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      Darcy Hammond sipped at her champagne, hiding in a corner behind a potted plant.  It was the annual office Christmas party tonight, and it was getting rather rowdy.  They’d closed the office down early today and brought out the food and drink.  That was three hours ago, and her co-workers had had ample opportunity to get totally soused.  If that’s what they wanted to do.

      About half of them were like her, enjoying a few drinks but being careful not to have too much.  The other half had abandoned any semblance of propriety and had been knocking back free booze as fast as the hired bartender could pour it.  In a way, she kind of admired their zest for life.  She, on the other hand, was the cautious type.  As the niece of the company’s owner, she was well aware that many thought she’d only been hired due to nepotism.  Never mind that she had a finance degree from an Ivy League institution or that she’d interned on Wall Street.

      As a rule, Darcy tried to work harder, longer, and act professionally at all times.  For the most part her co-workers had accepted her, but there were still a few holdouts.

      “Are you hiding back here?

      Her Uncle Gavin had stuck his head around the potted ficus.

      “A little.  You know I’m not much of a drinker.”

      To put it bluntly, she was a lightweight.  One glass of wine and she was tipsy.

      “That’s okay, other people are drinking plenty for all of us,” Gavin laughed.  “They’re definitely full of the holiday spirit.”

      Her uncle was also pretty much just a social drinker.  In all the years she’d known him, she’d never seen him have even one too many.  He was where she’d learned to be cautious.

      I sure didn’t learn it from my parents.

      “It’s been another terrific year,” Gavin said, a huge grin on his face.  “A record one.  I’m happy that everyone is letting loose a little bit and having some fun.  It will be nose to the grindstones after the first of the year.”

      Darcy’s uncle owned a software company used by financial firms, and it was extremely successful.  She felt lucky every day to work here.  Gavin treated his employees quite well, and this holiday season was no exception.  They were closing down two weeks before Christmas and wouldn’t open up until after New Year’s.  Everybody was getting paid, too.

      Her uncle adored Christmas, always saying it was his favorite holiday.  He’d had his Christmas tree up the day after Thanksgiving.

      “You’re not in the mood to dance?” her uncle asked, nodding towards the dance floor.  They’d moved a large conference table against the wall so they’d have space.  “You could probably show them a move or two.”

      Gavin had put Darcy in dance lessons when she was a child because she’d been entranced by the ballerinas when he’d taken her to see The Nutcracker.

      “You’re such an optimist,” Darcy chuckled.  “You always thought I was better than I really was.  I was actually not all that great.  I lacked the balance and coordination that a ballet dancer needs.”

      “Your teacher never said anything to me like that.”

      “Probably because you bankrolled the end of the year recital.  She didn’t want to lose that.”

      “You were good,” Gavin replied.  “You’re just too modest.”

      Linking her arm with her uncle’s, she patted him on the shoulder.

      “You’re a lovely man, Gavin Hammond.”

      “You’re a lovely young woman, Darcy Hammond,” he replied.  “But I think a lonely one.  Is it really over with Bart?”

      Bart was her ex-boyfriend.  He was also a developer here at her uncle’s company.  She’d learned a great deal in that relationship.  The most important thing?

      Don’t date a co-worker.  It’s awkward as hell when the breakup happens.

      “It is and it’s fine.  He’s already dating Tina in accounting.”

      Gavin’s gaze swiveled to where the new lovebirds were cuddling at a table, not afraid to show some PDA.

      “Are you upset?”

      “No, I thought I would be, but I’m not.”

      She’d been surprised by how happy and content she was without Bart to worry about.

      “I think you’re well rid—“

      Her uncle broke off, his brows pinched together.

      “What’s Connie doing?”

      Connie worked in Information Technology.  She’d been with the company about four years and she was decent at her job.  She had a prickly personality that made it hard to get to know her, but as long as Darcy gave her a wide berth it was all fine.

      Connie was currently climbing up on top of that conference table that they’d pushed aside, swaying a little as she did so.  Darcy tensed, hoping that the woman didn’t fall and hurt herself.

      Her face was a bit red and her eyes looked glassy.  She was teetering on a pair of high heels and Darcy was sure Connie was going to tip over any second.

      “Hey, turn off the music,” Connie yelled, waving her half-empty glass in the air, sloshing liquid down her arm and onto the oak table.  “Turn it off.  I have something I want to say.”

      “What in the hell,” Gavin whispered.  “What does she think she’s doing?  Should I stop her?”

      “I don’t know,” Darcy replied.  “She looks three sheets to the wind.  I’m afraid she’s going to fall and hurt herself.”

      “I don’t want to wrestle with her,” Gavin said.  “Hopefully, she’s just going to wish everyone a Merry Christmas.”

      Frankly, Connie didn’t seem the type, but then she might be a happy drunk for all Darcy knew.  The music was turned off and a crowd had gathered around the table.  Her uncle couldn’t get to Connie now without shoving several people aside.

      “I have something I want to say,” Connie said loudly, easily heard now that the music had stopped and everyone was quiet.  “And it’s long past time that I did.  So here it goes.”

      “Sherry and Tim,” she said, swiveling toward them where they stood by the bar.  “You think that no one knows that you’re fucking, but we all do.  I’ve heard you in the supply room.  We all have.  You’re not being sly or sneaky.  Everybody knows.”

      “Oh…” Darcy whispered, giving her uncle an alarmed look.

      “And Eric,” Connie said.  “We all know that you pad your expense reports.  That’s no secret either.”

      “Tom,” she went on.  “I know that you’re working a second job during office hours.  I’ve heard you on the phone.  You’re being paid to work here, but you’re actually working somewhere else on Gavin’s dime.  I bet you thought that no one knew.”

      There was an audible gasp from the crowd.

      Darcy could feel her uncle tensing next to her.  He was not happy about this.  It was like a car crash that she couldn’t look away from.  It was awful but almost surreal.

      “And how about Adam?” Connie giggled.  “It’s the worst kept secret in the office that he’s a little too handsy with the pretty young interns that come through here.  And we all know that he cheats on his wife with his administrative assistant.”

      Darcy hadn’t known that for sure, but she’d kind of suspected.  She’d definitely known that he was handsy.  She’d had to slap his hands away from her a few times.

      And she was the boss’s niece, for heaven’s sake.

      “That’s enough,” Adam said hotly, trying to elbow his way towards the conference table but there were too many people gathered around it now.  “You’re a liar.  A bitch and a liar.”

      “I don’t think I am.”  Connie’s gaze swept the room and then landed right where Darcy was standing.  “And then there’s sweet little Darcy.  So innocent and quiet.  We all know how she got this job.”

      Darcy could feel her face go red with embarrassment and anger.  Connie didn’t have a clue what Darcy knew or didn’t know.  They didn’t even work in the same department.

      “The fact is I hate all of you,” Connie announced, waving her glass again and spilling more of the drink.  “Every one of you is an asshole and you all make my life a misery every goddamn day.  I hate my job and I hate coming to work.  I’d be much happier if you were all dead.  You’re all horrible to me and as of today I’m not going to take it anymore.  Fuck you.  Fuck you.  Fuck you.  And most definitely fuck you.  Fuck off and die.  The world would be a better place without any of you in it.  You’d be doing mankind a favor.”

      She was pointing around the room and telling everyone off.

      This is a nightmare.

      Darcy was pulled from her shock when she felt her uncle moving away from her and toward Connie.  Like magic the crowd seemed to part for him, and he and Tom hopped up on the table and began to gently urge Connie to step down.  Apparently, she’d said all she had to say because she didn’t argue, allowing them to lead her out of the room.

      “That was something,” Bart laughed loudly, piercing the awkward silence.  Everybody was sort of wide-eyed, not knowing what to say.  “I guess she told all of us off.  Merry Christmas, everyone!”

      Bart had never been one to enjoy silence in any form.  He always had something to say.

      But he’d broken the ice and now people seemed to be a bit more at ease, finally smiling and laughing at Connie’s drunken antics.

      “Merry Christmas,” Doreen said, lifting her own glass.  She was Adam’s administrative assistant and surprisingly didn’t seem a bit upset about Connie’s declarations.  Perhaps she’d had quite a bit to drink as well.  “And a Happy New Year!”

      It had certainly been an interesting one.

      What did the future have in store?  Darcy couldn’t say, but she was almost sure that some people at this party might have a nasty hangover in the morning.

      And one of them - Connie - might be more than a little embarrassed about their behavior.  Darcy wouldn’t have had the guts to show her face ever again in the office.  She’d change her name and leave town.

      Luckily, they all had three weeks to forget about it.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn Graves pulled his coat a bit more tightly around him, adjusting his wool scarf.  It was cold as hell outside, the temperature dropping the minute the sun went down.  He’d been warm earlier when they’d been ice skating, but he was definitely feeling the chill now.

      “How about some hot chocolate?” he suggested.

      He was at a local Christmas fair with his sister Amy and her fiancé Devon - also his best friend - and his own girlfriend Willow.  It had been Amy’s idea to come to the Christmas fair and ice skate, maybe play a few carnival games and see all the lights.

      “I’m in,” Willow piped up.

      “Me, too,” Amy said, patting her stomach.  “And maybe a funnel cake.  I’m eating for two now.”

      That had been the big news a month ago.  Amy and Devon were expecting their first child, and they were planning to move the wedding up to Valentine’s Day.

      Devon laughed and dropped a kiss on Amy’s nose.

      “I’ll get you whatever you want, sweetheart.  You name it.”

      “Would you say that if it was two in the morning?” Willow laughed.  “And about zero degrees?”

      “I’d say yes,” Devon replied gallantly.  “Whatever the little mother wants is fine with me.”

      Amy and Devon were looking at one another with such love and adoration it made Quinn a little jealous.  He wanted to have that in his life, too.  Was Willow the one?  He wasn’t sure yet.  They hadn’t been dating long but she seemed like a nice woman.  They had a lot in common and she was smart and funny.  Only time would tell.

      Amy’s smile dropped and Quinn heard her indrawn breath.  She was gazing off into the distance and he turned to see what she was looking at.

      “It’s Cal,” she said, exhaustion in her tone.  “He has to stop all of this.”

      Cal was Caleb Duncan, a former sort of friend and a current co-worker.  All three of them - Quinn, Devon, and Cal were federal agents.  They’d all come up together, attending Quantico at the same time.

      That’s how Amy had met Cal in the first place.  Quinn had thrown a barbecue and they’d both been in attendance.  Cal had asked Amy out and they’d dated for awhile, but she’d ended the relationship citing Cal’s jealousy and anger problems as the main issues.

      But Cal couldn’t seem to understand the word no.  According to Devon and Amy, he kept driving by their place, showing up at restaurants, and just generally being a pest even though a year had passed.  Quinn had taken Cal aside at one point and told him to back off.  It had worked for about a month, but he was back at it again.

      “I’ll go talk to him,” Quinn said, dropping his arm from around Willow’s shoulders.  “I’ll tell him he needs to leave.”

      “No,” Devon said with a shake of his head.  “I think it’s time for me and Cal to have a man-to-man conversation.  A sort of come to Jesus, if you will.”

      “I think it’s better if I talk to him,” Amy argued, grabbing Devon’s arm and tugging him back.  “He hates you, Dev.  He’ll get angry.”

      “I’m tired of tiptoeing around Cal’s feelings,” Devon replied.  “He’s not listening to you, so maybe he’ll listen to me.  He needs to get the message that you’re not taking him back.  Ever.  This is becoming out of hand.  I had to talk to the director about him.”

      “When did you do that?” Quinn asked.

      “A few days ago,” Devon said.  “This has been going on way too long.”

      “Then that’s probably why he’s here,” Quinn guessed.  “He’s upset about being called on the carpet by the boss.”

      “And he didn’t learn a damn thing,” Devon replied between gritted teeth.  “Here he is again.  You all stay here.  I’m going to talk to him.  Tell him to leave.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Quinn offered, making a move forward, but Devon stepped in his path.

      “No, he and I need to hash this out.  I’ve been trying to be nice, but I can’t anymore.  I’ll just be a minute.”

      Devon strode toward Cal, who had spotted them in the crowd.  He intercepted the other man, holding his arm out when Cal tried to pass.

      “I told Devon that maybe we should just move,” Amy said softly.  “He could transfer and I can work anywhere.  It might just be easier.”

      “Cal needs to understand that it’s over,” Quinn replied bluntly.  “You shouldn’t have to leave your home just because he’s being a jerk.”

      “It will all be okay,” Willow said.  “It will be fine.  Dev will talk to him and I’m sure he’ll leave.”

      “This time,” Amy said.  “But what about next time?”

      Cal and Devon were still talking, neither of the men looking all that damn happy.

      “Maybe I should—“

      This time it was Amy who stopped Quinn.

      “I trust Devon to handle this.  He keeps saying that I’ve been too nice.  I think he’s right.”

      Quinn wasn’t someone who enjoyed standing on the sidelines, but he did as he was asked.  The fact was he couldn’t add anything different to the conversation than what Devon was already saying.  Cal just didn’t want to hear it.

      A scream brought him out of his reverie and the sound of a hundred footsteps seemed to make the ground vibrate underneath his feet.

      Quinn watched in horror as he realized that Cal had pulled a gun.  Devon was holding his hands up and trying to reason with the other man, but Cal was crying openly.

      “Oh my God,” Amy screamed, lunging forward but she didn’t get far.  Quinn’s training kicked in, immediately shielding his pregnant sister all while pushing Willow behind him as well.  He’d get them somewhere safe and then go help Devon.

      Amy was screaming and fighting him tooth and nail, but Willow was helping him by holding her other arm.  They’d barely moved a few inches when a shot rang out just seconds later.  Then two more in quick succession.

      “Keep her here,” Quinn commanded, running toward where Devon was in a heap on the ground.  Cal was nowhere to be seen.

      There was blood everywhere, staining the pristine snow a nasty pink shade.  He fell to his knees next to his friend, uncaring about the cold and wet, placing his fingers on Devon’s neck, hoping against hope that he would feel a pulse.

      Nothing.  Not even the slightest flutter.

      “Hey man, I called 911,” a young man said, probably in his early twenties.  He was obviously upset, jumping around nervously while his friends stood by.  One girl was sobbing and the others looked like they wanted to.  “Is he going to be okay?  I told them to send an ambulance and some cops.”

      “I am a cop.”

      Quinn hadn’t even realized he’d spoken until he heard his own voice.

      And no, he didn’t think that Devon was going to be okay.

      He wasn’t sure that anything would be okay from this day onward.
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      Five years later…

      Quinn sat back in the chair across from his boss Logan Wright.  He’d been called into the office for this meeting just this morning, and frankly, that made him nervous.  Like most of the guys at the firm, Quinn didn’t spend much time at the office, usually out working on a case.  This morning he’d been planning on visiting a small town a few hours away to speak with the detective in charge of a missing persons case they’d been asked to look at.  It had been a surprise when he’d received the request to come for a meeting instead.

      Am I getting fired?

      He couldn’t think if anything he might have done that would have warranted being let go, but he’d long ago decided that the world often didn’t make much sense.  He liked this job, and he wanted to stay.  He’d thought after leaving the Bureau that he would miss it, but he had far more autonomy here at the firm than he had working for the government.

      “First of all, relax,” Logan commanded.  “I’m not here to call you on the carpet for anything.”

      “Was I that obvious?”

      “No, but I like to think that I can read body language.  You’re more tense than usual.”  Logan shuffled some papers from one side of his desk to the other, unearthing a file folder.  “We’re very pleased with your work, Quinn.  To reward that, I’d like to give you your own investigation to lead.”

      So far, Quinn had been helping the other guys and it had been fine.  He’d been able to get his feet wet without the huge responsibility of running an investigation on his own.  But…he’d be lying if he said that he wouldn’t relish the challenge of being in charge of his own case.

      “That’s great.  Thank you.  I’ve been enjoying my time here at the firm.”

      “Honestly, we were lucky to get you,” Logan laughed.  “I know you had other offers.”

      That was true, but most of them had Quinn riding a desk every day, and the few that didn’t hadn’t excited him like this opportunity.  To have the chance to work with legendary lawmen like Logan Wright, Reed Mitchell, and the others wasn’t anything to sneeze at.

      “I think it’s been mutually beneficial,” Quinn replied.  “I know I’ve learned things and I hope that I’ve imparted good knowledge as well.”

      Logan held out the file folder to Quinn.

      “This is the case, if you’re interested.  It’s a fascinating one, I’ll say that.  We’ve been hired by the owner of a software company.  She inherited it from her uncle less than a year ago when he passed away.”

      Quinn thumbed through the few pages in the file.  There wasn’t much there.  Just the statement from the client and a few photographs.

      “What does she need from us?  Is a competitor trying to rip off their intellectual property?”

      Logan chuckled and shook his head.

      “Do you think I’d give you a case like that for your first one to lead?  This is a murder case.  Multiple murders, to be exact.  Go ahead and read through her client statement.  You’ll see what I’m talking about.”

      Quickly scanning the page, Quinn’s brows were raised by the time he finished.

      “Four people in five years are dead?  After a Christmas party where a woman got drunk and told everyone off?”

      “Exactly,” Logan confirmed.  “Since the night of that party, four people have died under what some consider to be mysterious circumstances.  She wants to get to the bottom of all of this before someone else ends up dead as well.”

      “And the drunk woman threatened their lives?”

      “She said that she wished they were all dead, and that the world would be a better place without them.”

      “Sounds like I need to start with her, then.”

      “Did you think it would be that easy?” Logan laughed.  “Sorry, it’s not.  She might be the main suspect, but she was in Switzerland when two of the people died.  She may have had motive, but she didn’t have opportunity.  At least not for all four deaths.”

      “That just made this case ten times more interesting.”

      “I thought you’d be intrigued.  The police don’t think they’re connected but the client is convinced that they are.  I know you’ll find out the truth either way.  You’re the lead on this one.  As soon as I can free up one of the guys, they’ll work with you.  I’ve already let Knox know that you’ll be moving off of his investigation.”

      “Thanks, I won’t let you down.”

      “One more thing about the case…since there might be a killer out there slowly picking off the attendees of that party, we need to make sure that we’re protecting our client.  If the killer gets wind that she’s digging into the case, that might set him or her off.  Because of that, we’re going to move you into her home for protection.  During the day when she’s at the office, we’ll put a guy there to watch over her, but in the evening she’ll be your responsibility.”

      This wouldn’t be the first protection detail Quinn had been assigned to.  Mostly, it was boring.  Ordering pizza and watching television.

      “Is she okay with that?  She doesn’t know me at all.”

      “She’s not sure she’s truly in any danger, but I convinced her that opening this investigation might put her firmly in the crosshairs.  I assured her that you would be a good houseguest and that she wouldn’t need to cook or clean for you.”

      “That goes without saying.”

      “You’d be surprised.  We’ve had a few agents that I had to have a stern talking-to.  But I think you know how to keep it professional.  But do let me know if it’s not working.  I can always assign someone else to her home.”

      “It will be fine.  I’ll stay quiet and unobtrusive.”

      Quinn began to stand but Logan held out his hand, halting his movement.

      “I have one more thing we need to discuss before you go.  It won’t take long.”

      This time Logan wasn’t smiling.  But it couldn’t be all that terrible, right?  Quinn wasn’t being fired or anything.  He’d been given his own case.

      “I received a call yesterday from a local attorney for Cal Duncan.”

      Quinn stiffened in his chair at the mere sound of that name.  Cal Duncan.

      “What did they want?”

      “Apparently, Duncan has been asking to see you.  He didn’t get anywhere with you, so he called me to plead the man’s case.  I told him that I don’t have any sway over you, but I’d let you know of the request.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.  I’m sorry that he called you.”

      “It’s fine,” Logan replied with a wave of his hand.  “It’s not a big deal.  I take it that you’re not interested in that conversation?”

      “What could Cal possibly have to say that I’m interested in hearing?  That he’s sorry?  He didn’t seem all that sorry at the trial.  Maybe he’s sorry now that he’s in prison for the rest of his life.”

      “It might help to talk to him,” Logan suggested.  “Not him, but you.  It might help you put the incident behind you if you talk to him.  Even if only to tell him that you hope he rots in prison.”

      “I do hope that.”  Quinn rubbed at a temple where a headache was making itself known.  “Cal was a friend once.  Not my best friend, but we did things together.  Grabbed a beer after work, hung out every now and then.  We spent time together.  Shouldn’t I have seen what he was?”

      Logan shook his head, steepling his fingers in front of him.

      “You’re asking the wrong person.  I didn’t see what Wade Bryson was until it was far too late.  People were dead by the time I realized what a monster he was.  People put up masks so that we can’t see the inside.  Some people get really good at it, too.  It sounds like Cal Duncan might fit that description.”

      “Maybe,” Quinn conceded.

      “If you’re blaming yourself for what happened to Devon, you need to stop.  Take some advice from me.  This wasn’t your fault.  This is Duncan’s fault.  You did exactly what you were trained to do, which was protect the civilians.  Do you honestly think that Devon would have wanted you to leave your pregnant sister and your girlfriend when there was a man with a gun?  There is no way he would have wanted that.  I didn’t know your friend, but I’m sure he would have wanted you to protect the woman he loved and their unborn child.”

      “I could have…”

      Quinn’s voice trailed off, however.  He’d played that night at the Christmas fair over and over in his head about a million times and he still didn’t know how he could have saved all of them.  He’d been beating his own brains out and he didn’t have an answer.

      “No one could have predicted Duncan showing up and firing on your friend.  From what I’ve read, everyone was shocked.  He was considered a good, steady agent.”

      “I knew that he was being obsessive about Amy.  He wasn’t giving up.”

      “You didn’t know he was going to shoot Devon.  No one did.  Certainly not Devon.  Clearly, he didn’t see Duncan as a physical threat to his safety.”

      “I should have known.”

      “We like to pretend that we can predict human nature by using psychological profiles, but the fact is we’re not right one hundred percent of the time.  We have to make do with being right the majority of the time, but we’re human, too.  We’re not perfect.  We’re still learning what makes someone kill another human being, and I believe that we’ve only scratched the surface.”

      “If I knew then what I know now…it might have been different.”

      Logan leaned back in his chair, his gaze steady on Quinn.

      “Okay, I’ll play that game.  Let’s say that five years ago, you knew then what you know now about stalkers.  What then?  You would have warned Devon and Amy.  Would they have listened?  We don’t know.  Maybe.  Maybe not.  Especially Devon, as he was a trained agent and assumed - rightfully so - that he could handle the situation on his own.  You think you failed that day, but I think you did exactly as you should have.  You protected your girlfriend, your sister, and her baby.  No one could have asked you to do more than that.  You’re not superhuman.  You did good, and anyone that tells you different is full of shit.”

      “My head hears what you’re saying, but my heart has different ideas,” Quinn admitted. “I’ll think about talking to Cal.  I doubt he’s going to say anything that’s going to make me feel better.”

      “It might not but then you could say that you tried.  And I’m not sympathizing with him at all, by the way.  Far from it.  I’m more concerned about you.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that last statement.

      “Are you concerned that I’ll freeze up at the wrong moment?”

      “No, I wouldn’t have hired you if I thought that would happen.  But it sounds like you’re concerned about it.  Listen, Cal is renting out space in your head free of charge.”

      “I’d just as soon never hear or see Cal Duncan ever again.”

      “That’s your choice and I support whatever you decide.  But you should know that you might have to see him again.  He’s appealing his conviction and asking for a new trial.  If it’s granted, you’ll have to testify again.”

      “There’s no way he’ll get it.”

      “He might get it,” Logan shot back.  “There was some misconduct by the prosecutor, and I’m told a few witnesses are now recanting.”

      “That’s absurd,” Quinn scoffed.  “We know that Cal did it.  Everyone knows he did it.  There were a hundred witnesses that night.  If Cal gets a new trial, I’ll be there to testify against him.  Again.  And I’ll keep doing it until he runs out of appeals.”

      Cal belonged behind bars, and Quinn wasn’t going to give his former friend any sort of forgiveness or absolution.

      Cal Duncan could burn in hell for all he cared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Darcy smoothed down the skirt of her cream-colored suit, her palms damp.  She was nervous but she hoped it wouldn’t show.  Her assistant had just told her that a man named Quinn Graves was here for their meeting.

      The investigator that Darcy had hired.

      She’d told no one except her best friend that she’d done this.  Kelly had been cheering her on, telling her that she needed answers, but Darcy wasn’t as sure that others would be as supportive.  Especially the staff here at the company.

      Darcy had inherited the firm from her uncle after his death about six months ago.  Although most of the employees had been outwardly supportive of her taking over the business, she could feel an undercurrent of animosity from a silent minority.  A few of her employees didn’t feel like she’d earned it, and somehow she’d lucked into her position by her uncle passing on.

      Darcy didn’t feel lucky at all that Gavin was gone.  She’d loved and adored her uncle and she sorely missed him, especially at the office.  He was always so in control and sure of himself when he made decisions.  She wasn’t sure she was ready to step into his massive shoes, but she had to try.  If she ruined the business that he’d built from the ground up, she’d never forgive herself.

      The door opened and a man was ushered in by her assistant.  He was dressed in blue jeans, a button down shirt, and a blazer.  Casual but kind of dressy all at the same time.  His hair was dark brown and a little curly, looking like it might be tamed with a dab of gel.  And his eyes…

      She couldn’t help but notice them.  Such a light blue they were almost silver.  She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen eyes that color before in her life.

      “Ms. Hammond,” he said, shaking her hand.  “It’s nice to meet you.  I’m Quinn Graves.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” she replied, motioning toward the small couch in her office.  “Why don’t we have a seat and talk?”

      Her palms were still sweaty.  She shouldn’t be nervous, but she was.  Once she’d moved forward with this, there was no going back.

      “Excellent idea.”

      “Would you like some coffee or maybe water or soda?  I can ask—“

      “I’m fine,” he said, settling on one of the cushions.  “I’d like to get to work as soon as possible, but please go ahead if you want something.”

      “No, I’m fine.  I’m glad you want to get to work.  I’m hoping you can help me with these deaths.  The police don’t think they’re connected, but I do.  Maybe.  Frankly, I’d like your honesty as to whether you think I’m right or wrong.”

      There.  She’d said it.  Might as well just put it out there and let him say whatever he wanted to say.  When she’d talked to the head of the investigations firm, he’d been supportive, but then she was a paying client.

      “I don’t know enough about the cases to know whether you’re right or wrong, Ms. Hammond.”

      “Darcy.  Please call me Darcy.”

      “And call me Quinn.  We should probably be on a first name basis, as I gather we’ll be spending quite a bit of time together between working on this investigation and me living in your home to protect you.  Logan said that you wanted to be as involved as possible.”

      “I do,” she affirmed with a nod.  “I know that I can’t be involved with everything, but I would like to know what’s going on.  I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine.  I like it when a client wants to be a part of things.”

      If he was lying, he didn’t look like it.

      “I know you’ve told your story to my boss, Logan, but I was hoping I could hear it straight from you.  I might have a few questions as you go along.”

      She’d been prepared for this.  When she’d spoken to Logan Wright, he’d said that the investigator he assigned would want to hear all of it directly from her, not just read the summary that she’d written up.

      “I can do that.  If I start to ramble, just tell me to move on.  I don’t want to waste your time.”

      Quinn smiled at her statement.

      “My time is your time, so put in whatever detail you feel you need to.  Often, it’s the most minute and seemingly innocuous detail that solves a case.  Things that you wouldn’t think are important, but later we find that they blow an investigation wide open.”

      “I doubt I know anything that important, but here goes.”  She took a deep breath, her mind already going back to that evening five years ago.  “It was the office Christmas party.  Sort of an end of the year blowout to celebrate.  We were shutting down the office until after the first of the year and everyone was feeling festive.”

      “Do you mean they were drinking?”

      “Yes, although not everyone was drunk.”

      “Were you drinking?”

      Darcy stiffened, suddenly defensive but she forced herself to relax.  It was a valid question.  How could he trust what she was saying if she’d also been drunk?

      “At that point in the evening, I was sipping my second glass of champagne.  I didn’t even finish the first.  I wasn’t drunk.  I don’t think I was even tipsy.  But I’m kind of a lightweight, so I was being careful.  I had to drive home after the party, although my uncle had arranged for free taxi service for anyone that needed it.  But I’m not a big drinker anyway, so it wasn’t a sacrifice to stay sober.”

      “Everyone was having a good time.  Then what happened?”

      “Yes, everyone was enjoying the party.  There was music and some people were dancing.  Then I saw Connie climb onto the conference table that was shoved against the wall.  She was unsteady on her feet and spilling her drink.  It was obvious she was drunk.  Wait…I don’t want to say that.  I don’t know for sure how drunk she was.  Let’s just say that she’d had a few too many drinks.  Is that better?”

      “It’s your story, Darcy.  You can tell it any way that you like.  If someone was unsteady on their feet and spilling their drink while telling everyone in attendance off from the top of a conference table, I’d be okay with them being described as drunk.  She didn’t take a breathalyzer but I’m guessing she was past the legal limit to drive.  She was obviously physically impaired.”

      “I just didn’t want to draw conclusions.”

      “This isn’t a court of law.  Go ahead.”

      Darcy described how horrified they all were as Connie stood on that conference table and told everyone what she thought of them and that she wished them all dead.  That the world would be a better place without them.

      “She called out several people individually?” Quinn asked, scratching notes into a small notebook.

      “Yes, Adam and Doreen.  Tom.  Sherry and Tim.  Eric.  And…well…me.”

      “Connie didn’t like you?”

      “From what I saw at the office, I wasn’t a member of an exclusive club.  Connie didn’t like most people, and yes, that included me.  She thought that I only got my job because of my uncle and that I didn’t deserve it.  Some people agreed with her.”

      She didn’t know why she’d said that last part, but it was out there now.

      “She didn’t have any friends in the office?  Not one?”

      “She had a sort of friend.  Katie, who worked in the administrative offices.  She didn’t seem to mind Connie’s mood swings and general taciturn nature.  She always said she found it amusing and didn’t take it seriously.”

      “I’ll want to talk to Katie,” Quinn replied.  “Anyone else Connie hung out with at the office?”

      “No.  She liked being alone most of the time.”

      “Was she married?  Any kids?”

      “She wasn’t married, although she might be now.  I think she had a boyfriend.  She mentioned someone a few times but I never met them.  Maybe Katie did.”

      Quinn finished writing and then set down his pen.

      “I’m just going to ask you straight out.  Do you believe Connie is responsible for the four deaths?”

      She hadn’t thought he would be so bold, but she liked that he didn’t beat around the bush.  He just got down to brass tacks.

      “I, of course, can’t be sure about anything.  I do think she has to be a suspect.  She did wish us all dead and then people started dying.  Before you ask another question, let me say that I don’t want Connie to be guilty.  I don’t want there to be a killer out there bumping off people that work or worked at the company in the past.  I’d like it if you proved that it was all a weird coincidence.”

      Quinn didn’t reply right away, thinking about his response.

      “How many people worked at the company five years ago?”

      She hadn’t expected that question.

      “Um, about sixty or so.  Why?”

      “Four people out of sixty are dead.  That’s not a murder spree.”

      “You think it’s all just a coincidence then?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not out of the realm of possibility.  I will say that I don’t like coincidences much.  They often turn out to be something bad.  I just don’t know what this situation is going to be yet.”  He reached down to the briefcase he’d carried in and opened it, pulling out a manila file folder.

      “The firm already did a bit of background and I can tell you that Connie Fairchild was out of the country during two of the deaths.  We’ve confirmed that.”

      “Out of the country?”

      “I don’t know all the details, but she went to visit a friend in Switzerland.”

      “It can’t be her then, can it?  If they’re connected, it’s someone else.”

      “We still need to investigate.  I take nothing for granted.”

      “She’s still a suspect?”

      “Everyone is a suspect at the beginning.  Although I should say that while female serial killers aren’t unheard of, they’re quite uncommon.  Did anyone else have issues in the office?”

      Darcy couldn’t help but chuckle at the question.

      “Have you ever been in an office?  There are lots of issues.  Whenever you put several different personalities onto a project, you’re going to get some friction.  Until that night, however, no one really said anything out loud.”

      “They just complained behind their backs?”

      “Yes, and when you say it that way it sounds rather dysfunctional.”

      “Because it is.  I’m not throwing shade here.  I’ve seen it myself in my last job.  There was a great deal of competition and sometimes it got ugly.”

      “What did you do before being an investigator?”

      “I was a Special Agent with the FBI.”

      For some reason she hadn’t expected that answer.

      “You mean like Scully and Mulder?”

      Laughing, Quinn shook his head.

      “I didn’t work on the X-Files.  Just regular cases that would be referred to us here in this region.  Not too glamourous.”

      “But you left.”

      “I did.”

      She wanted to ask why, but she didn’t.  It wasn’t any of her business and it seemed to be a personal question.  Although he was about to move into her house so they would be getting personal whether they liked it or not.

      “Connie was the most vocal about her discontent,” Darcy said instead.  “Which I always thought was a good thing, in a way.  She didn’t bottle it up and let it fester.  She expressed her frustration and while I’m not sure it was completely healthy, I don’t think holding it in would have been good either.”

      “You and she didn’t get along from the beginning?”

      “As I said, she thought that I got the job because of my uncle.  She didn’t pay attention to my degree or my resume.  I was qualified for the job that I had, and I like to think that I did it well.  But I get the whole nepotism thing and how it can grate on someone’s nerves.  It’s not like I was made a VP on day one.  I had to work my way up just like everyone else.  I wouldn’t be running the company today if Uncle Gavin hadn’t passed away unexpectedly.”

      “I am sorry for your loss.  It was a heart attack?”

      Darcy swallowed the lump that had taken up residence in her throat.  She missed her uncle terribly.

      “Yes, it was.  He worked too hard, and he didn’t relax enough.  I kept telling him he needed to take more time off, but he was a driven man.  He was also worried about these deaths, and he kept saying that he was going to hire someone to look into it.  He didn’t get the chance.  Now I’m doing it because I know that’s what he’d want.”  Clearing her tight throat, she turned her gaze away so he wouldn’t see the tears glittering in her eyes.  “What happens now?  What do we do?”

      “First, we set up some security at your home and here at your office.  In cases like these, surveillance is our friend.  I’m also planning to meet with the officers that worked the cases of your employees.  I want to get an idea of what they think.  I’m hoping they’ll give me a copy of the police files.  If there were autopsies done, I want a copy of those as well.  I usually also try to visit the crime scene if possible, so I can get a feel for what happened.  It might not help at all, but I think that it often can.  Then I’ll start talking to everyone that was there that night and also start digging into Connie’s life a bit.  Her friends, family, hobbies, interests, finances.  You never know what might help.”

      That was…a lot.

      “You sound like you know what you’re doing.”

      “I hope so,” Quinn replied with a smile.  “This isn’t my first murder case, if you’re wondering.”

      “I wasn’t but that’s good to know.  What kind of security do you need to set up?”

      “I’m not sure.  I need to see what you already have at the house and here at the office.  I’ll make some suggestions, but ultimately, you’re the decisionmaker.”

      Her uncle hadn’t believed in security cameras and office badges.  He said it made it feel like he didn’t trust people.

      “I think you’ll be starting from scratch,” she said.  “If you like, I’ll get my purse and we can go to the house now so you can get settled in.  I’m sure you want to start as soon as you can.”

      Quinn stood, his gaze searching her face as if trying to gauge her mood.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with me moving in?”

      She opened her mouth to assure him that it was no big deal, but her innate sense of honesty wouldn’t let her lie right to his face.

      “Let’s say that I’m conflicted about it,” she admitted.  “I understand why you need to, but I’m not sure that I’m a target.  I don’t feel like I’m in danger.”

      That statement seemed to amuse him.

      “Tell me, how does it feel when you’re in danger?”

      “Well…I would think I would just…know.”

      It sounded lame to her own ears.

      “Do you think the others knew they were in danger?”

      “No,” she admitted with a sigh.  “Probably not.”

      “I don’t want to interrupt your life,” Quinn said.  “I’ll try and stay out of your way.  I’m quiet and I clean up after myself.  You’ll hardly know that I’m there.”

      She was going to know.  He wasn’t the wallflower type that people just walked by and didn’t notice.  If he walked into a room, people were going to look at him.  He had that confident air, and it didn’t hurt that he was so good-looking.

      “It’s okay,” she assured him.  “It could be fun.  I haven’t had a roommate since college.  And the house is big.  Lots of room.  We won’t be on top of each other or anything.”

      Her face flamed when she realized how what she’d said sounded.  It sounded…dirty.

      “I mean—I mean there will be plenty of room,” she stammered.  “We won’t be in each other’s way.”

      Quinn nodded in agreement but she could have sworn she saw his lips twitch, yet he didn’t smile or laugh.  She’d give him props for that.

      She wanted the truth and hopefully he could help her find it.  If he did that, she could handle having him around the house for a little while.

      But she was definitely going to notice that he was there.

      I’m doing this for you Uncle Gavin.  Don’t worry, we’ll find out the truth.  Finally.
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      It was a delicate situation.

      Quinn was moving into Darcy’s home so he could keep an eye on her.  She’d agreed to it, of course, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a bit strange.  A home was a personal thing, and he was technically invading her territory.

      It was his job to make sure that she wasn’t the next on the list - if there was a list - but he wanted to be sensitive about the situation.  An attractive woman might be uncomfortable when a man moved in.

      He was going to try and be as unobtrusive as possible, but he did, indeed, exist.  He couldn’t make himself invisible.

      Luckily, the house was large with several bedrooms and bathrooms.  He’d had horrible visions of her living in a studio apartment or a tiny bungalow.  He could definitely stay out of her way here.

      “I’ll give you the nickel tour,” she said.  “But I’m sure you’ll want to dump your bag right away.  You’ll be in this guest bedroom.  It has its own bathroom.  I’m just two doors down, right by the staircase.  Please make yourself at home.”

      His room was spacious and airy, with big windows that overlooked the expansive backyard and a huge television on one wall.  Decorated in shades of blue and green it was comfortable and restful, and frankly, much nicer than many of the accommodations that Quinn had been in over the years.  He had a particularly vivid memory of sleeping in a car outside of a drug dealer’s house for six days, waiting for something to happen.  Thank the heavens something finally had, or he would have been in traction.  That drug dealer was still in prison and Quinn had a permanent stitch in his back from folding himself into a pretzel for almost a week.

      “This is nice,” he said, placing his bag on the floor next to the bed.  “I promise I’ll be a good roommate.  You’ll barely know I’m here.”

      Her brows shot up and her cheeks turned a lovely pink shade.

      “It’s okay,” she replied, a trifle awkwardly.  Her feet shuffled on the hardwood floor and her gaze was darting nervously around the room.  “Your boss Logan explained it all to me and I’m fine with it.  He said that he could post guards outside the house if I didn’t want anyone in the house, but honestly that sounded awful.  For them, I mean.  It will all be fine.  You don’t have to sneak around here or try not to make any noise.  I should be grateful. You’re trying to keep me alive.”

      He was, but he wasn’t sure that she believed that.

      “You’re not sure that you’re in danger.”

      He didn’t phrase it as a question.

      “I’m not,” she conceded.  “I know that there’s a possibility but there’s a part of me that’s way in denial.”

      “If you’re right, and these murders are connected to that party, then everyone who was there is technically in danger.”

      “I know that here,” she said, tapping her temple with her fingers.  “But I guess that I’m not really comprehending what that means.  I guess my fight or flight response sucks.”

      “I bet if the chips were truly down and you needed to save yourself, you’d do fine.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “I don’t,” he agreed.  “I just get a feeling that you’d be okay.”

      She didn’t look convinced.

      “How about I walk you around the house and you can see what we need to do about the security?”

      “Do you have any cameras or alarms?”

      “No.  My uncle wasn’t a huge fan of them.”  There was a pause before she continued.  “This is his house, actually.  I lived in a small condo not far away.  When he passed, I inherited the house.  I moved in here because it made sense at the time.  It was close to the office and I could have more space.  But to be honest, I’m thinking of selling it.  It’s far too big for just me.”

      He wasn’t sure if she expected a response, but he thought it would be better not to say anything.  He imagined that this house was full of memories of her uncle which might be quite painful to constantly relive.

      Darcy showed him around the large home and expansive grounds.  There was a pool in the backyard, along with an outside kitchen setup that Quinn would have loved at his own place.  Inside, the kitchen was warm and welcoming, a cook’s dream with copper pots and a well-stocked pantry and refrigerator.

      “Do you like to cook?” he asked, his gaze roaming the space appreciatively.

      He would love to whip up a meal in kitchen like this where there was plenty of elbow room.  The kitchen at his place was so small only one person could be in it at a time without causing a traffic jam.

      “I do.  Very much.  Do you like to cook?”

      “I do,” he confirmed.  “This kitchen is amazing.  You must love cooking in it.”

      “The fact is I don’t very often,” she replied with a sigh.  “It’s no fun cooking for one person.”

      “I tend to do meal prep,” he explained.  “I cook a large batch and then freeze some for later.  I work so much I don’t often have time to cook anything elaborate.”

      “That’s a good idea.  I should do that.”  She looked around the kitchen and then back at him.  “I’m happy to make dinner tonight.  You know…for the two of us.”

      “I’m happy to help if it’s okay with you.”

      She smiled and he had a feeling it was the first real smile he was seeing from her.  She immediately looked less exhausted and much more relaxed.  He hadn’t realized until that moment how much tension she’d been holding onto.  This entire situation had to be draining.

      “I’d like that.”

      His phone in his pocket buzzed and he apologized and stepped away to answer the text.  It was from Logan, asking if he had a list of what security items he thought the house and office needed.  Quinn tapped out a quick reply and then rejoined Darcy.

      “That was Logan.  He wanted to know what I thought we should do about security.”

      “I’m wondering that, too.  What’s your plan?”

      “I don’t want to go overboard, so I thought we could start out with some cameras on the perimeter along with motion-sensitive lighting.  Also, alarms on the doors and windows.  At your office, I think the same would be fine.  I do, however, think that you should get a security guard in the lobby.”

      “My uncle was against employee badges,” Darcy said quietly.  “He’d hate that.”

      Rubbing at the back of his neck, Quinn chose his words carefully.  Darcy was the client, and he wanted to make sure she was happy.  He also needed to make sure she stayed alive.

      “I never met your uncle so I don’t know how he would have reacted to my suggestions.  You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to do.  I want to make that clear.  You don’t want cameras.  Fine.  No cameras.  You don’t want motion lights?  Then we won’t have them.  If you don’t think a security guard is a good idea, then don’t do it.  I’m here to make suggestions but you don’t have to take them.  I’m simply trying to keep you safe.  But ultimately, you’re in charge.”

      “I’m just not sure that I’m in any real danger,” she tried to explain.  “It all feels like overkill.  I don’t think I’m next.”

      “I see what you’re saying, but we don’t really know what the criteria is for this person.  We only know that four people are dead.”

      “You’re a real optimist, aren’t you?” she joked.

      “I’m a realist,” Quinn replied.  “I try and see situations as they are instead of as I’d like them to be.  I would also say that I’m a cautious person as well.”

      “I am, too.”

      “Then you understand where I’m coming from.”

      “How about I say yes to everything but the security guard?  I need to think about that one a little bit more.”

      “It sounds like a plan.  Let me send a list to Logan of the supplies we need.”

      “I’ll start dinner,” Darcy said.  “Do you have any allergies or anything that I should be aware of.”

      “I don’t like broccoli but other than that I’m good.”

      “That’s easy.  I don’t like it either.  There’s none in the house.”

      They both didn’t like broccoli and they did like to cook.

      This roommate stuff might not be so bad after all.
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      It might not be so bad having Quinn around the house.  He seemed to know his way around a kitchen, and their simple dinner of pasta, salad, and bread was completed quickly and efficiently.  They settled at the table on the back patio, enjoying the sunset and the comfortable weather.

      “This is good,” he praised after a bite of the pasta.  “You’re a good cook.”

      “It’s just a sauce.  Not anything special.”

      She could feel the heat in her cheeks at his words.

      “It tastes special.  Is that fennel?”

      “It is.  Some people don’t like it.”

      “Fennel can get overpowering quick, but this is wonderful.  I hope you’ll share the recipe.”

      Clearing her throat, she shifted in her chair, still uncomfortable in his presence.  He was a nice man, and clearly professional but for some reason she couldn’t just relax around him.  She felt like she was still in high school and he was captain of the football team or something stupid like that.

      Face it, I wasn’t cool in school.

      She had a feeling that he had been, though.  He just had that air about him.  Confident and cool, but not a jerk about it.

      “So tell me about yourself.”

      She didn’t know what else to talk about and it seemed like they should learn more about one another if they were going to be living together.

      Leaning back in his chair, Quinn took a sip of his wine before answering.

      “What would you like to know?  The usual stuff?  I have an older brother and a younger sister.  My parents are happy and still married, and they’re debating when to retire.  Mom says five years and Dad says ten.  I think they’ll compromise on seven or eight.  I love animals, especially dogs.  I don’t have one now because I work so much, but I would like to get one eventually.  When I’m not working, I like to go on runs or maybe read a book.  I don’t watch much television, but I love old movies.  Give me a Hitchcock film and a bowl of buttered popcorn and I’m a happy camper.  I love my job and being in law enforcement was the only thing I ever wanted to be, unless you count the summer I wanted to be an astronaut.  Turns out that wasn’t a possibility because I throw up after riding roller coasters, so space was out of the question.”

      For a quick moment, Darcy had an image of Quinn in a spacesuit, floating around in the stars.  She might want to put down her wine glass and switch to water.

      “You worked for the FBI, but then you left?”

      Since he’d mentioned it, she had to admit she’d been wondering the reason.  His expression changed from open and relaxed to tense and closed off in a split second.  Clearly, she’d hit a nerve.

      “Never mind,” she said.  “It doesn’t matter and it’s none of my business anyway.  How about we talk about your siblings?  Are they cops, too?”

      “Not at all,” he replied, his shoulders relaxing and his smile returning.  “My brother is a college professor of history and my sister is a real estate attorney.”

      “Your parents must be very proud of all of you.”

      “I hope they are, although I’m sure we gave them a run for their money when we were kids.  I wouldn’t say our house was quiet and orderly.  All three of us ran around like wild animals.  My poor mom was exhausted pretty much every day of our childhood.  She said she slept for a week when the last one moved out for college.  We weren’t bad kids, but we had endless amounts of energy.  Must have been all the peanut butter and juice boxes.  How about you?  What’s your story?”

      She should have known and expected the question.  She’d been the one that had opened Pandora’s box and now she had to live with it.  It was a good thing that she’d long ago dealt with her unsavory beginnings and ceased to be ashamed of it.  She didn’t have an issue telling people that her parents were alcoholics.

      “My parents were pretty awful and couldn’t take care of me, so my uncle took me in when I was four.  He’s been my legal guardian ever since.”

      She’d used the present tense.  She still wasn’t used to referring to her uncle in the past.  Being in this house where she’d grown up with him, it still felt like she was going to turn a corner and there he would be.  She could still hear the classic rock he used to listen to when they were cooking dinner or tidying the house.

      “I’m sorry,” Quinn said, sincerity in his tone.  “It’s none of my business really.”

      “You asked.  I didn’t have to answer if I didn’t want to.  My parents are alcoholics and probably junkies, too.  I don’t see them often.  When I was younger they’d come visit every now and then, usually when they had been clean and sober for a few months.  Then they’d fall off the wagon and I wouldn’t see them for months and months.  Uncle Gavin used to say that they’re sick and because of that they couldn’t take good care of me.”

      “That must have been confusing for a young child.”

      “I was young when I came to live with my uncle so I’m not sure how much I truly understood.  I give him a great deal of credit, though.  He never lied to me, but he kept the information age appropriate.  He later said that he knew that I’d eventually I’d figure it out and he was right.  By the time I was ten or so, I knew my parents had issues and weren’t people I could count on.”

      “Your uncle sounds like a good guy.”

      Her throat constricted and she could feel the sting of tears at the back of her eyes.

      “He was,” she said.  “He really was.  I wouldn’t be where I am today without him.  He’d never planned to be a parent, but when things were bad he stepped up to the plate.  He never made me feel guilty about that.  It was a distant cousin who told me that Gavin never planned to marry or have kids because he wanted to concentrate on his career.  I asked him about it and he was sad that they had told me.  He said I was a surprise but a good one.  He didn’t know how much he needed me in his life until I was there.”

      “I am so sorry for your loss.  Do you have any other family?”

      “A few distant relatives.  It’s fine.  Gavin encouraged me to build strong friendships.  He called it choosing your family.”  She wasn’t sure how to express her thoughts, but she needed to say it.  “That’s why this is so important to me.  The last few months before he died, Gavin was so upset about the deaths.  He was sure they were related and he didn’t know what to do.  After he passed on, I was talking to one of my friends about it all and she suggested that I hire a private investigator.  I did some digging and your firm had the best reputation by far.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.  I just want you to know that I’m going to do my very best for you on this investigation.  If there’s a link, we’ll find it.  And I won’t let anything happen to you.  You’re safe with me and the firm protecting you.”

      She hadn’t felt in danger, but she had to admit that it did feel good to know that someone was watching out for her.

      Maybe she’d simply blown this entire situation out of proportion.  There was no link between the deaths and it was all a strange coincidence.

      Or maybe someone was out there killing her employees one by one.

      She had to know the truth.
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      Quinn was on his second cup of coffee when a yawning Darcy joined him in the dining room.  She appeared to be confused, her gaze darting from him to around the room and then back.

      “Good morning,” he said, slightly amused by her sleepy demeanor.

      She was wearing a fuzzy robe and slippers, her long dark hair piled on top of her head.  She probably wouldn’t thank him if he said it out loud, but she was absolutely adorable.

      “Good morning,” she echoed.  “Oh god, you’re a morning person, aren’t you?”

      She made it sound like he was a serial killer.

      “I am.  I take it you’re not?”

      “Why do you think I had our meeting in the afternoon?  I hate mornings.  I’m personally against them.  My assistant doesn’t schedule me for any meetings before nine-thirty.”

      “I made some coffee, if that will help.  I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine and I’m grateful, actually.  I said that you should make yourself at home.”  Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Just how long have you been awake?”

      “Since six,” he confessed.  “I’m one of those people that doesn’t need much sleep.”

      It was seven-fifteen now.

      “I think I hate you.  I need my eight hours,” she declared.  “I’m going to get some coffee.  I’ll be right back.”

      Quinn couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept eight hours straight.  Maybe after that stakeout where he’d slept in the car for a week?  He’d been exhausted after that.

      He continued to put together the whiteboard the firm had sent over and he was installing the last screw when Darcy came back into the dining room.

      “I haven’t had enough caffeine or a shower to be able to figure out what you’re doing.  Can you clue me in?”

      “Last night you said I could set up my office in the dining room,” he reminded her.  “So that’s what I’m doing.  Have you changed your mind?  I can put this all in my bedroom if you’d rather.”

      “No, no.  It’s fine.  I never use this room since it’s just me.  I always eat in the kitchen or in front of the television.”  She stepped closer to the whiteboard, which was empty at the moment.  But not for long.  The table was also littered with cameras and motion-sensitive lights ready to be installed.  “How did you get all of this stuff here so quickly?  You only had the one bag.  Was it all in your car?”

      “It was delivered this morning by the firm.  My bosses don’t sleep much either.”

      From what Quinn had witnessed it was a trait shared among many of the investigators.  They simply couldn’t put their brains to sleep easily unless they were completely exhausted.

      “What’s it for?”

      Darcy looked more alert now that she’d had about half of her cup of coffee.

      “I’m a visual person,” Quinn replied.  “I need to see things in front of me.  It helps makes sense out of what might appear to be chaos.”

      “A whiteboard does all of that?”

      “It does.”

      “Then I’m glad you have it.  I’m going to go upstairs and shower.  I won’t be long.”

      Darcy shuffled back up the stairs, leaving Quinn to stare at the empty whiteboard.  It was always exciting at the beginning of an investigation.  It was a clean slate, and the possibilities were endless.

      For the next several minutes, he busied himself putting photos on the board, writing a few pertinent details under each victim.  At the center of it all was a picture of Connie.

      For now.

      It was an assumption that the deaths had anything to do with that party five years ago or that Connie was in any way connected.  But he had to start somewhere, and this was as good a place as any.

      Solving a case was a little like working his way through a maze at night.  He’d go down one path only to run into a dead end.  He’d have to backtrack and try another direction.  Trial and error until he suddenly walked out the other side and into the clear where he could see everything.  This was the first path, but it might be the wrong one.  For the most part, he assumed it would be.

      “You said Connie couldn’t be the killer.”

      He’d been so engrossed in what he was doing he hadn’t heard Darcy come back into the room.  This wasn’t a good look.  He was supposed to be protecting her and he’d been off lost in his thoughts.

      Darcy had showered and changed, now wearing a sapphire skirt and white blouse.  Her hair was down around her shoulders, but she’d pulled back a few strands from her face.  She looked neat and put together, but he kind of missed how she’d looked this morning.  Far more approachable.

      She was, however, a beautiful woman no matter what she was wearing.  Not that he was interested.  He didn’t date clients and he wasn’t looking for romance.  He was quite happy to be on his own.

      Why am I even having these thoughts?  She’s not interested in me.  We barely know one another.

      “I said that she has an alibi for two of the deaths.  It makes it more difficult for her to be the killer.  We may find that while a few of the deaths are connected, they’re not all connected.”

      Leaning against the table next to him, Darcy studied the board.

      “Is that where we start?  With Connie?”

      Quinn had given that question a great deal of thought since he’d received this assignment.

      “Normally, yes.  This time I think we need to tread carefully here.  From what you’ve told me about Connie, I doubt she’s going to be very cooperative.  I can’t ask her if she’s gone on a murder spree.  She’ll kick me out of her house.”

      “She probably won’t talk to you anyway.  She was always one warning away from getting fired in the years she worked for my uncle.  She’d straighten up for awhile and then go back to her old habits.   Everyone was relieved when she quit.  The office was far more relaxed.  I don’t think we realized just how much we walked on eggshells when she was around until we didn’t have to anymore.”

      “I won’t even try and talk to her until I know exactly what I want to ask her.  Until then, I need to speak with the detectives on the other deaths, and I’d also like to talk to the people at the Christmas party that night.  I assume some of them still work for you?”

      “Some do.  I can set aside an office for you to do the interviews.”

      “That’s fine but don’t make it mandatory.  I want people to talk to me of their own free will.  If they don’t want to, don’t force them.”

      “I wouldn’t do that, but I see what you’re saying.”

      “Can you get me a list of the attendees?  I also need to know if they don’t work at the company any longer.  I’ll need to research them and find their current contact details.”

      “We should have a forwarding address for them.  We would have had to send their W-2s at the end of the year for tax purposes. What happens after you talk to them?”

      “We talk to the people close to the victims.  Find out their stories. Whether they had enemies.  Maybe someone pissed off their ex or a neighbor.  I would assume that the cops would already have done that, but we’ll go over it again.  We might turn up something new.  You never know.”

      “Maybe you’re an optimist after all,” Darcy said with a laugh.

      “As I said, I’m a realist.  But I do have a dash of optimism every now and then.  Especially at the beginning of a case.  Everything seems possible right now and we haven’t been knocked around and disappointed a half dozen times.”

      “Should I be ready to be disappointed?”

      “Yes, if it were easy, it would already have been done.”

      He didn’t want to mislead Darcy.  This wasn’t going to be an easy case that could be wrapped up in a few days.  If the police hadn’t seen any connections between the deaths, then it wasn’t obvious.  They were going to have to dig deep to find out what really happened.

      “Since we have so much work ahead of us, why don’t I start breakfast?” she asked.  “Are you a bacon and eggs kind of guy or a muffin and some yogurt?”

      “I’m not picky in the least.  Some days I don’t get a chance to eat breakfast at all.  What are you in the mood for?”

      “Eggs and toast.  But I can do something else if you like.”

      “That sounds perfect.  How can I help?”

      “Do you know how to make toast?  I can start the eggs.  I usually just scramble them with some cheese.”

      “I can make toast and the eggs sound good.”

      A full stomach would be an asset as he started the day.  He had a feeling it was going to be a long one.

      Was Darcy right about these deaths?  Were they connected?

      Because if she was that meant there was a killer on the loose.  And she just might be next on the list of victims.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn had dropped Darcy off at the office after they’d finished breakfast.  One of the guys from the firm would be watching over her while he was working.  She’d argued that she didn’t need a babysitter, but Quinn hadn’t budged.  He was in charge of keeping her safe, and that meant she was going to have some company until he figured out just what in the hell was going on with these deaths.  He still wasn’t sure there was anything there, but he had to admit that the entire situation was intriguing.

      Until then, he wasn’t taking any chances.

      Today he was meeting with a detective from the local police to discuss these cases.  The firm had a good relationship with the cops in the area and it didn’t hurt that Logan Wright had put an end to Wade Bryson’s reign of terror many years ago.  He was well-known and respected so that helped all of them when they were dealing with law enforcement agencies.

      Steve Harold was a good detective and a nice guy.  He welcomed Quinn into the station and they sat in one of the interrogation rooms where it was quieter and less busy.  He’d turned down the officer’s offer of coffee but accepted a bottle of water instead.  Three file folders were placed on the table between them.

      Quinn was itching to look inside but he didn’t want to be rude.  It was always better to wait until the information was offered.

      “I was surprised when I got the call about this,” Steve said, settling into the chair opposite Quinn.  “These cases don’t appear to be even remotely connected.  And two of the deaths aren’t necessarily a homicide.  They were ruled accidents, actually.  I’m not sure what you’re going for here.”

      “I’m not sure what I’m going for either,” Quinn admitted.  “Our client fears that the deaths are in some way related and we’re going to look into it for her.”

      “Why would she think that?”

      Quinn quickly explained about that Christmas party so long ago, trying to keep it brief and to the facts.  The detective appeared surprised by the time Quinn had finished.

      “She thinks someone is murdering people that were at a party where someone had just enough booze to tell everyone off?  If that was the case, people would be dropping like flies after the holidays.  You should have seen my brother-in-law last Thanksgiving.  He called everyone in the family a nasty name, including the baby who was six months old.  Apparently, his sin was that he cried too much.  And no one is dead yet, thank goodness.”

      “Four deaths from that one party does make me question things,” Quinn replied.  “It could mean nothing or it might be something.  My job is to figure out if there’s anything there.”

      Steve sat back in his chair, his brows pinched together.

      “I have to admit that four deaths in a little less than five years seems strange, but more in a tragic way, not in a murder sort of way.  People die.  It’s sad when it happens but four people out of how many?  Fifty maybe?  That’s not statistically all that out of the ordinary.”

      “They didn’t die from being sick or old age.  They died under some strange circumstances,” Quinn pointed out.

      “It’s your time,” Steve replied with a shrug.  “If you want to look into this, I’m fine with it.  If you find something, that would be great.  If you don’t, I won’t be all that surprised.  I pulled all the files and made copies for you.  You can take these with you.  The first one doesn’t have much in it.  The female victim drowned in their backyard pool.  The deck was slippery and it was dark.  They were home alone so when they fell in no one heard or saw them.  Cause of death was drowning, and it was ruled an accident.”

      “The husband wasn’t home?  Where was he?”

      “According to his statement, he was bowling.  He’s in a league that meets every week.  We confirmed it, so he had an alibi if you’re thinking that she had a little push.”

      Quinn opened the file and quickly perused the contents.  Steve was right.  There wasn’t much here except a police write-up and an autopsy report.

      “She was swimming in November?  What was the temperature that day?”

      “Part of their pool has a jacuzzi kind of thing with hot water.  She was climbing out and it looked like she might have slipped.  Hit her head.”

      “Was there blood on the tiles?”

      There were no photos in the file.

      “The responding officer said there was quite a bit of blood on the deck and the tiles.  There were photographs but I don’t know where they are.  They weren’t in the file when I pulled it.”

      When a case closed and the file was shoved into a box somewhere in a dusty storage room, it seemed like the evidence grew legs and made a run for it.  Likely, it was simply mis-filed in a different folder and if that case was never pulled from the archives they’d never know.

      Steve slid a second file across the table.

      “This is the car accident victim.  It was a one person accident.  They slid off the road and hit a tree on their way home from a restaurant.  A passing car spotted them and called it in.  There were skid marks on the road but there were several there, to be honest.  That spot is known for frequent vehicular accidents, including deer running in front of the car.  That’s the theory here.  It was at night and that area has lots of wildlife since the neighborhoods expanded out there.  It used to belong to the animals.  They have to go somewhere and many simply decide to live around humans.”

      This file had more information.  Photos, diagrams of the accident scene, and several statements, including one from the person who had first spotted the car off on the side of the road.

      “I’ll read through this,” Quinn said.  “I might even drive out to that spot.  I’ve never seen it.”

      “The road twists and turns.  It can be a dangerous stretch.”  Steve slid the last and thickest folder across to Quinn.  “This is the one where I’m hoping you can help us.  It’s still an open case but it’s cold as ice.  I wish I had more time to devote to it, but you know how it goes.”

      Quinn did.  The best chances of solving a homicide were in the first twenty-four hours.  After that?  The chances plummeted.  It wasn’t impossible, but it wasn’t easy.  Consequently, fresh cases were prioritized over cold ones.

      “I hope I can help,” Quinn replied, flipping through the file.  “You say this wasn’t solved, but did you have a gut feeling about it?”

      Steve sighed heavily and shook his head.

      “I wish I could say that I did. Double homicide, second marriage for both spouses. We looked hard at the woman’s ex-husband, but he didn’t appear to have any real motive.  He also had an alibi.  He was in Denver at the time.  He seemed genuinely sad about his ex’s death although they had a nasty divorce.  I guess by then they’d made up and weren’t mad anymore.”

      “What about the man’s ex-wife?”

      “I dunno.  She was upset but not broken down crying, if you know what I mean.  Mostly she was just quiet, didn’t say much.”

      Quinn paused at the responding officer’s report.

      “Someone called 911?  Was it from the house?”

      “No, it was the neighbor.  Apparently, they have insomnia.  They were up getting some warm milk - and who the fuck drinks plain warm milk?  I think I’d rather be awake.  Anyway, he was drinking his milk and looking out of the window in his kitchen to the house behind when he thought he saw flashlights in the windows.  Then when he was trying to decide if he’d actually seen what he thought he saw, a shadow ran away from the house.  That’s when he called 911.  A unit responded within ten minutes and found the back door busted open and the couple dead.  Him downstairs in the living room, and her upstairs in the bedroom.”

      “Knife?  That’s not a very efficient mode of death.”

      “There was a knife missing from the set in the kitchen.  We think the man of the house came down to investigate a sound and caught the robber in the act.  The burglar grabbed the closest weapon.”

      “And the woman upstairs didn’t hear anything?  She didn’t come down to see what was going on?”

      “She had taken a sleeping pill according to the autopsy.  I don’t think she heard a thing.  There were hardly any defensive wounds on her, too.  I think she woke up as she was being attacked but by then it was too late to fight back.”

      “How did the attacker even know she was up there?” Quinn asked with a frown.  “If she was asleep, she was no threat to him.”

      “That’s a good question,” Steve said.  “One that I’ve asked myself many times.  Maybe the man called out to her?  Maybe the guy had been casing the house and knew there were two people and he thought it was only a matter of moments before she’d come down or call the police.”

      “He didn’t take anything?”

      “It looked like he was trying to disconnect the laptop and gaming system, but he didn’t finish.”

      “No suspects?  No doorbell camera footage?”

      “We have some footage, but he knew he was on camera.  He hid his face with a big hoodie.  I can send you what we have.  He ran down the street and disappeared between houses.  We didn’t pick him up anywhere else, but I assume he parked his car somewhere he knew he wouldn’t be seen.”

      “Then he had to know the area.  How else would he know where to duck and hide?  He might have hid out for awhile and waited you out.  He was on someone’s doorbell cam but maybe an hour or two after the murders.”

      “That’s a possibility, although we did search the area.”

      Quinn didn’t say it out loud, but if the attacker knew the neighborhood, he might know a good place to sit tight and not be found.

      “We don’t have a single decent suspect on this case,” Steve said.  “We looked to see if there were other home invasions in the area, but we didn’t find any.  There were home invasions in another part of the city, but they didn’t seem to fit.  We looked at friends and neighbors, co-workers, and yes, the exes.  Everyone was cleared.”

      “I’ll probably re-interview,” Quinn replied.  “Not because I don’t think you know what you’re doing but because sometimes people will reveal themselves if they think they’ve gotten away with it.”

      “That’s true,” Steve grinned.  “Man, I could tell you a few stories.”

      “I’ll take that offer,” Quinn replied.  “When I’m done with this case, we’ll go out for a beer.  I’m buying.”

      “And I’m letting you,” the other man laughed.  “It’s a deal.  I want to hear some of your stories, too.  I bet you’ve got a few good ones.  Your bosses are welcome to come as well.  I’d love to hear their stories.”

      Quinn thanked Steve and gathered up the files.  He’d be studying every inch of these to see if anything had been overlooked.  It was a long shot, but it happened every now and then.  He was going to start with the home invasion since it was still considered unsolved.

      He also wanted to see where the car accident had happened, and if he could somehow swing it, he wanted to see the pool where the woman had drowned.  In his experience, he just had to sometimes see it for himself to really get a feel for the case.

      One step at a time.

      He’d go back over these cases with a fine-toothed comb.  If there was something there, he was determined to find it.

      And keep Darcy safe.  Just in case it wasn’t all a weird coincidence.
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      Darcy was having trouble concentrating on the computer screen in front of her.  She should have been studying the yearly projections for revenue but instead she was thinking about Quinn and the deaths he was investigating.

      Her uncle had been adamant that the four people dying untimely deaths were linked together, and he was also convinced it was because of that Christmas party five years ago.  He’d mostly blamed himself because he hadn’t terminated Connie’s employment long before.  She’d been good at her job, but her interpersonal skills had sucked.  Many times Connie’s manager had discussed her attitude with her.  Uncle Gavin had even done it a few times as well, although as the owner and CEO he didn’t usually get involved in the day-to-day management of the staff.

      The fact was Gavin hadn’t liked to let people go.  In all the years that he’d run that company, Darcy had only seen him fire one person. For embezzlement.  He hadn’t even turned the man over to the police, instead paying for him to get therapy.  But he had bitten the bullet and let the employee go on the advice of his senior management team.  They said that if he didn’t, the other employees were going to get the idea that there were no consequences for bad actions.

      “How about a coffee break?”

      Darcy looked up to see Kirk had stuck his head in her office.  He was wearing his trademark grin as if he didn’t have a care in the world.  Despite being the Senior Vice President in charge of sales, Kirk was generally a happy-go-lucky type of guy who thought life was one big party.  He had an enviable zest for life and as far as she could tell, he didn’t have an enemy in the world.  He’d give a stranger the shirt off his back and the last dollar in his pocket.  He was kind and generous, and the best damn sales manager they’d ever had.  Her uncle had often said that he wanted to clone Kirk a million times.

      “That sounds like a good idea,” she replied, pushing her chair back slightly from her desk.  “I could use a cup.  Or two.”

      He stepped in, holding up two large paper cups from the coffee shop across the street.

      “One vanilla chai latte,” he announced.  “I had a psychic vision that this was exactly what you needed today.”

      And Kirk also thought that he was psychic.  He was always talking about getting a “feeling” about something or someone.  Every year he won the office Final Four bracket picks.  She didn’t know how he did it, but his picks were known far and wide as excellent.

      Kirk and her uncle had been good friends for years, and when Darcy had come on board, he’d been a good friend to her, too.  Unlike so many other people, he’d never resented her getting a job there.  He’d been warm, friendly, and welcoming.

      After Gavin had passed away suddenly he’d been a lifeline, helping to get her feet under her as she took over the company.

      “You were right,” she sighed.  “Come on in and take a break with me.  I could use some company.”

      Kirk plopped down into a chair and handed her the steaming cup of goodness.

      “It looks like you already have company.”

      Her gaze ran over her office, not sure what he was talking about.  He laughed when he saw her confusion.

      “I’ll just ask it straight out.  Who’s the guy sitting outside your door?  He’s been there all morning.”

      Her bodyguard.  The poor guy had to be bored to tears sitting in the reception area of her office.  He had a tablet computer and a book, but she was shocked that he hadn’t fallen asleep.  Her day-to-day work life simply wasn’t that exciting.

      She hadn’t confided to Kirk about hiring a private investigator.  In fact, she’d only told one close friend outside of the company.  It wasn’t that she thought Kirk wouldn’t be supportive; she actually thought that he would.  She had just thought that if she talked about it too much it would make her think twice about her decision.  Once she’d made the decision, she needed to pull the trigger without second-guessing herself.

      “He works for a private investigation firm,” Darcy revealed, taking a sip of her coffee.  “I hired them to look into the deaths.  I think it’s what Gavin would have wanted.”

      She kept it simple, not wanting to explain all the sleepless nights she’d had thinking about what she should do.

      Kirk’s brows shot up and he twisted around in his chair to look back at the doorway.

      “If he’s supposed to be investigating, then why is he sitting in a chair outside your office?”

      “He’s not the one doing the investigating.  He’s protecting me.”

      “From what?”

      Sighing, she wasn’t even sure what to say.  She didn’t necessarily think she was in any danger, but she couldn’t say it for certain.

      “If these deaths are truly linked, then I could be next on the list.”

      Kirk sat back in the chair, a frown on his face.

      “We all could.  I mean, all of us that were there that night.”

      “I know,” Darcy replied.  “Part of me feels like I need to warn everyone, but some other part of me thinks that I should keep my mouth shut because I don’t know that any of this is connected to the company or that party.”

      “You’re right.  You can’t yell fire in a crowded movie theater.  You don’t want to alarm people unnecessarily.  And what could you warn them about anyway?  That they might die in a strange way?  No, you’re right to keep it to yourself.  Have they found anything?”

      “They just started yesterday, so he’s still doing the preliminary research.  This morning he met with the police detective about the deaths.  I’m not sure where he’ll go from there.”

      She didn’t mention that Quinn was staying in her house.  Kirk was always telling her that she needed some romance in her life and she didn’t want to turn this into him trying to push her toward Quinn.  He was a nice man and incredibly good-looking, but she wasn’t trolling for a husband.  She had far too much on her plate at the moment.

      “I assume he’ll go talk to Connie,” Kirk chuckled.  “She’s at the center of all of this.”

      “Maybe, or it might just be a coincidence.”

      At least, Darcy hoped that was the case.

      “I saw Connie about six months ago.”

      This was news.

      “I had no idea.  You never said anything to me about that.”

      “Because you had other things on your mind,” Kirk replied, his tone gentle.  “Gavin had just passed away and your plate was full.  Mentioning a brief sighting of Connie didn’t seem to be important.”

      Looking back, Darcy had been in such a daze that first month she doubted she would have even registered what Kirk was saying to her.

      “Where did you see her?”

      “The mall.”

      “You were at the mall?”

      “I was with my wife, okay?  Geez, we were shopping for shoes for vacation.  Some people still go to the mall, you know.”

      “I just order everything online.”

      “You’re killing the planet.  One purchase at a time.”

      “You’re probably right.  Did you talk to her?”

      “No, she didn’t see me or if she did, she didn’t wave or acknowledge me.  I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable and frankly, I didn’t want to talk to her so I kept walking.  She looked happy, though.  Or at least she wasn’t scowling.  That’s progress.”

      The only time Darcy had ever seen Connie even sort of smiling was the day the woman walked into her office and slapped her resignation on the desk between them.  Two weeks’ notice but Connie hadn’t come back after day three.

      No one had minded.  The accounting department had mailed her last paycheck.

      Darcy hadn’t even been Connie’s manager, so she wasn’t sure why she’d been given the honor of the resignation, but she’d never questioned it.

      “So is he going to talk to Connie?” Kirk asked.  “Although I’m not sure how you ask someone if they’re a serial killer.  That’s gonna be awkward as hell.”

      “He will eventually, but first he wants to find out all he can about the victims and the circumstances of their deaths.  I’m guessing he has some experience in talking to suspected murderers, but I don’t know what exactly he would say.”

      Even the word “murder” on her tongue didn’t taste right.  And calling someone a killer?  That was something she didn’t want to do.  It was true she and Connie hadn’t been friends, but Darcy didn’t want the woman to have hurt or killed anyone.

      I want to be wrong about all of this.

      “Quinn is going to want to talk to anyone at the company that was there that night,” Darcy said.  “Only willing people, though.  No pressure.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Kirk declared.  “I’ll even go first.  If people are hesitant, seeing me do it might make them feel more comfortable.”

      “They’re going to think that I’ve lost my mind.”

      “They don’t need to know why he’s asking questions,” Kirk responded.  “Make something up about employee morale or some shit like that.  Use a lot of double-talk like corporate culture, synergy, client-focused organization, and mission statements.  No one knows what any of that crap is anyway, so they’ll probably buy it.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “Hell, I’ll draft a memo.  Give me a shot at it.  I love using my MBA every now and then.”

      “I’m not going to argue.”

      “I’ll have it on your desk by the end of the day.”  Kirk levered out of the chair with a groan.  “In fact, I’m looking forward to it.  This is going to be fun.”

      She wasn’t sure that she would describe anything about this investigation as fun, but she did hope it would finally put to rest the burning question that had kept her uncle awake at night, and now haunted her own sleep.

      Was the company at the center of four deaths?

      And even more importantly…would there be any more?
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      “It’s a woody area,” Knox pointed out as Quinn parked the vehicle on the side of the road near where the accident happened.  “There are probably plenty of deer and other wildlife around here.”

      They both exited the vehicle and Quinn walked over to the tree that had caved in the front of the car that night.  It had been four years ago, and any signs or scratches were long gone.

      Knox had the file folder open, looking at the accident photos and comparing them to the scene at the present day.

      “It says it was raining that night,” Knox said.  “The road is twisty with a few blind corners.  If an animal darted out into the road, the driver wouldn’t have much time to react.  Then they slide because of the wet pavement, and you’ve got a big problem on your hands.  Especially if they panicked and jerked the wheel.”

      “I’m not even sure why I’m here,” Quinn admitted.  “I could see from the photos in the police file that the explanation was plausible.”

      “You’re here because you’re thorough,” Knox shot back.  “Because you want to get to the truth.  And let’s face it, pictures might be worth a thousand words, but it sometimes makes a difference to see it with your own eyes.  You can put yourself in the driver’s footsteps.”

      “Hell, the driver could have reached down for his phone,” Quinn said.  “Took his eyes off the road for a split second.  That’s all it would have taken.”

      “Driving and using phones are a huge issue,” Knox agreed.  “You can say it out loud if you want to.  I’m not going to argue with you or tell you you’re wrong.  You can trust me not to say anything to Logan.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure what Knox was talking about.

      “I know I can trust you.  I wouldn’t work with you if I couldn’t.”

      “I mean you can say it out loud.  You have serious doubts about these deaths being connected.  Just say it.  I won’t tell on you.”

      Oh.  That.

      “Fine, I have doubts.  Happy?”

      “I don’t have any strong feelings either way.  I think you should just be honest about how you feel about this.  Your gut is telling you that this was an accident.  Well…you might just be right.  It wouldn’t be a tragedy if the case ends up being a wild goose chase.  Wouldn’t one less serial killer be a good thing?“

      Quinn didn’t reply but he did agree.  Although finding criminals was what he did for a living, he wasn’t upset when there was no actual wrongdoing.

      The two of them drove across the city to the home where Tim and Sherry Carter were murdered.  The house had been sold shortly after their death and had been rented out since then.  Currently, it was unoccupied, which was how they would be able to see the home.  The realtor was already in the driveway tapping away at her phone when they pulled up.

      The house was a typical Craftsman style that was so popular in this area with a small lot that backed up to another row of homes.  There were homes on either side as well, and the whole neighborhood looked like the developer had tried to shove as many houses into the limited space as they possibly could.  If there were eight feet between the homes, Quinn would be shocked.

      “I’m Maggie Taylor,” the realtor said, shaking their hands.  “You wanted to see inside the house?”

      “We do,” Quinn replied.  “Thank you so much for meeting us here.  I promise we won’t take long.”

      “It’s fine.  I was in the neighborhood.”

      They followed her up the front porch stairs and she unlocked the door, stepping back so they could enter.  The house smelled like furniture polish and disinfectant, every surface gleaming.

      “It was just cleaned,” Maggie said.  “The renters moved out about a week ago.”

      Knox pulled out the crime scene photos from the folder so they could compare what they were seeing to what had been recorded that night.

      “It’s a three bedroom, two bath.  The kitchen was remodeled recently with all new cabinets, counters, and appliances.”

      When he’d called, Quinn had explained to the realtor the reasons he wanted to see the house, and she was probably telling him all that information out of habit.

      Stopping at the bottom of the stairs where the man’s body had been found, Quinn’s gaze roamed around the room.  It was an open concept plan, so from his vantage point he could see both the living room and the kitchen.

      “It looks like he didn’t get far,” Knox observed.  “Stepped off the last stairstep and bam.”

      “He could have been heading back up the stairs,” Quinn said.  “If he thought his wife was in danger, he might have been going up to protect her.”

      “True, although if it had been me, I would have stayed downstairs and tried to keep the intruder down here and away from my wife.  I wouldn’t want him following me up to where she was sleeping.”

      “Yes, but you’re a trained cop.”

      “I know that you’re here about the murder,” Maggie said, suddenly far less interested in her phone.  “It was a nasty thing.  I read all about it in the newspaper.”

      “What do you remember about it?” Quinn asked.

      “Just that it was violent and out of the ordinary for this neighborhood which had always been so quiet and a bit boring.  There was no history of burglaries and certainly none where someone died because of it.  I only live one neighborhood over, and I’ve always considered this area safe and quiet.  Are those pictures of the murder?”

      They were, and rather grisly, too.  Knox quickly tucked them back into the folder.

      “You don’t want to see them,” Quinn explained.  “They’re graphic and I wouldn’t want to give you nightmares.”

      Her eyes were wide, but she nodded as if she understood.

      “The whole situation is strange, don’t you think?” she asked.  “I mean, the house gets broken into and both of them end up dead.  Then Sherry Carter’s ex-husband buys the house back.  I’ve been in this business a long time and I’ve seen some weird things, but that has to be in the top five at least.”

      All of this was news to Quinn.

      “Wait…the ex-husband…bought the house?”

      “Yes, I guess he had lived here when they were a couple and he’d purchased it.  She got the house in the divorce.  After she died, it went on the market and he bought it back.  He doesn’t live here, though.  He just rents it out.  He is thinking of selling it.  I don’t suppose you’re looking for a home?”

      “Not right now,” Quinn replied.  “I just bought a condo a few years ago.”

      “And I just bought a house with my wife,” Knox said.  “But if we know of anyone, we’ll send them your way.”

      “Thank you,” Maggie said.  “Now what else would you like to see?”

      Quinn wanted to see the whole house.  This investigation just became a hell of a lot more interesting.

      He was definitely going to speak to the ex-husband.
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      Darcy had offered to cook dinner, but Quinn hadn’t wanted her to go to any trouble.  She didn’t argue as she’d had a long day and although she loved to cook, she wouldn’t mind someone else doing it for just one evening.  He’d picked her up from work and they were headed for a restaurant that they both liked.  Later, when they returned home, he was going to update the whiteboard in the dining room.  He’d also promised to fill her in on his day while they were eating.

      She had to admit that she enjoyed Quinn’s company.  He wasn’t one of those people that had to fill every single silence with words, content to let her speak when she had something to say and be quiet when she didn’t.  Right now, they were companionably sitting next to one another in his car.  It wasn’t weird or awkward.  It was friendly and comfortable, and frankly a damn relief that he wasn’t the type of person she needed to be “on” all the time when they were around.

      “Are you okay with me—“

      Quinn broke off from whatever he was going to ask as his phone vibrated.

      “I need to get this.  It’s my sister.”

      “That’s fine,” she replied.

      She didn’t want to listen in, but the phone was on Bluetooth and she couldn’t help but hear their call through the car speakers.

      “Hey, Amy.  What’s going on?”

      “I hate to call you, brother, but the toilet won’t flush.  I don’t know what’s wrong with it.  It worked fine twenty minutes ago, and now it won’t.  I don’t know what to do.”

      Darcy could almost see the cogs whirling in Quinn’s head.  Clearly, he wanted to go help his sister and she had the distinct feeling that he wouldn’t hesitate if she wasn’t sitting next to him.

      “It’s fine,” Darcy said softly.  “You should help your sister.”

      He was clearly conflicted, hesitating to take Darcy up on her offer.

      “She sounds stressed.  You should help her if you can.”

      He’d placed his sister on mute so she wasn’t hearing their back and forth.

      “Quinn, are you there?”

      He unmuted the call and responded.

      “Yes, I’m here.  I have a friend here with me, too.”

      “Oh, is it a bad time?  I’m so sorry.  Forget I called.  I’ll try the neighbor across the street.  Or I can call Dad.”

      Amy sounded genuinely distressed to have interrupted her brother.

      “It’s fine,” he said quickly, casting Darcy a sidelong glance.  “I’m actually on the road and not far from your place.  I can be there in about twenty minutes.  Okay?”

      “That’s great,” his sister replied, relief in her tone.  “I’m so grateful.  Thank you.  Nate will be excited to see his uncle.  I didn’t tell him that I was calling you.  He’ll be really surprised.”

      “I can’t wait to see him, too.  We’ll be there soon.”

      They ended the call and Quinn gave her an apologetic look.

      “I’m really sorry about this.  It shouldn’t take long.  Amy bought the house about a year ago and it’s a real fixer-upper.  It does have two bathrooms but the other one is gutted and going to be renovated.  They’re down to one,” he explained.

      “It’s fine,” Darcy assured him.  “Of course, you need to help your sister.  And your nephew.  How old is he?”

      “Four.  He’s a wonderful kid.  Sometimes he has a bit too much energy but most of the time he’s great.  Smart, funny.”

      “And he loves his uncle.”

      She liked how he spoke about his family.  She liked that he was close enough to them that they felt like they could call him even if it was about a faulty toilet.  Her uncle had been the only family she’d had so now she felt adrift at times, no one to anchor her to the earth.

      “I guess you could say that I try to spend time with him when I can.  Listen, I promise we’ll go to dinner right after I finish.”

      “It’s okay,” she said again.  “Quinn, I’m not mad.  Or frustrated.  Or even all that put out.  It’s all fine.  If I get peckish, I have granola in my purse.  I never leave home without a snack.”

      It was something her uncle had taught her, and it had come in handy more times than she could count.  Hangry wasn’t a good look, after all.

      He seemed to accept her reply this time and it wasn’t long before they were parking in front of a small bungalow in a quiet neighborhood.  A dog barked in the distance as they got out of the car and the front door swung open.  One tiny little body hurtled toward them, running right into Quinn’s legs.

      It was an adorable little boy with blond curly hair and huge blue eyes.  He was smiling up at Quinn as if his uncle was the coolest person on the planet.  Darcy’s heart squeezed in her chest.  She’d felt the same way about Gavin as this child seemed to feel about Quinn.

      Hero worship.

      “Hey, buddy.  What’s going on?  Are you surprised to see me?”

      The little boy launched into a long monologue about rain, the dog, pizza, and the broken toilet.

      “Darcy, this is my nephew Nate and my sister Amy.”

      Amy had the same dark coloring as Quinn, although she appeared to be a few years younger.  She smiled and welcomed Darcy into their home, apologizing once again for interrupting their evening.

      “Okay, buddy,” Quinn said to Nate.  “I’m going to need your help with this.  Let’s get the toolbox and get to work.”

      The two of them disappeared down a hallway, leaving Darcy with the sister.

      “Do you work with Quinn?”

      “No, I—actually I hired Quinn’s firm to investigate something for me.”

      “That’s how you met then?”

      “Yes.”

      She wasn’t sure what to say to the sister.  She was a client to Quinn, but he’d described her as a friend.  She hoped that they would become friends, especially since they were currently living together.  A fact she wasn’t in a hurry to disclose to the sister.  If Quinn wanted to tell her it would be fine, but she wasn’t going to tell his personal business to someone she’d only met five minutes ago.

      “He’s a great guy,” Amy said.  “Such a devoted uncle.  I am sorry that I interrupted your date.”

      This was the moment.

      “It wasn’t a date,” Darcy explained.  “It was just dinner.  It’s really no big deal, honestly.”

      “Oh…not a date.”  Amy appeared curious but to her credit she didn’t quiz Darcy any more about her relationship with Quinn.

      “What is it that you do?”

      “I run a financial software company,” Darcy explained.  “We make the financial planning software that a lot of banks and stockbrokers use.”

      “Wow, that sounds impressive.”

      “My uncle built the company.  I inherited it, so any credit should go to him.  I can only hope to be half as good as he was.”

      “I’m sure you do a fine job.”

      “I hope so.”

      It had quickly become awkward, and Darcy wasn’t sure what to say next.  She wasn’t a whiz at small talk like her friend Kirk.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a photo on the end table of Amy and a handsome man, smiling and looking very in love.

      “That’s a lovely photograph,” she said.  “Is that Hawaii in the background?  I’ve always wanted to visit there but I haven’t had a chance yet.”

      Something passed across Amy’s expression, but Darcy couldn’t read what it was.  For a moment, the other woman looked sad, but it was gone so quickly she decided that she’d been mistaken.

      “That is Hawaii.  The island of Maui to be exact.  I highly recommend it.  Devon’s family had lived there for a few years when his dad was in the military.”

      Darcy assumed that the man in the photo must be Devon.  He had blond curly hair, so she also assumed that he was Nate’s father.  He didn’t, however, seem to be anywhere around the house.  No other pictures, no signs of a man living here.  Perhaps they had broken up?  That would explain why she didn’t call Devon to fix something in her home, but called her brother instead.

      “It was just the arm,” Quinn announced, striding back into the living room while wiping his hands on a towel.  Nate was at his heels carrying a wrench.  “I thought it might be.  I fixed it but I think you could use a new flush valve.  I’ll pick one up next time I’m at the hardware store.”

      “If you show me exactly what I need, I can order it online,” Amy replied.  “And I want to see how you fix it next time.  I need to learn these things for myself.”

      “I’ve got this,” Quinn assured her.  “It was an easy fix.”

      “Then I should be able to do it.”

      “It’s easy, Mom.  I helped,” Nate piped up, waving his wrench in the air.  “All you have to do is reconnect the chain.  Uncle Quinn showed me how.”

      “Easy, tiger,” Quinn said, placing his hand on the wrench handle.  “You don’t want to take out someone’s eye or a kneecap.  Why don’t we put that back into the toolbox?”

      “And then can we have pizza?” Nate asked, hope in his tone.

      “Not tonight, sweetheart,” Amy replied gently.  “Uncle Quinn and his friend were already going to dinner.  We’ll have pizza another night.”

      “But we always have pizza when Uncle Quinn is here,” the little boy said, his chin lifted stubbornly.  He looked like he might cry.  “We always do.”

      Darcy hadn’t been around many children.  She didn’t have any family now that her own uncle was gone, and most of her friends had only just started getting married and having babies.  She wasn’t sure if giving in was spoiling Nate or not, but she absolutely didn’t mind eating pizza.  It was one of her favorite foods and she could probably eat it several times a week.  Quite happily, too.

      “I like pizza,” she finally said, her gaze darting from Amy to Quinn.

      Would they be mad?  If they normally had pizza whenever Quinn was here she didn’t want to be the reason that they didn’t, especially if she was honestly on board with the idea.

      Relief flooded Amy’s expression and she gave an audible sigh.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.  “He was really hoping for pizza tonight.”

      “I love pizza,” Darcy assured her.  “If Quinn is okay with it…”

      “Only if I get one with everything on it,” he said with a grin.  “And that means onions, sister-dear.”

      Amy pretended to gag but she was smiling, too.

      “Darcy, please tell me that you don’t eat onions on your pizza.”

      “I’m basically a sausage or pepperoni gal.  Extra cheese doesn’t hurt.”

      “You and I are on the same wavelength.”  She ruffled her son’s blond curls.  “And Nate’s favorite is pepperoni, too.  We can get your uncle his own pizza that he can pollute with onions.”

      “Ew, onions,” Nate said dramatically.  “And no olives either.  I hate those.”

      Darcy agreed that black olives didn’t belong on a pizza as far as she was concerned.  She had to wonder about Quinn’s stance on pineapple and ham.  She wasn’t a fan personally, but she wasn’t against it in principle.

      Quinn had his phone out and was tapping away at it.

      “I’ll put in the order.  Amy, should I also order drinks?”

      “I have juice, soda, water, and milk.  I just went to the grocery store a few days ago.”

      “Then we’re set,” Quinn said.  “It will be here in about thirty minutes.  I went ahead and ordered wings and cheese sticks as well.  You can never have too many leftovers.”

      “That you won’t take home,” Amy said.  “You’ll leave them here.”

      “Which means you won’t have to cook dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Yes,” Nate gushed, giving a fist pump in the air.  “Pizza tomorrow night, too.”

      “With broccoli,” Amy replied.  “Or green beans.  Or carrots.”

      Clearly, the idea of eating pizza and veggies was going over like the proverbial lead balloon if the look on Nate’s face was to be believed.

      The rest of the evening was pleasant and fun.  Nate was enthusiastic about his dinner as only a young child could be.  Darcy remembered a time in her own life when eating pizza and having her uncle read her a story was the coolest thing in the world.  It was so simple, warm, and lovely that it made her throat tight when she saw Nate curl up next to Quinn as he read a book about a boy wizard that was one of Darcy’s favorites.

      Nate was yawning widely after less than a chapter, his eyelids drooping heavily as Quinn’s smooth voice lulled him to sleep.

      “I think you’re falling asleep,” Quinn announced, placing the bookmark inside the book and closing it.  “Who wants a piggyback ride to bed?”

      “I do,” the little boy said excitedly, before another huge yawn.  “I want one.”

      “Then hop on.” Quinn knelt down in front of the couch and Nate climbed on his back.  “Hold on, I think this is going to be a bumpy ride.”

      Nate was laughing with delight as Quinn galloped down the hallway leaving Darcy and Amy alone once again.

      “He’s so good with him,” Amy said, her tone soft.  “Nate adores Quinn.”

      “I think the feeling is mutual,” Darcy replied, her own heart filled with emotion.  Seeing Quinn like this…  If he’d planned it, he couldn’t have found a better way to endear himself to her.  Not that he was trying, but a man that loved children was just so damn attractive.  Based on his behavior here today, he had to be a good person.  She was sure of it.  “They’re lucky to have each other.”

      “Yes,” Amy said with a nod, her gaze on the now empty hallway.  “They are.  Sometimes I forget how lucky we are.”

      Darcy didn’t ask what Amy meant by her statement.  She had a feeling it was personal and private, and she wasn’t nosy by nature.  Instead, she offered to carry the glasses and plates into the kitchen.  Amy gave a half-hearted protest, but it was clear that the mother was exhausted.

      “I’ve got this,” Darcy assured her.  “It won’t take but a moment.”

      Whatever Amy was thinking about had clearly shaken her up.  Her face was pale, and her eyes were shiny with tears.  Darcy didn’t know what had happened or if it was something she had said, but there was a palpable emotion in the room that she couldn’t identify.

      It really didn’t take long to clean up.  There were four glasses and four plates.  A few forks but that was it.  The dishwasher was empty, and it only took a minute to load it up.  She was closing it when Quinn joined her.

      “I’m going to wrap up the leftovers for Amy and then we’ll go,” he said.  “And thanks for taking care of the dishes.  I would have done them.”

      “There was hardly anything to take care of.”

      Quinn did wrap up the leftovers, stowed them in the refrigerator, and went to tell Amy goodbye.  The other woman whispered something to Quinn and he nodded, glancing quickly at Darcy.

      “Will you excuse us for just a minute, Darcy?” he asked.  “It will only be a moment.”

      “Of course.  I’m fine.  I’ll just check my messages.”

      What did the world do before cell phones?  How did people look busy or pass the time?

      One thing was for sure…

      Whatever Amy wanted to talk to Quinn about, it wasn’t good.  Both of them looked like they were walking to their own funerals.
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      “I wasn’t going to tell you about it,” Amy said when they closed the door to her bedroom behind them.  “I was just going to ignore it, but I got to thinking…”

      Her voice trailed off as she was digging into the drawer of the end table next to her bed.  She pulled out several envelopes, holding them out to Quinn.

      “He’s been writing me.”

      Quinn didn’t have to ask who “he” was.  The return address on the envelopes told him that these letters were from Cal.  From prison.

      “He’s also tried to reach out through other people,” Amy went on.  “His mom called me last week, and his sister a few weeks before that.”

      Quinn accepted the letters.  They were unopened.

      “You didn’t read them.”

      “I don’t care what he has to say.  His mother and sister said that he wants to apologize.  That he realizes what he’s done and wants to make amends, but I don’t see how he can do that.  He can’t bring Devon back, can he?  And frankly, after all the crap that Cal put me through when we were dating, I’m not sure that I believe that he has remorse.  I think he’s sorry that he got caught and put in prison, but I’m not sure he’s sorry for shooting another human being.”

      “You don’t have to talk to him,” Quinn replied.  “I can speak with the prison and ask that any mail he tries to send you is stopped.  He shouldn’t be harassing his victim.”

      “He can send all the letters in the world and it isn’t going to make me want to speak with him.”

      “I’m not sure what’s going on with Cal,” Quinn said with a sigh.  His gut churned as images of that day five years ago crowded his brain.  The bloody snow.  The horrified screams.  “He’s been trying to reach out to me as well.  He wants me to come see him.  I haven’t, of course.”

      “You should,” Amy said.  “Go see him and tell him to leave me and Nate alone.  Tell him to never reach out to me or you again.  I’m trying to forget that he even exists on this planet.  Every time he reaches out it takes me back there again.  And I already go there plenty on my own.  Every day Nate looks more like his father.”

      The last statement was choked out as tears poured down Amy’s cheeks.  Quinn pulled his sister into a hug, trying to tell her that everything would be okay.

      He wasn’t sure he really believed that, though.  Nothing had been the same since Devon was shot.

      But his sister had made a good point.  Cal reaching out wasn’t helping her move on.  And she needed to do that somehow.

      Maybe going to see Cal wasn’t a terrible idea.  He’d have to give it some serious thought.

      He could tell his ex-friend off and let him know that Amy was totally off limits.

      Cal needed to stop the games and leave her alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry about all of that,” he apologized when they were back in the car and on the road to her house.  “I know the evening wasn’t what you expected at all.”

      It hadn’t been, but she wasn’t upset about it.  This professional man who didn’t say much had shown her a completely different side of himself.  One that she found incredibly attractive.

      Not that she was planning to do anything about it.  She wasn’t.  But she was looking at Quinn Graves differently tonight than she had the day before.

      What a difference twenty-four hours makes.  Her life had taken quite a turn.

      “I had a nice time,” she assured him.  “Your sister is a nice woman and Nate is cute as a button.”

      “He liked you.  He told me in secret that he thought you were pretty and he liked your laugh.”

      That was the nicest compliment she’d received in a long time.  If a little kid didn’t like a person, they rarely pretended that they did.

      “I liked him, too.  He seemed like a sweet young man.”

      “He’s a good kid.”  He gave her a sidelong glance.  “Did you even want pizza?  Be honest.”

      “I can always eat pizza.  I love it.  I just don’t eat it every day because it would be bad for me.”

      “I appreciate your understanding.  I really do.”

      “You’re really good with your nephew.  I can see that he adores you.”

      “I feel the same.  Amy’s had a hard time since he was born so I’ve tried to be there for her.”  There was a pause before he continued.  “Thanks for being so understanding.”

      Darcy wanted to ask what had happened to the man in the photo, but she didn’t.  It wasn’t any of her business and while they were living together it felt sort of…intimate.  They barely knew one another, although for some reason it felt like she’d known him a hell of a lot longer.

      Maybe because he reminded her of Gavin.  Steady, easy-going, no-nonsense yet fun when he let himself.

      Quinn’s girlfriend was a lucky woman.

      Now why am I thinking about that?  I’m not going to go after him or anything.  Does he even have a girlfriend?

      That’s none of my business.  None of this is my business in the least.  Stop thinking about it.

      “Darcy?”

      She realized she’d zoned out and hadn’t heard what he said.

      “Oh sorry.  I think I’m getting tired.  What did you say?”

      “I said I’d like to stay up tonight and look over the case files.  Are you okay with that?  Will I keep you up?”

      “No, it’s fine,” she assured him.  “I have a white noise machine in my room.  I won’t hear you.”

      “What did you say?”

      He was suddenly so intent and she wasn’t sure why.

      “I said that I won’t hear you.”

      “Because you have a white noise machine,” he repeated.  “Just how loud is it?”

      “I don’t know.  Pretty loud.  It has a volume button on it so I can make it louder or softer.  I got hooked on using it when I was in college.  Dorms are loud and I’m a light sleeper.”

      “A white noise machine,” he said softly.  “Maybe that’s why she didn’t hear him.”

      “Are we having a conversation or are you talking to yourself?” she joked.  “Because I don’t know how to reply.”

      “Sorry,” he laughed.  “I’m having a conversation with myself, I guess.  I was thinking about the couple that was murdered in their home.  He was downstairs and she was upstairs asleep and according to toxicology she had taken a sleeping pill.  From the crime scene photos it looks like she didn’t hear what was going on downstairs, but we saw the house today and it’s not huge.  I couldn’t see how she might not hear him until you told me about your white noise machine.  I’m going to have to check to see if she had one.  That would explain a lot.”

      “Then I helped?  Maybe?” she asked hopefully.

      “You did.  Thank you.”

      By the time he pulled into her driveway she was yawning widely.  The day had caught up with her and she couldn’t wait to crawl in between the covers and head off to dreamland.

      Is it wrong that I like to sleep so much?  I’m still pretty young.  Shouldn’t I want to go to nightclubs, dancing until dawn?

      Who was she kidding?  She hadn’t liked doing that even when she was young.  One of her college friends had joked that Darcy was born forty years old, and the good part was that she had a great deal of wisdom.  The bad part was that she liked to be in bed by nine-thirty.

      She yawned again as she unlocked the door, dropping her keys and purse on the foyer table.

      “Would you think I was terribly rude if I went on up to bed?  It’s been a long day.”

      “It’s absolutely fine,” he assured her.  “I don’t need much sleep so I’ll probably be up for awhile.”

      “Then I’ll tell you goodnight.  As I said before, please make yourself at home.  If you get hungry, don’t be shy.  There’s a kitchen full of food.  That sort of stuff.”

      He thanked her and she climbed the stairs to bed, gratefully slipping on her pajamas and sliding into bed.  It didn’t take her long and she was drifting off to sleep, images from the last few days filling her head.

      She was dreaming about walking through a green meadow with the most beautiful wildflowers when she heard something loud enough to draw her from sleep.  Blinking her heavy eyelids, it took her a few moments to orient herself to where she was and what was happening.  There was yelling coming from down the hall, and she jumped out of bed and headed straight for it, unsure as to what might have happened to Quinn.  Whatever it was, he sounded in great distress.

      Still half-asleep and not thinking about etiquette, she flew through his bedroom door where he was thrashing around on the bed and yelling.  She called out his name as she flipped on the bedside lamp.  He was covered in sweat, the sheets tangled around him, and his arms flailing.  She couldn’t get close to him so she continued to call his name, assuring him that everything was fine.

      After what seemed like hours but had probably only been a minute or two, he stopped and sat straight up in bed, his eyes wide and his breathing labored.  He looked up at her, a frown on his face as if wondering why in the hell she was standing next to his bed.

      It wasn’t a terrible question.  He’d woken up in a strange bedroom with a woman in Eeyore shorty pajamas standing next to him.  She was pretty sure her hair was standing on end as well.  Thankfully, she’d taken off her makeup so at least she wouldn’t resemble a rabid raccoon.

      “Quinn,” she prompted.  “Are you okay?  You were yelling.  I heard you and was worried.”

      “You heard me?  I was yelling?”

      “Yes, are you okay?”

      He didn’t answer right away, probably because he wasn’t sure if he was okay.  Reaching up, he massaged his temples where she assumed he had a loo-loo of a headache.

      “Can I get you some water or something?”

      Now that she was waking up, she was beginning to realize that she was only half-dressed.  He wasn’t exactly ready for company either.  She could see his bare, golden chest with just a smattering of hair that led…

      Shit, don’t think about that.  Stop thinking.

      Part of a tanned limb was sticking out of the sheets that were wrapped around his lean hips.  Whatever he was wearing, it was…brief.

      Did I forget to turn the thermostat down before I went to bed?  It’s hot in here.

      His brows pinched together, he nodded but she had no idea what he was agreeing to anymore.

      “Yes, water would be good.”

      Water.  Right.  Water.  She was going to get him some water.  She should probably get herself some ice cold water too and pour it right over her head.  She was acting like a schoolgirl who had a crush on the cool jock with the locker right next to hers.

      She was a grown woman who had dated plenty.  She’d had sex, too.  Although, she still wasn’t sure what all the fuss was about.  It was fine, but she’d never screamed in ecstasy or felt the earth move.  She was pretty sure that only happened in porn.

      Silently lecturing herself, she ran downstairs to the kitchen and filled a glass with ice and water. She was turning around to take it to him and almost dropped the cup when she saw him standing next to the counter.  He must have pulled on a pair of sweats because his legs weren’t bare anymore.

      His chest still was.

      “You scared me a little.  I didn’t hear you,” she babbled, holding out the glass.  “Here’s your water.  This will make you feel much better.  Parch your thirst.  Just the thing.”

      Please can I just shut up?  I need to be quiet.

      “I’m sorry about that.  I had a nightmare,” he replied, his voice soft in the quiet.

      The clock on the microwave said it was six minutes after two.

      “It’s fine.  I’m just glad you were okay.”

      “But you did hear me,” he said.  “Did you have your white noise machine on?”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t turned all the way up.  Just enough to lull me to sleep.”

      She hadn’t turned it on loud because she’d been so exhausted she’d known she would fall right asleep without a struggle.

      “It sounded kind of scary,” she said.  “Do you get nightmares a lot?  One of my college roommates used to get nightmares every time she ate spicy food.”

      I sound like an idiot.

      “Not a lot.  Just sometimes.”  He smiled weakly, draining the glass.  “And not because I ate pizza.  It was just a one off.”

      “Good.  That’s good.”

      She wasn’t sure what to say.  He was looking at her strangely as if he wanted to say something, but he didn’t say anything at all.

      “I’m sorry I just busted into your room,” she said, the tension between them awkward as hell.  “I wasn’t sure what was going on and I was half-asleep, to be honest.”

      This time he smiled.

      “So was I.  No harm done.”

      They just stood there, not saying anything.  That tension was still there and she didn’t have a clue how to get rid of it.

      “So,” she said, a little too loudly.  “I guess we should be getting back to bed.  Morning comes early.”

      Now she really sounded stupid.

      Of course, morning comes early.  It’s morning.

      The entire situation reminded her as to why she’d balked at letting her last boyfriend move in with her.  Being with someone twenty-four-seven wasn’t easy.  They’d get to see her at her worst.  Like now.  When she wasn’t using all of her IQ points.

      “I think I’m going to stay up for awhile,” he replied.  “But you should go back to sleep.  I’m going to get some more water and maybe check my email.”

      This wasn’t the moment to lecture him on how blue screens disturbed sleep cycles.  She simply nodded and began to move past him, but was surprised when he touched her arm softly.

      “And Darcy?  Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, although I’m not sure what you’re thanking me for.”

      “For being there.”

      She had been but she wasn’t sure she’d been any assistance.

      “Happy to help,” she finally said.  “Goodnight, Quinn.”

      “Goodnight, Darcy.”

      She climbed the stairs, her thoughts still down with a man that she couldn’t quite figure out.

      She liked Quinn, and clearly she was attracted to him.   But he was there for one purpose only.  To keep her safe - whether she truly needed it or not.

      She’d do well to remember that.
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        * * *

      

      After Quinn was sure Darcy had gone upstairs, he went over to the sink and ran cold water over his hands, splashing his face as well.  It had been awhile since he’d woken up in a cold sweat, reliving that night five years ago.

      He’d go months without a nightmare and then one would pop up out of nowhere, reminding him that nothing would ever be the same.  It hadn’t been his visit to see Amy and Nate that had done it.  He’d visited them hundreds of times and been fine.

      No, it had been that Darcy was there.

      Not that her being there was a bad thing.  It wasn’t.  It was simply that she had him thinking about that night more than ever.  She’d opened up to him about her childhood and her uncle, and he had a strong urge to tell her about what had happened to him, too.  Normally, he didn’t talk about it all that much but there was something about this woman that had him contemplating baring his soul.

      She’d seen him at his worst, shaken by the images and memories that he’d somehow found a way to live with.  He wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d turned around and run after taking one look at him.  But she hadn’t.  Shit, it had been awkward as fuck, but she’d been so sweet, offering him water and pretending that him screaming in the middle of the night wasn’t weird or out of the ordinary.

      Or absolutely fucking terrifying.  She’d had a loud and abrupt wakeup that she wouldn’t forget any time soon.

      With a fresh glass of water, he wandered over to the sliding glass doors at the back of the dining room.  Staring out at the darkness, his mind kept replaying the events.  Amy and Devon happy and smiling.  Cal showing up out of the blue.  Gunshots.  Blood everywhere.  Devon never had a chance; he’d bled out before the paramedics arrived.

      Could I have done it all differently?  Could I have saved him and kept Amy safe, too?  If I had made different decisions—

      Stop.  Fuck it all, just stop.  I’m making myself crazy.

      Everyone had told him that second-guessing himself wasn’t healthy, but as usual he didn’t listen well to advice.  He was sure he could handle all of this, deal with it like a mature person should.  Not run from the memories but not inviting them in either.  Just…living each day.  Wasn’t that what he was supposed to do?  Amy had said to him not long after Nate’s birth that she felt like she and her son had been left alive for a reason.  Was that why he was alive?  For some cosmic reason that he hadn’t figured out yet?

      How many times had he asked the universe why he had lived and Devon had died?  Surely, it was more important for a father to live?  To see his child born and grow up? Yet, Quinn was still breathing and walking around while Devon wasn’t.  It didn’t make any sense.

      These intruding thoughts weren’t productive in the least, and he didn’t have them as often as he did at the beginning but every now and then they crept in, taking over and making him wonder about that day all over again.

      And now Cal wanted to talk to him.  He wanted to talk to Amy, too, which absolutely wasn’t going to fucking happen.  Cal needed to stay the hell out of Amy’s life.  Quinn wasn’t going to allow his ex-friend to mess with all that Amy had worked so hard to build.

      What in the hell was Cal even thinking?  Contacting a victim could get him in a hell of a lot of trouble.

      Quinn couldn’t go back and fix everything that happened five years ago, but he could fix what was happening now.  He could tell Cal to stay the fuck out of their lives.

      And to do it, he was going to have to go see his ex-friend.

      The one thing he didn’t want to do.
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      Darcy had thought it might be awkward the next morning, but was relieved to find that Quinn wasn’t going to bring it up.  She wasn’t going to either, so they were all good.  What could she say anyway?

      Hey, pretty bad nightmare last night, huh?

      You sounded like someone was attacking you.

      You look good half-naked.

      Nope, nope, nope.  She wasn’t going to say any of that.  They were going to ignore the entire situation, which was how adults handled these things.  Just move on and pretend it didn’t happen.

      She was going to set Quinn up in a conference room so he could speak with the employees that had been there at the Christmas party five years ago.  She’d sent each of them an email explaining that Quinn was a “corporate consultant” and he was here to interview the employees and make suggestions to improve the company.  She’d told them that they’d been chosen at random and that they didn’t have to talk with him if they didn’t want to.  It was simply an option.

      Just in case, she was going to have fresh baked goods in the conference room as well.  Free food went a long way in getting people to loosen up.

      “I can’t listen in?”

      “No,” he said with a definitive shake of his head.  “You cannot listen in.  I want these people to feel comfortable with me.  I want them to trust me.”

      “Can you do that?  Is that something the Bureau taught you?”

      “When I’ve got the right mojo going, I can get people to admit to me that they cheat on their taxes, their spouse, and when they play games with friends.  Not that I’m bragging.”

      “You kind of are,” she teased.  “I hope you have your mojo today.  Not that I’m sure you’ll learn anything.  As you’ve pointed out, this could be a wild goose chase.”

      “Or we might prove that there’s a serial killer out there.  Not that I want there to be.”

      “I don’t want there to be one either.  I’d like to be wrong about all of this.”

      Darcy headed to her office after leaving Quinn in the conference room.  She had a hot coffee in her hand and a cinnamon danish that she was going to enjoy every bite of just as soon as she sat down at her desk.

      Kirk was sitting in one of her guest chairs, scrolling on his phone.  And clearly waiting for her.

      “You’re in early.”

      “I’m going to talk to your guy in a few minutes,” Kirk responded, tucking his cell away in his pocket.  He was glued to that thing almost every moment of the day.  “I thought I’d see you first, though.  Ask if he’d found anything yet.”

      “He hasn’t, but it’s only one day.”

      She didn’t mention that Quinn had found that Sherry’s ex-husband had purchased their family home back after she’d been murdered in the home invasion.  Quinn hadn’t said it was a secret, but he hadn’t said it was common knowledge either.  Until she knew for sure, she’d keep her mouth shut.

      “I guess I was hoping for miracles,” Kirk chuckled.  “No such luck.  How are you holding up in all of this?  Are you doing okay?”

      Kirk had always been a bit fatherly toward Darcy, even when Gavin was alive.  He’d never overstepped any sort of boundaries, and she’d found the behavior rather sweet.

      “I’m fine,” she assured him.  “Happy that someone is working on this after all of this time.  Hopefully, we’ll get some kind of resolution soon.”

      “For the sake of the company, I hope he doesn’t find anything,” Kirk said, levering up from the chair.  “It would be terrible for our reputation if someone in the firm - or even a former employee - were responsible for multiple murders.”

      “I don’t care about the company.  I just want justice.  If someone was murdered, I want to help find out who did it.”

      Kirk gave her a shrewd look, but then smiled and shook his head.

      “Your uncle would have cared.  He built this company from the ground up.”

      “He cared about justice, too.  He cared about his employees.”

      She’d thought Kirk was on board with this, but she might have been wrong.  This morning he didn’t seem a big fan of the investigation.

      “You’re the boss,” he finally said, heading for the office door.  “I’m going to talk to your private eye.  I don’t want to be late.”

      He left and she sat down behind her desk, slowly exhaling as she sat back in her chair.  This was a big deal.  Quinn was going to talk to her employees.  Subtly, of course, but hopefully he’d get some information that might help them.

      Four deaths.  All employed by her company.

      It was a coincidence that she simply couldn’t ignore.

      And Uncle Gavin had felt the same way.  She was sure of it.
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      “Connie was an odd duck, but I doubt she was a killer,” Kirk Reynolds declared when Quinn sat down to talk to him.  Darcy had told him that Reynolds knew the real reason for his presence in the office.  “Frankly, she wasn’t all that organized.  And to pull off four murders without getting caught?  No way.  Hell, she was stealing office supplies and we all knew it.  If she’d killed four people I guarantee you someone would have known about it.  Or she would have told someone.  She liked to brag about shitty things she did to her coworkers.”

      So far, the discussion with Reynolds hadn’t been all that enlightening.  Until now.  It appeared that the man knew a great deal about Connie Fairchild.

      “What kind of things did she do?”

      Reynolds groaned and rolled his eyes.

      “One of the things she did would be to barge into their office yelling about having an issue and they had to drop whatever they were doing to help her fix it.  But she didn’t really have a problem.  She just liked yanking people’s chains.  They’d rush to help her and then they’d discover that everything was fine.  She’d play dumb about how she thought there really was an issue.  I don’t know how many times she did that before everyone started to catch on.  Then she’d go onto something else to jack around with the staff.  Honestly, she was lucky she was good at what she did or I, personally, would have fired her and escorted her out of the building.”

      “Did you want to fire her?”

      “I told Gavin many times that she was bad for morale.  That he needed to let her go.  Man, he hated confrontation like that.  He was fired from a couple of jobs in his youth.  That’s why he started his own business.  Because he didn’t ever want to be in a position again where he could be terminated.  It made him step back from doing what was necessary.”

      “Did you butt heads about it?”

      “I gave him my opinion,” Reynolds laughed.  “But in the end, he was the boss.  I rarely had to deal with Connie.  If she messed with my salesmen, I would chew her a new one.  Eventually, she avoided my department altogether.  I lived a pretty peaceful life.”

      “What else did Connie do?”

      “It was psychological warfare with Connie every day of the week, month, and year.  She’d start rumors, she’d screw up someone’s paperwork just for the fun of it, she’d criticize and undermine our new hires and interns.  She’d pretend to be a new hire’s friend and they’d get all chummy and then Connie would stab them in the back, throwing them under the bus for something they may or may not have actually done.  She liked to see people in distress.  She liked to see people squirm.  She enjoyed it.  I guess that makes her a sadist.  Whatever, she was a nightmare to deal with.  The day she walked out of the doors for the last time, the entire staff breathed a sigh of relief.”

      “She could be funny as hell,” Reynolds continued.  “She had a sharp wit and when she wasn’t trying to screw you over, she was okay to be around.  The problem was she didn’t spend much time like that.  And right before she left, it had been months.”

      Despite the man’s explanation, Quinn still had a hard time wrapping his head around the fact that Gavin Hammond had been savvy enough to build a tremendously successful business, but he hadn’t wanted to deal with firing a disruptive employee.

      “Was Gavin even tempted to fire Connie?”

      “Sure, all the time,” Reynolds replied.  “But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.  Hell, I offered to do it.  The head of HR offered to do it.  I think even Darcy offered to do it, but he backed down every time.  And all that did was reinforce in Connie’s mind that she could get away with murder.”

      It seemed the older man had just realized what he’d said because he was immediately shaking his head.

      “That’s not what I meant.  I meant a metaphorical murder, not a real one.”

      “She wasn’t the murdering type?”

      “Like I said, I don’t think she could have pulled it off.”

      Yet Reynolds also said that Connie loved to watch people suffer.

      “You were there that night?  At the party?”

      “I was, although by the time Connie climbed up on that table - this table, as a matter of fact - I’d probably had a few too many.  I think a lot of us had.  It was only the next day that we were all horrified.  At the time, I think I found it funny.”

      “Was she telling the truth?  She accused one of your salesmen of padding his expense reports.”

      Reynolds sighed, rubbing his chin.

      “Yes, she was right about that.  After the first of the year, I looked into it.  I wrote him up and he seemed to have cleaned up his act.  He left for another company several months later.  Then you know what happened.”

      “Car accident.  Do you have any reason to believe it wasn’t an accident?”

      “I don’t.  The authorities said that a deer probably ran in front of him.  There are a lot of them out there.”

      “Did he drive and use his phone?”

      “He did,” Reynolds confirmed.  “His wife was always on him about it.  She kept telling him he was going to run over a little kid or a dog.  So if you’re thinking that might be why he ran off the road, it could have happened.”

      “Did he have any enemies?  People who didn’t like him?  What about debts?  If he was stealing, maybe he had money problems?  Did he gamble?  Drink?  Womanize?”

      “No, not that I know of.  Damn, he was a nice guy.”

      “Who stole from the company.”

      Reynolds shifted in his chair.  It appeared that he didn’t like confrontation with his employees any more than Gavin had.

      “That’s true, but he was remorseful.  He said it just started out as a little thing, just to see if he could do it.  Like a challenge.  A Mount Everest sort of thing.  Could he do it?  And then when he did and we didn’t catch it, he tried it again.  It sort of snowballed from there.  It was partly my fault and accounting’s fault because we didn’t catch it.  We should have that first time.”

      The victim was making excuses for the criminal.  Sadly, Quinn had seen it more than once.  That “nice guy” would have found another way to scam the system.  They always did.  Only he’d do it better next time.

      “I have to tell you, Mr. Reynolds, in my entire life I have never wondered if I could get away with ripping off my employer.  I’ve never thought that it would be cool to steal.  I’m not sure you and I would agree on how nice this person was.”

      “He was a damn good salesman,” Reynolds deflected.  “He just had bad judgment.”

      Bad judgment was asking out a woman who kept saying that her ex was a maniac.  Then you found out that it was she that was the maniac.

      This was not bad judgment.  This was stealing.

      “What about the woman who drowned?  Lisa Baker.  What can you tell me about her?”

      “Very little.  I barely knew her.  I think in all the years she was here I had about five short conversations with her.  She didn’t socialize much with the rest of the staff.  She stayed pretty close to Adam.”

      “Adam was the manager she worked for?”

      Reynolds laughed and shook his finger at Quinn playfully.

      “Adam is a Senior Vice President and he won’t let you forget it.  He doesn’t let anyone forget it.  If he could have it tattooed on his person, I think he would do it.  And yes, Lisa worked for Adam.  They did socialize…if you know what I mean.”

      “They were having an affair?”

      “From what I could tell.  She wasn’t the first, and she wasn’t the last.  Adam likes them blonde, buxom, and young.  Once they turn twenty-seven or eight he’s putting them out to pasture.  He’s got a reputation around the office for liking the ladies.  I’m sure Darcy’s had a few run-ins with him although she’s not blonde.  But she’s damn gorgeous and he’s noticed.”

      Quinn didn’t like this Adam at all.  He sounded like a real jerk.

      “Did Gavin know that Adam thought his niece was good looking?”

      “Adam behaved himself in front of the boss.  He played by the rules.  When people were looking.”

      “No one complained?”

      “There were a few that complained.  Adam acted all shocked and innocent, swearing to Gavin that he didn’t have a clue what those women were talking about.”

      “Gavin believed him?  Even after the first time?”

      “I’m not sure if he truly believed Adam, but they were golf buddies.  If Gavin wasn’t going to fire someone he didn’t like - Connie - he sure as hell wasn’t going to fire someone with an eight handicap.  HR documented the cases and they recommended that Adam be let go, but Gavin didn’t listen.”

      Gavin didn’t sound like someone that Darcy should be worshipping, but how he treated his niece didn’t have anything to do with how he ran his business.

      “Are you going to be talking to Adam?” Reynolds asked.

      “I am,” Quinn confirmed.

      “I’d love to sit in on that conversation,” Reynolds said with a smirk.  “I’m guessing Adam is going to give you a laundry list of shit that needs to be fixed around here.  Number one will be that he should be in charge.”

      “Should he be in charge?”

      “I don’t think so, but then I’m biased.  I like Darcy.”

      “And some people don’t?  She said that many of the employees think she got her job because of her uncle.”

      “She did get her job because of Gavin.  Not that she wasn’t qualified.  She was.  She’s done a damn good job, too.  But I doubt we would have hired someone as young and inexperienced as she was for that particular position.  Now…is she qualified to run an entire company?  Maybe.  So far, she’s done fine but she hasn’t made any bold moves or anything.  She’s pretty much just continuing Gavin’s policies.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” Reynolds said with a shrug of indifference.

      “You don’t seem worried about it.”

      “I’m five years from retirement.  If I have to wrap up my career a little early, it’s all good.  We have a second home in the Keys.  I’ll buy a boat and live happy for the rest of my life.”

      “So you don’t have any ambitions about running the company yourself?”

      Reynolds threw back his head and laughed, his cheeks going red.

      “Perish the thought.  I wouldn’t want all that responsibility.”

      “You’re the director of the sales department.  That’s a lot of responsibility.”

      “True, but it’s easy.  Running the entire company?  That’s a whole different thing.  To be honest, I’m surprised that Darcy hasn’t sold the place.  This wasn’t her dream, but it’s fallen into her lap.  She won’t sell because she thinks it would have upset Gavin if she didn’t want his company.”

      “Would it have upset him?”

      “It would have.  He was always saying that one day the place would be hers.  He just didn’t think it would be this soon.”

      Quinn wanted to ask if Gavin was always like that…pushing his own wants over everyone else’s.  But it didn’t have anything to do with the investigation.  It was simply his own curiosity.  While Darcy was grateful for her uncle raising her, it also sounded like she might have given up on any dreams that she might have had for herself along the way.

      “Thanks for talking to me,” Quinn said.  “If I have any more questions, I’ll let you know.”

      “You know where to find me,” Reynolds replied cheerfully.  “I hope my talking to you encourages the others to do the same.  I’d hate to see Darcy spend a fortune on this and not find out anything useful.”

      Quinn wouldn’t like that much either.  Not only because it would mean that he’d failed at his assignment, but also because not knowing about these deaths was weighing heavily on Darcy’s mind.  It seemed like she needed to resolve this before she could move forward.

      He hadn’t known her long but he already liked her.  And it would be a shame if she couldn’t put the past behind her and find some happiness.

      All he had to do was find a killer.  Simple, right?
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      “How about a soda?” Darcy asked Greg, her babysitter for the afternoon.

      She felt badly for him because he had to be bored as hell.  He was sitting outside her office looking at his phone, but he had to be itching to get outside or even just move around for a few minutes.

      “If you want a drink, then that’s what we’ll do,” he said with a smile, levering up from the chair.

      “I thought maybe we could go outside and get some fresh air.  There’s a nice path to walk on around the little lake next to the building.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.  Let’s go.”

      His smile had widened and he looked happy about the prospect of getting out of the office.  They grabbed two sodas from one of the kitchen refrigerators and headed outside.  It was a sunny day and warm enough that they didn’t need jackets.  Once the sun went down later, it would be much colder.

      “Do you like your job, Greg?”

      Quinn appeared to like his job.  In fact, everyone she’d met from the security firm seemed to have a passion for their work.

      “I do, although I have to admit to you that I’m only a trainee.  I just started about three months ago.  But I was lucky to get the job.  I had to interview for months.  It wasn’t like Quinn.  The minute he reached out and said he was interested, they snapped him up.  He’s got a hell of a reputation in law enforcement circles.  He’s a damn good investigator.”

      “I’m sure he’s going to do a great job.  It seems like he knows what he’s doing.”

      “He does,” Greg declared.  “A lot of guys would have retired and opened a bait shack or a pizza joint after what happened, but he really hung in there.  He’s still bringing in the bad guys, but on his terms now.”

      What happened?

      Something had happened?

      Clearly, Greg thought she knew about whatever had happened, but she didn’t have a clue.

      “He seems very dedicated to his job.  He wants very much to solve the double murder from the home invasion.”

      “He’ll do it, too.  He’s put a lot of guys behind bars in his career.  Of course, I’m guessing that Caleb Duncan was the most important.”

      Caleb Duncan?  Had she heard that name before?  It kind of sounded familiar.  Maybe.  Who was he?  How had Quinn been involved in the case?

      She didn’t ask Greg, however, and the course of the conversation changed direction a few more times before they returned to the office.  She thanked him for the walk and went to sit down at her desk.  Her laptop was in front of her and her fingers poised over the keys.  All she had to do was look up Caleb Duncan’s name.  That was it.  If there was anything out there, she’d see it.

      Sighing, she pushed back from the desk, the chair sliding on the carpeted floor.  She wasn’t going to do it.  It was an invasion of privacy, and it sure as hell didn’t feel right.  If he wanted her to know something about him, he’d tell her himself.

      She wasn’t going to do anything about this.  At least not behind his back.

      Maybe…she’d ask him.  He might want to talk about a big case that he’d solved.

      Caleb Duncan?  The name was niggling at her brain.  It sounded so familiar, but she simply couldn’t place it.

      Who was he?  And why would catching him be so important to Quinn?
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      With Kirk Reynolds’ words echoing in Quinn’s brain, he sat down to talk to Adam Watkins, the Sr. Vice President of Data Security.

      Watkins strode into the office, confident and cool, only slowing down briefly to check himself out in the reflection of the windows.  He was dressed in a well-fitting dark blue suit, a red tie the splash of color.  Clean-shaven, he had boyish features but the lines around his eyes said that he was closer to fifty than thirty.  He shook Quinn’s hand before seating himself across the table.

      “How can I help you?”

      Interesting.  Watkins had wanted to be the first to speak.  Did he want to control the conversation?  Quinn was mostly fine with that, finding that once people really got going they tended to reveal far more than they’d planned to.  This guy thought they were going to talk about employee morale and improving the company, so it would fascinating to see what he had to say about the subject of Connie and a few of the others.

      “I’m talking to a few of the longer term employees,” Quinn said.  “Hoping to get insight into the company and possible ways to improve.”

      Quinn kept it deliberately vague, not even bothering to throw around a few buzz words like synergy, bandwidth, disruptor, or pivot.

      Watkins didn’t answer right away, his gaze intent on Quinn as if deciding whether he was going to cooperate or not.

      “Darcy has initiated this?”

      “She has,” Quinn confirmed.  “She wants to take the company into the next decade stronger than ever.”

      Watkins sat back in the chair, stroking his chin.

      “To be honest with you I’m shocked.  Darcy hasn’t acted like she’s even remotely interested in the company since Gavin died.  We’re all expecting her to sell to one of our competitors.”

      It was Quinn’s turn to be surprised.  Everyone thought she was going to sell?  Was she even thinking about that?  She hadn’t said anything to him, but they hadn’t known one another long.  Only thirty minutes ago, Reynolds had lamented that Darcy would never do that even if she wanted to.

      Who was right?

      “All of you?  Who is all of you?”

      “Everyone that I’ve talked to.  They all say the same thing.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure he believed that “all” the employees were saying the same thing.

      “Why would you say that Darcy isn’t interested in the company?”

      “Because she doesn’t act like it,” the man responded, his tone aggressive.  “She hasn’t even moved out of her old office and into Gavin’s.  It just sits there like a shrine to the guy.  Listen, I liked Gavin and he treated his employees really good, but he was no saint.  And there shouldn’t be a shrine to him set up here at the office.  It’s not good for morale, to be blunt.  Darcy hasn’t made any changes, started any new programs.  Nothing.  When we’re in meetings, we talk about what Gavin would have wanted.  The fact is he’s gone and he’s not coming back.  This company needs a strong leader to see it through these tough economic times.  Darcy is a sweet woman, but I don’t think she has what it takes.”

      “Do you?  Have what it takes?”

      Was this about Watkins wanting to run the business?  Was he jealous of Darcy inheriting the company?

      “I could do the job,” he said, leaning forward so his elbows were resting on the table.  His eyes were narrowed and his gaze intent on Quinn.  “I have ideas.  I could make this company more profitable than it ever was before.  But Darcy won’t make any changes.  She’s too afraid.  I’m hoping that her bringing you in might be the light in the tunnel.”

      This was Quinn’s opportunity.  Right now.

      “You would do things differently?  Would you have fired Connie after the stunt she pulled at the Christmas party?”

      “Absolutely,” he said without a moment’s hesitation.  “I would have fired her before then, actually.  She was a boil on the butt of this company and frankly, a pain in the ass to deal with.  What a bitch.  That woman didn’t have a nice word to say about anyone or anything.  I’ve never seen another human being that hated life and everyone in it as much as she did.  Gavin had multiple reasons to fire her, and he could never man up and do it.”

      “You think he lacked courage?”

      “All I’m saying is a leader has to be decisive and show the employees the vision.  By keeping Connie on here he didn’t do that.  Just because he felt sorry for her or some shit like that.  He hated it when someone had to be fired.  I had to fire someone in my department and Gavin took Darcy on a week-long vacation so he wouldn’t be in the office when I did it.  That’s not courage, that’s cowardice.”

      “He should have let her go?  Because she threatened her coworkers?  Were you there that night?”

      “I was and Gavin didn’t do anything at first.  He just let her go on and on until he finally had to get her off the goddamn conference table.  People were horrified.”

      “Was she capable of violence?”

      “I have no idea,” Watkins replied.  “Why do you ask?”

      “The whole incident is rather fascinating.  It’s not something you hear about every day of the week.  Someone has too much to drink and tells all her coworkers off.”

      “I’m sure it’s something a hell of a lot of people have fantasized about,” Adam laughed.  “Even if they didn’t actually do it.  Connie isn’t the important thing here.  She was simply a symptom of a management style that wasn’t doing this company any favors.  It still isn’t.”

      “Do you want Darcy to sell?”

      “Sell or do the damn job,” Watkins groused.  “Step into the role and actually try it.  Or step aside and let someone else do it.”

      In other words…him.

      “Is that the message that you want me to take back to Darcy?”

      The other grinned and shook his head.

      “Don’t say it like that.  Find a nice way to put it.  That’s what you consultants do, right?”

      “Can we briefly talk about Lisa Baker?”

      The other man’s smile fell, and he was immediately on guard.  His jaw was tense and his body language had gone cold.

      “What about Lisa?”

      “She was your assistant?”

      “She was but I don’t see what this has to do with improving the company.  Lisa has been gone a long time.”

      “Connie told others that you two were having an affair.”

      “Connie was full of shit.”  Adam pushed back his chair and stood.  “Listen, if Darcy is trying to get me to admit something that I didn’t do then this whole thing is going to backfire.  You can tell her that I’m on to what she’s doing.  If she wants to fire me over something a known liar said, then just fucking do it.  I’ll have another job before I pack up my office.”

      And with that Adam Watkins stomped out of the conference room.

      Shit, I really stepped in it this time.

      Quinn shouldn’t have brought up Lisa Baker.  He’d been trying a little too hard, and he hadn’t built up the rapport yet.  Now he was going to have to tell Darcy that Adam Watkins thought she was trying to get rid of him or something.

      Dammit, this day was not turning out as he expected.

      He had, however, learned a few things.  One of them was that Darcy had a real issue with Watkins respecting her.  He wanted her job.  Should he bring up what Watkins had said…that the employees thought she was going to sell?

      Was it any of his business?  Probably not.

      As much as he liked her as a person, he needed to remember that she was the client.  Not a friend. No matter how many friendly feelings he was beginning to have for the woman.
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        * * *

      

      “I took some chicken out for dinner,” Darcy said, opening the refrigerator.  They’d just arrived back at the house after a long, tiring day.  She was looking forward to puttering around in the kitchen for a little while.  “I can sauté it, make a pan sauce.  Maybe roast some veggies?”

      “That sounds good.  I can help,” Quinn offered.  “I’m no Julia Child, but I can cook up a decent dinner that doesn’t send me to the hospital.”

      “Then you’re hired,” Darcy laughed.  “The chicken won’t take long so let’s get started on the vegetables.  I have some potatoes and asparagus.”

      “How about you let me chop those up?  I can put some olive oil and garlic on them.”

      Perhaps she was simply starving but it sounded delicious.  She left him in charge of the side dishes while she pounded out the chicken fillets until they were about a half-inch thick.  They’d cook up evenly and quickly.

      “Did you have a good day?” she asked, leaning against the countertop as the chicken sizzled away in the frying pan.  “Did you make any progress?”

      “I had an interesting day, but I’m not sure if I made any progress, to be honest.  In a way, it felt like I was simply spinning my wheels.  What I really need to do is talk to the families of the victims.  Statistically speaking, if there was foul play involved, it would come from friends or family, especially a significant other.”

      He paused for a few moments, choosing his next words carefully. “But I do need to tell you something.  I’ve been debating whether to all day, but I don’t like the idea of keeping anything from you.”

      “Okay,” she replied carefully, not sure where he was going with this.  “Go ahead.”

      “I talked to Adam Watkins today.”

      Ah, now she had a clue.

      “Let me guess.  He told you that I’m doing a terrible job and that he’d be better to run the company.”

      “How did you know?” he chuckled.  “Or is this not the first time he’s said those things?”

      “He’s never said them to me,” she clarified.  “But he’s said them to other people and office gossip being what it is, the news got back to me.”

      “He seemed frustrated that you haven’t done anything different than what your uncle would have done.  He said that you haven’t moved into Gavin’s office.  He said and I quote, ‘all the employees think she’s going to sell’.  Are you planning to sell?”

      “Not at the moment,” she assured him.  “I have to admit that I hadn’t heard that gossip.  They think I’m going to sell?  Interesting.  And as for why I haven’t moved into Gavin’s office, I simply haven’t had the time.  I suppose that I eventually will, but my office is just fine for my needs.  It has a nice view of the lake.  Adam is just frustrated because he wants to be the one in charge.  He wants to be the CEO.”

      “He might leave the company to do that.”

      “We’d survive.  Adam is good at his job, but he has a few personal habits I’m less than fond of.”

      “Kirk made me aware of Watkins’ penchant for pretty young women.”

      “Then you know that he’s eventually going to get us sued.”

      “But you’re not going to fire him?”

      “He was a good friend of Gavin’s,” she replied with a loud sigh.  “My uncle adored Adam.  They were best buddies.”

      “And yet he’s a creep with women at the company.”

      “You’re right.  I need to do something about him.  I’m going to sit him down and tell him he needs to stop his poor behavior.  I doubt it will go over well, though.  He’ll probably just quit.  He could easily find another job.”

      “At least he’s another firm’s problem then.”

      “That’s true.  If I could have less problems during the day that would be a good thing.  Who else did you talk to?”

      “A few other employees.  Most of them remember the Christmas party but not very well.  They were all drinking.  They thought Connie was being funny.  No one remembers much about Lisa or Eric.  That’s the problem with cold cases.  Time wears on people’s memories.”

      He was wearing the most determined expression she’d seen from him in their short acquaintance.

      “You’re disappointed that you didn’t learn more today,” she said.  “I can see it.”

      “I am,” he admitted.  “Am I that transparent?”

      “I think I’m getting to know your moods,” Darcy teased.  “Living together will do that.”

      “You’re a lot better than my dorm roommate my freshman year.  He snored like a rhino and left his underwear on the doorknob.”

      “Clean or dirty?”

      “I didn’t get close enough to find out.  Let’s just say that I moved in with a friend after the first semester.”

      “I think you made the right decision.  But I do snore.”

      “I didn’t hear you, so I don’t think you do it that loudly.  As I’ve gotten older, I’ve started snoring a bit, too.  Not all the time but when I’ve had a heavy meal or alcohol.”

      “You are not old,” Darcy laughed.  “You’re in the prime of your life.”

      “If being in the prime means that I can throw out my back from sleeping wrong then you’re right.”

      “Have you really thrown out your back by sleeping wrong?”

      “No,” he admitted.  “But a buddy of mine has and he’s the same age.  After thirty, anything can happen.  My mom and dad warned me and now my thirty-fifth birthday is coming up.  They told me it’s all downhill from there.”

      “My uncle was in his fifties and he acted like he was twenty-five.  Lots of energy and very vital.  You’re only as old as you feel.”

      They sat down to dinner, chatting about their day while eating the delicious food.  There was something about a meal made and consumed with good company.  Quinn was a nice man, and she was actually enjoying him living here.  She wouldn’t have admitted it out loud, but she’d been lonely since her uncle died.  He’d been a huge part of her life for so long and now he was gone.  She still kept expecting him to walk in the front door with a big smile, excitedly telling her about his latest idea.  He’d been so full of life and then the next moment he’d been gone.

      “Tonight I feel my age,” Quinn chuckled.  “How about we get these dishes in the dishwasher and I can get some paperwork done.  I have to submit my daily report.”

      They carried the plates to the sink and were rinsing them off when her phone buzzed on the counter.  It was an unknown number so she reached over and sent it to voicemail.  They were finishing up the dishes a few moments later when the phone rang again.  Same unknown number.

      “They seem pretty determined to get you,” Quinn observed.

      “It’s probably just a car warranty call.  And I don’t have a car warranty.  I’ll answer it and get rid of them.”

      Drying her hands on a dishtowel, she grabbed her phone from the counter.

      “Hello.”

      “Darcy, it’s Jane.”

      Jane.

      My mother.

      This wasn’t going to be good.  In fact, this was going to be a shitshow of monumental proportions.  It always was.  It never changed.

      Darcy didn’t hear from her parents often, usually once a year or so, but it never went well.  Mostly they had contacted Gavin, but he wasn’t here anymore as a barrier between them.  They only called for one reason and that was money.

      “Hi, Jane.  How are you?”

      Jane had never encouraged Darcy to call her Mom, and she certainly had never aspired to act like one.

      “We heard about Gavin.  The attorney contacted us about the inheritance.”

      The inheritance.  Of course, she should have expected this.  She hadn’t heard from Jane and Will for many months and with her uncle’s death she’d sort of pushed them out of her mind.

      Her uncle had left his brother Will a small sum.  Just enough that Will couldn’t try to sue and say that he’d been “forgotten”.  Not that Will and Jane had any money to hire a lawyer, but Gavin had always been careful about finances.  If Will and Jane got their hands on any cash, they quickly blew through it buying booze and pills.

      “Gavin passed on because of a heart attack six months ago, Jane.”

      “The attorney just got a hold of us today.”

      Gavin’s lawyer had said that he was going to try and find her parents, but she’d been grieving so she hadn’t paid much attention.  It couldn’t have been easy as Will and Jane didn’t stay in one place for long, and often didn’t even use their real names.

      “We need to talk about the money, Darcy.”

      Darcy’s fingers tightened on the cell phone in her hand, anger beginning to churn in her gut.  It was so typical.  She hadn’t expected anything else from them, but knowing that still didn’t make it any better at the moment.

      Not one word of condolence.  Not one word about how wonderful Gavin had been.  Just…money.

      “What do you want to talk about?  Did the attorney not explain everything?”

      “He explained that Gavin left us ten thousand but that’s not enough.  Will was Gavin’s brother and he should inherit it all.”

      All of it?  The house?  The business?  The investment portfolio?  Cars?  Boats?

      Knowing Will and Jane as she did, they’d turn millions into twenty-five dollars in cash before the year was out plus bankrupting the company and putting the employees out of a job.

      “I’m afraid that wasn’t Gavin’s wishes,” Darcy replied, keeping her tone as unemotional as possible.  If Jane thought that she was upset, she’d zero in and poke and prod until it was much worse.  “The attorney is carrying out what Gavin wanted.”

      There was a noisy exhale on the other end of the line.

      “I don’t think you’re understanding me, Darcy.  It’s not enough,” Jane whined, her voice grating on Darcy’s nerves. “I know that you inherited everything else.  We need two-thirds.  We think that’s fair.  There’s two of us and only one of you.”

      Glancing at Quinn, who was obviously trying not to listen in, Darcy moved from the kitchen out to the back patio.  If Jane started yelling, she didn’t want Quinn to hear it.

      “It doesn’t matter what you two want.  It doesn’t matter what I want.  The only thing that matters is what Gavin wanted.”

      “I doubt Gavin would want his own flesh and blood to be homeless.”

      If you’re homeless, it’s because you spend money on booze and drugs.

      They certainly hadn’t spent any money on food when she’d been a child.  Gavin had shown her pictures of when he’d first given her a home and she’d been practically a skeleton.

      “Gavin put his wants in a legal document, Jane.”

      “Then you can give us the money.”

      “What happened to the last money I gave you?”

      “You can’t expect twenty thousand to last very long,” Jane chided her daughter.  “We’re going to need more.”

      This was usually the moment that Darcy gave in, if only to get her parents off her back and out of her life.  Maybe six months, maybe a year.  But it was peaceful when they left her alone.

      She had the money.  Even before her uncle’s death, she would have had it.  Her job paid her well and she didn’t have all that many expenses.  She’d lived modestly, and had driven one of his many cars.  Her cell phone was on the company plan, and he’d always insisted on paying for their vacations.  Other than her clothes and personal items, she hadn’t had to shell out for much of anything.  A fact that she’d always been grateful for.  She’d always known how lucky she was, and how her life could have turned out far differently if she’d stayed with her bio-parents.

      “I can send you another ten thousand.  Do you want a check or do you have an account I can transfer it to?”

      Her parents rarely had things like checking accounts.  Most of the time they wanted cash.

      “Ten thousand?”  Jane sounded scandalized. “You’ve inherited millions and you’re trying to send us a lousy ten grand?  That’s not going to do it.  We need at least a hundred thousand.”

      There was no way in hell Darcy was going to give her junkie parents a hundred grand.  Not in this lifetime.  She’d be signing their death warrant as she was sure they would drink and take drugs until they were in a coma.

      “It’s ten thousand or nothing,” Darcy replied bluntly.  “You decide, but I am absolutely not giving you a hundred thousand so you can lose that idea right this minute.”

      She’d heard Gavin talk to her parents this way, and she hoped she’d learned a thing or two from him.  He had given them money in the past, but he’d always tell her not to give them too much because a dollar or a hundred dollars were all the same to them.  It would be spent just as quickly, like water through their fingers.

      There was silence on the other end of phone.

      “Jane?” she prompted.  “What’s your decision?  I don’t have all night here.”

      “We’ll take it,” Jane finally replied, anger in her tone.  “But we need it in cash.  You know we don’t trust banks.”

      They didn’t trust banks because banks didn’t trust them.

      “I’ll have to wait until the banks open tomorrow.  I can—“

      “We’ll come by the office and get it,” Jane broke in.  “Sometime in the morning.”

      “Fine, I’ll stop at the bank on my way into work.”

      That anger inside of her had turned to utter sadness.  It was such a waste.  Her parents’ lives were such a desert wasteland of nothingness.  Will had a college degree, Jane had been at the top of her high school class.  They’d had hope and promise at one time but now they had nothing.

      I guess they have each other.

      When she’d been younger, she’d fantasized about being able to help her parents in some way.  She’d show them how much they were loved and suddenly they’d give up the booze and pills and straighten their lives out.  Become the parents she’d always dreamed about, upstanding citizens.  If they’d gotten clean, Gavin would have given them jobs, a house, a car.  It had been a heartbreaking day when she realized that she couldn’t help them.  Their addiction was far too strong, and it was all they truly cared about.  She wasn’t even in the top five.  Their own child was a mere afterthought.

      She understood they were sick.  The doctors had explained that whenever Jane or Will overdosed and ended up in the hospital for a few days.  Gavin had paid for numerous rounds of rehab but nothing had ever stuck.  Eventually, he’d stopped offering after one of the counselors told him that if people didn’t want to be helped, rehab usually didn’t work.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Darcy said, but then realized that Jane had already hung up.

      She’d managed to get some money so a chat wasn’t in the cards.

      Sinking down into a lounge chair, Darcy pulled her knees up against her chest and wrapped her arms around them.  The sun had gone down and the air had cooled considerably raising goosebumps on her arm that she was only noticing now that the call was finished.

      “Are you okay?”

      Quinn had stuck his head out of the back door.  He looked concerned and now she felt badly that he was so worried.

      “I’m fine.  It’s all okay.”

      “Can I say that you don’t look fine?  You look like you lost your best friend.”

      I lost my parents actually, but it was a long time ago.  Long enough that I shouldn’t still be surprised.

      “Nothing that dire.  Just some…upsetting news, but it wasn’t a shock or anything.  Just something I need to take care of tomorrow morning before work.”

      “If there’s anything I can do, just let me know,” he said.

      His expression told a different story, however.  He didn’t believe her.

      Well…we both have secrets.

      She hadn’t asked him about Caleb Duncan, and she hadn’t looked it up either.  He deserved his privacy, and so did she.  But in a way she wanted to confide in him, to have someone to tell her troubles to and hear that it was all going to be okay.  She had friends and they were wonderful, but there was something about Quinn that said he would be a strong person to lean on when the going got tough.

      But he wasn’t hers to lean on.  Not that she wanted him to be.  She wasn’t attracted to him like that.  He might be handsome and funny and smart and…

      Oh shit, I just might be attracted to him.

      In that way.

      Darcy couldn’t allow Quinn to find out.  That would be mortifying because then he’d have to act like he didn’t know after all, or perhaps give her that terrible speech about how it wasn’t her, it was him.

      Better he didn’t find out at all.

      Now she had two secrets from him.
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      Darcy had been sleeping fitfully, tossing and turning, when she heard it again - Quinn’s voice.  He was yelling and once again she didn’t hesitate.  Rushing down the hall, she threw open the door to see him thrashing in the bed, covered in a sheen of sweat.

      Tangled in the sheets, he seemed to be struggling as if he had a giant invisible monster on top of him.  She rushed to the side of the bed just in time to hear him say it.

      “No, Cal.  No.  Don’t do it.  No, Cal.  No.”

      Cal?  As in Caleb Duncan?  Could it be one and the same?  Was Caleb Duncan the reason that Quinn had nightmares?  What had happened when Quinn had put the man behind bars as Greg had described?

      Perching on the very edge of the bed, Darcy reached out and placed what she hoped were soothing hands on his arms.  The skin was damp and hot, but he immediately seemed to calm a bit.

      “It’s okay, Quinn.  It’s okay.  You’re having a nightmare.  You need to wake up.”

      She kept her voice soft so as not to alarm him, but his eyes snapped open anyway, and for a long moment he looked up at her, his eyes wide, as if not understanding what was happening.

      “You had a bad dream,” she repeated, gently pressing his arms back down onto the mattress.  “You’re okay.  It was just a dream.”

      She didn’t know how she thought he would react, but she wasn’t prepared for the reality.  He sat up, his arm snaking around her shoulders and pulling her close.  His lips collided with hers and heat instantly suffused her veins, bubbly like champagne, zipping to her toes and fingertips.  Her entire body was tingling as his mouth thoroughly explored her own, his fingers tangled in her long hair that had somehow fallen out of its ponytail.

      Had he done that?  She didn’t have a clue.  She only knew that she wanted the kiss to last forever.  There was no panic, no withdrawing, no shame.  She was a full-on participant, her own palms gliding over his bare chest, exploring the dips and planes that were so different than her own curves.

      As quickly as it had begun it was over.

      With a muttered oath Quinn had jerked away, sliding back against the headboard.  His eyes were wide and his breathing labored, his fingers raking through his hair where a few strands were damp against his forehead.

      “What the—“

      He broke off, taking a few more deep breaths.  Darcy wasn’t sure what to do.  She opened her mouth to apologize but then snapped it shut because she wasn’t sure what she would be apologizing for.  She hadn’t started this.  Sure, she hadn’t slapped his face, but he’d made the first move.

      The heat that had been traveling through her body was completely gone now, leaving a chill in its wake.  Suddenly she was feeling cold and exposed when only moments before she’d been burning hot.

      “Christ, I’m sorry,” Quinn croaked.  “I don’t know what came over me.  I can’t believe I—  Shit, I’m so sorry, Darcy.  I just didn’t know where I was for a minute.”

      She should have been mollified by his explanation but that perverse streak inside of her reared its ugly head.  Was he saying that he only kissed her because he thought she was someone else?  Did he not find her attractive?  Had she kissed him sloppy and wet or something?

      This isn’t about you.  He was having a nightmare.  Be nice.

      “You were having another nightmare,” she explained, keeping her tone even.  Showing any emotion was not what was needed right now.  “You called out for someone named Cal.”

      She dropped that little factoid to see what he would say and then instantly regretted it.  Quinn’s face went pale and his breath choked audibly.  His gaze dropped to the mattress before looking up again.

      “I’m really sorry.  I can go a long time without having these dreams.  I’m sorry I keep disturbing your sleep.”

      “I’m not worried about my sleep,” she responded honestly.  “I’m more worried about you.”

      “I’m fine.  Really.  Like I said, I don’t have them that often.  I probably won’t have another for months.”

      “I could go make you some warm milk,” she offered.  “That might help you fall back asleep.”

      “I think falling asleep is not something I’m in a hurry to do.  Maybe I’ll get up and do some work.  I doubt I’m going to go back to sleep tonight.”

      He was looking at her as if waiting for a response, and she realized that she had to move so he could.  Hopping up, she took several steps toward the bedroom door.

      “Okay, well…I guess I’m going back to bed then.  Uh…I hope you get some sleep…I mean…if you want to.  Otherwise, I’ll just see you in the morning.”

      Awkward much?

      Darcy was no virgin.  She’d dated plenty since the age of sixteen, and she’d even had a few longer term relationships, including her slimy ex Bart who had left the company a few months after dumping her.  She’d always considered herself confident around the opposite sex, and she hadn’t ever been the shy, giggly, or nervous type.  Not until tonight.  For some reason, this man had her all tied in knots.

      She liked him, but did she like him that much?  He was attractive and sexy, but he wasn’t the best-looking guy she’d ever seen.  She’d dated more handsome men, although she couldn’t think of one at the moment.  By tomorrow morning, she’d have a list of names.

      And here I am.  Still standing here.  He must think I’m an idiot.

      “I’m going to go now,” she said unnecessarily.  “Good night.”

      Fleeing back to her own room, she shut the door behind her and leaned back against the cool wood frame. She groaned and pressed her hands to her heated cheeks.

      It had been a kiss.  Just a kiss.  He hadn’t even wanted to be kissing her.  He’d been a million miles away, not aware of what he was doing.

      But boy, had he done it well.

      That was a kiss she’d remember for a long time.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you ever sleep?”

      That was the question Quinn asked his boss Jared Monroe only a few hours later.  He’d read Jared’s message about some research they’d dug up, and only a few seconds later his phone had rung.

      “I was awake doing some work,” Jared said.  “I saw that you read my text.”

      “I did.  I couldn’t sleep either.”

      He didn’t mention what had been keeping him awake.  Jared knew about Cal and the shooting.  All the guys in the office knew, but they didn’t mention it unless he did.

      And he never mentioned it.

      “I’ve got some information for you,” Jared went on.  “I’ll send it over written up, of course, after our call.”

      “What did you find?”

      “When we looked into the Lisa Baker death, the one who drowned, we didn’t find anything out of the ordinary in her marriage.  They both worked, had no kids, and made decent money.  Not a lot of debt.  No outlandish spending.  No signs of infidelity.  They married quite young, high school sweethearts.  However, when she died, he got a million dollar insurance payout.  He went on a spending spree.  Cars, vacations, that sort of thing.  He’s already run through it and is back at work.”

      “He quit his job?”

      “Yes, and they hired him back a few years later when he’d spent most of his money.  You know what they say about lottery winners - many of them end up broke before too long.”

      “I had a buddy like that,” Quinn replied.  “No matter how much money he made, he spent every penny and then some.  It sounds like it might be worth talking to the husband then.  He had to know about the insurance on his wife.”

      “I think so, too.  I also checked out Eric Worth that passed in the car accident.  He had a spotty job history.  He’d left the company once before, taken some contract jobs, and then come back.  He’d been with them about three years off and on when he died.  From what I could dig out about his finances, he liked to spend money as well, only he spent it at one particular place - a local strip joint.”

      “Did his wife know?”

      “You’ll have to ask her.”

      “I intend to.  Did you get anything on the couple that were killed?”

      “I don’t have anything about the man yet, I’ll keep digging there.  I did see what you warned me about.  The woman’s ex-husband did buy back the house after the deaths.  She’d been awarded the home in the divorce and from what I can see it was a nasty breakup.  They both had bulldog lawyers and were determined to get everything for themselves.”

      “So he bought back the house?  But he never lived in it?”

      “He has a girlfriend, apparently.  He rented it out.  If he’s serious about selling, I don’t know.  He’d get a good price, make some money.  He’s sold a few other properties in the last few years to fund college for his two children from a previous marriage.”

      “I need to pay him a visit,” Quinn said.  “It sounds like he might have a motive.  I might even talk to his first wife.”

      “That’s going to be difficult because she’s dead.”

      “Dead?”

      “Dead.  Stabbed while on vacation in New York City in a mugging attempt.”

      “That’s a hell of a coincidence,” Quinn declared.  “I know what you think of coincidences.”

      “They usually pan out to be something completely different.  She also had a sister as well.  You might want to talk to her.”

      “I’ll contact you when I have something about the dead man’s ex-wife,” Jared said.  “I’m having trouble getting much.”  There was a long pause before he continued speaking.  “I also found some information about Darcy’s family.”

      “I think I know where you might be going here,” Quinn replied.  “Darcy’s told me some about her biological parents.”

      “It’s not all bad.  Her uncle was pretty normal other than being a self-made millionaire.  He was financially sound and well-liked in his community.  A good business reputation, too.  I couldn’t find anyone who had a bad thing to say about him.  He took Darcy in when she was just a toddler because her parents were neglecting her.  Child Protective Services were involved.”

      Quinn couldn’t suppress the surge of anger that Jared’s words evoked.  Anyone who could neglect a mere child wasn’t fit to be a parent.

      “She said they were alcoholics and that they took pills.”

      “That’s all true.  They’ve been arrested more than a few times for drug possession and theft.  They have arrest records a mile long.  But they seem to live on the fringes of society.  I found a few rental agreements, a couple of auto purchases, and a credit card or two that they ran up but never paid.  They obviously don’t have jobs and haven’t for decades.”

      “How do they live?”

      “I’m going to go out on a limb here and suggest that her uncle or Darcy herself is funding them.  I don’t know that for sure, though.  Maybe they’re stealing or panhandling.  I can’t tell you much more about them because they barely exist.  I only know that they’re still alive because the father was arrested recently.”

      What a fucking mess.  Darcy deserved better than this.  It was a credit to her and her uncle that she’d turned out as normal as she had.

      She was also a fucking nice person.  He owed her another huge ass apology for what he’d pulled upstairs.  He’d barely been awake, his mind somewhere else.  It had all been instinct - his body reacting to hers.  The scent of her hair, the warmth of her skin.

      The softness of those pillowy lips.

      Christ, he was in trouble.  He shouldn’t have kissed her, and now he’d probably screwed up this investigation.  She might call Jared or Logan in the morning and tell them Quinn needed to be replaced.  And he wouldn’t blame her if she did.  He’d have to grovel.

      Sadly, he didn’t have much regret, only that it messed with his career.  He was man enough to admit that he was attracted to Darcy, but old enough to know that he wasn’t going to get every woman that he wanted.  She was a client, after all, and she’d never shown any attraction to him.

      Although, she’d kissed him back.  It had been hot, and her hands had been all over his chest.  She definitely hadn’t been pushing him away.

      Stop.  Just stop.

      He wasn’t going to do anything about Darcy.  He was going to apologize profusely and hope that she was okay with keeping him on this case.  He’d just tell her that he was stupid as hell and she might take pity on him.

      “Quinn?  Are you still there?”

      “I am,” he confirmed.  “Sorry about that.  I was thinking about the investigation.  Where I wanted to go first.”

      “Keep me in the loop.  I’ll send more information as I get it.  Oh, and get some sleep.”

      Quinn didn’t have a chance to reply.  Jared had hung up which was for the best.  He had a lot to think about with all the research that he now had.  He’d be busy tomorrow.

      Hopefully so busy he wouldn’t be thinking about Darcy.

      It was bad timing.  But the kiss had been so good.
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      They’d barely said a word over breakfast.  The tension was thick around them both.

      Darcy didn’t know what to say, and Quinn was barely saying anything at all.  She wanted to scream just to get a reaction from him because he wasn’t meeting her eyes.

      Was he embarrassed?  Ashamed?  Regretful?  Was he thinking that she might now assume that he was attracted to her and it was going to be awkward?  It already was.

      She wasn’t planning to throw herself at him, but she wouldn’t have been shocked if other women had.  He wasn’t bad to look at.

      Okay, he’s better than not bad.

      She was ready to chuck her plate in the sink and march upstairs to finish getting ready when he put down his fork and finally looked directly at her.

      “Darcy, I owe you an apology.”

      Should she pretend she didn’t know what he was talking about?  As much as not talking about it was awkward, actually talking about it was beginning to feel like it might be worse.

      “It’s fine,” she replied dismissively.  “You were upset because of the nightmare.  You didn’t even know it was me.”

      Perhaps she sounded a bit too bitter about that.

      “I knew it was you,” Quinn said, their gazes locking.  “You’re an extremely beautiful woman, and I’d be an idiot if I hadn’t noticed.  I was running on adrenaline last night after that dream, and I let my instincts take control.  I want you to know that I do not make a habit of kissing our clients.”

      That sounded…better.

      “I’m the first then?”

      “You are absolutely the first, and the last.  I can guarantee that.  And I am sorry.  Things got a little out of hand.”

      They certainly had.  She hadn’t been able to sleep much afterward, her mind constantly straying to that kiss, reliving it over and over.

      “I guess they did,” she replied.  “Get out of hand, I mean.”

      She honestly didn’t know how she was supposed to act in this scenario.  Cool and confident was probably the way to go but she couldn’t seem to pull it off.

      “You forgive me?”

      “Of course, I do.  It wasn’t all you anyway.”

      Now why did I say that?

      She hadn’t had near enough caffeine for this conversation.  She grabbed her coffee cup and chugged it down, ignoring the burning of her tongue and esophagus.

      “That’s very sweet of you to say but I’m sure it was completely unwelcome.  I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had slapped my face.  You still can if you want to.”

      “I don’t think that will be necessary.  I don’t go around slapping people.”

      “I don’t go around kissing them either but here we are.”

      “I truly am not mad at you,” she finally said, their gazes locked.  His silver blue eyes had flecks of gold in them and for a moment she was lost in their depths.  “We should probably just forget all about this and move on.”

      “Right.  Forget about it.  Move on.  That’s the best thing.”

      And yet it sounded so incredibly depressing.

      Kissing Quinn once had been mind-blowingly pleasurable, but the timing sucked.  They were in the middle of a murder investigation.  If they did get together and it didn’t work out, it would mess everything up.

      She had to keep her distance.
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      Darcy hadn’t asked him the one question that he feared.

      Who is Cal?

      She’d heard him say the name, but she didn’t know who he was talking about.  Of course, all she had to do was a simple internet search and she’d know every awful detail.  She’d know exactly why he had nightmares.

      While it wasn’t a secret, he didn’t want her looking at him differently once she found out.  Would she wonder if he could have saved Devon?  Would she think that he didn’t act quickly enough?  Shit, he thought about that all the time.

      Deep inside he knew he’d done the right thing, that there was nothing else he could have done that day.  He’d played it out over and over a million times in his head and someone always ended up dead.  Sometimes it was Devon.  Other times it was Amy.  Sometimes there were innocent bystanders who were injured.  The only scenario where everyone came out unscathed was the one where Quinn noticed Cal’s presence long before he did in reality.  He hadn’t been expecting his ex-friend to show up.  Quinn had never thought that Cal would jeopardize his career with the Bureau.

      Pushing his messy thoughts out of his head, he rang the doorbell at the residence of Marty Haines, aka the ex-husband that bought back the house after his ex-wife was killed.  Quinn had a few questions for the man, and surprisingly Marty Haines had agreed to meet with him.

      The door swung open and an older man around fifty or so stood there.  Pale blue eyes, tanned skin, with silver hair and goatee.  He was wearing faded denims, a t-shirt, and had bare feet.

      “You must be Quinn Graves.  Come on in.  I just made coffee.  Do you want some?”

      This might turn out to be a decent conversation.  He’d been offered coffee and the guy wasn’t defensive right off the bat.  Good signs.

      “I wouldn’t mind a cup, thank you.”

      Quinn followed Haines into the kitchen where he poured two steaming mugs.

      “Cream or sugar?”

      “No, thank you.  I take it black.”

      “Well, let’s sit down.”  Haines nodded toward the kitchen table which looked out over a bay window to the backyard.

      The house was large and airy, the kind that showed up in magazines with its sleek modern lines and sparse furnishings.  There was nothing personal on the walls or anywhere in sight.  No pictures or books.  Not even a warm throw on the arm of the sofa.  And all of the furniture was white.  Quinn doubted that any pets or children lived here because the place looked pristine.

      “You’re working on Sherry’s case?  I didn’t realize that they’d re-opened it.”

      Quinn never liked to misrepresent himself.  He’d explained to Haines on the phone this morning what role he was playing in the investigation, but people often heard whatever they wanted to hear.

      “I’m not a detective with the police,” Quinn explained.  “I’m a private investigator hired to work on your ex-wife’s murder.”

      “Someone hired you to find out who killed Sherry?  Was it Carter’s family?”

      Tim Carter.  Sherry’s second husband.

      “No, actually it was Tim and Sherry’s former boss, Darcy Hammond.”

      Haines was genuinely puzzled at this information.  His brows were pinched together and he didn’t reply immediately, weighing what Quinn had told him.

      “Darcy?  She hired you?  That’s…surprising.  Sherry didn’t even work for Darcy when she died.”

      “Darcy hired me to look into a few more deaths as well.  Lisa Baker and Eric Worth.  Did you know them?”

      “I’d met Eric at an office function.  Nice enough guy.  I never met Lisa.  Were they also murdered?”

      “Lisa drowned in her backyard pool and Eric was in a car accident.”

      “You’ve lost me,” Haines replied with a chuckle.  “Then why are you looking into their deaths as well?  They were accidents.”

      “Did you ever meet a woman at the company named Connie?”

      The chuckle had turned into a full-fledged laugh.

      “Connie?  Hell, yes.  Sherry used to come home madder than a wet hen about some shit that woman had said or done.  I did meet her a few times and she barely acknowledged my existence in the world.  Not really a very nice person.”

      “Did Sherry tell you that Connie climbed up on a conference table at the Christmas party five years ago and told everyone off?”

      “No, but that sounds like something she would do.  She wasn’t exactly a people person.  But what does that have to do with these deaths?”  A lightbulb must have popped on above his head.  “Shit, you don’t think that Connie had anything to do—“

      “No,” Quinn interrupted.  “We are not investigating Connie Fairchild.  However, four people that were at that party are now dead.  Two by murder and the others in rather mysterious circumstances.  That’s why I’ve been brought in.  I’m looking at whether there’s a connection between their deaths, and also hoping to find out who killed Sherry and Tim.”

      “Do you honestly think there’s a connection?”

      “I don’t know.  My investigation only began recently.  But my focus right now is on Sherry and Tim’s murder.  I was hoping you might answer a few questions for me?”

      “I’ll do whatever I can to help you,” Haines replied, his expression sober.  “Listen, Sherry and I had a nasty divorce, but I never hated her or anything.  She was a good person and I was devastated to learn about her death.  The divorce got ugly, and believe me, that’s not what I wanted to happen.  But it got out of hand, and the next thing I knew our lawyers were duking it out in court over who gets the bedroom furniture and who gets the vase on the end table.  In the end, I realized I didn’t have the stomach for it, so I just let her have the house and everything in it.  It obviously meant more to her than me.”

      Quinn usually didn’t get to the heart of the matter this early in an interview, but Haines had brought it up.

      “You purchased the house when it went back on the market, correct?”

      “I did, but it was purely as an investment,” Haines said with a shrug.  “I knew how much money I’d poured into it when we were married, and I thought it would be a good rental property.  Which it has turned out to be.”

      “The realtor said you were thinking of selling.”

      “I’ve talked about it in vague terms, but I haven’t done anything about it.  I’m renting it out for a good price, but Tammy and I are thinking of moving to Portugal and retiring.  If we do I’d probably sell it, but I haven’t decided on anything yet.”

      “Tammy?”

      “My girlfriend.  And no, I wasn’t dating her when I was married to Sherry.  Unlike her, I was faithful during our marriage.”

      There was bitterness in the other man’s tone.  He might care about his ex-wife, but he still wasn’t happy about what she’d done.

      “Did you know about her and Tim?”

      “Fuck, I suspected,” Haines spat out.  “She was so secretive with her phone, with her time, appointments.  All of a sudden she cared about wearing makeup all the time, and she lost twenty pounds.  Then she was ‘going out with the girls’ a few times a week.  Except that she wasn’t.  She was meeting him at his mother’s house because she lived half the year in Florida.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “When she told me.  I came home from work and she was packing a bag.  I asked where she was going.  She said she wasn’t going anywhere.  The suitcase was for me.  She was seeing someone and wanted a divorce.  She also wanted the house, the cars, the boat, my investment portfolio, and Mittens, the fucking family cat.”

      “Where did you stand on all of that?”

      “As you can imagine, I didn’t take it well.  It turned into a world war, and I’m not proud of that.  But I sure as hell wasn’t going to beg for my marriage.  She was in love with someone else.  We were done.  So I finished packing my own suitcase and I took Mittens and left.  He was my damn cat before I even met Sherry.”

      “I’m sure the judge would have given you the cat.”

      “I wasn’t going to leave without him.  She was always forgetting to feed him.”

      “Did you know Tim Carter?”

      “I’d met him a few times at company functions,” Haines replied.  “To be frank, he hadn’t made much of an impression.  I was surprised it was him when I found out.  Still, I guess they were happy.  They got married just a few weeks after the divorce was final.”

      “Did it bother you that he was living in your house?”

      “Not really.  It bothered me more that he was fucking her when we were married but I had to get over that quick.  Letting my emotions rule my thinking has always been a downfall of mine.  Once I started thinking logically again, it became clear what I needed to do.  Cut my losses and move on.  Which I have.”

      “Did you have any contact with Sherry or Tim after the divorce?”

      “No, I only learned about her death when a friend texted me.  I was shocked and appalled to say the least.  That neighborhood was known to be decently safe.  Hell, Sherry used to go running after dark and we never thought anything about it.”

      “The police talked to you after it happened?”

      Quinn already knew the answer to this question.

      “I did talk to them.  I think they were worried that I might be a killer out for revenge on my ex-wife and her lover.  I had an alibi for my whereabouts, so they left me alone after that.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Denver.  Work trip.”

      “This may sound like a strange question but did your ex-wife have any enemies?  People that maybe weren’t happy with her?  Or her new husband?  Neighbors that they’d pissed off?  Former friends?  Anyone that might have wanted to hurt her?”

      “I can’t think of anyone.  Sherry might have done me dirty, but she was nice in general.  Had lots of friends.  Got along with the neighbors.”

      “Did she get along with Connie?”

      “No one got along with Connie.”

      “I hear that a woman named Katie was Connie’s friend for awhile.”

      Stroking his chin, Haines shook his head.

      “That name doesn’t ring a bell, but that doesn’t mean anything.  I wasn’t all that close to Sherry’s coworkers.  We didn’t talk much about our work.  Now I know why.  I just always liked talking about other subjects.  I’d worked all day and didn’t want to rehash it over dinner.  I wanted to leave it behind me.  Sherry was the same way.”

      “Did you ever have any issues when you lived in the house?  People trying to break in?  Maybe people watching the home?”

      “I can’t think of anything. Like I said, we felt safe there.  There was a house one street over that was broken into about six months before we split but I didn’t hear about any more burglaries.  I assume it was one-off sort of thing.”  Haines leaned forward, his gaze intent on Quinn.  “If you ask me, the break-in had something to do with Sherry’s new husband.  I’ve heard a few things since the murder and I don’t think he was as good of a person as she thought he was.”

      Quinn’s ears perked up.

      “What did you hear about Tim Carter?”

      “I hear that he had some high school pals who were less than law-abiding.  He was still hanging out with them and even paid for a lawyer for one of them when they got in trouble for busting up a bar during a fight.”

      “Did you tell the police about them?”

      “I didn’t know any of this at the time the police were talking to me,” Haines said with a shrug.  “It’s not against the law to hang out with shitheads, I guess.  But I know that Carter was having money troubles.  One of Sherry’s friends that I ran into at a restaurant sort of spilled the beans accidentally.  She seemed to think that I already knew about their financial problems as according to Sherry, I’d loaned them some money.”

      “And you didn’t loan them money?”

      “I didn’t, and I wouldn’t have either.  But who knows where they got it?  Maybe a bank, maybe someone else.”

      “And Sherry never told you about this?”

      “I never talked to Sherry after the divorce.  Never saw her.  If they were having financial issues, I wouldn’t have even known about it.”

      There had been some mention of checking out the couples’ friends in the police file, but nothing had been found.  Quinn, however, was going to take a second look.  Usually with a cold case the passing of time was a bad thing.  Memories fade.  Evidence gets lost.  Witnesses die.  However, it could sometimes be a good thing.  When people began to get comfortable or forget why they weren’t cooperating, the truth could just accidentally fall out there for him to find.

      He needed to tell the detective in charge of the investigation about the Carters’ financial issues.  It might just open up a new avenue on the case.

      He and Haines chatted for a few more minutes but Quinn didn’t learn anything else of note.  He thanked the older man for his time, asking if it was okay to reach out for any follow-up questions.

      “Call me anytime,” Haines assured him with a smile and a firm handshake.  “Like I said, it was a nasty divorce, but I’d love to see Sherry’s murderer come to justice.  She was a nice woman and no one deserves to die like that.  I keep thinking that she must have been so scared.  She didn’t even like to watch horror movies with me or ride roller coasters.  It’s just all so sad.”

      “You’ve had more than this to deal with,” Quinn said.  “Your first wife was also killed tragically.”

      “I see you’ve done your homework,” Haines said with a small smile.  “Good for you.  I’d respect you less if you hadn’t.  Yes, Millie was tragically murdered during a mugging when we were on vacation in New York City to see a few shows on Broadway.  She went to buy a pack of cigarettes at the corner store just a few doors down.  She never came back.”

      “You must have been frantic when she didn’t return.”

      “I waited for awhile and then decided to go to the store and see what was keeping her.  When I got there it was surrounded by flashing police lights and an ambulance.  She’d been stabbed.  It was too late.  For the longest time I blamed myself for not going to the store for her.  But she’d insisted because she wanted the fresh air.  She was the type that didn’t like sitting still.  I was working through a bunch of emails so I didn’t argue with her.  I honestly didn’t think anything would happen.  It was just to the corner and back.  According to the police, that store had been the scene of several robberies.”

      “But she wasn’t inside the store at the time?”

      “I guess they thought she was an easier mark,” he replied with a sigh.  “I was heartbroken, and I thought I’d never be happy again.  Millie and I had been together since college.  We were soulmates.  But then I met Sherry and she filled a big hole in my life.  We were happy.  At least I thought we were.  I think that’s why I let things get so out of hand when we divorced.  I was angry and hurt.  As I said before, I often let my emotions get the better of me.  I hope I’ve improved on that.”

      “I am sorry for your loss,” Quinn replied.  “This can’t have been easy on you.”

      “I’ve always thought I was just unlucky in love.  I’m hoping that things are changing for me.  But you didn’t bring up Millie out of sympathy.  Are you trying to suggest that Millie and Sherry’s deaths might be linked?  Because I can tell you that they don’t have a damn thing to do with one another.  Just horrible tragedies that never should have happened.  They were good people and didn’t deserve how they died.”

      Quinn wasn’t just going to take Haines’ word for it.  Jared was already reaching out to the NYPD for details about Millie Haines’ death.

      “I’m going to do my best to find out what happened,” Quinn promised as Haines walked him out to the driveway.  “I don’t like unsolved cases either.  Hopefully, I’ll find something helpful.  Thank you again for talking to me today.”

      “It’s good to know Sherry isn’t forgotten.  And thank Darcy for me, too.  I’m glad she took this on.  I heard her uncle died not long ago.  He seemed like a nice guy. Send her my condolences.”

      Quinn promised to do that before climbing into his vehicle and driving to his next meeting.  He’d learned something today, although only time would tell if it was any help.  Had Tim Carter been involved in something nefarious?  Had he borrowed money from the wrong people?

      Because that could get you very dead.
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      Darcy had been expecting her parents to come to the office but it was still disturbing when her assistant Sara walked in to tell her that they had arrived.

      Sara looked spooked, her eyes wide and her lips pressed together.  She was clutching a notepad to her chest, shifting from one foot to the other.

      “Sara, are you okay?  Are you ill?  If you are, you know you can go home.  Things will be fine here.”

      “It’s not that,” the other woman said with a shake of her head.  “It’s your parents.  They…”

      “Yes, I know they were coming by.  I should have warned you.”

      “It’s not that,” Sara said with a shake of her head.  “It’s just…

      Her voice had dropped to a whisper and she moved closer to Darcy.

      “It’s just?” Darcy prompted.

      “They look…bad,” Sara replied softly.  “They look sick.”

      They were sick.  Sara had been Gavin’s assistant before she started working for Darcy, so she knew the whole story.  She’d dealt with Jane and Will many times, including one particularly memorable day when the two of them had shown up to the office drunk and demanding to see her uncle.  At eight in the morning.  Had they started drinking early or had they still been drunk from the night before?  Darcy didn’t have a clue, but it was never a pleasant experience when her parents showed up.  Hopefully, they’d take the money and leave quickly.

      But if Sara was shaken up like this then Will and Jane must, indeed, look terrible.  It wouldn’t be a shock, though.  They’d been abusing their bodies for decades now.

      “It’s okay,” Darcy assured her.  “Just let them in.  I have what they want and then they should leave.”

      “Okay,” Sara said, pressing her hands to her cheeks and taking a slow breath.  “I’ll send them in.”

      Darcy only had a moment to collect herself before her parents were walking through her office door, their heads close together as they spoke to one another.  Her uncle had explained to her many years ago that the only people Jane and Will trusted were…Jane and Will.  They were incredibly co-dependent and had been from the moment they’d met.  Their world was narrow - booze, drugs, and each other.  The rest of the world didn’t exist for them.  They lived in their own reality.

      “We’re here for the money,” Jane said abruptly, not bothering to beat around the bush.  Frankly, Darcy preferred it that way.  No pretending or putting on a show of familial love.  “Do you have it?”

      “I do.”

      She now knew why Sara had looked like she’d seen a ghost.  Jane and Will looked awful.  Thin as rails, pale as if they hadn’t seen the sun in years, their skin ravaged with patches of angry red on their face and arms.  Her mother had lost a few teeth, and her father’s fingernails were all black.  Their clothes were wrinkled and stained with a few holes.  They were both wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but Darcy had a feeling that it had been a long time since those garments had seen a washing machine.

      Jane was scratching at one of the red patches on her arm, staring at her daughter suspiciously.

      “Do you have it?” Jane repeated.

      “Yes,” Darcy replied, reaching into one of her desk drawers.

      She was shocked to see them this way.  They’d always tried to clean up a bit before coming into the office, but clearly they couldn’t be bothered any longer.  Both of them looked like a strong gust of wind would blow them away.  Their health was clearly going downhill on a sled.

      And dammit, they were her parents.  Could she turn her back on them?  She’d always known they would die young if they didn’t get clean, but she had to admit that she’d always thought that eventually…they would get clean.  She hadn’t pictured what appeared to be the inevitable end of their addiction.

      “I can get you into a rehab,” she blurted, her hand gripping the stack of bills.  “I can call right now and get you both a spot at the best rehab facility in the state.  All you have to do is say yes.  I’ll drive you there myself if you want me to.  You can do this.  You can.”

      “We don’t need rehab,” Will said, his usually blank expression turning into a frown.  “Is that what we have to do to get the money?  Because we don’t need rehab.  It’s just a con, you know.  They take your money and don’t do shit.”

      Her father rarely spoke, letting Jane do most of the communicating, so it was a surprise to hear him say anything.

      “You said you’d give us the money,” Jane whined, clutching Will’s arm.  Her eyes were glistening with tears.  “We need it.”

      “I’m not going to make you go to rehab for the money,” Darcy replied quietly, hope leaking from her heart.  She might just cry right along with Jane.  She hadn’t thought she could still hurt, but seeing her parents suffer like this was physically painful.  “I’m just worried about you both.  You don’t…look healthy.  Have you seen a doctor?  You’re both so thin.”

      “No, no doctors,” Jane said, shaking her head.  “Doctors are bad.”

      “Please let me help you,” Darcy said, her throat tight with emotion.  “I want to help you.”

      “We don’t need help,” Will said.  “We just need the money.”

      They were both staring at Darcy, clearly waiting for the cash she held in her hand.  They didn’t care about anything but that.  It was all she could give them even though she knew quite well what they were going to do with it.  Gavin had always said not to give them too much at one time.  Just enough to keep a roof over their heads.  He’d said that the rehab counselors had told him to let them hit rock bottom, but he simply couldn’t stand by and let that happen to his only brother.  She couldn’t let it happen either.

      They were her parents, if only biologically.  They were, technically, the only family she had left.

      Swallowing hard, she held out the money.  It was probably a mistake, but it was one she couldn’t stop herself from doing.  She’d failed again.  She couldn’t help them.

      “Here it is.”

      Jane snatched it from Darcy’s hand, quickly shoving it inside her shirt.  The couple didn’t even bother saying goodbye, simply hustling out the door, leaving her to stand there and debate the wisdom of her own actions.

      Eventually, she walked to the door and leaned out to see Sara at her desk.

      “Sara, I’d like to not be disturbed for awhile.  No calls.  No visitors.  Can you do that for me?”

      Bless the woman, she didn’t bat an eyelash.

      “Absolutely.  No problem.  Can I get you anything?  Coffee or something to eat?”

      Food wasn’t going to sit in Darcy’s stomach which was already twisted into knots in her abdomen.

      “No, I’m okay.  I just want some quiet time.  Thank you.”

      She shut the door and then went to sit at her desk, staring sightlessly at the laptop screen in front of her.  At some point, her vision blurred and she realized that she was crying.  Her entire body shook as the tears wouldn’t stop, wetting her cheeks and the smooth oak desk.  Unlike so many times before she didn’t try to make them go away.  She was allowing herself to feel the grief of losing her parents.  For now it was only emotionally, but eventually it would be physically.  They couldn’t survive on the path they were on, and she couldn’t stop what seemed to be the inevitable slide.

      She’d always been cautious, playing it safe, doing the “right” thing.  But today, none of that mattered because she couldn’t fix her parents.  They didn’t think they were broken, and they didn’t want her help.

      This was something far out of her control.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This was a clusterfuck of massive proportions.

      After meeting with the ex, Quinn had called Darcy to let her know what was happening, but he hadn’t been able to actually speak with her.  Instead, he got the run around from her assistant who sounded shady as hell about why she wouldn’t take his call.

      It didn’t take a math genius to put two and two together and come up with what was happening.  Darcy was upset about the kiss last night.  She’d acted like she’d accepted his apology, but clearly she was uncomfortable with it.

      He’d fucked up badly.

      To save her any further embarrassment, he should probably resign from the case and have another investigator appointed.  He wanted to be sensitive to her feelings and seeing him day in and day out in her own home clearly wasn’t going to work.  He’d have to tell Logan that he’d screwed up.  Hopefully, they wouldn’t fire him, although he wouldn’t blame them if they did.  Hell, he’d probably fire his ass if he was in Logan’s position.

      You don’t go around kissing your clients.  Period.

      He’d been fooling himself this morning that everything would be fine.  It wasn’t fine and he was an idiot if he thought it was.  Moving in with Darcy had sounded like it wouldn’t be a big deal, but he’d been wrong.  His attraction to her was stronger than he’d initially estimated.  Add in the nightmares and it had been a recipe for disaster.  He was sorry that he wasn’t going to see this through with her, and even more that he wouldn’t be able to be there to protect her.

      He’d go to the office and see her, give his mea culpa, apologize again, and then throw himself on the mercy of Logan and Reed.  Maybe…he’d still be employed at the end of the day.

      Or he’d be heading down to the Keys to open that bait shop like he kept threatening to do.

      “Hey, Sara.  I’d really like to talk to Darcy if she has time.”

      The older woman looked up from the laptop where she was typing and smiled.

      “I can go see if she has time.  Her schedule is pretty clear today.  She wanted to concentrate on paperwork.”

      Greg, who had been assigned to watch over Darcy when Quinn wasn’t around, was sitting by her door with a paperback.  When Sara disappeared inside of Darcy’s office, Greg waved Quinn over.

      “You need to know something before you go in there.”

      Quinn already knew that he was persona non grata, but how did Greg know?  Darcy wouldn’t tell him?  Would she?  It wasn’t in her personality but then he didn’t know her well.

      “What do I need to know?”

      “I was sitting here when two people showed up.  They looked like vagrants, maybe homeless.  It was her parents.  I heard Sara talking to Darcy.  I don’t know what happened, but Darcy told Sara she didn’t want to be disturbed for awhile after they left.”

      Wait.  This entire situation might have nothing to do with him.  Or the kiss.

      Her parents had been here?  Why?  What did they want?

      Quinn didn’t always have the answers, but perhaps he should just shut the hell up when he went into Darcy’s office and let her do the talking.

      “You can go on in,” Sara said, coming back into the reception area where her desk was located.  “Can I get you something to drink, Quinn?”

      “No, thank you.  I’m good.”

      Giving Greg one last look, Quinn went into Darcy’s office, closing the door behind him.  She was sitting at her desk, and she looked exhausted.  Her eyes were red-rimmed and a little puffy.

      She’d been crying.

      A band wrapped around Quinn’s heart and squeezed so tightly he could barely breathe when he saw how heartbroken she looked.  Normally, Darcy was smiling and full of life.  It was as if all the happiness had been sucked out of her and all that was left was sadness and despair.

      That’s what he was seeing...a lack of hope.  He hadn’t put his finger on it right away but now he could recognize it.  She’d lost all of her hope.

      Standing, she took a few steps toward him, her mouth opened as if to speak.  She hesitated, her lips visibly trembling, emotions running riot over her beautiful face.

      He didn’t really think about his actions.  All he could think about was trying to make whatever had happened to her better.  Soothe the hurt, balm the injured soul.  He didn’t know what she’d had planned either, but no words came.  Instead, she moved toward him again and he didn’t hesitate, opening his arms to comfort this woman.

      She let him.

      Sinking against him, she pressed her cheek against his chest.  He wrapped his arms around her, running what he hoped was a comforting hand over her long hair, whispering words that told her it was all going to be okay.  He’d make sure of it.

      Her hair smelled of coconut and vanilla, her skin warm against his.  He shouldn’t be enjoying this, but it simply felt right.  Like holding her was exactly what he needed to be doing.

      They stood there for a long time while she shed a few tears but didn’t say anything.  He didn’t press, letting her take the lead in the conversation.  She’d talk when she was ready, and he’d wait patiently until she was.  Right now, he simply wanted to be there for her.

      Finally, she sighed and stepped back slightly so she could look up at him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” he replied.  “Are you okay?  I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m not okay at this moment, but I will be.”  She smoothed down his shirt which was damp from her tears.  “I’m sorry about all of this crying stuff.  You’re not being paid to deal with my emotions.”

      “This isn’t about being paid, Darcy.  We’re…friends.  I’m here for you.”

      “Do you want a friend that’s so screwed up?  Because I am messed up, Quinn.”

      She didn’t have a clue as to how screwed up he truly was.

      “We’re all that way.  Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Yes.  No…maybe.  I don’t know.  Talking about it isn’t going to change the situation.”

      “It might make you feel better.”

      “I don’t want to take advantage of your kindness.”

      He placed his hand under her chin and lifted her face so she was looking into his eyes.

      “I don’t consider this something that I have to do.  I want to do it.”

      She placed her hands on his chest but lightly, so they were barely touching.

      “Everything is moving so quickly and I can’t seem to slow it down.  My uncle, and these deaths, and then my parents.  I’m trying to do everything right but I’m not sure if I’m doing anything correctly, to be honest.  If Gavin was here he would know what to do.”

      “Maybe Gavin was just better at hiding it.  He was only human, after all.  And I think you’re doing just fine.  Everyone has moments where it can all feel like it’s too much.”

      “I bet you never feel that way.  You look like you’re in control all the time.”

      If she only knew the real truth.

      “Trust me when I say that I have my moments, too.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I shouldn’t say things like that.  It sounded like I’m trying to make my problems so much worse than anyone else’s.  I’m not trying to do that.  I’m just—“

      She broke off, clearly not knowing how to describe what she was feeling.

      “It’s okay to be upset.  You’ve been through a lot.”

      She gave him a watery smile.

      “I shouldn’t have cried on your shoulder.  These aren’t your problems.”

      “You can cry on my shoulder anytime.  Day or night,” he replied honestly.  “I hope you know that.  I care about you, Darcy.”

      More than he was ready to admit.  They’d only met a few days ago, and already she’d become incredibly important in his life.

      “I care about you, too.”

      There was a truth in her words and tone that he couldn’t help but hear.  A sincerity that she didn’t bother to hide.  There were feelings simmering between them and that kiss had probably been inevitable.  He couldn’t help but think about doing it again.

      His gut and heart were clearly in charge when he was with her.  Every instinct inside of him was screaming that this woman could be someone special.  Maybe even…the one.

      Quinn put a great deal of trust in his gut instincts.  He’d trusted them on many occasions, and they rarely steered him wrong.  He wanted to be able to trust them at this moment.

      The timing, however, sucked.

      She was a client.  She might be in danger.  And clearly, something had happened today that had upset her.  It wasn’t fair to try and swoop in and make his feelings known.  Even if he had more than an inkling that they were returned. She didn’t need the complications.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.  “I think that I do.”

      “How about I take us home, fix a couple of steaks, and you can tell me all about it?”

      “That sounds like heaven.  I need to get out of here.”

      He could be her friend.  That’s what she needed right now.

      But he’d be lying if he said he didn’t want more.
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        * * *

      

      The steaks were cooked to perfection and paired with grilled asparagus and a baked potato.  Darcy had poured them both a glass of wine and she was currently sipping it, her now empty plate pushed away on the table.  For the first time that day, she was beginning to relax.  Things didn’t seem quite as bleak as they had a few hours ago.

      While they’d eaten, she’d told him about the encounter with her parents.  How it had hurt her heart to see them so sick, but there wasn’t much she could do for them.  They didn’t want help and they didn’t think they had a problem.  Even when any person looking at them could easily see that they had a huge issue with addiction.

      “I had a friend that I went to college with,” Quinn replied.  “Great guy.  He was the life of the party.  He was a good student and came from a loving family.  He had everything in front of him, but he got involved in binge drinking and it simply got out of hand.  By junior year he was skipping classes, drinking all night, and sleeping all day.  Eventually, his parents came to the school to get him and take him home.”

      “Is he okay now?”

      “He was the last time I saw him at a reunion of sorts.  We were all at our alma mater’s football game.  He was happy and smiling.  He had a wife and a job.  He looked good.  He said he’d been sober for a couple of years at that point.”

      “I wish there was a happily ever after for my parents, but I don’t think there is.”

      “That rehab counselor was right.  They have to want help.”

      “They definitely don’t want it.  They just want money.”

      Quinn had that look on his face.  He wasn’t going to say the words out loud, but she knew what he wanted to say.

      “I know that I shouldn’t give them money.  They’re going to blow through it and do a bunch of drugs and booze.  But if I don’t, then they’re going to be homeless.  Or they’ll steal to support their habit.”

      She didn’t know what she’d said but Quinn looked like he wanted to be anywhere but right here.  Sighing, he rubbed at the back of his neck before replying.

      “You should know that the firm always checks out its clients.”

      “I know,” she said with a nod.  “Logan warned me about that.  He said it was to see if my uncle or myself were the links between the deaths.  Of course, I agreed to it.  I don’t have anything to hide.”

      “When Jared was researching you and your uncle, your parents naturally popped up.”

      “I’m surprised to hear that because they don’t have a bank account or anything else that would tie them to any databases.  No credit cards or leases.  I don’t even think they have a valid driver’s license anymore.”

      Reaching across the table, Quinn placed his hand on hers.

      “They have arrest records.”

      She had to play the words over in her head a few times to make any sense of them, but when she finally did, she wasn’t shocked.  If anything, she should have known it.

      “Did they go to jail?”

      It was funny how detached she could be at a moment like this.  Numb.  It was as if this was all happening to someone else.

      “Yes, although not for long stretches.  They’ve both been in and out on mostly minor charges.”

      “I guess that’s where they disappear to when they don’t call for awhile.”

      “Probably.”

      He was still looking at her as if waiting for her to cry or explode or something worse.

      “I’m fine,” she assured him.  “I’m not even shocked.  But I wonder why they didn’t just call me or Gavin.  They knew we’d give them the money.”

      “I can’t explain the behavior.  Maybe they needed the money that second and didn’t want to wait.  Or maybe your uncle told them no a few times but didn’t tell you about it.”

      She opened her mouth to deny it but then snapped it shut.

      “You might be right.  Gavin always said that we needed to cut them off, but then he’d give in and give them money.  I know that I should stop, too.”

      “Then stop.”

      His tone was gentle, but there was a firmness there as well.

      “It’s not as easy as you might think.  At least not for me, anyway.   They’re my parents, even if they were lousy ones.  If I stop, and they get sent to jail - or worse - end up overdosed and in the hospital, wouldn’t it be my—“

      “No, it would be their fault,” Quinn interrupted.  “They are responsible for their behavior and choices.  I don’t deny that addiction is a disease.  I’ve seen it wreak havoc on many lives but ultimately you cannot make them want to be sober, and you cannot make them make good choices.  It’s up to them.”

      “They can’t make good decisions.  They can barely function.”

      “You’ve offered them help.  You can’t force them.”

      “If only I could,” Darcy replied wistfully.  “Send them to rehab and don’t let them out until they’re all better.”

      “I’m sorry you’re going through this.”

      “I’m sorry that you had to hear about it.”  She cleared her throat and then took another sip of her wine.  “Let’s change the subject.  I don’t want to think about this anymore.  How about you tell me what the ex-husband said when you met with him?”

      Quinn described the conversation, saying that he was planning to talk to Tim Carter’s friends and family.

      “Do you think that he borrowed money from a loan shark or something?”

      “I think that if they were having financial issues that would be a good thing to check out.  He might have applied for a regular loan with a bank but simply didn’t want people to know.  Or maybe Sherry didn’t want others to know.  But I’m going to dig into it a bit.  I have several meetings set up tomorrow.”

      “This is a lead.  That’s good, right?”

      “I don’t want to raise your hopes and then have them dashed.  This could be a dead end.  We could hit a lot of dead ends before we find the answers that we need.”

      They would find the answers, though.  She trusted Quinn to find out the truth about the four deaths.

      She trusted Quinn Graves.  Period.  Perhaps far more than she was willing to admit.
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      After a good night’s sleep with no nightmares, Quinn was up early.  He dropped Darcy off at the office where Greg was waiting to watch over her for the day while he went to further dig into Sherry and Tim’s relationship - financial and otherwise.

      He’d made an appointment to meet with Tim Carter’s ex-wife Fiona.  She was a corporate attorney with a firm in the downtown area.  The kind with dark oak furnishings, plush carpeting, and unsmiling people hurrying through the hallways as if late to an important meeting.

      He was ushered into Fiona Carter’s office; more dark oak with books lining the walls.  She stood and shook his hand before taking a seat behind her desk.  Her hands were folded in front of her, and her spine was ramrod straight.  If her body language was anything to go by, she wasn’t thrilled that he was here.  He’d better get to it before she decided the conversation was over and that he needed to get out.

      “Thank you for talking to me today,” he said after introducing himself.  “I’m looking into the death of your ex-husband Tim Carter.”

      “He’s the only ex-husband I have,” she replied in a sour tone.  “I’m not sure how I can help you.  I wasn’t there when it happened, and I didn’t have much communication with Tim after the divorce.  Basically, we only talked about the kids which was fine with me.”

      There were pictures of the children at various ages on the credenza behind Fiona.

      “I heard that Tim was having some financial problems right before the break-in.  Did you know about any of that?  Did he have any trouble paying child support?”

      “He barely paid any child support,” Fiona replied with an exaggerated roll of her eyes.  “He barely saw the kids.  Truth be told, he didn’t have much interest in them despite bugging me about wanting two kids even before we were married.  Once I had them, he barely acknowledged their existence.  I think he only ever changed one diaper and he didn’t even like to hold them.  He was all wrapped up in his work.  That’s all he ever wanted to do.  Of course, now I know that he was doing more than paperwork at the office.”

      “You didn’t know about Sherry?”

      “Not at first, but eventually it became clear that he was seeing someone else.  He’d never been a devoted family man, but he was only spending about four hours a night at the house.  He’d come home smelling of another woman’s perfume.  It didn’t take a genius to figure it out.  I confronted him and he admitted it all.  He said that I was boring and so were the kids.  Can you imagine that?  He called his own children boring.  It was at that moment that I knew that our marriage wasn’t worth saving.  I told him to pack his shit and get out.  He didn’t argue.  I guess she left her husband the next day.  They got married as soon as our divorce was final.”

      “Did it get ugly?”

      Fiona was an attorney, so she would know what her rights were when splitting up with her husband.

      “It actually went rather smoothly,” Fiona laughed.  “All he wanted was his freedom, which I was happy to give him.  At that point, he disgusted me.  I accepted a pittance in child support knowing he’d never pay.  He knew it, too.  I took primary custody and he had every other weekend.  If he wanted it, which he didn’t.  I think he saw the kids once every few months for an afternoon.  He didn’t want to have them overnight.  He said they were too loud.  We didn’t have a house at the time, so he moved out and left the furnishings.  He said he wouldn’t need them.”

      “Because he moved into Sherry’s home?”

      “I guess he did.  I’ve never been there.  We dropped off and picked up at a neutral location, like a fast food place.  Frankly, he just wanted to act like he was a swinging bachelor again.”

      “But he married right after the divorce.”

      “From what our mutual friends were telling me, he wasn’t acting all that middle-aged and married.  I heard they were going out every night and partying, drinking.  They’d go on vacations to bungee jump or parachute.  It was all about the adrenaline rush or something like that.  As I said, he thought I was boring.  I thought I was working to make our lives better.”

      “But you never heard about any financial issues?” Quinn pressed.  “Nothing at all?”

      “If he had financial problems, I’m the last person he would admit it to.  He’d never want me to be able to say ‘I told you so’.  Tim liked to be right.”

      “Did he have any enemies?  Anyone who was angry or might want to hurt him?

      “Tim was the life of the party.  Everyone loved him because he always picked up the tab wherever he was.  In addition to wanting to be right, he also needed to be liked by as many people as possible.  He couldn’t stand up for himself because he never wanted to anger anyone.  I take that back.  He didn’t mind angering me.  I’m guessing Sherry’s ex-husband isn’t too fond of Tim either.”

      “It sounds like it was a nasty divorce.”

      Fiona shrugged and shook her head.

      “We both knew what we were entitled to.  We didn’t argue about it.  He just wanted a divorce and I was more than happy to give it to him.  I wasn’t going to argue about dishes or the second car.  After I found out he was cheating on me, reconciliation was never in the cards.  I have too much self-respect for that.”

      “You mentioned that he liked to pick up the tab when he went out.  Would you call him a spender?”

      “He never spent more than he had, but he spent all that he had, if you know what I mean.  I wouldn’t call him a saver or planner.  He wasn’t worried about the future.  He was a live for today kind of guy.  It turns out he was right about that.  I hope he did have fun and live life to the fullest before he died.  I don’t hate him, if that’s what you’re trying to find out.  Mostly, I’m just sort of disgusted with his behavior.  I thought I was marrying an adult, but he was more like a child.  I didn’t want to be his mommy.  Maybe Sherry didn’t mind.”

      Quinn thanked Fiona for her time and left his business card in case she thought of anything else later.  Climbing into his vehicle, he made a few quick notes and sent them off to Jared, who was digging into Tim and Sherry’s finances.

      Next stop?  Lisa Baker’s husband.

      What would he have to say about spending all of Lisa’s insurance money after her death?
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        * * *

      

      The Baker home was a standard ranch-style in a nice neighborhood with a few shade trees in the front yard and a ring of begonias around the mailbox.  A late model SUV was parked in the driveway along with a smaller economy vehicle next to it.

      The front door opened before Quinn had even stepped out of his car, so Andy Baker must have been waiting and watching for him.

      “Please come in,” Baker said.  “I saw you drive up.  You’re Quinn Graves, right?”

      “I am.”  They shook hands and Quinn followed Baker into the living room.  “Thank you for seeing me today.  I appreciate it.”

      “It’s no problem, but I’m confused as to how I can help you or what you’re doing investigating Lisa’s death.  It was a terrible accident.  She slipped on the pool deck, hit her head, and drowned.”

      Quinn settled on the couch while Baker sat on a chair opposite.

      “Do you remember a woman named Connie at the office where Lisa worked?”

      Baker’s brows shot up in surprise.

      “I do.  Did something happen to her?”

      “No, she’s fine as far as I know.  Did Lisa tell you about the Christmas party where Connie told everyone off?”

      Chuckling, Baker’s face split into a grin.

      “I sure do remember that.  Good for Connie.  That office was like a soap opera or something.  My mom would have called it Peyton Place. Lisa used to come home with some of the craziest stories.  Most of them were about Connie, of course.  She was quite the character.”

      That was one way to put it.

      “Were you aware that there have been three other deaths in the last five years of people who attended that party?”

      Baker didn’t reply immediately, his expression turning to one of confusion.

      “Is that a lot?  I mean…people die.  The company had a lot of employees.”

      “This is just the people that actually attended that party.  I’m investigating whether the four deaths might have been connected in any way.”

      “Are you—are you saying that Lisa’s death might not have been an accident?” Baker sputtered, his face going pale.  “That someone killed her?  Oh my god.”

      The man’s emotions had gone from zero to sixty in only a few seconds.  He looked shocked, his breathing labored as he rubbed at the back of his neck.

      “I’m not saying that I have any inside information,” Quinn replied quickly.  “I’m simply looking into the possibility.”

      “But there’s a chance?” Baker persisted.  “That it wasn’t an accident?”

      “A small chance,” Quinn said.  “I’m only here because I need to do my due diligence.  I don’t have any information that would make me doubt the coroner’s ruling.”

      “If you don’t think there’s any connection, then why are you here?”

      “I’ve been hired to look into this.”

      “Who hired you?”

      Quinn was sure that he’d given all of this information when he’d requested this meeting, but clearly, Baker hadn’t listened all that well.

      “Darcy Hammond.  Gavin Hammond was concerned that there might be a connection among the deaths and since his passing she’s decided to hire the firm where I work to look into it.”

      “Darcy?  She thinks that Lisa was murdered?  She never said anything.  She was at the funeral.”

      “She just wants to make sure.  I’m mostly concentrating on the unsolved murders of Tim and Sherry Carter.”

      “I was gobsmacked when I heard that news.  It was so unbelievable.  What a terrible tragedy.  Sherry and Tim were always so nice.”

      “You weren’t home the night Lisa died, correct?”

      “I’m in a bowling league.  Every Wednesday night for the last ten years.  Lisa always said that she loved it when I went to bowl because she got a night all to herself.  She didn’t have to share the remote and she could order in instead of fixing dinner.”

      “What time did you get home?”

      “Ten-thirty or thereabouts.  It was the usual time.  I came straight from the bowling alley.”

      “And Lisa was…gone when you got here?”

      The other man shuddered, his eyes glistening with tears.

      “She was facedown in the pool.  Shit, I never wanted that pool.  When we looked at this house, Lisa loved the idea of having one.  She grew up in Florida and had a pool growing up.  I’m not sure why the previous owners put a pool in, but the minute that Lisa saw it she said she knew this was our forever home.  I couldn’t say no after that.  She was so excited.  Like a kid on Christmas morning.  She went swimming the day we closed on the house.  And it was October.”

      “She’d hit her head?”

      “There was blood smeared on the pool tiles.  Damn, I can still see the scene in my nightmares.  I’m not sure I’ll ever get over finding her that way.  She was always so full of life and happiness.  She was my light in the darkness.  I wanted to grow old with Lisa.  She was the love of my life.  We’d been dating since high school.”  He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees and his gaze on Quinn.  “Listen, if I thought that what happened wasn’t an accident…  But I saw her that night.  The deck was wet and it was clear she’d hit her head.  She was wearing her heavy robe that she always put on when she got out of the pool.  It was a terrible accident.”

      Quinn nodded, not wanting to push the theory that there was any connection between the deaths.  The more he immersed himself in the investigation the less he believed in the theory.  Sometimes, strange things do happen.

      But he’d be derelict in his duty if he didn’t mention the insurance.

      “There was an insurance payout on Lisa’s death?”

      Groaning, Baker pushed back in his chair.

      “I know where you’re going with this.  Yes, she had insurance and yes, I was the beneficiary.  And hell yes, I went a little crazy afterward.  I was so grief-stricken I guess I thought that I could fill the emptiness and sadness with stuff.  It didn’t work, by the way.  By the time I ran out of money, I was still missing Lisa.  I’m back at work and living a far more sane life.  I’ve even been seeing a grief counselor who’s helping me understand that I can’t fill the hole in my heart with something I bought on my credit card.”

      “I also wanted to ask about whether someone could have gotten to Lisa when she was in the pool.  Do you lock your gate?  And the doors?”

      “We kept the gate locked for our homeowners insurance.  The pool could be classified as an attractive nuisance and if some neighbor kid fell in and drowned…  I suppose someone could climb over it, though.  If they were determined to, I mean.  And we did keep the doors to the house locked.  We were sticklers for that.  Years ago, my apartment was broken into and my computer and television were stolen so I’ve been paranoid ever since.”

      “What about security cameras?”

      “No, although I think the police looked at footage from the couple across the street.  I have to admit that I’m not a big fan of cameras on houses.  It’s seems a little Big Brother to me.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes and Quinn thanked Andy Baker for his time.

      “I appreciate you seeing me today.  And I am sorry for your loss.”

      “Lisa was one in a million,” Baker replied soberly.  “I’ll never find another woman like her.  I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help to you.  I seriously doubt there’s any connection between the deaths.  I think you might be on a wild goose chase here.”

      “It’s fine if I don’t find any connection,” Quinn assured him.  “I just need to be sure.  Here’s my business card.  If you think of anything, give me a call.  Day or night.”

      Baker looked at the card and nodded, sliding into his breast pocket.

      “Will do.  And will you let me know if you find anything?  I do think that Lisa’s death was an accident, but you’d tell me if you found something that says it’s not, right?  You’d tell me?”

      “Absolutely.  If I think there’s any foul play involved, I would take the evidence to the police and ask them to reopen the case.”

      “Good.  Thanks.”

      As Quinn was driving away, he replayed the conversation with Andy Baker over in his head one more time.  The husband seemed genuinely broken up by his wife’s untimely death.  He’d been upfront about the insurance money as well.  Not to mention a solid alibi.  According to the police report, several people remember seeing him at the bowling alley that night.

      Could someone else have killed Lisa Baker?  The police file hadn’t shown any sign of another person.  No footprints.  No unlocked gate.  No intruder on the neighbor’s security cameras.

      If Lisa Baker’s death was an accident did that mean that none of the deaths were connected?

      That was still an open question.
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      With a sigh, Darcy closed the lid to her laptop.  She’d been meeting with her executive staff for over an hour, and it was finally the end of the day.

      “This quarter’s numbers are excellent,” she said.  “I hope we can carry that momentum into the beginning of the next fiscal year.”

      Everyone began gathering their things and filing out of her office.  Except for Kirk.  He was hanging back, which wasn’t unusual.  However, tonight she wasn’t in the mood to chat with him.  She wanted to go home and soak in a hot tub with a glass of wine.  Have dinner with Quinn.  She enjoyed spending time with him.

      There, I admitted it.  I like him.  A lot.

      Darcy didn’t want to act like she was in middle school when it came to romance.  She was attracted to Quinn, and she had a feeling that he might feel the same.  But she was a client and there were probably rules about dating someone he was supposed to be protecting.  If any moves were going to be made, she’d have to do it first.  Even then she couldn’t be sure he’d be interested.  If it was between her and his career, she didn’t have any illusions exactly where she’d land.

      She was a cautious person by nature, always evaluating her choices carefully before choosing a course of action.  It was probably because her parents were so incredibly feckless or perhaps it was simply embedded in her DNA.  Either way, she wasn’t the type to throw herself at a guy.

      It had been a long time since she’d been interested in a man.  She’d dated off and on over the years and had almost been engaged once but it hadn’t worked out.  Gavin had never liked Bart and later she had to agree that he simply wasn’t the person for her.  He never understood her ambition or hard-working attitude.  He’d liked to take life as it came, traveling and making friends all over the world on a shoestring budget.  That simply wasn’t her personality and it had been a hard breakup.

      Quinn, on the other hand, seemed to understand her nose-to-the-grindstone attitude.  It wasn’t that she didn’t have fun.  She did.  But there was a time for work and there was a time for letting loose.

      “I heard about your parents showing up here,” Kirk said when everyone had gone.  “You should have called me.  I would have shown them the door.”

      “I can handle it.  How did you even know about it?”

      She didn’t mention closing her office door and crying for an hour.

      “You know…office talk.  They were seen coming into the building and a few people recognized them, although from what I heard they looked rather different.  One person described them as sickly.”

      “That’s a good description,” Darcy replied, keeping her tone neutral.  “They did look sick.”

      Kirk was looking at her as if he expected her to say more.  He’d be disappointed.  For some reason, he seemed to think that since Gavin was gone she was going to start confessing to him instead.  She liked Kirk but that wasn’t going to happen.

      “What are you going to do about it?” he finally asked.  “I know a good rehab—“

      “Stop,” she said with a wave of her hand.  “I mentioned rehab to them.  They’re not interested.  And when I say they’re not interested that’s an understatement of massive proportions.”

      “You could force them,” Kirk suggested.  “Hire a couple of bodyguard types and get them in the car and take them.”

      “They’d just run away,” she sighed.  “Gavin and I spoke to many rehab counselors over the years, Kirk.  They all say the same thing.  If a person doesn’t want help, they’re not going to be successful.  Jane and Will do not want help.”

      “They want money.”

      “Yes.”

      There was no point in lying.  Kirk had seen Gavin give her parents money in the past.

      “And you gave it to them?”

      “I did.  Not too much.  It won’t matter, though.  They’ll fly through it and be back in a few months.  If they aren’t in jail.”

      “Jail?  Have they been to jail?”

      “Yes, they have.  Is that a shock?  They steal things to support their habits when they aren’t asking me or someone else for cash.  I gave them enough that I hope they don’t have to live on the streets or in a car.  It was probably the wrong thing to do but they’re my parents.  I couldn’t turn my back on them.”

      “Are you thinking about cutting them off?”

      Kirk’s expression said that he didn’t agree with her.  But she hadn’t asked for his opinion.  He wasn’t a part of this at all.

      “I’m not sure why you’re asking me these questions,” she replied.  “What do you care what I do about my parents?”

      Kirk shrugged, his gaze shifted toward the windows.

      “I had a cousin.  He got into drugs.  His parents eventually had to kick him out of the house because he was stealing and lying. He…ended up dead in an alley.  If they had just—“

      “Stop,” she commanded.  Again.  “Are you saying that if they hadn’t kicked him out that he would be alive today?  You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t know it for sure, but I think that he would have had more of a chance.”

      “How many chances had his parents given him before they kicked him out?  And by the way, did he have younger siblings that they needed to worry about?”

      Kirk’s face turned red at her suggestion.

      “There were other kids.  And I guess they’d given him many chances.”

      She was being hard on Kirk when he only wanted to help.  But this was something she had to figure out on her own.

      “I don’t know if what I’m doing is right,” she finally said.  “I know what the counselors and therapists and doctors say.  They say that Jane and Will have to hit rock bottom.  Until then, they’re not going to do anything different than what they’re doing right now.  They have no motivation to change.  I also know that I can’t stomach the thought of my parents living in a cardboard box in some park on the edge of the city.  I’m trying to thread the needle here so it would be helpful if you didn’t question me.  I’m just doing the best that I can.”

      Her tone was sharper than she’d intended, but she was exhausted emotionally.  She didn’t have the answers, and she’d bet that Kirk didn’t have them either.  There was no right or wrong here, no black and white, good and bad.  It just sucked and whatever she did she was probably going to question it for the rest of her life.

      Damned if I do, and damned if I don’t.

      His expression softened immediately, and he stepped closer so he could place his hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry.  I really am.  I guess when I heard they were here I got…shit, I don’t even know how to describe it.  I just know that it used to make your uncle crazy because there was nothing he could do.”

      “Believe me, if he or I thought it would work we would kidnap Jane and Will and force them into rehab, but it doesn’t work that way.  They may act like children but they’re adults and they’ve made adult decisions.  I don’t agree with any of them, but I don’t get a vote.”

      “Even though those decisions affected you?”

      “I can’t complain about being collateral damage when my life turned out far better because Gavin took me in.  They’re the ones that are suffering.”  A horrible thought occurred to her.  “Were the employees gossiping about my parents coming here?”

      “I don’t know that I’d call it gossip.  They couldn’t help but notice.”

      “They could help talking about it.”

      “They were just concerned about you.”

      Darcy believed in many things.  The goodness of humankind, the magic of the first snowfall, the newness a puppy or child could bring.  But she didn’t believe that her staff was only concerned about her.

      “That would be new.  Most of them act like they don’t like me.”

      Exhaling noisily, Kirk’s head dropped but then snapped back.

      “Darcy, they like you.  They just—“

      He broke up, clearly struggling for the words that he wanted to say.

      “They just…” she prompted.  “What are you trying to tell me, Kirk?  They like me, but?”

      “They like you.  They’re just frustrated because they don’t trust you.”

      “Trust me?  What do you mean?  Do they think I’m stealing from the company or something?”

      “They think you’re going to sell the company and they’re going to lose their jobs.”

      “I’ve heard that rumor before.  I hope you told them that wasn’t in the cards.”  Another awful thought leaped into her brain.  “Did you tell them I was going to sell?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head.  “No, I didn’t tell them that.”

      “Did you tell then that I’m not going to sell?”

      “I told them that you’d never talked about selling the company.”

      In other words, he hadn’t denied any of it.

      “Why do they think that I’m selling the company?  Is someone telling them that?  Is it Watkins?  Is he doing this?”

      “Adam has his problems, but he does have some good ideas.”

      “You think I should step down and put him in charge of the company?”

      Her whole body had gone numb at his words.  She didn’t remember walking to her chair but she was sitting in it now, her mind whirling with snippets of conversations that she’d had with her staff over the last six months.  There had been hints now that she knew the context, but she’d always thought that everything was fine.  Adam Watkins had been a busy boy trying to stab her in the back.  He’d even managed to get Kirk on his side.

      “You think that Watkins should run the company,” she replied.  “I have to admit that this is a surprise, Kirk.”

      “What the company needs is someone who has a vision for the future and knows how to get there.  They want to feel like someone has the hand on the tiller, so to speak.”

      “And they think I don’t.  Or wait…you think that I don’t?”

      Kirk scratched at his chin, his expression pained.

      “I know that you’re dedicated to this place and to carrying on what your uncle began.  But Darcy…you’ve never run a company before.”

      Kirk turned and walked out of the office, leaving her sitting there to absorb everything that he’d said.

      The company was hers now.  Gavin had trusted her with this, and she wasn’t about to screw it up.  If her employees couldn’t see her dedication then she wasn’t sure what more she could do.  As for Adam Watkins, he’d been planting doubt into people’s minds.  Had he honestly thought he ever had a shot at running the company?  That she’d just step aside and go shopping while he took the corner office?

      She’d been here before.  Because she’d been family to Gavin many people underestimated her.  They were going to find out that she wasn’t going to lie down so everyone could walk over her.

      She was in charge.  It was time to let everyone know it.
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      Neither one of them were in the mood to cook so they ordered a pizza.  Darcy poured them each a glass of wine and they sat on the living room floor, the pizza box open between them on the coffee table, eating and talking about Quinn’s day.

      “I’m going to call Connie’s friend Katie tomorrow,” he said, nibbling on a piece of crust.  His sister thought he was crazy, but it was his favorite part.  “I thought it might be a good idea to start there.  So far, I haven’t seen any connections between these deaths which I would say is a good thing.  One less serial killer on the loose.”

      “I hope that’s the case.  I don’t want there to be.”

      “You seem to have a lot on your mind,” he observed, watching her closely.  He was still concerned about whether she was angry with him.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She shook her head but then the words began to flow, and he stayed quiet so she could express all that she was feeling.

      “Kirk was in my office today.  We were talking about my parents being there and then next thing I knew he’d dropped a bomb on me that he thinks that Adam Watkins would do a better job running the company.”

      “Whoa, stop there,” Quinn said, placing his pizza down into the box.  “Did Kirk actually say that?”

      “Yes, he said that Adam had lots of good ideas and that I’d never run a company before.”

      “Neither has Watkins.”

      “But he’s older and a man,” Darcy replied, bitterness in her tone.  “He has a penis.  That means he’s automatically qualified.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Clearly, I’ve let the office gossip mill run a little too wild.  I need to let people know that I’m determined to run this company to the best of my ability.  After that, I’m going to call Adam into my office and fire him.”

      Quinn’s brows shot up in surprise.

      “He was one of your uncle’s good friends, so I have to say that I’m surprised.”

      “I’m surprised, too.  But it turns out that I might need to do a few things differently than my uncle.  I have to be prepared to do the hard stuff.  Let’s face it, Adam should have been fired a long time ago.  Just like Connie.  He needs to go and I’m going to do it.  I’ve made up my mind.”

      “Good for you,” he cheered.  “I’m proud of you.”

      “You might not be so proud of me if he tries to sue for wrongful termination.”

      “I’m sure you have enough evidence of his office affairs to defend that.”

      “We do, but that doesn’t mean that a lawsuit wouldn’t get ugly.  And he would get ugly.  He’s that kind of person.”

      “All the more reason to cut him loose.  Hell, I’m surprised you didn’t call my firm and have me replaced, too.”

      He hadn’t said the words out loud to Darcy until this moment.  He’d been fully prepared to resign, and he would have done it, even if he still wanted to see the investigation to its conclusion.

      “Are we talking about the kiss?”

      She was smiling, her cheeks an attractive pink shade.  He was relieved to see that she didn’t appear upset with him in the slightest.  In fact, there was a sparkle in her eyes that he hadn’t noticed before.

      Had Darcy liked the kiss? He’d thought that she had but then he’d talked himself out of that.  It hadn’t been her idea and she was probably just being nice.

      “I am talking about the kiss,” he confirmed.  “I want you to know that I’m prepared to resign if you’re upset.  Your comfort with the agent assigned to your case is the most important thing.”

      “I wouldn’t be comfortable with anyone else,” she said.  “I only want you working and protecting me.”  Her smile dropped and for a moment she appeared unsure.  “Unless…you want to quit?  Is the case too boring for you?”

      “Not at all,” he assured her.  “I like working on the case.  I like you.”

      He hadn’t really meant to say that last part, but it was true.

      “I like you too.”

      They were gazing at each other, and he found himself content to do just that for a long time.

      “So what do we do now?” she asked.

      It could have been a minute or an hour later.

      At some point, they’d moved closer to one another, although he couldn’t have said when it had happened.  But they were sitting close together, mere inches apart.  He could have easily leaned down to kiss her or brush a stray strand from her creamy cheek.

      “I don’t want you to feel pressured—“

      “I don’t,” she replied quickly, placing her hand over his lips.  Her skin was soft and warm and his fingers captured hers, tangling together.  “I’m just going to go out on a limb here, okay?  I think this might be the moment to not be so damn cautious all of the time.  I’m just going to say that I think there’s something between us, and I have a feeling that you’re trying to be all professional.  You would never make the first move, so I’ll have to do it.  So this is me…making the first move.  If I’m wrong, and you’re not attracted to me, forget everything I just said and ignore me for the rest of the investigation.  Act like you didn’t even hear me and that my babbling is totally incoherent.”

      Her words had sped up near the end and when she was finished, she’d clamped her mouth shut.  Her eyes were wide with apprehension as if there was an iota of a chance he was going to turn her down.  If he’d learned anything in the days since he’d met Darcy it was that he liked having her in his life.  A whole hell of a lot.

      “You’re right.  I wouldn’t have made the first move,” he conceded.  “But I don’t want to pretend that there’s nothing between us.  There is.  But I’m going to have to tell my bosses.  They may want to reassign me.  Or fire me.”

      “I don’t want you to get fired because of me.”

      “It wouldn’t be because of you.  It would be because of decisions that I’ve made.  Not you.  I take full responsibility here.”

      Her lips tightened and her eyes narrowed.

      “If they fire you, I don’t want a replacement.  We’ll do the investigation on our own.  And I’ll give you a job.”

      That made him laugh.

      “Doing what?  I don’t know anything about financial software.”

      “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug.  “Home office security maybe?  I just don’t want you to lose your job because of what’s happening between us.  I’d feel terrible about that.”

      “Like I said, I’m going into this knowing what’s possible.  I’ll talk to them tomorrow.  In the meantime, I want to take you out on a date.  A proper one.  Will you go on a date with me tomorrow night?  Dinner, maybe a movie?”

      “I’d love that,” she replied with a huge smile.  “That sounds like fun.”

      But there was more.  They needed to talk.  She’d trusted him tonight with what Kirk had said to her.  If they were going to have any sort of relationship, he needed to be as honest.

      “There are things about me that you need to know,” he said.  “Things I need to tell you.”

      “Are they bad?  Am I going to hate you afterward?”

      “I hope not, but you need to know.  It’s about my…nightmares.”

      “I do want to hear about that.  Is this about the person named Cal?”

      She had heard him that night.

      “It is.  How about we get comfy and I’ll tell you my story.”

      If they had any chance together, he had to talk about that night five years ago.

      Which meant he was going to relive it again.  But then, hadn’t he already been doing that?

      The best place to start with a story was at the beginning.
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      Whatever Quinn was about to tell Darcy was a huge deal.  She could see it in every line of his face, the stiffness in his shoulders.  He looked like he’d lost his best friend in the world, and she couldn’t stop herself from reaching out to place her hand on his as they sat on the couch, both turned toward the other.

      She was happy that she was going to find out about his terrible nightmares, but she wasn’t sure that it was a good thing because the emotional toll that even thinking about it was taking on him was painful to witness.

      “You don’t have to tell me anything,” she said.  “It’s none of my business, honestly.  I don’t need to know.”

      She wanted to know but that wasn’t a need.  What she needed was for him to be okay.  Right now, he didn’t look it.

      “No, I want to tell you about this.  It’s an important part of my life and if you and I are going to take a shot at being together you need to know.”  He took a deep breath before continuing.  “It was about a week before Christmas five years ago.”

      She had a million questions but she pushed them all away, not wanting to interrupt his story.  His gaze was pointed somewhere over her shoulder, his mind clearly back in the past.

      “We went to a Christmas festival that night.  Shit, I need to start at the beginning.  That’s not the beginning.  The real beginning was when I was starting out at the Bureau.  A bunch of us guys had gone through training together and a few of them were assigned where I was. One of them was Caleb Duncan.  He and I were casual friends.  We hung out together, had drinks together after work.  We weren’t best friends, but we spent time together outside of work.  He came to a barbecue I threw and that’s when he met my sister Amy.”

      Amy?  She was part of this?  Then who was Devon?

      “Amy and Cal started dating and at first, we were all happy about it.  He seemed to really adore Amy and they seemed happy.”

      Seemed.  Obviously, they weren’t actually happy.

      “They’d been dating about four months or so when Cal started to get strangely possessive, always wanting to know where Amy was and who she was with even when she was just at work.  He’d call her literally hundreds of times a day, and I found out he planted a tracker in her vehicle.  It was crazy.  Needless to say, Amy ended things with him.  I thought it was over.  Cal and I weren’t really friends anymore over it and we barely spoke at work.  He was transferred to another team and I didn’t see him often.  They brought a new guy in named Devon Miller.  He and I hit it off and Devon and Amy met one day at a softball game.  They started to date.”

      Darcy had a bad feeling where this was all going.  Cal’s behavior was definitely on the weird side.  Had he not taken “no” for an answer and made a nuisance of himself?  Had he run off Devon?

      “At first, Amy liked Devon but she didn’t want to date another agent.  I didn’t blame her after what had happened with Cal.  Even a year later, Cal hadn’t given up.  He’d still send letters, flowers, little gifts.  He’d show up randomly at the grocery store or wherever Amy was.  When she started dating Devon that sent Cal over the edge.  He couldn’t take it.  His actions ramped up and Amy had to talk to the deputy assistant director at the Bureau after Cal tried to drag her into his car and drive away with her at a shopping mall parking lot.  They told Cal that if he didn’t stop he was going to lose his career.”

      “Did it help?”

      “We thought it did.  We hadn’t heard from him for a few weeks.  It was all good.  Devon proposed to Amy when they found out she was pregnant.  Everyone was happy and it seemed like it was all going to be fine.”

      If there was a story here, then clearly it all hadn’t been fine.  It was going to get so much worse.

      “We all went to that Christmas fair that night.  It was me and my girlfriend at the time, Willow, plus Amy and Devon.  They were saying that they wanted to visit the craft booths to find an ornament for their baby’s first Christmas.  They knew it was a boy and were happily talking about possible names and how they were going to decorate the nursery.  Amy liked jungle animals and Devon suggested Dr. Seuss.  It was all going great and we were having fun.”

      Quinn paused, and Darcy could see a faint sheen of sweat had broken out on his forehead.  She squeezed his hand, trying to show him support in any way that she could.  This wasn’t easy for him to do and she wasn’t sure how to make it better.

      “Then Amy spotted Cal in the crowd not far from us.  I wanted to go tell him off, but Devon wanted to handle it.  He and Amy said that they’d been too nice and that they needed to lay down the law with Cal.  Devon went over to talk to Cal.  They were talking but we couldn’t hear what they were saying. Then we heard someone scream and I saw what was happening.  Cal had a gun.  Devon stepped forward to try and talk to him, get him to put the gun away and calm down.  Cal started shooting and my instincts kicked in and I shielded Amy and Willow with my body, pushing them behind a brick planter.  When it was all over, I went to Devon but he was already dead.  I can still see the bloodstained snow.  He’d been shot in the abdomen three times and he was bleeding out so quickly.  I’d been on several murder cases, but I’d never seen that much blood in my life.”

      The nightmares made perfect sense now.  Of course, he would be freaked out about being right there during a shooting with his pregnant sister and good friend.

      “Oh god, I’m so sorry,” Darcy whispered, her own throat tight with emotion.  She kept holding his hand, hoping that it offered even a small bit of comfort.  “I’m so very sorry, Quinn.”

      Giving her a weak smile, he wiped at a tear that had just started sliding down his cheek.  She ached to pull him into her arms and take his pain away, but she wasn’t sure if he would invite that.  She had a feeling that he’d been carrying this around with him for a long time, bearing its weight alone.

      “For the last five years, I’ve replayed that night in my head over and over again, wondering if there was something different I could have done to save Devon.  Everyone tells me that I did the right thing protecting Amy and Willow.  But no one was protecting Devon.  And now he’s gone and his son is growing up without a father.  Could I have done something to change that?  I don’t think so, but I can’t stop seeing that night play out like a terrible, awful movie that has a fucked ending.”

      “I don’t know exactly what happened that night, but I know it wasn’t your fault,” Darcy replied firmly.  “You did exactly what you’d been trained to do.  Devon was an agent, correct?  He was trained to handle dangerous situations, I would assume.  You protected your sister and your girlfriend.  I think that’s what he would have wanted you to do.  He would have wanted his unborn child to live.”

      There were a few more tears and this time she did reach out, brushing them away with the back of her fingers.  The guilt that had been torturing him for five long years was written in every line of his face.  He’d been suffering far too long.

      “Devon’s death is not your fault.  Cal shot him.  Cal is the one who has to take responsibility.  Is he in jail?  Oh my god, is he out there on the run?  Is someone protecting Amy?”

      An icy chill ran through Darcy’s veins at the thought of a murderer out there stalking Quinn’s sister and possibly her son as well.

      “He’s in jail.  And that’s another thing,” Quinn said with a sigh.  “He wants me to come see him.  He wants to talk to me.  Apparently, he’s been reaching out to Amy, too.  I’ve been saying no for a long time, but Amy said the other night when we there that I should go and tell him to stop trying to contact her.  There’s nothing he can say that she wants to hear.  He says he wants to apologize but that’s not going to bring the father of her child back.  If Cal thinks an apology is going to make this all better, he’s delusional.”

      “Is he?  Delusional, I mean?”

      “I’m not a psychiatrist.  I don’t want to try to armchair diagnose someone.  Cal was evaluated by a mental health professional, and he was found sane enough to stand trial.  He’s trying to get a new trial, and I hear that he might get it despite there being about a hundred witnesses to what he did.  There’s no doubt about that.”

      “Does he admit that he did it?”

      “Yes and no.  He says he was under duress and doesn’t want to be held responsible for his actions.  I don’t want to go see him and hear him make excuses.  He took a life.  Now he has to pay for that.”

      The whole story was incredibly horrifying.  Caleb Duncan had been a friend of Quinn’s.  Such a good friend that he’d dated Amy.  If Quinn didn’t have guilt about not being able to protect Devon, he would have had it because he’d been the one to introduce Amy to Cal.  It was all such a tragic and sad mess.  A little boy didn’t have a father.  Amy’s life was changed forever, too.

      And Quinn…nothing would ever be the same for him.

      “Is that why you left the Bureau?  Because of what happened?”

      “Yes and no.  I wanted a change.  I was tired of hearing whispers behind my back.  I could practically hear them saying that I didn’t do enough for Devon, or I should have shot Cal and saved the taxpayers’ money.  Stuff like that.  But I also wanted more work-life balance so I could be there for Amy and Nate more.”

      “I doubt that’s what they were saying.”

      And if they had been, they didn’t know what they were talking about.

      “Even if they were saying I was the greatest guy in the world and the best special agent I didn’t want to be there anymore.  I didn’t want people pointing and staring when I walked into a room.  It’s not often that an agent from the FBI decides to go into a crowd of people and shoot a gun.  When it happens, it’s not going to be forgotten anytime soon.  Frankly, I think the director was relieved when I resigned.  I was a constant reminder of what Cal had done.”

      Darcy had vague memories of hearing about the incident on the news, but she hadn’t paid much attention to the details.  Now she wished that she had.

      “I’m sure they were sorry to lose you.”

      “I’m even more sure that they didn’t care.  I have no regrets about leaving and going to work for the firm.  Logan, Jason, Jared, and Reed are some of the best investigators out there and they’ve created a great place to work.  They give a lot of leeway but they expect results.”

      “I’m sorry that this happened to you,” she said, overwhelmed by all that she had learned about him tonight.  His story easily explained the nightmares.  If she had been in his shoes, she probably would have stopped leaving the house altogether.  “Tell me how I can help you.”

      “You may not realize it, but you’ve helped just by caring.  Just by being here with me.”

      Darcy hadn’t known Quinn long, but she knew she wanted to be there for him.  No matter what.

      They would face it together.
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      Darcy’s eyes popped open, her body tensing as she heard Quinn’s shouts from down the hall.  It was happening again.  Nightmares.

      Once again, she didn’t hesitate.  Running to his room, she threw open the door and went straight to his bedside.  She should have known this was going to happen.  He’d had to dredge up the entire shooting incident only a few hours ago.  Of course, he was going to have more nightmares.  He’d basically relived the event all over again to be able to tell her his story.

      Placing her hands on his arms, she spoke to him in a soft voice, hoping to wake him gently from his violent dreams.

      “Quinn, it’s okay.  Cal is behind bars.  There’s no more shooting.  You can wake up.  It’s okay.”

      It felt a bit disingenuous to say that all was well.  She knew better now.  His friend Devon was gone and now Nate didn’t have a father.  Amy didn’t have a husband.  But she didn’t want Quinn to think that it was all happening again.  He’d told her that he often ran through it over and over again trying to figure out if he could have done anything differently.  His mind knew that he’d done what he should, but his heart was a different story altogether.  He kept thinking that there must be a way to save everyone that night.

      Like the two times before, Quinn was tangled in the bedsheets, his body covered in sweat.  His eyes opened briefly, squeezed back together again, and then slowly opened one more time.  His breathing was ragged and labored as if he’d run a marathon in ninety degree weather.  His fists were clutching the blanket, the knuckles white.

      “Cal’s in prison,” Darcy said again, running her hands up and down his arms.  She could feel how tense his muscles were under her palms.  Every sinew in his body had been pulled taut.  “He can’t hurt anyone else anymore.”

      He reached up and scraped his fingers through his hair, groaning softly.

      “Shit, it happened again.”

      “I’m not surprised.  With us talking about it, we should have expected this.”

      “I don’t always have the nightmares when I talk about it.  No, it’s because Cal wants me to go see him.  The decision is weighing on my mind.”

      “Are you going to see him?”

      “I don’t know, and I need to figure it the fuck out because I have a feeling that I’m going to keep having these nightmares until I make a decision.”

      “You don’t have to talk to him if you don’t want to.”

      “Amy wants me to.”

      “If Amy knew that you were still having nightmares, I doubt she would have asked you to do that.  I’m right, aren’t I?  Your family has no clue that you’re still grappling with this.”

      “They don’t,” he admitted, falling back against the pillows.  “And I don’t want them to know.  Shit, it’s bad enough that Amy still remembers and gets reminded of it all the time when she looks at her own son.  Our first priority was getting her the help she needed to get through her pregnancy and be a good mother to Nate.”

      “I can tell that she is a good mother, a loving one.  But that doesn’t mean that you don’t need help, too.  Did the Bureau have you see anyone?”

      “You mean a therapist?  Yes, I had some sessions.  It was mandatory before I could get back on the job.”

      It sounded like he didn’t think he needed to go back again.  She wanted to suggest that he might want a professional to speak with, but this moment didn’t seem like a good time to bring it up.  Not when he’d just been dragged through the wringer.

      “If you don’t want to go back to sleep, how about we pop some popcorn and watch a movie?”

      “It’s fine.  I don’t need much sleep.  You should go back—“

      “Too late,” she said.  “I’m in the mood for popcorn now.  What do you say?  It might take your mind off of things.”

      Reaching up, he tucked a stray strand of her hair behind her ear.

      “I like popcorn, too.  How about a light comedy?  Something that will make us laugh?”

      “Have you ever seen Goldie Hawn and Chevy Chase in Foul Play?  It’s hilarious.  It’s about a cop protecting a woman, too.  It’s one of my favorites.  I have the DVD.”

      “I haven’t, so let’s give it a shot.  And I won’t even make a remark about how you still watch DVDs when the rest of the world is streaming.”

      “I’ll go downstairs and make the popcorn and find the movie. And yes, I like DVDs.”

      “Give me a minute and I’ll be down there to help.  Are you sure about this?  I probably won’t sleep the rest of the night.”

      “I’m sure.  One night won’t hurt.  I’ve already had about five hours of sleep.  That’s more than I used to get when I was in college.”

      She was determined to get Quinn’s mind off of Cal Duncan even if she had to pull out every single comedy movie she had in the living room cabinet.

      And she’d double the butter on the popcorn.
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      Chevy Chase had saved Goldie Hawn’s life, caught the bad guy, they’d fallen in love, and Quinn and Darcy had demolished a huge bowl of popcorn plus half a bag of M&Ms.  A good laugh had done wonders, and Quinn was feeling far more relaxed than he had in a good long while.  Being with Darcy was exactly what he needed.

      Somehow they’d ended up cuddled together, her head resting on his chest while lying on the most comfortable damn recliner he’d ever sat on in his life.  Her hair tickled his chin and her perfume, a warm scent with a bit of spice, wrapped around him.

      This was it.  This was how it was supposed to be.  Darcy’s presence grounded him in a way that no one else could, making him feel at peace.  Even if that peace didn’t always last forever.  He’d been alone a long time and he hadn’t thought he was missing anything, to be honest.  Relationships could be difficult and often fraught with drama, but with her it didn’t seem to be a long series of issues or angst.  She was content to simply let him be.

      He’d barely said a word since they’d come downstairs, but she didn’t press him to “express” himself or talk about his feelings.  Instead, she’d stayed by his side, letting him know she was there.

      His fingers trailed down the satin skin of her arm and she giggled, playfully slapping his hand away.

      “That tickles.”

      “Are you ticklish?”

      She looked up at him, a smile playing on those beautiful full pink lips.

      “If I tell you that I am, are you going to torture me with tickles?  Because I don’t like that.”

      “I definitely will not.  I promise.”

      “Then yes, I am ticklish.” Her fingertips brushed his arm.  “What about you?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he said with a shake of his head.  “I was a constant disappointment to my mom about it, too.  She wanted to play tickles and I wouldn’t - or couldn’t - cooperate.  Luckily, Amy was ticklish so they got to play that game.”

      “I thought everyone was ticklish when they were kids.”

      “My dad once said that I was born at thirty years old.”

      “You’re an old soul?”

      “Let’s just say I was boring as hell in college.  I was always the designated driver.  I even had a girlfriend dump me because she said that there was no excitement or danger with me.”

      “So you went into one of the most dangerous professions there is?”

      “I’d already decided that I wanted to be an agent a long time before I met her.”

      “Whatever happened to her?”

      “I don’t know.  She started dating a guy with a motorcycle.  I didn’t see her after that.”

      “I think she was crazy.  I don’t think you’re boring at all.”

      “Trust me, when I’m not working on a case, I’m dull as dishwater.  I get up early, exercise, work, eat dinner, read or watch TV, then go to bed and repeat it all the next day.”

      “Frankly, I think that’s what most of us do.  People with jobs, anyway.”  She lifted her head so that she could look at him.  “I think you’re a lot of fun.”

      “I think you’re a lot of fun, too.”

      The words had come out softer with far more emotion than he’d planned, but then this woman brought out feelings he hadn’t had in a long time.  Maybe ever.

      His fingers tangled into her long, silky hair, gently tugging her closer.  His lips touched hers and it was like he’d thrown a match into a pool of gasoline.  There was instant heat and passion between them.  He couldn’t remember a woman more beautiful than Darcy, and to be truthful, he couldn’t remember any women.  She’d pushed them out of his mind, heart, and soul, filling all of those empty spaces with herself.  It was far more than he’d ever had.

      She accepted him just the way he was.  She wasn’t trying to fix him or change him.  He didn’t want to change her either.  He liked who she was.  He’d been in more than one relationship where he and the woman had tried to twist themselves into being something that they weren’t.  It never worked out in the long run.

      His lips traveled over her satin skin to nip at her earlobe before dipping lower to where the pulse beat at the base of her neck.  She giggled but didn’t push him away.

      “That tickles a little.”

      “I can stop if you want me to.”

      He wasn’t sure what she was thinking or feeling.  He didn’t want to push but he would happily carry her upstairs and make love to her for what was left of the night.

      “No…don’t stop.”

      She sounded a little breathless, but her hands cupped his cheeks so their faces were mere inches apart.  Her eyes were all soft, the pupils blown wide.  Her fingers caressed his jaw sending arrows of arousal straight southward.  He was hard and ready and she’d barely touched him.

      “Darcy, we don’t have to—“

      He didn’t get to finish.  She pressed her lips to his, the passion once more igniting between them.  He didn’t know how long they stayed like that, their mouths exploring one another, but time had ceased to matter at that point.  It could have been five minutes or five days.  All he knew was that he could happily spend the rest of his life kissing Darcy.  They’d have to quit their jobs, but it was a small price to pay.

      She pulled back, her lips slightly swollen from their kisses.  He couldn’t stop himself from running a finger along them, mesmerized by their softness.

      “Do I have to say it out loud, Quinn?”

      No, she didn’t need to.  They were both thinking the same thing.  Surely, women through the centuries had worn that same expression to tell their men what they wanted as well.

      “We could go upstairs,” he suggested.  “It might be more comfortable.”

      “We could.  Or we could just stay here.”  Laughing, she bit her lip before continuing.  “Will you think I’m crazy if I admit that I’ve been wondering what it would be like to do it on this chair?”

      He wasn’t against the idea.  Darcy could convince him to have sex in any horizontal position.  Some vertical ones, too.

      “How long have you been harboring these thoughts?” he teased, pressing baby kisses to her cheek and temple.  “Is there anything else I should know about you?”

      “Not that long,” she confessed.  “Mostly since you moved into the house.”

      He liked that she was so bold, letting him know that she wanted him.

      “Sweetheart, your wish is my command.  We can stay right here if you want to.”

      It would be his pleasure to make love to this woman in a chair, on the stairs, or any other place she decided.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy wasn’t a virgin.  That ship had sailed in high school the night of her senior prom.  She hadn’t had a huge list of lovers since then, but she wasn’t innocent and naive either.

      And yet, not once had she felt the overwhelming desire to be with someone as much as she did when she was with Quinn.  It wasn’t just his physical attractiveness although that was considerable.  It was that he was kind, smart, funny, and responsible.  She didn’t feel the need to mother or coddle him.  He was a grownup.  She hadn’t realized just how sexy adulthood could be.

      Running her palm down his broad chest, she slid her fingers underneath the fabric of his t-shirt where his abdomen met the waistband of his sweatpants.  They were close enough that she could feel his hard length against her hip, and she heard him suck in a breath as she touched the bare flesh she’d exposed.

      Gliding her hands up and under the shirt, she pulled it over his head - with a little help from him - and tossed it aside where it landed softly on the floor.  He had a smattering of golden brown hair on his chest with a treasure trail that ran from his bellybutton under the drawstring of his pants.  The hard ridge of his erection was imprinted on the cotton and she slowly moved her hands down to encircle him through the fabric, drawing a ragged groan and hiss.

      “Sweetheart, you’ve got too many clothes on.”

      She most certainly did.  The temperature in the room was far higher than it had been only minutes ago.

      Fumbling with her t-shirt, she had it wrapped around her neck when his sure and efficient hands joined hers, freeing her from the fabric prison.  Her flannel sleep shorts followed quickly after, joining his shirt in a pile on the floor.

      Their hands roamed over one another, exploring all the curves and planes of each other’s bodies.  She sighed when his fingers brushed over her already hard nipples and down her ribcage.  Bending his head, he took one rosy tip into his mouth, laving at it with his tongue until she thought she might go mad at the sensations that were rocketing through her.

      A coil of arousal had begun to tighten inside of her with every touch of his hands and mouth.  He lifted his head and blew softly on the wet tip of her breast, drawing a moan from her lips that she couldn’t contain.

      She pressed against him eagerly, letting him know in no uncertain terms that she was hot and ready for him.  He, on the other hand, was taking his sweet time, pressing kisses down her torso and nibbling at a hipbone.

      Sliding off the recliner, he knelt on the floor, positioning her thighs on his shoulders while he traced a wet path all the way down to her foot.  He pressed a kiss to the arch and then placed open-mouthed kisses all the way back up, stopping briefly to tickle the back of her knee before pushing her legs wider apart, insinuating his shoulders between them.

      She could feel her face flush with color at the intimate position they were in.  But her shyness was completely forgotten at the first touch of his fingers and then his questing tongue.   She gripped the leather armrest as he slid first one and then a second finger inside of her.  She was wet and slick and he glided in easily, his fingertip rubbing a sensitive spot while his tongue circled her clit, sending her higher and higher into the clouds.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she danced on the edge of a cliff, teetering on the brink but never quite going over.  He was drawing the pleasure out as long as he could, building her up until she was sure she would explode.  No one human being could absorb this much pleasure and not die from it.  Her entire body was trembling, sweat trickling down between her breasts.  Heat flowed through her veins like liquid fire, and she gasped at the twin sensations as one of his fingers plucked lazily at a pebbled nipple, sending arrows of pleasure straight to her clit as if connected by a string.

      It was simply too much.  She tipped over the edge but she didn’t take a fall.  Instead she spun into the heavens, dancing from cloud to cloud and zipping close to the sun before coming slowly back to earth.

      “That looked like fun.”

      Opening her eyes, she could see Quinn smiling down at her, his arms holding her close and warm.  She was safe here with him.  She didn’t have anything to fear when he was with her.

      “I think we should do that as often as possible.”

      She kept her expression as solemn as she could but then she laughed at how ridiculous she sounded.  It should have been strange to laugh and giggle with a man when she was completely naked, but it didn’t feel that way.  Being silly and happy didn’t take away from the arousal that she felt with Quinn.  It just made it even better.

      “I completely agree,” he replied with a grin.  “How about we switch places here?  You can be on top.”

      It had been her idea to have sex in this recliner, and it was one of the few positions that would be easy to carry off in it.  He tossed down the throw from the end of the couch onto the recliner before shucking his own sweatpants and tossing them aside.  Beckoning to her, he held out his arms and she didn’t hesitate for a second, wanting to be close to him again.  As close as she could get.

      “It was nice of you to put the blanket down,” she said, straddling him so that they were face to face.  “Very polite.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted my bare ass on your expensive leather.”

      She hadn’t even thought about that, but she was kind of glad he had.  In the heat of the moment, she wouldn’t care but tomorrow morning might be a different story.

      Wrapping her fingers around his hot, hard shaft she ran them up and down, not bothering to reply to his comment.  Her thumb swiped gently at the head and he cursed, his head falling back with a tortured groan.

      They were both ready.  He practically pulsed against her palm and despite a mind-blowing orgasm only moments before she was aroused again at the thought of him being deep inside of her.  Lifting up slightly, she positioned herself and then slowly sank down on him until he was into the hilt.  She had to catch her breath at the feeling of being so full, and he appeared to have the same dilemma.

      A muscle jumped in his jaw as she experimentally moved her hips, lifting up and then swiveling down, letting him rub all of the deliciously responsive spots inside of her.  Arousal began to build again as they carefully moved together to find their rhythm.  Slow at first, their gazes locked together.  In all her life, she’d never watched a man this closely climb toward a climax and it amped up her own arousal ten-fold.  She had to force her eyes to stay open when they would have fluttered shut, but she didn’t want to miss a minute of him falling over the edge.

      When it finally came, his teeth snapped together and he groaned out loud, his hands tightening on her hips.  His head went back, exposing the strong cords of his neck and she leaned down to press a kiss to the salty skin.

      Her own orgasm took over a split second later, shaking her to the core as her nails dug into his muscled shoulders.  She might have said his name or maybe she imagined it.  Her eyes did close this time and she rode each wave until she was wrung out and exhausted, collapsing against his chest.  She could feel the rapid beat of his heart under her cheek knowing that hers matched his perfectly.

      Somehow he pulled her even closer to him, their damp bodies pressed together.  He stroked her hair, running his fingers all the way down to the small of her back before starting it all again.  Her body relaxed and she melted against him, content to simply lie here and be.

      There was no rush to go anywhere.  For now…the rest of the world simply didn’t exist.
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      Katie Everett lived in a suburb outside the city lined with ranch-style homes and large oak trees.

      “Eventually, I’m going to have to go back to the office,” Darcy said when they arrived in front of the house.  “I can’t put it off forever.”

      She was going to fire Adam Watkins today.  It had to be done, but that didn’t mean she was looking forward to it.  They had a meeting scheduled at two this afternoon.  He was going to be shocked.  He wasn’t going to take it well either.  She hoped that she was wrong, but she didn’t think so.  He was going to be angry.

      She’d seen him furious once at a server when he, her uncle, and herself had gone out to lunch.  The poor girl had spilled his drink on the way to the table and he’d exploded, yelling at her about how stupid she was while she stood there crying.  The manager had finally come over and comped their meal, but Darcy had been mortified at the man’s behavior.  Later, when she’d asked her uncle about it, he admitted that he’d been embarrassed as well and had gone back to leave a large cash tip for the server, apologizing for his friend.

      I should have known then that Watkins was an asshole.

      And I should have stood up for that woman.  She didn’t deserve that.

      Darcy had only been sixteen at the time but that day was still fresh in her mind.  She wished that her uncle had been better at confrontation, but Gavin simply wasn’t that person.  Sometimes it was difficult to remember that her uncle had simply been a human being.  For so long, he’d been her hero.  A knight in shining armor who had saved her from disaster.  But he’d been a man, with all the failings that came from being a person just trying to do the best they could.  He hadn’t been perfect but she’d loved him.

      Would he agree with what she was doing today?  She didn’t know the answer, but the company was hers now.  She would do whatever it took to protect it, and that meant weeding out toxic people like Adam Watkins.  Undoubtedly, he’d find another job quickly.  Maybe he’d learn something from this, but probably not.

      “You’re going to do great,” Quinn said.  “If Watkins gets out of line, he’ll find himself thrown out of the building.  I’ll personally do it with a great deal of pleasure.”

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      The door opened as the climb approached the house, and Katie stood there looking neither happy nor unhappy.  Her expression was bland, as if they were coming to her home to sell vacuums or ask who she was planning to vote for.

      “Hi, Katie,” Darcy greeted the woman.  “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Katie Everett wasn’t that much older than Darcy, maybe five years?  Married with two kids, she’d left the company after the second child to be a stay at home mother.  Her husband owned a pest control business and from what Darcy had heard, Katie was handling the paperwork and customer service side.

      “It’s nice to see you,” Katie responded, although her facial expression didn’t change.  “Thank you for coming during naptime.  Can you keep your voices down?  I don’t want them to wake up.  They’re little demons if they don’t get their rest.”

      “Of course, we can,” Quinn said, shaking Katie’s hand.  “I’m Quinn Graves.  It’s very nice to meet you.  Thank you for meeting with us.  If you like, we can talk outside.  It’s a nice day.”

      “That’s a good idea.  I’ll get the baby monitor and we can sit on the back deck,” Katie replied.  “Come on in.”

      The house had a lovely back deck area with a table, chairs, and a large grill.  The three of them sat down and Quinn took out his phone.

      “Are you okay with me recording this?  It’s for my bad memory.  If you’re not, it’s fine.  I can take notes instead.”

      “It’s fine,” Katie said with a nod.  “I’m like that too.  I need to write things down or I forget.  What is it that you want to talk about?”

      Quinn and Darcy had discussed how this was going to go.  He was taking the lead and Darcy would only chime in if she felt she needed to.  They were hoping that Darcy’s previous work relationship with Katie would help smooth the questioning.

      “Are you aware that four people who attended the company Christmas party five years ago are dead?”

      Frowning, Katie shrugged.

      “No, should I have been?  Isn’t that normal?  People do pass away.  Who was it?”

      “Lisa Baker, Eric Worth, Sherry and Tim Carter.”

      “Did they die from cancer or something?  Was there asbestos in the office?  Should I be worried?  I have a physical coming up.”

      For the first time since they’d arrived, Katie didn’t look so blasé.  She actually looked alarmed.

      “Nothing like that,” Quinn assured her.  “Lisa drowned, Eric was in a car accident, and the Carters were killed during a home invasion.  You may have seen it on the news or read about it in the papers.”

      “I’m so busy with the kids, the house, and helping my husband with our business that I rarely watch the news.  And I don’t read the papers either.  Maybe I will when the kids are older.  But I’m still not sure why you’re talking to me about this.  What can I do to help you?”

      This was Darcy’s moment to explain.

      “My Uncle Gavin was very concerned that the deaths might be linked in some way.  That it might have to do with the company or more specifically the Christmas party five years ago.  You know…the one…”

      “Where Connie told everyone off?  I remember it well.  I was the one that encouraged her to do it,” Katie said proudly, a smile blooming on her face.  “She was awesome that night.  She’d been wanting to tell everyone off for so long and she finally did it.  I was so happy for her.”

      Okay, that was…weird.

      “You encouraged her to climb up on the conference table and tell everyone that the world would be better without them in it?  That she wanted them dead basically?”

      “It was long overdue,” Katie replied.  “She should have done it before then, but she finally had the courage to do it that night.”

      “You mean she’d had enough liquor to do it?” Quinn corrected gently.  “Reports are that she could barely stand.”

      “She’d had a few.  I’d had a few.  We were all drinking.”

      Katie shrugged again as if people telling off their coworkers at a party was a normal, everyday occurrence.  Maybe it was?  Darcy had only had a few internships on Wall Street before working for her uncle.

      “Connie thought it was a huge joke,” Katie went on, her gaze swinging to Darcy.  “But I think you need to admit your part in all of this.”

      My part?

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Darcy said.  “What is my part in this?”

      “You were so mean to Connie,” Katie replied, her lip curled in derision.  “You made her life hell.  If you had been nicer, she wouldn’t have been so miserable.”

      “I made her life hell?” Darcy marveled.  “How did I do that?”

      She couldn’t stop herself from asking, although it was derailing the conversation.  Just what had Connie thought Darcy had done?  What had she been telling people?

      “Connie told me how you were mean to her every single day.  How you’d mock her when she was getting coffee or brag about how much money you were making and you didn’t even have to work for it.  If you’d been nicer, Connie wouldn’t have hated her job so much.  She told me that she went home and cried every single night after work.”

      Unless Darcy had blocked out massive amounts of her own life none of this ever happened.  In the beginning, she’d tried to befriend Connie.  When that didn’t work, she simply tried to avoid the woman.  She didn’t know how to respond to Katie’s words, it was all just so bizarre.  Katie had worked there, too.  Hadn’t she seen the way Connie treated people?

      “I’ve spoken to many people at the company that were employed there when Connie was also there and they have a far different story,” Quinn replied, his tone level and neutral, not taking a side but simply stating facts.  “They said Connie was difficult to work with and played nasty tricks on people.  Everyone tiptoed around her trying not to set her off.”

      He hadn’t even finished when Katie was shaking her head.

      “That’s not how it was.  Connie was only responding to the torment that she went through.  Everyone was mean to her.”

      “Everyone?” Quinn prompted.  “All the employees were mean to Connie?”

      “Yes, and it was terrible.  She would spend our whole lunch hour telling me all the mean things that people were doing to her.  It was no wonder she had to lash out every now and then.  She was just defending herself.”

      “What kind of things were the other employees doing to her?” Quinn asked.

      “They’d play pranks on her.  They’d pretend there was a problem in the database and Connie would spend hours working on it only to find out there had never been an issue.  Or they’d steal things from her office and hide them.  They’d all talk behind her back, running to Gavin with tales of how Connie made their work harder than it needed to be.”

      In other words, Connie had blamed what she was doing on other people.

      “And she stayed at the job?  Did she ever go and talk to her boss or to Gavin about this?” Quinn queried.  “Did she report this to HR?”

      “She needed the job,” Katie said, frowning at the question.  “Some people can’t just quit a job that they need to pay the bills.  Most people don’t have that luxury.”

      Katie had looked directly at Darcy when she’d said that last part.

      If Connie had gone around telling people that Darcy was bragging about being the owner’s niece, it was no wonder there were people there that didn’t like her.  Even if they hadn’t liked Connie either, they might have believed some of what she’d said.

      “If you want to know why Connie said those things, you can just ask her,” Katie said.  “Go see her and she’ll tell you all about it.  What else do you need to know about that night?  It wasn’t a big deal and I’m sure no one got killed because Connie finally told her truth.  I liked your uncle, Darcy, but I think he was grasping at straws here.  I doubt there’s any connection between the deaths.  They don’t seem to have anything to do with one another just because they also happened to be at the party that night.  You and I were both there.  So were a lot of people.  We’re not dead.  They’re not dead.”

      “We are going to speak to Connie,” Quinn replied.  “I’m trying to talk to everyone that was at the party that night.”

      “You can talk to her, but I doubt she knows anything about these deaths either.  She’s married now and doesn’t hang out with anyone from the company anymore.  I haven’t seen or talked to her since her wedding and that was two years ago.  She’s put all the nastiness behind her.  Good for her.”

      “Did Lisa, Eric, Sherry or Tim have any enemies that you know of?  Anyone that might wish ill on them?”

      “I’m guessing Sherry and Tim pissed off their respective spouses pretty good,” Katie laughed.  “We all knew they were having an affair.  I’ve met Tim’s ex in the past and I wouldn’t want to cross her, to be honest.  She seemed like a no-nonsense, take no prisoners kind of woman.  She’s a highly successful attorney and from what I’ve heard she’s ruthless.  She might have wanted them both dead.  As for Lisa and Eric, I don’t think so.”

      Darcy opened her mouth to ask if Connie said they were mean, too, but then she snapped it shut.  Nothing good would have come from asking that question.  This entire conversation was like something out of “The Twilight Zone.”  She was now doubting everything about her own life.

      Quinn asked a few more questions and then thanked Katie for her time.  Darcy didn’t say anything as they walked back to the vehicle, and he didn’t either.  Did he believe what Katie had said?  Did he think she was capable of being that cruel to someone else?

      He’d said he had feelings for her less than twenty-four hours ago.  They were going on a date tonight.  She didn’t think he could want to be with her and still think that Katie was telling the truth.

      She was going to ask just to be sure.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn could almost hear the wheels turning in Darcy’s head.  She was going over and over what Katie had said, clearly gobsmacked at what she’d heard.

      “Darcy, Connie was obviously manipulating Katie.  Or Katie was willfully blind to what was going on in the office.  Maybe a bit of both.”

      She exhaled as he pulled away from the house, heading back to the office.

      “I swear that I never said or did those things, Quinn.  I swear that I tried to be nice to Connie.  When I realized that it wasn’t working, I just tried to avoid her.  I never made fun of her, and I swear I never bragged about my salary or that I didn’t need to work.  I’ve always felt that I had to work twice as much as everyone else to prove my worth.  And I would never tell someone else what I was making either.  I was brought up that you don’t discuss money in personal situations.  I’m really awkward about it, too.  Just ask my friends.”

      There was a desperation in her tone as if she was afraid he wasn’t going to believe her.  Of course, he believed her.  He hadn’t known her long, but he knew she wasn’t a liar.  She wasn’t a cruel human being.

      “I think that Katie is a victim of Connie,” Quinn replied.  “It sounds like she bought what Connie was selling hook, line, and sinker.  And even if I didn’t believe you, I can’t ignore what pretty much every person at your company told me.  That’s over two dozen people and they all had the same exact story.  Connie was a nightmare to work with.  Not you.  Not everyone else.  My dad used to have a saying that if you meet up with an asshole every now and then, they’re the asshole.  If you constantly meet up with assholes every single day, then you’re probably the asshole.  Just think about what Katie was saying.  Connie was just an innocent victim?  Of everyone?  She sure didn’t have any trouble telling all her coworkers off that night, did she?  If half the stories I’ve been told are true, she was a pain to work with.”

      “She and Katie really believe their narrative,” Darcy protested.  “Maybe I’m just not remembering things correctly.”

      “Is it a mass delusion? Because your stories all jive with the others at the company.  Listen, I’ve been in law enforcement a long time and if there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that there is a segment of the population that doesn’t like to take responsibility for their actions.  Everything is everyone else’s fault.  They really believe that.  They can’t understand why they have all of these issues with people and their life and they assume it’s all the other people.  Not anything they said or did.  Everyone else is mean.  Everyone else is a liar.  Everyone is selfish and they don’t understand.  Only they are telling the truth.  Only they are kind and doing the right thing.  You couldn’t talk them out of it either.  I’ve talked to so many people after they were arrested, and they had a laundry list of people that were at fault.  Not them.  They were simply victims.  And they loved playing the victim.  It was their greatest role.  Some of them could have won an Oscar for it.”

      “She sounded so convincing,” Darcy replied.  “She was so sure of how it all happened.  I was beginning to doubt my own memories.  I swear to you that I tried to befriend Connie.  I tried being nice.”

      “Sweetheart, I believe you.”

      “I’m starting to not believe myself.  Katie was adamant about what happened.”

      “Can I ask you a question?  Was Katie there when Connie pulled that crap with people?  Or did she only do it when Katie wasn’t around?  If so, she was manipulating Katie, getting her to be her ally against all of you.  From what I’ve heard about Connie, she’d enjoy playing a mind game like that.”

      “Is that why you haven’t talked to her?”

      “Partly, although at this point I’m not sure that she’d tell me the truth.  Maybe she would and maybe she wouldn’t.  I don’t have her on the suspect list because she couldn’t have been involved with all four deaths.  If the connection is the Christmas party, it might not have anything to do with Connie’s outburst that night.  I’m feeling more and more like Connie’s tirade is a distraction from what’s really going on here.  It’s not the focus for me.”

      “You think the connection is the company?”

      “Let’s just say I don’t know for sure what it is, but I don’t think it’s Connie.”

      “Then where does that leave us?”

      “Back to the Carters’ murder.  We know it was murder.  For sure. Lisa and Eric are still an accident unless we can find other evidence.  I’m going to dig deeper into Sherry and Tim’s deaths.  I think that’s where this investigation is going to break open.”

      Quinn could only hope that he was right.  His gut was screaming that this case wasn’t what it appeared.  He was going to listen to it.
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      Darcy had never actually fired anyone.  She’d had a few intense conversations with a former employee and had been documenting based on the advice that she’d received from the Human Resources department.  The person had left before getting terminated, admitting in their exit interview that the job hadn’t been a good fit and that they were basically waiting to get fired.  Luckily, they’d decided to go back to school and seemed happy about the change.

      After informing HR this morning that she was going to terminate Adam Watkins, she was ready to do it.  When she’d told the department head he’d almost fainted, but then when Darcy reminded him of all the sexual harassment claims he’d eventually agreed that getting rid of Watkins would be better for the company.  The man was a liability, a ticking time bomb waiting to go off.  He’d been talked to multiple times, signed official documents that he wasn’t going to do it again, and he still didn’t stop.  He assumed that everyone was going to turn the other way.

      Today it stopped.

      Still the HR head was worried about what would happen when she did fire Watkins.  Darcy had assured the man that she had a new security team starting that day, and if Adam gave her any trouble he’d be escorted to his vehicle.  She didn’t mention that Quinn and Greg would also be sitting outside of her office as well.  Nothing was going to happen to her when they were around.

      She was sitting at her desk silently rehearsing what she was going to say when Kirk stuck his head around the door.

      “How about a coffee?”

      “Thanks, but I can’t.  I have a meeting scheduled.”

      She hadn’t told Kirk about this, of course.  If she had, she would have expected him to try and talk her out of it.  He was a big fan of the status quo.  Plus, it was none of his business.

      “How about after—“

      Kirk didn’t get any further as Adam strolled into her office.  He looked supremely confident, smug even.  She had to give it to the guy, he didn’t lack self-esteem.  He completely believed in himself and never seemed to have a moment of self-doubt.  If he hadn’t been such a creep with the female employees she would have said he was a star employee.

      “Oh, I guess you do have a meeting,” Kirk laughed.  “How about a coffee after?”

      “We can do that,” she said, trying to make sure her voice didn’t shake while keeping her expression neutral.  “Later, okay?”

      “This won’t take too long,” Adam said, settling into one of the chairs across from her desk.  “We can go after the meeting.  I’ll buy.”

      As usual, Adam thought that he was in charge, in control of the meeting and everyone else’s time.  Looking back, the only person he didn’t pull this crap with had been her uncle.  All the people around him were simply there to orbit.  What had her friend Kelly called this behavior when an acquaintance had exhibited these traits?

      Main character syndrome.

      Darcy stood and shut the door behind Kirk, steeling herself for the confrontation.  He wasn’t going to make this easy for her, of that she was sure.  He didn’t have a speck of respect for her.  She was sure of that, too.

      Sitting back down, Darcy opened up the file folder in the middle of her desk, sliding it across to Adam.

      “As you are aware, you have a long history of sexually harassing the young women at this company.  These are the documented cases over the last several years.  I’m not sure if this is a comprehensive list since I cannot be certain that some women didn’t come forward, but I think we can agree that this is a rather long list and shows a disturbing pattern of behavior.  Behavior that could get this company sued.”

      Whatever Adam had been expecting Darcy to say…this wasn’t it.  His jaw was slack, his mouth open in amazement.  He recovered quickly, however, his face turning a bright shade of reddish-purple.  His eyes had narrowed and his lip was curled.

      Adam Watkins was furious.

      “Are you kidding me?  Are you kidding me?”  He jumped up, pacing the space between her desk and the door.  “All I’ve done for this company, and you throw this at me.  This company would have closed down without me.  After Gavin died, I single-handedly saved this fucking place.  And this is the thanks I get?  You start throwing baseless accusations at me?”

      She and Quinn had practiced this in the car on the way back from seeing Katie.  She’d expected Adam to be upset, although she’d thought he might wait a few minutes into the conversation before going on the offensive.

      As for him saving the company, she didn’t have a clue as to what he was talking about.  The company had never been in trouble.  They were making record profits.  He didn’t go out and get new business or even deal with existing clients.  He ran the data security department.  She wasn’t sure how he’d made the leap to think that he was some sort of hero, but she’d already decided to ignore that statement.  They needed to stay on topic.

      He could talk all he wanted to.  She had the receipts.

      “Adam, we have a tall stack of complaints from women who have worked here.”

      “Liars,” Adam yelled, throwing up his hands.  “They’re a bunch of liars.  They’re trying to ruin me.”

      His statement brought to mind the conversation she and Quinn had had earlier after seeing Katie.  Adam was denying that any of it was true.  Everyone else was a liar, everyone else was the problem.  He was the victim here.

      “A dozen women are liars?  All of them?  And only you are telling the truth?  That seems farfetched.  Especially as these women didn’t know one another for the most part.  They weren’t working together on some secret conspiracy to ruin your career.  They were mostly new hires and interns trying to do a good job.  And frankly?  We failed them.  That’s right.  We failed them, Adam.  We didn’t protect them from you.  I’m rectifying that today.”

      He came and stopped in front of her desk.  The waves of anger emanating from him were almost palpable.  His hands were fixed into fists and she was pretty sure he wanted to take a swing at her.

      “Come on, Darcy.  Don’t be naive.  It’s just office stuff.  It’s not a big deal.”

      “They thought it was a big deal.”

      “They were flirting with me.”  He leaned forward over her desk, his knuckles on the polished oak.  “They were leading me on.  They liked the attention.  A guy can always tell.”

      Now she wanted to vomit. Her own anger had begun churning in her gut, and she had to remind herself to stay in control.  Someone had to be the adult here.  Her fingers tightened on the arms of her leather chair and she took a deep breath before replying.

      “Are you sure, Adam?  Because I have vivid memories of you hitting on me and grabbing my ass.  And I can assure you that I was not flirting or leading you on.  I didn’t like your attention.  It made me uncomfortable.  I should have told my uncle back then, but I didn’t. I don’t know why I didn’t.”

      Maybe because she’d been afraid that Gavin would take Adam’s side.  Now she’d never know what her uncle would have done.  She should have trusted him with the truth.

      “Your uncle wouldn’t do this,” Adam replied, shaking his finger in front of her face.  “He was a good man and we could sure use him back here.  You’re going to fuck up this company and drive it into bankruptcy.  I was going to help you keep this place going but fuck you.  You don’t deserve my help.  Drown on your own.”

      “My uncle had a blind spot when I comes to you, but I don’t.  You’re done here.”

      It was all she could do to keep her tone as even as possible, but she could hear the anger in her words, too.  But she’d made sure the last sentence came out firm and strong.  Adam was done here at the company.

      He straightened, a bitter smile blooming on his face.

      “I’ll sue.  I’ll tie you up in court for the next twenty years, and then I’ll win.  I’ll take everything from you including that fancy house and car.  Maybe if you’re nice to me, I’ll give you a job getting my coffee.”

      Reaching out an arm, she tapped the file folder he had abandoned.

      “If you sue, all of these women’s statements will become public record.  All of them, Adam.  Is that what you want?  Right now, you could easily get another job but not if your transgressions become public knowledge.  It will ruin your reputation.  The world isn’t the same as it was twenty or thirty years ago.  People aren’t going to chuckle at what you’d probably call a little slap and tickle.  You’re a liability to this company and any other place that might employ you.  You could have cost us millions and I want you out.  My job is to protect this company, first and foremost.  You’re done here.  Right now, your desk is being packed up.  A security guard is going to escort you to your car and you are to surrender your badge and keys to him.”

      To her shock, Adam lunged toward her, only stopped by the desk in between them.  He was screaming at her, his arms flailing, spittle flying from his mouth, but the words were too unintelligible to understand what he was saying.

      Her office door flew open and Quinn, Greg, and one of the new security guards ran in.  Quinn grabbed one of Adam’s arms and Greg the other, dragging him back.

      “You can leave quietly or I can have security escort you off the property,” she said, her voice shaking with the emotion she was trying to control.  Her heart was beating a mile a minute and her legs were shaking under the desk.  “It’s your choice how this goes, Adam.”

      “You stupid cunt,” he spat out.  “You’ll pay for this.  I’m going to make you sorry.”

      “Is that a threat?” Greg asked.  “And in front of all of these witnesses.  Not too bright.  Let’s go.”

      Greg and the guard herded Adam towards the door.  He shot a nasty look over his shoulder and then shook off the other two men, putting on a calm face before exiting the office.

      Shaken, Darcy sat back in her chair, wrapping her arms around her middle.  Her stomach had tied itself into a million knots and her lunch felt like it was going to make an unexpected appearance.

      Quinn closed her office door and was then instantly at her side, pulling her onto her feet and into his arms.  She luxuriated in his strength for the longest time, allowing him to stroke her hair and tell her that everything was going to be okay.

      “I think he was a little upset,” she finally said, her voice still trembling.  She took a step back and tried to smile.  She was fine.  Or at least she would be.  “I’m glad I did that.  It was long overdue.”

      “He’s not going to go quietly,” Quinn replied.  “He’s going to make trouble.”

      “I don’t think he will.  That’s what made him so angry…that I had proof of what he’s been doing all these years.  He’s mad because he doesn’t have anywhere to run or anyone to blame it on.  Do you know what he said?  He said that he’d saved the company after Gavin died.  That we should be grateful that we weren’t in bankruptcy.  I swear today is just becoming so surreal.  I don’t ever remember the company being in trouble financially or otherwise.”

      “I guarantee that he believes it.  I bet he tells his friends stories about how terrible everyone here is at their jobs and he’s the only one holding it all together.  He’s the hero of every story.”

      “You’re probably right,” she said with a sigh.  “This was not how I wanted to spend my afternoon.”

      “But you did it.”

      A smile was playing on Quinn’s lips.  She could see the pride in his eyes.  She’d done the hard thing.  The thing that even her uncle hadn’t been able to do.

      She didn’t know what Gavin would have thought of her actions today, but she was damn proud of herself.
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      Quinn was as proud as a new parent.  Darcy had done what she needed to do.  Watkins had been escorted from the building by himself, two security guards, and Greg.  At first, the guy had tried to appeal to Quinn but he had been all business, letting Watkins know that Darcy had made a decision and that they were there to help her accomplish it.

      He hadn’t wanted to get in between her and Watkins.  She’d wanted to do this on her own and he wanted to be respectful of her wishes, but he’d planted himself on the other side of the door just in case things got out of hand.  He’d let her know he would be there for her, and he was glad that he’d done just that.  When Quinn had busted into the office, Watkins was going apeshit.  Clearly, the other man had seen that he didn’t have a future at the company, so he didn’t have anything to lose at that point by being even more of an asshole than he usually was.

      By the time they’d reached Watkins’ vehicle, the man had still been angry but subdued.  He’d shoved the box with his things in the trunk and then turned to Quinn and said:

      “She’s going to regret this.”

      Quinn was positive that Darcy wasn’t going to have any regrets whatsoever.  If she regretted anything it would be that she hadn’t done this sooner or convinced her uncle to do it years ago.

      It was now the end of a long workday and Quinn had promised to make Darcy dinner so she could relax.  He’d pour her some wine while he cooked up some marinated chicken on the grill.  Hell, maybe they’d stop at the bakery on the way home and he’d buy a big box of brownies or cupcakes.  A rush of sugar might be just what they both needed.

      “I am so ready to go home,” she said, her shoulders drooping.

      She had dark circles under her eyes, and he made a mental note to be sure that she got to bed early tonight.  Her day had been far more eventful than his had been.  A good night’s sleep would do both of them wonders.

      “I’m making dinner,” he announced as they walked through the lobby.  “No arguments.  I’m pouring you a glass of wine so you can relax a little.”

      The sun was already beginning to set when he pushed open the door.  A rush of cooler air greeted them, reminding him that summer had officially ended and it was firmly autumn.

      “Who’s arguing?” she laughed, digging in her purse for her car keys.  “I’m a huge fan of that plan.”

      Greg was trailing behind them as his day was over, too.  Quinn was on the job.  Greg would be back again in the morning watching over Darcy while Quinn had more people to talk to.  He wanted to talk to the homicide detective again about the Carters.  That was where he wanted to place his investigative emphasis - where a clear crime had been committed.

      “We might want to light a fire tonight,” he said as they moved into the parking lot.  “The temperature’s really dropping fast.”

      Darcy turned to reply but he didn’t hear what she’d said.  Instead, all he could hear were the sounds of gunfire echoing in his ears.  His adrenaline instantly pumping, he followed his instincts pushing Darcy to the pavement, his body covering hers as much as possible.

      He was quickly joined by Greg and between the two of them there wasn’t a square inch of her that was exposed.  His heart raced, slamming against his ribs as he held her down on the ground, his ears listening for more gunfire.

      Waiting.  It was probably only a minute or two, but it felt like hours.  When he thought they might be safe, he lifted his head a bit to look around.  Luckily, the rest of the employees had already gone home at that point, the parking lot almost empty.  If anyone had heard the gunshots, they blessedly hadn’t come running into danger.  He couldn’t see anyone in his periphery.

      “We need to get her back into the building,” Quinn said to Greg.

      Using their bodies as a barrier between her and the world, they hustled her back into the lobby of the building, making sure to stay away from the windows.

      Darcy hadn’t said a word through all of this.  Her face was pale, her eyes wide.  She was visibly shaking so Quinn placed his arm around her waist for support and tried to smooth back her hair in what he hoped was a soothing motion.  His own nerves were raw and exposed but it wasn’t the time for him to fall apart or express his feelings about what they’d just experienced.  He was a goddamn professional and he needed to act like it.  Later, he could deal with all that shit.

      This had been a little too close to the past.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his gaze running up and down Darcy so that his own eyes could see that she wasn’t hurt.  “Were you injured?”

      She slowly shook her head, her expression still dazed.

      “Was that…a gun?”

      Her voice sounded like a shovel being dragged across rocks.  Her hands were pressing against her cheeks as she finally looked up at him.

      “I think so—“

      “Oh my god,” Darcy exclaimed, her mouth falling open.  “Greg, you’re hurt.”

      Quinn’s gut twisted into a knot as his gaze swung from Darcy to his partner who was clearly bleeding, the crimson liquid running down his arm.  The other man frowned and then looked down at himself, his brows raising as if he was just discovering it himself.

      “Shit, I am bleeding,” Greg cursed, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and pressing it to his bicep.  “I must have got grazed.  We need to find the bullet, Quinn.  I heard three shots.  How many did you hear?”

      “Three,” he replied. His gaze was glued to Greg’s injury.

      Greg had been shot.  Shot.

      The sound of sirens were in the distance but growing closer.  Were they coming here?  Had someone heard the gunshots and called the police?  If they didn’t, he needed to do it right away.

      “We need to call 911,” Quinn said, dragging his attention away from Greg’s arm.  “And we need to call Logan.  You have to go to the hospital.”

      Darcy reached into her purse that was miraculously still on her shoulder.

      “I’ll call.”

      “I don’t think you need to,” Greg replied.  “I think they’re headed here.  I can hear them.  But we should call Logan.  Right, Quinn?”

      “Right,” Quinn replied when he realized that Greg was talking to him.  His mind was…here, but not here.  Images of bloody snow were beginning to fill his brain and he had to forcefully push away his thoughts.  He needed to be in the here and now.  He had to stay alert.  He didn’t know exactly what was happening but he had to figure it out right the hell now.  He had to keep Darcy safe.  “I’ll call Logan.  Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Greg said, dabbing at his arm and wincing a bit.  “Looks like it just grazed me.  We need to find the bullets out there for a ballistics match.”

      “We will,” Quinn assured him, pulling his own phone out of his pocket.  “But you do need to see a doctor.  Just in case.”

      A firetruck and a police SUV had now pulled in front of the building, lights flashing.  A cop emerged from the vehicle.

      “I need to talk to them,” Quinn said, happy to have something to focus on but not wanting to leave Darcy, even if it was only a few feet away.  “Greg, can you—“

      “Go,” the other man said.  “I’ll stay here with Darcy.  I’ll protect her.”

      The officer had opened the front door so Quinn went to meet him.

      This was now an active crime scene.

      Someone had shot at them?  Or was it them?  Had they been shooting at Darcy, specifically?  Either way, Quinn wasn’t a happy man.

      Someone had just upped the ante.
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        * * *

      

      “Take Darcy with you to New York City,” Logan said a few hours later, standing in the reception area of Darcy’s office.

      The police and forensic unit were wrapping up although there was still yellow crime tape around the front of the office building.

      “Take her with you,” he urged.  “Get her out of here.  You and she should be safe there, and just in case I’ll send another investigator with you for backup.  I’ll call Matt right now.  He’s in the middle of a non-urgent cold case that’s going nowhere.  He’d probably welcome the break.”

      “I don’t want to leave her,” Quinn replied.  “She could have been killed tonight.”

      Even saying the words out loud almost choked him.

      “But she wasn’t.  Because you and Greg did what you were trained to do.  You saved her life.  You did good.”

      Had he?  This situation had brought up all of his feelings of inadequacy.  What if he hadn’t saved her?

      “Someone is trying to kill her.”

      “Or they’re trying to kill you,” Logan suggested.  “You’re both lucky that they’re a lousy shot.  The forensic team found two of the bullets embedded in the brick facade of the building.”

      They hadn’t found the third and it looked like they weren’t going to since they were beginning to pack up their equipment.  They’d theorized that the shooter had been either on the roof or one of the upper floors of the building across the street, but they’d need to do more research before they could say for sure.

      There was a parking lot at the back of that building where the shooter could have made their getaway easily, slipping into traffic and hopping onto a major road.  He was probably gone before they’d even moved back into the lobby.

      “I will say that the police are taking this very seriously,” Logan went on.  “They’re going to try and get all the security footage they can find from this area including traffic cameras.  They’re also going to canvass all the business to see if anyone saw or heard anything.  I told them to start with Adam Watkins.  He did threaten Darcy earlier today, after all.”

      “I didn’t get the homicidal shooter vibe from him,” Quinn replied.  “But I haven’t ruled him out either.  Clearly, I can’t trust my gut about these things.”

      “You barely know this guy so I wouldn’t give your gut a hard time about it,” Logan said.  “Like I said before, we don’t know nearly as much as we try and pretend we do about the minds of murderers.  Sure, sometimes we get it right and that’s great.  But sometimes, we get it wrong.  We’re human.  I hope I don’t have to tell you this again, but you did what you were trained to do.  Then and today.  Darcy is safe.  Greg only has a scratch.  That’s a good result if you ask me.”

      Seeing that blood run down Greg’s arm had almost been Quinn’s undoing.  He’d never wanted to see a sight like that again.  To his credit, Greg had barely noticed the injury, later telling Quinn that he’d been shot in the leg during a drug raid a few years ago.  That had been truly painful and scary.  This was barely a blip compared to his previous experience.

      “My goal is that no one gets hurt,” Quinn replied.  “But, of course, I’m glad that Greg is okay.”

      Logan’s eyes narrowed and his gaze swept over Quinn.

      “And you?  Are you okay?  The firm has a therapist on call.  I can get her on the phone right now and you can have a quick session to talk about it.”

      “The last thing I want to do is talk about it.”

      The words slipped out of Quinn’s mouth before he could stop them, but he realized that they were the truth.  He didn’t want to talk about it.  Not about five years ago, and not about tonight.

      “Sometimes we have to do the things that we don’t want to do.”

      “Are you ordering me to talk to the therapist?” Quinn asked.

      “No, I’m just saying that you might want to do it even though it isn’t on your list of fun ways to pass the time.  There’s shit you still haven’t dealt with and tonight has brought them all up again.  Eventually, you’re going to have to deal with it all.  It’s a case of pay me now or pay me later.  And it’s always harder later.  Ask me how I know.”

      Quinn could only imagine the stuff that Logan would have to tell a therapist.  He’d put a couple of serial killers behind bars and one of them had taken Logan’s own daughter hostage.  Quinn didn’t have children, but he could only imagine the horror of finding out that a dangerous killer had used a teenager as bait.

      “I’ll think about it,” Quinn said.  “It’s… a lot.”

      “I know what I’m asking you to do.  I know it isn’t easy.  But you’re going to drive yourself crazy if you keep thinking about all the what-ifs of every single scenario.  You haven’t done anything wrong.  Nothing.  Believe in yourself.  Hell, if you don’t believe in yourself, believe in me.  I’m telling you the straight truth.  You didn’t do anything wrong that night.  Or now.  You did exactly what you were supposed to do.  I don’t hire people that endanger others.”

      “It means a lot to me for you to say that,” Quinn replied.  “And I want to believe what you say.”

      “Then do it because I’m not lying.  You know I’m not lying.  But there’s a part of you that wants to keep questioning it over and over.  But I’ll tell you that even if you had fucked up that night, you wouldn’t be able to go back and change it.  It’s done and in the past.  Duncan is in jail.  Your sister is alive and so is her son.”

      “And Devon is dead.”

      “He is.  I wish I could tell you differently.  I’m not callous to loss of life, believe it or not, despite my past.  It hurts every time an innocent life is lost to senseless violence, but none of this is your fault.  None of it.  Now go be with Darcy.  Let me know after you talk to her about the trip.  I’ll get Shelby to order the tickets for tomorrow.  The sooner you’re out of here, the better.”

      Logan’s gaze swung to the building across the street where the police thought the shots were fired.

      “Do you see something?”

      Shaking his head, Logan shrugged.

      “I’m a cynical man and only getting worse as I grow older.  At least that’s what Ava would tell you.”

      Quinn hadn’t yet worked at the firm for a year, but he was beginning to get a read on his boss.

      “You’re thinking something, though.”

      “I am,” Logan agreed.  “I was just thinking again how lucky you were that the shooter sucked at aiming his gun.”

      “And you don’t believe in coincidences,” Quinn said out loud.

      “I don’t.  If this guy was using a scope to shoot at you, he should have been able to make it easily.  He wasn’t that far away.  Unless he was an amateur…”

      “Or he wasn’t trying to hit us,” Quinn finished for him.

      “Just a thought,” Logan said with a smile.  “We should look at all angles, don’t you agree?”

      By opening this investigation into the four deaths, had they stirred up someone who wanted it all to remain shrouded?

      In Quinn’s experience, the truth always won out.  It might take awhile, even decades, but somehow the past simply wouldn’t stay gone and buried.
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      Darcy glanced over her shoulder to where their new babysitter was standing at the other side of the hotel lobby.  Greg had other commitments so he couldn’t come on the New York City trip, so the firm had sent Matthew Thomas, a seasoned investigator who had worked in Florida and Texas before relocating to Seattle to take this new job.

      “I feel like we’re ignoring him.  It seems rude,” she said.

      “He’s pretending that he’s not with us,” Quinn chuckled.  “Besides, technically he’s off the clock.  He’s only on duty when I’m not here to watch over you.”

      “Who’s going to watch over you?” she asked.  “We don’t know for sure that I was the target last night.”

      “I can handle myself.  What floor is it again?” he asked, his finger hovering over the buttoned elevator panel.

      “Six.  Floor six.”

      They had just checked into a hotel in Times Square right in the middle of the hustle and bustle of the city.  It was an excellent location with a plethora of restaurants and shops within easy walking distance.

      Several times today Darcy had tried to bring up the topic of last night.  Every time she’d tried, Quinn would give her a quick answer and then change the subject.  She wasn’t stupid.  It was clear as day.

      He didn’t want to talk about it.

      At least not in any more detail than to be concerned about her safety.  Other than that, the subject didn’t interest him apparently.

      He had, of course, asked her several times how she was feeling, worried that she might be upset or need to talk.  Honestly, she was still a bit numb about the whole thing.  It felt almost surreal that someone had been shooting at her - or him - less than twenty-four hours ago.  She was sure that at some point it would all hit her, but so far she’d remained unscathed.  Mostly, she was concerned about Quinn.  She’d expected that he would have nightmares last night but he hadn’t.

      Not that they’d slept all that much.  Quinn had worked more than half the night poring over the police file from the Carter murders, looking for something that he might have missed.  By the time he’d come to bed, he’d fallen asleep quickly.

      Darcy, on the other hand, had slept fitfully, waking up every hour or so.  She was glad that he’d managed to get some rest.  She’d also napped on the flight, so she was feeling slightly better than she had before departure.  Quinn seemed more relaxed as well now that they were out of Seattle.  The lines around his eyes had softened and his shoulders weren’t so tense.

      They entered their hotel room, tossing the key card on the small desk in the corner and abandoning their luggage near the door.  Darcy pushed the drapes open on the large windows that overlooked Times Square, letting in the sunshine.  There wasn’t much left of the day; the sun would be setting soon and the view would be even better after dark.

      The hotel was all suites, and theirs had a small living area, a bedroom, and a good-sized bathroom.  The staff had even left cookies and Darcy didn’t waste any time biting into one.  It had been hours since she’d last eaten.  The only thing that stopped her from ripping into the second one was good manners.

      “How are they?”

      “Criminally good,” she replied, popping the last bite into her mouth.  “You should try yours.”

      “I’m not a big fan of chocolate chip, actually.”

      Was he kidding?

      “You don’t like chocolate chip cookies?”

      “I prefer oatmeal raisin.”

      “I don’t even know how to reply to a statement like that.  Cookie preferences point to what kind of human being you are.”

      “And liking oatmeal raisin is a suspicious sign?” he teased.

      “The whole cookie is suspicious.  Those raisins inside, pretending to be chocolate chips.  How can you trust it?”

      “I’ve managed through the years.  I just eat them.  I don’t base any life choices on them.”

      “I’ll be keeping my eye on you,” she said playfully.  “What else am I going to find out?”

      “Horrifying things, to be sure.  I also like brussels sprouts. Even when I was a kid I preferred veggies to sweets.  Not that I don’t like sweets, I do.  I just like vegetables and fruits a little more.  Amy thinks I’m crazy.”

      “I think your sister might be right.  I bet your parents loved it, though.”

      “They did,” he confirmed with a grin.  “I was probably the only kid who wanted cauliflower and mushrooms on their pizza when they turned five.”

      “You ate regular pizza the other night.”

      “I did and I liked it.  But if I was ordering for just myself, I would have ordered different toppings.  Are you sure you still want to be with me?”

      That was an easy question.

      “I am, but like I said, I’m definitely keeping an eye on you.  I can’t wait to find out all of your deep, dark secrets.”

      “Sweetheart, I’m an open book.  Ask me anything.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him how he was feeling about the shooting last night, but she didn’t want to ruin the happy vibe they had going at the moment.

      “How do you feel about ‘Seinfeld’?”

      “I think it was funny.”

      “’Friends’?”

      “I think it was funny, too.”

      “Were they on a break or not?”

      “They were on a break.”

      “Okay, and this one is the most important.  How do you feel about ‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer’?”

      “I think she kicked some ass.”  His head cocked to the side.  “Did I pass?”

      “With flying colors.  I suppose we should unpack and then find something to eat.”

      His face lit up and his smile widened.

      “I have a surprise for you.  I made dinner reservations for us at a place down on Mulberry Street.  What do you think?”

      “I think you’re a genius.”

      A nice meal and maybe some romantic candlelight if they were lucky?  She’d go anywhere with this man.

      She was falling hard for Quinn Graves.  And she wasn’t a bit scared about it.  He was the kind of man she’d been hoping to find.
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      Quinn had gone all out when he’d planned dinner for the two of them.  With some advice from a few guys at the office, he’d made reservations at this romantic Italian restaurant that he’d been promised had great food, excellent service, and wonderful ambiance.  So far, his friends had delivered.

      The meal had been delicious, and the candlelight and soft music in the background were just what they needed to soothe their souls.  It had been a long day of traveling but it was nice to have some time - just the two of them.

      Only a few people at the firm knew that they’d left town, so he could relax a bit.  Not all of the way; he wasn’t sure he was capable of that during an intense investigation.  But at least he wasn’t looking over his shoulder every other minute.

      He was fine.  He was aware that Darcy was worried about him.  She kept trying to bring it up last night and he kept changing the subject.  The fact was he didn’t want to talk about it.  If she wanted to discuss her feelings and fears, he was all for that and he’d be there to support her in any way that he could.

      He simply didn’t want to talk about his feelings.  He didn’t know what his feelings even were right now.  He hadn’t had a nightmare last night which was a shock, and he’d managed to get some rest which was also a surprise.  It was as if his brain had gone into protection mode, and all he wanted to focus on was Darcy and the case.

      I’ll deal with my issues later.

      It wasn’t the best way to handle things.  Hell, he’d been to therapy and he knew the drill.  He’d have to sit down and process all the shit that had gone down, but he knew that now wasn’t the time to do it.  Would it be worse later?  It might.  But once he’d put this investigation to rest then he’d be in a better frame of mind.  He had to stay focused on the job.  And the job was to keep Darcy alive, and to find any links between the murders.

      Yes, they now had a personal relationship in addition to their professional one, but he couldn’t stray from the path.  He had a job to do, and his own problems couldn’t interfere with the goal.

      “How did you even find out about this place?  Have you been here before?”

      Darcy’s question brought him out of his reverie.  How long had he been zoned out?  Hopefully, not long enough for her to notice.

      “Ryan recommended it.  He and his wife Mariah come here every time they visit the city.  He said that we would love it.”

      “He was right.  The food was delicious.  I certainly cleaned my plate.”

      Quinn liked that she enjoyed her food.  She didn’t pretend that she wasn’t hungry or that she only wanted the salad, and then later she’d eat off his plate.

      “I did, too.  Should we order dessert?”

      “I wish I could, but I’m stuffed.  If you want to order, go ahead though.”

      “I’m full, too.  How about we walk around a little bit?  Work off some of dinner.”

      “I’m in.”

      Quinn paid the bill despite Darcy’s protests.  He’d invited her and he wanted to pick up the check.    This was a date, after all.

      They took a taxi back to Times Square and then walked, hand in hand down the sidewalks, winding through the lit-up streets.  They stopped in a few stores and Quinn bought Darcy some chocolate in one of them.  The evening was chilly but not cold, and if the night never ended he wouldn’t be disappointed.  He could happily wander around holding Darcy’s hand for the rest of their lives.  They didn’t have to go to fancy places or do something exciting.  It was nice just to…be…with her.  Even the simplest things seemed more special when he was doing them with her.

      She made everything better in his life.  He hadn’t been an unhappy man before meeting her, but he now realized that he’d been going through the motions most days.  He’d worked and he’d slept.  He’d spent time with his family and with his friends, but he didn’t allow himself to think too deeply about what he was doing with his life or what he wanted his future to be.

      I want her in my future.

      And he wanted peace, too.  He hadn’t had much of that in the last five years.  It might be time to lay some of those ghosts to rest.

      They didn’t decide out loud, but somehow they ended up walking back to the hotel.  Darcy’s cheeks were pink from the cold and her eyes were sparkling.  She was happy and so was he.  Despite all the shit they had going on, it was good that they could have some fun together.

      “I think I need a hot bath to warm up,” she said as they walked down the hallway to their room.  “Care to join me?”

      That was an offer he wasn’t going to refuse.
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      Their clothes were flung aside carelessly, a suggestive trail of shoes, pants, shirts, and panties from the bedroom to the bathroom.  The tub was large enough for the two of them and they filled it with hot, steamy water before climbing in.  He stretched out and she sat in front of him, her back to his front and her legs alongside his, albeit much shorter.

      “If we had candles, champagne, and chocolate covered strawberries this could be a scene out of one of the books that I read.”

      This had him intrigued.

      “Books you read?  Just what kind of books are you reading?”

      “You know…romance books.”

      “I normally read thrillers and spy novels.  What kind of romance books are you reading?  Are they…sexy?”

      He didn’t even have to see her face to know that she was smiling, probably laughing, too.

      “Some of them are.  It’s not why I read them, but it doesn’t hurt either.  Does that bother you?”

      “It doesn’t,” he answered honestly.  “So what do the men in these books do?  Anything that I should know about?”

      “They always put their woman first.  Just like you.”

      “I think you’re just stroking my ego now.”

      Although he hoped that she was right.  He wanted to put her first, and he hoped that she would do the same for him.  That’s how he’d seen his parents’ marriage.  They always seemed to put their partner’s needs before their own.  It had certainly worked for them for almost forty years and counting.  They sure as hell seemed happy, too.

      The little witch had reached behind her and now she was stroking something else.

      “I can stroke more than your ego.”

      “Damn,” he hissed between gritted teeth, arousal careening through him all the way to his fingertips and toes.

      He was hot and hard against her small palm, slippery from the water and soap.  She turned so she was straddling him and he dipped his head to wrap his mouth around a rose-tipped breast. His tongue laved the nipple, his teeth grazing its sides.

      Darcy moaned, her head falling back, her hands gripping his head as if she never wanted him to stop.  He was happy to continue, making sure to give the other breast the same lavish attention.  She moved restlessly against him, rubbing against his cock.  Impatient.

      He loved that about her.  She didn’t hide what she was feeling.  She trusted him with her needs, knowing that he’d do whatever it took to fulfill them.

      “Now, Quinn.”

      There were about a million more things he wanted to do to her, but they were probably going to have to wait until next time because they were both panting, their hands running all over each other as if they hadn’t been together in a decade when it had actually only been two nights before.

      Was there a sight more beautiful than Darcy riding him?  Her damp skin glistening, her hair falling down around her shoulders, her full, pink lips parted as she sighed and moaned his name over and over again like some sort of prayer or mantra.

      This was no sweet coupling, a polite shag in the bathtub.  This was far more primal and intimate.  The water sloshed over the side of the tub as they moved together, hard and fast.  Their ragged breaths echoed off the tile walls and floor, egging on their animalistic behavior just that bit more.

      Their bodies slapped together, their groans a symphony of pleasure and even a little bit of pain when Darcy nipped at his shoulder.  It was pure carnal bliss.

      Her channel tightened around him and her head fell back as she called his name.  Her orgasm lit the fuse of his own and he held her close as their bodies shook with the power of their climax.

      When it was over, he leaned back in the tub, the water now cool on their overheated flesh.  She rested her head on his chest, her fingers tracing unseen patterns on his bicep.  At some point, they’d have to get up and go back to the world.  Face the reality of the situation, but for now he was content to simply lie here with her in his arms, telling the rest of the world that they’d have to wait their turn.

      Tonight they’d stay here in their cocoon. Life could wait a few more hours.
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      “That was Logan on the phone,” Quinn said as they were walking to the precinct the next morning.  They would be meeting with the detective who was in charge of Millie Haines’s murder case.  “He said that the police are questioning Adam Watkins this morning since he threatened you only a few hours before the shooting.”

      “He’s not going to like that.  I’m sure I’m going to hear from him about it.”

      “Just block him on your phone.  There’s no reason to ever speak to him, and if he does threaten you - again - then he’s the dumbest man on the planet.”

      “He’s smart but clearly he has a temper.”

      “Which could get him in trouble.”

      “Do you think he was the shooter?”

      Quinn paused on the sidewalk as he considered her question.  Since last night, he’d been more open, speaking about the shooting.  And also about his friend’s death.  They’d talked over breakfast this morning and she could only hope that opening up and expressing their feelings would be helpful for him.  And her.

      “No,” he finally replied, shaking his head.  “I don’t think that he is.  He was angry when he left but I didn’t get the idea that he was so mad he was going to get a gun.  But then I’m not sure you should put much stock into what I think.  I’ve been wrong before.  With tragic consequences.”

      “No one thought Caleb Duncan was going to get a gun and shoot your friend Devon.  Think about it.  He worked with agents every single day.  Not one of them threw up a red flag.  He had everyone fooled.”

      “I wish he hadn’t fooled me.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know that here,” he said pointing to his temple.  “But my heart is saying something completely different.”

      “Your heart needs to give you a break.”

      “You sound like Logan.”

      “I knew I liked him the minute I met him.”

      They’d arrived at the police precinct and ushered into the back area where they had a few interrogation rooms.  It was quieter there and they were quickly joined by an older man with graying hair but clearly full of energy.  He was tall and thin, his steps quick and his smile genuine.  That was a relief because Quinn had expressed that private investigators were not always welcomed by police officers.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Detective Bob McClure said, shaking their hands enthusiastically.  “I’m glad to see that you’re looking into this case.  It’s one I’d love to close.  Millie hasn’t gotten justice yet.”

      “I’m digging deeper into a double murder that occurred in my neck of the woods,” Quinn replied.  “The ex-husband of the female victim is Marty Haines.”

      “I’m not surprised to hear that,” McClure said.  “I was looking at Martin Haines hard, but I could never prove anything.  No evidence whatsoever.  But we always look at the spouse, you know.”

      McClure placed a file folder on the table between them.

      “I’ve made a copy of the file for you.  Maybe you can see something I haven’t. According to the hotel staff and the people staying in the room next door, Martin and Millie were arguing loudly the entire week they were there.  We also had someone who thought they saw Haines leaving the hotel that night, but they backtracked and said they couldn’t be sure.”

      Quinn opened the file and perused the contents.  Darcy didn’t know what he was looking for but he quickly found whatever it was, holding up a piece of paper.

      “Is this the final autopsy report?”

      “It is.  Millie Haines only had a few defensive wounds on her hands or arms.  That I find suspicious.  If someone attacked me with a knife, I’d fight back with all my energy.”

      “Unless it was someone she trusted,” Quinn replied.

      “Exactly.  Someone she trusts walks up to her and surprises her, attacks before she could fight back.  She wouldn’t have expected a knife in the gut.”

      “Were there store robberies or muggings in the area previously?”

      “The store had been hit a few times in the twelve months preceding, but muggings in this area are rare.  The few that we’ve had weren’t violent.  The victim gave up their wallet, and the mugger didn’t hurt them.”

      “Did Millie have a wallet on her when her body was found?”

      “She wasn’t carrying her wallet.  That was back in the hotel room.  Apparently, she’d put some cash in her pocket, not wanting to take her purse.”

      “No witnesses to the mugging?”

      “No, but that’s not unusual.  No one wants to get involved.  I have to tell you, now that I hear that Haines’ second wife is dead it brings back my suspicions of him.  Is he just the unluckiest guy in the world?  Did the police check his alibi for his ex-wife’s murder?”

      “He was in Denver on a business trip.”

      “They verified that?” he asked with a shake of his head.  “It sounds kind of weird to me.  I will say that Haines did genuinely seem upset that his wife was dead.  He was crying and lamenting and going on and on about how wonderful she was.  According to him, she was a goddamn saint.  You would have thought he was describing Mother Teresa, not a woman he’d been arguing with for the last week.  At the end, I didn’t know what to believe.  We didn’t have a shred of evidence that said he did it, so we had to let it go.”

      “I’m not saying that he did anything bad,” Quinn said.  “I’m just making sure that I turn over every rock, if you know what I mean.  It’s a coincidence that needs checking out.”

      “I don’t blame you.  I guess he could have crap luck.  One thing I’ve learned in this job is to never say never.  I’ve seen some weird things in my time here.  I’ll have some great stories to tell in my retirement.”

      Quinn thanked the detective for his time after looking through the file.  By the expression he was wearing, this trip hadn’t been helpful.

      “We didn’t learn much, did we?” she said when they exited the building.

      “We learned that he was a suspect, but no, we didn’t learn much.  I’m still glad we came though, and I’m glad I was able to look at the file and autopsy report.  Nothing we learned today has taken Haines off of my suspect list.  He’s still there.  For what that’s worth.”

      She could hear the frustration in Quinn’s tone.  She was frustrated, too.  Every path they went down seemed to be a dead end.  He’d warned her that it would happen.

      Which path would they take next?
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      Quinn and Darcy had taken the red-eye out of LaGuardia and arrived back in Seattle in the middle of the night.  Crawling into bed, Quinn made a mental note to talk to Logan and Jared about the status of the case.  He wasn’t at a standstill, but the possibilities and avenues were dwindling.  It was usually about this time in an investigation where he stopped what he was doing and began again at the beginning, going over everything.  Sometimes, several of the guys at the office would sit down and take a fresh look at the evidence.  Or lack thereof.

      He wasn’t discouraged.  Not yet.  He’d been on tough cases before, and he hadn’t thought this one would be any easier.  But…he felt as if he was letting Darcy down each time they ran into a brick wall.  He was used to this.  But her?  Did she think he didn’t know what he was doing?  Her opinion of him was important.

      She was important.  After the other night, she might be the most important person in his life.  He hadn’t wanted to admit it because that made him vulnerable, but he’d be lying if he didn’t say that he was falling in love with her.  She was the kind of woman he’d been wanting to find - funny, smart, ambitious, but kind and caring, too.  If she liked dogs, he might have to spend the rest of his life with her.

      He climbed out of bed, letting her sleep in for a few more minutes, and took a quick shower before heading downstairs to start breakfast.  He was in the mood for something a bit more substantial so he pulled out the frying pan and started on the bacon and eggs.

      “What is that heavenly smell?”

      Darcy looked adorable standing in the doorway wearing her fuzzy slippers, shorty pajamas, and her hair piled on top of her head.  She yawned widely and headed straight for the coffeemaker.

      “Bacon,” he replied.  “And eggs.  I was in the mood this morning.  I hope that’s okay.”

      “Are you kidding?  It sounds perfect.”

      Leaning down, he dropped a kiss on her lush lips before turning back to their breakfast.

      “I need to go into the office this morning,” he said.  “Should I drop you off at work?  Matt can meet us there.”

      Darcy didn’t get a chance to answer him.  His phone on the counter buzzed and he checked the screen to see who it was.

      “It’s Detective Steve Harold.  He’s the one working the Carter case.”

      “You definitely want to talk to him,” Darcy said.  “Maybe they have a new lead.”

      Quinn had briefly talked to the detective a few days ago after he’d met with Martin Haines and had learned about Tim Carter’s possible financial issues.  He answered the phone and the cop didn’t waste any time, getting right to it.

      “Looks like we’ve solved the Carter murders.”

      Christ, Quinn had only been out of town forty-eight hours.

      “Wait…you solved the case?  You know who did it?  That’s fantastic.  How did you do it?”

      “It was because of the information that you gave me about Tim Carter’s finance troubles.  We checked out a few of his friends and it turns out we had one already under surveillance for something completely unrelated.  When we went in to search the house, we found some of the Carters’ possessions in the garage.  When we interrogated the guy, he stonewalled us for a little bit but when he saw that we had recovered stolen items from the house, he admitted that the whole thing was a home invasion turned bad.”

      “He admitted it?”

      “He threw his cousin under the bus as the one who actually did it.  It turns out that Tim borrowed money from the man they worked for.  A shady character at best.  When he didn’t get his money back, he had them go steal shit from Tim Carter’s house.  Carter fought back and then they panicked and killed Sherry too since they were afraid that she would point the finger at them.  Looks like the ex-husband is in the clear.”

      “He’ll be happy to hear that her killer has been brought to justice.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Steve chuckled.  “We’ve arrested them.  It’s up to the district attorney to get a conviction.  We’ve done all we can by getting a confession from one of the guys.”

      “What do the others say?”

      “That they were in Dallas at the time.”

      Quinn had heard far worse alibis in his career.  The detective needed to get back to work so they ended the call.  Darcy had been watching and listening the entire time, but probably hadn’t heard the most important part.

      “They caught Sherry and Tim Carter’s killers.”

      He explained what had happened and how one of the burglars had confessed.

      “That’s amazing.  I’m so happy that we were able to help in a small way.”

      “The detective said that if we hadn’t started digging into this, they might not have connected the two cases.  You did good, Darcy.”

      “Me?”  She shook her head and pointed to him.  “You did this.  I just followed you around a bit.”

      “If you hadn’t hired me, then the case would have stayed on the back burner.”

      “Then I’m glad that I hired you.  For more reasons than that.”

      He liked the way she was looking at him.  He was damn sure he was looking at her in the same way.

      “I think we should celebrate,” she went on.  “Let’s do something to mark the occasion.”

      “How about I cook you that dinner that I never got around to doing?” he suggested.  “A quiet evening.  You and me.  Maybe some candlelight and soft music?  I’ll even pick up some champagne.”

      “You are the smartest man I’ve ever met in my entire life.”

      “I thought you liked me for my looks,” he said, mock pouting.  “Now you say it’s because of my brains.”

      “You’re the perfect combination of brains and looks,” she replied, sliding her arms around his waist.  “In fact, you may be the handsomest man I’ve ever seen.”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t believe a statement like that, but you’re not one to lie,” he laughed.  “Can I say that you’re drop-dead gorgeous?  Every time I look at you, you just slay me.  You’re the most amazing woman and I’m happy that we met.”

      “You are a silver-tongued devil,” she whispered as his lips captured hers.

      He would have kissed her a lot longer, but their breakfast was getting cold and Darcy needed to get into the office today.

      They’d celebrate tonight.  He’d make sure it was ultra-romantic.  He made a mental note to pick up flowers for her to go along with that champagne.

      Now that the Carter case was buttoned up he could spend more time investigating Eric Worth and Lisa Baker.  Find out for sure if their deaths were truly accidental.

      Time to regroup and figure out where to go from here.
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      Quinn dropped her at the office and Darcy headed into her first meeting of the day.  She spent a few hours with the director of human resources discussing the search for a replacement for Adam Watkins.  She also asked if they’d heard anything more and apparently he’d called to complain about the police questioning him.  When they pointed out that he’d openly threatened Darcy, he backed down but still didn’t seem happy.

      “How about lunch?”

      The question was from a cheerful Kirk who was standing in the doorway to her office.

      “You know what?” she replied with a heavy sigh.  “I think I will.  We have something to celebrate today.”

      His brows shot up and his smile widened.

      “I love good news.  Tell me more.”

      “The police found Sherry and Tim’s killers.  One of them confessed or he actually told them who did it, but I guess he was there during the break in.”

      “Wow, that’s…wonderful.  And surprising.  I had no idea they were close.”

      “Quinn talked to Sherry’s ex-husband Martin Haines and he said that Tim was in financial trouble and might have borrowed money from a less than reputable source.  The burglar said that Tim wasn’t paying back the money, so they broke into his home to steal things.  It got ugly and…well…you know what happened.”

      Kirk sat down in one of the guest chairs, shaking his head.

      “Damn, poor Sherry and Tim.  That sounds crazy.  Just insane.  But at least they’ve caught them.  It’s all over now.”

      “Not completely over.  There’s still Eric and Lisa,” she reminded him.  “I think there’s still a question about their deaths.”

      Kirk frowned, leaning forward in his chair.

      “Darcy,” he said gently.  “Why would you continue this?  Gavin thought that the four deaths might be linked, but you now know that two of them had nothing to do with the company.  And chances are Eric and Lisa don’t either.  They died from tragic accidents.  It’s sad but you need to move on from this.  I’m going to tell you what I told your uncle.  Obsession isn’t healthy when it starts to take over your life.”

      “I don’t think I’m obsessed,” Darcy protested.  “I just want to do a thorough job.”

      “Because you don’t trust the police?”

      “I do trust the police.  I just…”

      She wasn’t sure what to say.  Kirk had made a decent point about Lisa and Eric.  There had been investigations into their deaths and they had been ruled accidents.  Tim and Sherry were different because the police had run out of leads.

      “Can I give you some advice?” Kirk went on.  “Go live your life.  You and Quinn go live happily ever after and have a bunch of kids and a dog and a white picket fence.  Don’t let the past take over the present and what should be the best time of your life.  “

      “I want to do that, but I want to honor Gavin, too.”

      “Gavin almost got you killed,” he replied.  “He wouldn’t have wanted you to risk your life.  And can I also point out that he never fired Adam and he clearly should have.  Maybe you should trust your own judgment just as much as Gavin’s.  I just want you to be happy.”

      “You make a compelling argument.”

      “Of course, I do,” he grinned.  “I’m incredibly persuasive.  Especially when I know that I’m right.  You’re running laps with all of this and you need to stop and move forward again.”

      “I’ll think about what you’ve said.  I want to talk to Quinn about it more.  Get his opinion of what our chances of making any headway into the investigations are.”

      Kirk levered up from the chair, pulling his cell phone from his pocket.

      “I need to make a few calls before we go to lunch.  How about we meet out front in about thirty minutes?  I’ll drive.”

      “You just want to listen to your music and not mine.”

      “That’s true.  Thirty minutes?”

      Darcy agreed and used the time to wrap up a few emails before retrieving her purse from the drawer of her desk and heading out to the front of the building.  Matt was her shadow today and they chatted as she waited in the foyer.  He wasn’t going to let her walk out outside without him in front of her.

      “I’ll follow you,” Matt said.  “And I’ll just sit at a nearby table.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she protested.  “You can eat lunch with us.”

      Chuckling, he shook his head.

      “I’m paid to be there but invisible.  If I’m there with you both I might start to concentrate on just you two instead of the people around me.  I need to be watching them, too.”

      “Okay, but know that you don’t have to do that.”

      “I appreciate the offer.  I’m good.”

      “Why don’t you go ahead and get your car?  Knowing Kirk he’ll go out the back door, get his car, and pull around here.  This way you can stick with us while he drives.”

      “As long as you promise to stay here and away from the windows.”

      “I promise,” she vowed.  “Getting shot at once is enough for me.  I’m not anxious to repeat it.”

      A few minutes later they were on the road.  Darcy was in Kirk’s car and Matt followed right behind them.  They were heading to a familiar cafe that they both liked that was speedy with excellent food.  When they arrived, Matt hung back as if he wasn’t with them but was only a few tables away in case anything happened.

      “Your bodyguard is very conscientious,” Kirk remarked, casting a quick glance over his shoulder to where Matt was sitting.  “Shouldn’t he be watching you?”

      “He is, but he also has to watch everyone else.”

      “Because everyone is a threat?  That’s a terrible way to go through life.”

      “I don’t like it either but until they figure out who took a shot at me - or Quinn - we need to be careful.  I invited him to eat lunch with us but he declined.  You wouldn’t have minded, right?”

      “The more the merrier.  You know how I am,” Kirk laughed.  “I’d love to ask him a few questions about his career.  I bet he has some great stories.”

      “You two could trade.  You have a few crazy ones from college as well.”

      “Ah, the good old days,” Kirk replied with a wide grin.  “I was young and dumb and didn’t care.  Hey, your mascara is smeared a bit.  You might want to run to the restroom and fix it.”

      He touched his face just to the left of his nose to indicate where the offending cosmetic had drifted.  Unfortunately, she’d changed handbags a few days ago and all of her things had yet to migrate to this new one.  One of the items was her powder compact that had a mirror.  It was currently sitting in her desk drawer.

      “I’ll just pop into the ladies’ room and check it,” she said.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here.  I can check my emails while you’re gone.”

      Kirk loved his phone.  He might check his emails or he might be perusing the latest YouTube videos.

      Looking into the bathroom mirror, she didn’t think her makeup was all that bad.  It had traveled under her eyes a bit but then she was beginning to think that all mascara did that.  At least it did on her.  With a tissue she cleaned it up, trying not to smear everything else in the process.  After a little fresh lipstick, she pulled open the door to get back to the table before their food arrived.  Kirk had a bad habit of trying to steal her fries.

      She stepped into the hallway and everything went black.  Strong arms like bands of steel wrapped around her torso and a hand had been placed over her mouth.  Whatever they’d put over her eyes meant she couldn’t see anything, and her fight-or-flight response immediately kicked in.

      Clawing at the arms, she flung her legs out trying to land a blow to her attacker but there was more than one of them apparently because she could hear urgent whispers that she couldn’t quite make out.  Someone had grabbed her legs and was holding them while they carried her out the back door of the cafe.  She heard a vehicle’s engine revving up and then she was dumped in what she assumed was the trunk of the car, the lid slamming shut before she could fight her way out.

      The car lurched and then accelerated, tossing her around the confined space.  She smacked her knee on something hard as she pried the material they’d wrapped around her head off, tossing it aside and gasping for air.  Her heart was pounding loud and fast and her mind racing a million miles a minute.

      Because she was in the trunk of a car.

      Someone had kidnapped her from the restaurant right from under their noses.  They might not realize that she was gone for a few minutes and by then whomever had done this might have her out of the city by then.

      She couldn’t count on someone coming to rescue her.  She had to rescue herself.

      Darcy remembered seeing one of those true crime documentaries where a girl had been stuffed into a trunk just like this one.  Because of that car manufacturers had begun putting levers in the trunk in case someone was locked in, she would be able to get away.

      Okay, calm down.  Think, Darcy.  No time to panic.  You have to think.  You have to stay fucking calm.  You can fall apart later when you’re not dead.

      All she had to do was find the lever, open the trunk, and then…jump from the moving vehicle.  Which was going pretty damn fast.  How many bones would she break leaping from a car going about sixty miles per hour?  Probably a lot.  But she’d be alive.  Maybe she could wait until it slowed down a little.  Less injuries would make it easier to run away.

      It’s literally the best plan that I have.  The only plan that I have.  Don’t freak out.  Don’t freak out.

      But first, she had to find that damn lever.
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        * * *

      

      “You have a visitor,” Jared said when Quinn entered the office.  “Connie Fairchild is here to see you.  She said that you weren’t expecting her.”

      He hadn’t been but now that he thought about it, he shouldn’t have been surprised.  Katie had probably told Connie that he’d been asking questions.  He’d half-expected that.  She’d come to see for herself and that was just fine.  After everything he’d heard, he was looking forward to meeting her in person.  Was she at all like she’d been described or someone completely different?

      Jared had put Connie in one of the conference rooms and Quinn joined her there.  She was sipping a soda and scrolling through her phone, not looking nearly as scary or troublesome as she’d been painted.  But then…looks could be deceiving.

      “Ms. Fairchild, I’m Quinn Graves.”

      They shook hands and he took a seat across from her.

      “Actually, my last name is Bennet now.  I got married.”

      “Mrs. Bennet then.  It’s very nice to meet you.”

      She had a small smile on her face, and she was clearly sizing him up, her gaze roaming over him.  It wasn’t in a nasty or mean way, however.  She appeared friendly and amused by the situation.

      Medium height and weight, Connie had dark hair that was just tinged with a bit of gray around her face.  She was dressed in black slacks and a white blouse paired with pumps with a sensible heel.  Her jewelry was understated as well - just a wedding band, a gold chain around her neck, and small gold heart-shaped earrings.  She looked like she had just stepped out of a corporate office.

      “I talked to Katie yesterday and she said that my little rant at the Christmas part has spawned an entire murder investigation.  I have to say that I’m intrigued, Mr. Graves.  I didn’t realize my drunken rants were all that fascinating.  Or powerful.  I thought I’d come and ask you directly if you think I’m a killer.”

      “Call me Quinn.  And no, I don’t think you’re a killer.  The reason we were looking into the four deaths is that they all were in attendance at the party that night.”

      “So were a lot of other people.  They’re not dead.”

      “Your former boss Gavin thought that the party might have been some sort of catalyst.  Or that maybe something in the office was at play here.  He died before he could do anything about it.  His niece Darcy hired the firm I work for to look into the four deaths and look into if they were tied together.”

      “Are they?”

      “I don’t think so.  Just this morning, the people that killed Sherry and Tim Carter have been taken into custody.”

      “I didn’t really want anyone dead, you know,” she said after a long pause.  “I was just angry that night.  I’d had it with the company and them doing nothing about the harassment.”

      “Harassment?”

      “Maybe harassment is the wrong word,” she replied.  “I’m not sure what to call it.  But I will say that it felt like torture at the time.  I was miserable at that company, and there were a few people who made my life more difficult than it needed to be?”

      “Was Darcy one of those people?”

      Connie didn’t answer the question immediately, taking her time before responding.

      “No, she didn’t,” she finally said.  “I just lumped Darcy into the larger category of her uncle, Watkins, and Kirk Reynolds.  She never did anything to me, but her uncle sure as hell never helped me.”

      “You talked to him?”

      “I did.  Several times.  He said that I was the issue.  That I was causing trouble and making waves with the staff.  He said that no one wanted to work with me which looking back might have been true especially toward the end.  The last few years I was there I was lashing out at everyone, guilty or innocent.  I had to quit to get some control over my mental health.  I began healing the day I walked out of there.  My life is much better now.”

      “That’s great.  I’m happy to hear that.  May I ask who was making your life difficult?”

      Maybe that person might have a connection to Lisa and Eric.

      “I’m happy to tell you.  It was Watkins and Reynolds, although mostly Kirk Reynolds.”

      “Kirk?”

      Reynolds had told a very different story.

      “He was always criticizing me to anyone that would listen.  He was difficult to work with.  He made up stories about me that weren’t true.”

      Very different.  It didn’t help Connie that many of Kirk’s stories had been corroborated by some of the other staff.

      What was the old saying?  There are three sides to every story.  His.  Hers. And the truth.

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know, but you’d think he’d be more careful since I knew about his extramarital affairs.”

      “His affairs?  How did you know he was having an affair?”

      At this point, Quinn wasn’t sure who was telling the truth and who was spinning a tale.  Connie appeared to be sincere but so had Kirk Reynolds.

      “I work in IT.  I was doing an upgrade to the company’s messaging software and I was backing up the data before the actual upgrade.  I found all of his icky messages to Lisa.  It was like message porn.  Gross.  I didn’t want to think about Kirk having sex.”

      Quinn felt the back of his neck prickle and he leaned forward, wanting to make sure he could see every tiny expression on Connie’s face.  He had to be sure she was telling the truth.

      “Kirk Reynolds was having an affair with Lisa Baker?  Are you sure about that?”

      “Of course, I am.  I read those dirty messages.  I pulled him aside and told him that he needed to stop using the company messaging system to communicate with his affair partner.”

      “What did he say to that?”

      “He said he would and then he asked if I was going to tell Gavin about it.  I said no, but he needed to cool it.  Frankly, I didn’t want to be involved at all.”

      “What did he do after that?”

      “For awhile it was fine and then his harassment really ratcheted up.  Eventually, I had to leave the company.”

      “Are the messages still there, Connie?”

      Frowning, she shrugged.

      “I don’t know.  I backed them up.  I didn’t delete them.  I archived all of the messages before the upgrade in case the database got corrupted in the process.  That’s standard procedure.”

      Quinn needed to talk to Kirk and Andy Baker.  One or both of those men hadn’t been telling the truth.

      “Did Andy Baker know that his wife was having an affair with Kirk?”

      “I have no idea.  Like I said, I didn’t want to get any more involved than I already was.  It was none of my business except for the messages.  I just wanted him to not have personal conversations on the system.”

      “Why didn’t you out Lisa and Kirk that night at the party?”

      Laughing, Connie simply shook her head.

      “I have no idea.  At that point, I didn’t have many fucks left to give.  Maybe it was because I’d told him that I wouldn’t tell anyone.  Or maybe it was because I was so drunk that I forgot.  Katie had to help me get home that night.  I barely remember doing it, to be honest.  I do remember puking the next day and feeling like death warmed over.”

      “Katie said she dared you to do it.”

      “She did, and I would have done the same to her,” Connie chuckled.  “She and I were always daring the other to do something stupid.  Looking back though?  I don’t regret it.  I said my piece and I’m happy about it.”

      “And you didn’t get fired.”

      “If I had it would have been a relief.”  She pointed to his phone on the table.  “I think you have a call.  Do you need to get that?”

      It was Matt, who was supposed to be watching Darcy right now.

      “I do, if you don’t mind.”

      “It’s fine.  I need to get going anyway.  I just wanted to talk to you and see what was going on.”

      Taking her soda can with her, Connie stood and headed out of the conference room.

      “Quinn here.  What’s up?”

      “Listen, you need to get on the road right now,” Matt said, urgency in his tone.  “I was with Kirk Reynolds and Darcy in a restaurant.  She got up to use the ladies’ room and she didn’t come back.  After a few minutes, Kirk got up and left as well except he left out of the front door.”

      A chill ran down Quinn’s spine at the name Kirk Reynolds.  His name had been spoken far too many times today.

      “Did you look for her?  Maybe she passed out in the bathroom?”

      “I looked.  She’s vanished, but I found her purse near the back exit.  Right now, I’m tailing Reynolds to see where he’s going.  For someone whose lunch companion just disappeared he doesn’t seem all that fucking worried, if you know what I mean.”

      Kirk Reynolds.  Roads were all starting to converge to him.

      “What direction are you heading?”

      Matt gave him the direction and landmarks.

      “You can follow me on the tracker app, too.”

      Jared had installed tracker tags in everyone’s vehicle.  Just in case.  It looked like it was going to pay off now.

      “I’m on my way,” Quinn said, grabbing his car keys and sprinting toward the door.

      His action caused more than a few turned heads in the main office area, and he wasn’t surprised to see his boss Logan Wright on his heels.  His boss must have seen his expression and decided that something bad was going on.  Good.  Quinn could do with the backup.

      Because if anything happened to Darcy, he didn’t know what he’d do.  He had to find her, and make sure she was safe.

      As for Kirk Reynolds?  If he hurt Darcy?

      Quinn would gladly kill him with his bare hands.
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      With a shaking hand on the lever, Darcy waited for the moment the vehicle might slow down just enough for her to jump out without killing herself.  All the while her mind was whirling, wondering if Matt and Kirk had noticed that she hadn’t returned to the table yet.  Had they called Quinn?  How would he even find her?

      She’d taken a self-defense class back in her college days.  They’d said to never let an attacker take her anywhere.  Fight, kick, scream.  Whatever she needed to do to not be taken because once they did…she’d be screwed.

      And she had fought but she hadn’t won.  Now she was being transported to a secondary location and that wasn’t a good sign.  Whoever had done this probably didn’t want to chat with her about politics and the state of the economy.  They wanted to hurt her.  Perhaps even kill her.

      The open question was why?

      According to Quinn, Sherry and Tim’s killers were currently in jail awaiting a hearing for bail.  If they were angry that they’d been caught she could see them coming after her, but did they even know she was the one that had hired an investigator?  And if they were in jail, how could they do this?  Did they have accomplices that hadn’t been found out?

      She’d been shot at.  Or Quinn had been shot at.  And at the time it made sense.  Quinn was digging into the past and certain details were coming to light.  It wasn’t far-fetched that someone might try to scare them away.  But now that the murderers had been uncovered, what was the point?  It was done and over.

      Unless this wasn’t about Sherry and Tim.  Maybe it was about Eric or Lisa.  Deep down, she’d always assumed their deaths were accidents.  If someone was still after her, trying to stop the investigation…

      Was there more truth to find?

      The car lurched to the left and then began to slow down.  It had slowed before but not long enough for her to make any real moves.  This time the vehicle was moving slow enough…not that she knew anything about jumping out of cars.  She only knew she couldn’t wait here for them to do their worst, whatever that might be.

      Not allowing herself to think about it too long or ponder all the reasons it might not be a good idea, she pulled the lever and the trunk lid sprung open.  She grabbed onto to it so it wouldn’t fly up and tell the driver that she’d opened it.  Hopefully, they had their eyes forward and not on the rearview mirror.

      She let her body go limp and she rolled out of the back of the vehicle onto the unforgiving pavement, her body jarred and scraped as she came to an abrupt and painful halt.  She didn’t have time to inventory whatever injuries she might have sustained in the process.  Every part of her body hurt but she couldn’t give in to the urge to simply lie in the road and whimper.

      She needed to get away.  Run.  Hide.  Find a way to call Quinn.  Her purse was still somewhere in the restaurant or perhaps they’d thrown it in a dumpster.  Either way, she didn’t have a means to contact anyone.  If she could get to a local business, she could ask to use their phone.

      With blood roaring in her ears and the voice in her head urging her to move, she took a quick look around and assessed how bad her situation was.  The car was still driving, thank the heavens, and hadn’t noticed that she’d slipped out.  She needed it to stay that way until she could get away.

      She appeared to be in an area of the city with a bunch of rundown buildings and not many people.  Nothing looked familiar and there didn’t appear to be any shops or restaurants she could run to.  There were dozens of huge crates stacked outside and she pushed herself to crawl as quickly as she could behind them so she would be shielded from her kidnappers’ sight.

      Taking a moment to catch her breath, she could see that her arms and hands were scraped and bleeding, her trousers torn at the knees.  At some point, she’d lost a shoe and she couldn’t have said when or where.  Her blouse was torn at the collar as well and she reached up to run her fingertips over her cheeks and forehead, pulling her hands back to see them tinged with blood as well.

      I can’t give up.  I can’t give in.

      Turning and crouching down behind one of the crates, she could see that the car had now stopped and three men were circling it, one slamming down the trunk lid so loudly she could hear it from where she was hiding.  They were shouting at each other, their heads whipping to the left and then back to the right.  Looking.  Searching.

      Well…they know I’m gone.  Now they’re looking for me.

      Slowly inching to the right, she peered over the stack of crates and spied one that looked like it was falling into pieces, one of the sides caved in.  She might be able to hide inside of it until she could figure out a way to get out of here without alerting the three men now prowling the area.  All she needed was an opening and she could make a run for it.  She might not be able to run fast but she had sheer terror and motivation to live on her side.

      Quinn, where are you?  Do you know that I’m missing?

      If I think really hard about him, will he somehow hear it?

      If he did know that she’d been kidnapped, she knew - without a shadow of a doubt - that he’d move heaven and earth to find her.  She knew it as surely as her next breath.  For once, she’d finally gotten it right in a relationship.

      All she had to do was stay alive to enjoy it.

      Moving carefully, and hopefully quietly, she climbed into the half-broken crate.  She had to do it as silently as possible, lifting the wooden side before crawling in and setting it back into place.  She could peek through the slats although she didn’t have a wide view.  She could still hear the men shouting to one another and then she heard the sound of a car approaching.

      There was the slam of a door and more yelling.  Whoever was talking the loudest was angry and the others were saying that it wasn’t their fault.   She could hear that for sure.  They were saying that they were looking for her, but they didn’t know how long she’d been out of the trunk.

      That’s good, right?

      Crouching down to make herself as small as possible, she could feel her heart slamming against her ribs, the sweat trickling down her back as she sat and waited.  Her entire body trembled with fear and she had to keep a running commentary in her to keep herself calm.

      You’re fine.  You can do this.  Just stay quiet.

      Her knees were drawn up to her chest and she wrapped her arms around them to make herself into a ball.  She couldn’t hear much but she was afraid to keep looking out where they might spot her movements.  She had to sit tight until they were gone.  If they thought she was miles away, they might get in the car and go look for her.  That would be her opportunity.

      I have to be smart about this.  I don’t have numbers or brawn as an advantage.

      She startled when she heard the sound of footsteps on the gravel around the crates.  Someone was standing probably not more than three feet away.  If she closed her eyes, she could almost hear him breathing.  Or maybe that was her own.  Swallowing hard, she pressed her lips together tightly to keep her ragged breathing from making a single sound.  She had to be quiet as the proverbial mouse, not moving a muscle or making a noise.

      When all she wanted to do was scream as loud and long as she possibly could.

      The footsteps circled the stack of crates, growing closer with every second.  One of the men was standing right outside her crate, blocking the sunlight.  He didn’t have a clue that she was only inches to his right.

      Or did he?  Was he playing a game with her?  Would he suddenly grab the broken side of the crate and toss it aside, revealing her presence?

      “Dammit, Ray,” a voice said.  “We fucking have to find her.  We’re going to have to search the area.  We can’t let her get away.”

      That voice.  She knew that voice as well as she knew her own.  She’d heard it almost every day for almost two decades.

      Kirk Reynolds.  Her supposed best working buddy and her uncle’s best pal.

      That was Kirk’s voice.  She didn’t know whether to scream or cry.  Had he been the one that had shot at her?  And if so…why?

      What did he have to do with the deaths?  Or was this something else?  Her brain was whirling with the possibilities, but she didn’t have any answers.  She only knew that she’d been betrayed by a person that she thought she could trust.

      “Maybe she jumped out a few miles ago,” another voice suggested.  “Maybe we should get in the car and backtrack to find her.”

      “Do you honestly think she jumped from a car going sixty miles an hour?” Kirk asked.  “If she did, she’s either dead or maimed for life.  No, she’s got to be around here somewhere.  She might be hiding in one of those old buildings.”

      “I didn’t see anyone run into them.”

      “So?  You didn’t fucking see her jump from the trunk either.  Goddamn it, you should have taped her wrists like I told you to.  She was able to open the trunk from the inside.  This is your fault.”

      Kirk had told them to bind her wrists?

      “I’ll go see—“

      “Wait,” Kirk’s voice commanded.  “I found her shoe.  She’s got to be around here somewhere.  She couldn’t go far barefoot.”

      This was not good.  Totally bad.

      If they thought she was around here, they were eventually going to look through the inside of the crates.

      And they’d find her.

      What would they do after that?

      Frankly, she was sure she was dead.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn’s hands gripped the steering wheel, the knuckles white.  He had the accelerator pushed to the floor and the needle on the speedometer was steadily climbing.  He’d blown through a few lights, only slowing down long enough to make sure that he wasn’t going to cream an innocent bystander.

      Logan had called his contacts in the police department and there were units already dispatched toward Matt’s location.  The other investigator had already called and let them know that Kirk was there along with another vehicle with three men.

      The good news was that Matt hadn’t seen Darcy yet, and the men appeared to be searching for someone.  Had she somehow run away?  Quinn could only hope so.  She was a smart woman, but against four men who wanted to hurt or kill her?  It wasn’t a fair fight.

      The bad news was that if Darcy hadn’t run away then he didn’t have a fucking clue where she was.  Had they followed the wrong person?  Was she being spirited away from Seattle at this very moment and he’d been suckered into following Kirk Reynolds?

      “We’ll get there,” Logan said from the passenger seat.  “She’s going to be okay.”

      All Quinn could see was the image of the bloodstained snow from five years ago.  He couldn’t lose someone else.  Not this time.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know that she’s a strong woman.  I could tell the minute I met her.  She reminded me of Ava, so those assholes better watch out.  Ava plays dirty, and I bet Darcy can too when she needs it.”  Logan leaned forward and pointed out the window.  “Slow down and pull close quietly.  We need the element of surprise.  We don’t want to announce our arrival before we’re ready.”

      Running on pure adrenaline and rage, Quinn would have driven the car right into the back of Kirk’s sedan, running down the men like bowling pins, but Logan had made a good point.  They needed to be smart and know what they were walking in to.

      “Stay focused,” Logan said.  “Stay in the moment.”

      That was his boss’s way of saying not to let the past get in the way of what they needed to do in the here and now.  As usual, it was good advice.

      Parking the vehicle behind Matt’s, Logan and Quinn climbed out, trying to stay low and out of the way.  Quinn couldn’t see Matt but he knew the investigator was here somewhere.  They’d already decided that they would all be radio silent.  If they’d had more time to prepare, they could have brought communications equipment, but they didn’t have any of that today.  They’d be doing it old school.

      Logan nodded toward the left and took off, leaving Quinn to go to the right.  The area was cordoned off with a tall chain-link fence, but the gate was wide open.  There were several rundown buildings that had seen better days, stacks and stacks of wooden crates, and two cars parked next to one another.

      Quinn pressed against the metal of the fence, taking cover with an overgrown bush that hadn’t seen pruning shears in a decade.  From his vantage point, Quinn could see Reynolds stalking around holding a shoe with three other men walking back and forth as if searching for something.

      Or someone?  Were they looking for Darcy?  And was that her shoe?

      Quinn couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like one of the blue pumps that Darcy had slipped on this morning.  If she’d run away, she might have lost it then.  He scanned from left to right and then back again, but he didn’t see her anywhere.  He prayed it was a good sign that she’d managed to get away.

      The men were shouting at each other but Reynolds wasn’t replying back. Instead the other man’s gaze was intent on the stack of crates pushed up against the fence.  He walked over to one and lifted the lid, peering in and before tossing the piece of wood aside.  He did it to another one, and then a third.

      Reynolds was looking for Darcy.

      Quinn couldn’t let him find her.  His options were narrowing by the second.  If Reynolds found Darcy, then he could use her as a hostage to get away or at the very least keep Quinn, Logan, and Matt at a distance.

      He couldn’t see Logan or Matt.  He had to trust that they were there and were ready to go in.  His colleagues were on the perimeter waiting for the right moment.  It would be three against four and he didn’t have a clue as to whether Reynolds and his henchmen were armed.  But his gut said that even if Reynolds had a weapon, he wasn’t going to be an expert in its use.  The guy was a soft salesman who spent his weekends on golf courses, drinking beer with clients.  Maybe the other three were stone cold killers but this didn’t look like any smooth professional operation.  It had been too sloppy, and not thought through.

      Had Reynolds thought that Matt wouldn’t notice that Darcy was gone?  Did he think that they would all just shrug and let her disappearance go as just one of those strange mysteries?  Kidnapping her from a restaurant also opened them up to all sorts of witnesses.

      No, this was amateur hour.  A rushed, desperate job.  Reynolds might have something to do with the four deaths - otherwise, why would he be doing this - but he wasn’t a practiced killer or bad guy.

      And that gave Quinn the edge.

      He was trained to take Reynolds and his men down.  So was Logan and Matt.  Quinn trusted that they would take care of their part of this if he took care of his part.

      His part was Darcy.

      Reynolds was still hunting through the crates, calling Darcy’s name.

      Thank you for letting me know you don’t have her.

      His heart squeezed painfully in his chest as the relief flooded through his veins.  Reynolds and his men didn’t have her.   But if she was hiding in one of those crates it was only a matter of moments before she was found.  Or had she run away?  He hoped so but he couldn’t take the chance.

      The time was now.

      Taking a shaky breath, he picked up a big rock sitting next to him, his fingers closing tightly over its rough surface.  He’d pitched in Little League but that had been about a hundred years ago.

      Winding up, he threw the rock as hard as he could toward Reynolds.  The rock slammed into the man’s back and he grunted, dropping to his knees and giving Quinn the split second advantage that he needed.

      He lunged forward and tackled the older man to the ground, landing a punch to Reynolds’ gut and then an uppercut to his jaw.  Grunting, Kirk reached up and wrapped his hands around Quinn’s neck, trying to squeeze the breath from his body but the guy was woefully out of shape, and he didn’t have a clue as to how to fight.  He’d left Quinn’s arms free.  Not letting Reynolds push him off, he landed two more punches on the man’s face, blood spurting from his nose and spraying his shirt.  If he’d hurt his hands in the process, he didn’t feel any of it.  The adrenaline surged through him, joined by pure anger at this man that dared to hurt Darcy.  Kirk Reynolds wasn’t going to touch her ever again.

      With a broken nose, Reynolds seemed to lose the will to fight, moaning and groaning as he lay prone on the ground.  There was shouting and the scuffle of footsteps along with the sound of sirens in the distance.  Quinn was dazed for a moment until someone placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “She’s okay.”

      Turning to see Logan standing there, the older man pointed to where Darcy was climbing out of a crate only a few feet away.  She’d been hiding there the entire time.

      Kirk Reynolds had been too fucking close to finding her.

      Lights and sirens blaring, two police cruisers careened into the fenced area but Quinn was barely aware of their presence.  All he could see was Darcy.  And she was so incredibly beautiful.

      Rising to his feet, he stumbled to where she was, lifting her into his arms.  Their lips crashed together and all the oxygen seemed to be sucked from his lungs as they clung to one another, two people holding tight in a thundering storm.  There were people all around them but he didn’t care.

      Darcy was alive.  He was alive.

      Eventually, he lifted his head and did take a look around.  Reynolds and the other three men had been slapped into handcuffs by the police.  Logan and Matt had been joined by Jared, Reed, and Jason from the firm as well.

      “I love you,” he said before he could stop the words from tumbling out of his mouth.  “If anything had happened to you—“

      She placed her fingers over his lips and shook her head.

      “I knew you would come for me.  I was completely sure.  And I love you, too.”

      His throat tightened with raw and overwhelming emotion.  She’d trusted him.  She didn’t have a clue how humbled he was by her faith.  He prayed that he’d never let her down.  That he’d be there always when she needed him.

      They’d face this world together.  A team.  Partners.

      Darcy had led him out of the dark tunnel that he’d been living in.  She was his sunlight, and his heart.
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      Quinn flinched at the loud clank of the barred doors closing behind him.  It wasn’t his first time in a correctional facility, but he never got used to the sound of doors locking behind him as he entered.

      He was here to talk to Cal.

      After what had happened to Darcy, Quinn had spent a few quiet days with her, both of them recovering from the ordeal.  He’d talked to Amy during that time as well along with his parents.  He’d finally come to the conclusion that he would come here to speak with Cal.  If only to tell him to never reach out to Amy or her family and friends ever again.  That road was closed and if his former friend didn’t get the message, Quinn didn’t have a problem with letting the prison authorities know that Cal was harassing his victim.

      Darcy had gone into the office today despite Quinn’s urging to take more time off.  She’d told him that she needed to get things under control there. There were too many stories flying around about what had happened, and the sooner she made sure they all heard the truth the better it would be.

      Kirk Reynolds was currently being held without bond, but protesting that he was completely innocent and simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.  He’d hired a high-priced attorney, too.

      The other three guys had already made a deal with the prosecutors to tell their stories for a lighter sentence.  They’d quickly decided that going down for kidnapping would be much better than murder.

      Kirk Reynolds had murdered Lisa Baker.

      According to the three men, Reynolds and Lisa had been having an affair.  When she’d told Kirk that she was going to confess to her husband and try to mend their marriage, he’d been angry.  He came to her house that night Andy Baker was out bowling to try and talk her out of it.  He was afraid that Andy would tell his wife and that the office would find out.  They’d argued and he’d pushed her, knocking her into the pool where she’d hit her head.

      Instead of helping her, he’d panicked and run.  Lisa had drowned and her body had been later found by her husband.  He never knew of the affair.

      When the death had been ruled an accident, Reynolds thought he was in the clear.  And he had been until Darcy reopened the investigation.

      The three men that had helped Reynolds kidnap Darcy had been some workers that he had befriended a few years before when they’d done some construction on his house.  They’d struck up a friendship, mostly based on Reynolds giving them cash when they were broke, and one night after too many beers and whiskey, Reynolds had let it slip about Lisa Baker.  The guys hadn’t much cared what he’d done as long as he kept giving them money, and they weren’t against the idea when they got the call from Kirk Reynolds to help him out with a little “problem” that needed taken care of.

      Darcy.

      One of them had been on the parking structure across the street and fired those shots at her.  They swore that they never intended to hit anyone.  It had been to scare her away from the investigation.  When it didn’t work, Reynolds had to up the ante.  It was clear she wasn’t going to give up and she planned to have Quinn look into Lisa’s death more closely.  He couldn’t allow that to happen.

      He’d called his buddies and told them the restaurant that they were going to be in for lunch.  He told Darcy that she had smeared mascara so she’d go to the ladies’ room.  His men were already there waiting to grab her.  If Kirk was questioned as to why he left the restaurant without Darcy, he was planning to say that he thought she’d been called back to the office.

      They said that Reynolds had told them that he wasn’t planning to kill her.  He just needed to scare her a bit so she would back off.

      Quinn wasn’t sure that he believed it.  Reynolds didn’t strike him as a cold-blooded killer, but he’d been wrong before.

      Case in point?  Caleb Duncan.  The man Quinn was currently here to see.

      He walked down the row of seats until he saw Cal.  The large room was filled with tables and chairs with cameras and guards everywhere.  The inmates were wearing tan jumpsuits so it was easy to identify them.

      His ex-coworker was slimmer than he had been in the past, his face lined a bit more around his eyes.  When he saw Quinn his face split into a grin.

      This guy is fucking smiling?

      “Hey, man,” Cal said, standing up from his seat.  “It’s great to see you.  Just really great.”

      Maybe from habit, Cal held out his hand to shake but a guard stepped forward and shook his head.

      “No contact.”

      His smile dimming slightly, Cal sat back down.  Quinn took a chair opposite.

      “They have a lot of rules around here,” Cal said.  “It’s great to see you.  Thank you for coming.  I was beginning to think you weren’t getting my messages and mail.”

      Was this how this meeting was going to be?  Was Cal going to pretend that nothing had happened and that he hadn’t taken a life?

      It was almost surreal for Quinn to be sitting here, but he’d promised Amy that he would tell Cal to leave her alone.  And after what happened with Darcy, the two of them had talked at length about whether he should come here.  They’d agreed that it might help him move past that terrible day.  Put it behind him to the extent that he could.  He’d never forget Devon and he could never forgive Cal, but he could face the future with Darcy by his side and put this monster in the rearview mirror.

      “I got all of your messages and mail,” Quinn said, keeping his expression neutral.  He had a message to deliver and he wanted to do it as emotionlessly as possible.  He wouldn’t give Cal the satisfaction to see him angry or upset.  “Frankly, I wasn’t going to come here but your continued harassment of my sister has taken that decision out of my hands.”

      “I’m just worried about Amy,” Cal replied, his tone defensive.  “I wanted to know if she needed anything.”

      Cal Duncan had always had balls, but this was over the top, even for him.

      “Considering you took away what she needed, which was a father for her son and a husband for her, I’m not sure you’re in a position to be worried at this point.”  Quinn had thought that perhaps this meeting might go differently but it was clear that Cal wasn’t going to take responsibility for what he’d done.  “You need to stop reaching out to Amy.  You need to stop trying to contact her friends and family to get her to answer your letters.  She doesn’t want to see you, she doesn’t want to talk to you, and she doesn’t want to even think about you.  Although you’ve made that impossible.  Every time she looks at her child, she remembers what you did.  You shot Devon and killed him.  He’s dead.  Because of you.”

      “I still love Amy—“

      “Stop that shit,” Quinn broke in, not letting Cal finish.  “I’m not buying it.  You never loved Amy.  You were obsessed with her.  You wanted to possess her, but you didn’t love her.  She’s not an object you can put on a shelf and then take down when you feel like it.  You didn’t want her to have any thoughts or feelings of her own.  Only you mattered.  Well, now you have twenty-five to life to think about yourself.  Only you, twenty-four-seven, three-sixty-five.  Shit, I thought maybe you wanted me here to apologize for what you did, to take some fucking responsibility for what you’ve done.  But that’s not it, is it?”

      “If Amy hadn’t—“

      “Shut the hell up,” Quinn said, cutting Cal off again.  “None of this is Amy’s fault.  You don’t get to blame anyone else for your decisions.  You did this.  You made the choice.  You just don’t like the consequences for it.”

      “I wasn’t in my right mind,” Cal protested.  “I had a moment of temporary insanity.”

      “Save it for the judge.  But I will ask…when exactly were you out of your mind?  When you loaded your gun?  When you drove to the Christmas fair?  Or was it when you were looking for Devon and Amy?  Was it when he tried to talk to you and you pulled the trigger?  I’m trying to understand but I don’t think I ever will.”

      “C’mon, we were friends once,” Cal replied.  The smile and happy go lucky attitude were long gone.  “You know me.  You know that I wouldn’t do something like that.  Remember that time we were working undercover—”

      “But you did.  You did do it.  And we were not friends.  We were coworkers who occasionally hung out together with a group of other people.  That’s it.  Frankly, Cal, you don’t seem sorry that you shot Devon, but you seem very sorry that you got caught and convicted.”

      “We’re going for a new trial.”

      “And I’ll be there to testify again.  And again and again.  Whatever is needed to keep you here.  If I have to testify a hundred times I will.  I promise you that.”

      “If Amy—“

      “I’m leaving,” Quinn said abruptly, rising to his feet.  “I don’t want to hear your litany of excuses.  You took a man’s life.  Now I’m going to say this again before I leave.  Do not try and contact Amy ever again.  Do not contact her family and friends.  If you do, I’ll report you to the prison officials.  I don’t think they’d be very happy to hear that you’ve been harassing your victim.  Christ, you shot Devon in cold blood and you still act like it was all just a silly mistake and everyone should forgive you.  I don’t forgive you.  Amy doesn’t forgive you.  Leave her alone.”

      Cal began to protest but Quinn was finished.  He didn’t have anything else to say to Caleb Duncan, and he sure as shit didn’t want to hear all the excuses the other man might have for what he’d done.  And saying Amy should have done something different?  That wasn’t going to work either.

      Turning on his heel, Quinn headed for the door.  He didn’t need to do anything else.   He’d said what he needed to.  As for Cal, he clearly wasn’t ready to admit that his actions were wrong.  He wasn’t going to accept responsibility.  He might never do that.

      He wasn’t sure if this was closure, but it felt final.

      After leaving the prison, he drove to Darcy’s office.  Her assistant smiled and waved him in when she saw him.

      “She’s between meetings.  Go on in.”

      Quinn entered the office and quietly shut the door behind him.

      “I hear you have a few minutes.”

      Darcy looked up from the laptop she was typing at and smiled.  His heart flipped in his chest, reminding him that he might have lost her.  But he hadn’t.  He’d been there to keep her safe.

      “I certainly do,” she said, rising from her chair to meet him in the middle of the room.  She slid her arms around his neck and he couldn’t resist the temptation of her lips.  He probably shouldn’t kiss her in the office, but she was the boss.  “How did it go?”

      Her gaze was searching and worried.  She’d been concerned about him going today.  They’d discussed it at length and while they agreed that he should do it, that didn’t mean they thought it was going to go smoothly.

      “I told him to stop reaching out to Amy.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      “He tried to blame it on temporary insanity and then he tried to blame Amy.  I wasn’t going to stick around and listen to that horseshit, so I got up and left.  He might have said he wanted to make nice and apologize but that wasn’t what he did.  It’s still everyone else’s fault.”

      “Are you sorry you went?”

      “No, I’m glad I went, although I’m not sure what closure is supposed to feel like.  Talking to him didn’t change the past.”

      “It might change your future.”

      “You are a smart one.  You’re right.  It might change my future.  I’m thinking that I want a future with you in it.  What are my chances?”

      Her smile widened, her eyes sparkling with the love they both felt.

      “I think your chances are excellent.”

      Quinn would never forget the past but with Darcy he had a bright future ahead.
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