. “The TXL3 is our award-winning and most popular car. At seventy thousand dollars, it comes fully loaded with all the protection and accessories you’ll ever need. It’s the safest car on the market. If you ever get into an accident, it will protect you and your loved ones from serious harm.”

The presumptuous claim elicited a sneer from Ray, which he masked with a timely cough. “Would you have a glass of water?”

“Water? Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer coffee?”

“I don’t drink coffee.”

“No problem. If you give me a moment, I’ll be right back.”

As the salesman retreated toward the water fountain, Ray circled the car. The sticker attached to the passenger side window featured the safety equipment and the accessories included in the price. One car. One price. One package. No options to choose from, aside from the exterior color, and no bargaining. That much Ray had learned by doing his research online.

Jason returned with a glass of water. A real glass with water and ice, not a paper or Styrofoam cup.
It must be nice to have money and be treated like a star. Envious of the customers who could afford such vehicles, Ray downed the glass in one shot.

“Would you like to test drive one this morning, Mister…?”

The salesman was fishing for a name, so Ray gave him one deserving of the car. “Dr. Patrick. Dr. Emile Patrick. I see the car is equipped with an ignition interlock device to stop a drunk driver from starting the engine. Is there a way to disconnect the device?”

His hands clasped over his belt, Jason rolled his eyes ever so slightly. “I’m sure there is a way, but that would defeat the purpose, wouldn’t it?”
Yes, it would, but if the car is as safe as you pretend it to be, there should be no way anyone could alter the device. “You’re right. About that test drive—any chance I could try this one?”

“Our floor models stay in the showroom until they are sold, but I have an identical silver TXL3 outside.”

“They do? I mean you do?”

If he were to set the device inside the showroom as opposed to outside in the lot, it would potentially trigger a bigger blast. A blast worthy of his revenge.

“If you give me a moment, Dr. Patrick, I’ll go grab the keys.”

“Sounds good. In the meantime, I’ll check how much leg room there is at the back.”

To Ray’s annoyance, the back seat was more comfortable than the reclining chair in his living room.
Driving one of these doesn’t put anyone above the law.
Justice had failed him. This was his last option. He removed the small device from his pocket and attached it to the bottom of the seat in front of him. By the time anyone bothered to check underneath the passenger seat, it would be too late.

~ * ~

From the corner of his eye, Luke observed his passenger while he drove.

Long cascading blonde hair framed Julie’s pretty face, highlighting inquisitive gray eyes.
Pure and mystical gray eyes, like the fog enveloping a sleepy lake.
Luke had no clue what possessed him to invite a woman he’d known for five minutes to his parents’ house, or what possessed her to accept his invitation, but there she was, in the passenger seat of his sedan, scrutinizing him.

“Is Luke short for Lucas, or did your parents name you Luke Lucas?”

“The former. My mother loves art. Her two favorite painters are Peter Paul Rubens and Claude Monet. She named me after them. Rubens Monet Lucas.”

Growing up, he would have been happier with Paul, Peter, or Claude, a name the other children could spell and pronounce without butchering it.

“I see.” A nebulous smile touched her lips. “Do you have any brothers named Picasso or Rembrandt?”

“No brothers but two younger sisters. Mona and Lisa.”

“Lovely names. Leonardo would be honored.” To his astonishment, Julie wore the same expression as Da Vinci’s famous painting. “What kind of agent did you say you were?”

Upon learning their names, his dates tended to react with skepticism or dubiousness. Julie didn’t strike him as being typical, though in all fairness she wasn’t his date in the strictest sense of the word.

“Special Agent with the FBI. Why?”

“Just wondering if I should worry about you shooting me and burying my body in the catacombs with a famous painting as my solitary tombstone.”

A laugh gusted out of his belly. The woman was as witty and unpredictable as her smile was disarming.

“My gun is locked in a drawer at the Bureau. I never bring it to Sunday brunch in case I’m tempted to shoot my mother.”

“Sweet chocolate. The food better be good if your mother is that frightening.”

Julie sank back in her seat without looking the least distressed or intimidated.

~ * ~
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