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Thorns of the Past

 

 

 


Darcy Flynn, a former police officer in East Quay, works as
a night guard and a private investigator. Framed for a bad shooting while on
the force, she is set on finding out the truth about what happened. 


 


Sabrina Hawk, a successful accountant with an impressive
client list, still suffers the aftereffects from an assault during her college
years. Victim-blaming on campus was bad enough, but she loathes the authorities
for mistreating her. 


 


Darcy notices Sabrina often works late, and the elegant
blonde stirs her innate protectiveness. Sabrina finds herself able to relax
around Darcy. A mutual attraction develops, but then Sabrina’s office is
subjected to several break-ins. Wary of the police, she hires Darcy to
investigate. Darcy fears Sabrina’s reaction once she learns Darcy was a cop—a
cop who left the force in disgrace.


 


Praise for Gun Brooke’s Fiction

 

 

 


Fierce Overture


 


“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle and
Helena are no exception. Each woman is “more than meets the eye” as each
exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual tension between them is
real, hot, and raw.”—Just
About Write


 


 


Coffee Sonata


 


“In Coffee
Sonata, the lives of these four women become intertwined. In forming
friendships and love, closets and disabilities are discussed, along with
differences in age and backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with
complexity and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you enjoy a good
love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters, look for Coffee Sonata
at your favorite gay and lesbian bookstore.”—Family
& Friends Magazine


 


 


Sheridan’s Fate


 


“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to make
this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the wonderful emotional explorations
of these characters to tell the story of those who, for various reasons, become
differently-abled. Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a problem at birth,
many women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation. Her courage and
Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a ‘must read.’”—Just About Write


 


 


Course of Action


 


“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their growing relationship.
Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking and heart-stopping. Where have
you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for one, would like to see more romances from
this author.”—Independent
Gay Writer


 


 


September Canvas


 


“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and secrets
are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and prove to the reader
each has much depth, talent, wit and problem-solving abilities. September Canvas is a
good read with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write


 


 


Soul Unique


 


“This is the first book that Gun Brooke has written in a
first person perspective, and that was 100% the correct choice. She avoids the
pitfalls of trying to tell a story about living with an autism spectrum
disorder that she’s never experienced, instead making it the story of someone
who falls in love with a person living with Asperger’s. …Soul Unique is her
best. It was an ambitious project that turned out beautifully. I highly
recommend it.”—The
Lesbian Review


 


 


The Supreme Constellations Series


 


“Protector
of the Realm has it all; sabotage, corruption, erotic love and
exhilarating space fights. Gun Brooke’s second novel is forceful with a winning
combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book exemplifies her
growth as inventive storyteller and is sure to garner multiple awards in the
coming year.”—Just About
Write

 

“Brooke is an amazing author, and has written in other genres.
Never have I read a book where I started at the top of the page and don’t know
what will happen two paragraphs later. She keeps the excitement going, and the
pages turning.”—MegaScene
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Prologue

 

 

 


2002


 


The sand was still warm from having the merciless sun bake it all
day. Sabrina dug her heels into it with each step as she moved backward, not taking
her eyes off the three men approaching her. 


“Guys? It’s not funny anymore. Stop it.” She tried to keep her
voice firm, but their decisive moves as they spread out in front and on both
sides of her made her wary. If she only knew who they were, but they all wore
pantyhose masks and made awful low, catcall noises as they homed in on her. 


“Please. Stop this. We’re supposed to be heading for the bus.”
All she could think of was how to get back to the bus waiting to drive them all
back to campus. She would be safe there. “Come on?” 


Now she had her back against the steep dunes behind her and tried
to climb backward, letting her eyes dart between them. Loose sand ran over her
feet as she kicked at it, trying to find her footing. She was out of breath
now, and sweat poured down her back despite the cooling night air.


Where were Callie and Dawn? She had danced with her best friends
all evening around the campfire, laughing and getting tipsy on beer. That had
sent her on a quest for the toilet area among the dunes, but going there alone
had been a big mistake. After Sabrina left the bonfire area, she’d realized too
late how dark it had grown. She’d decided to go back and find Callie, her
roommate, when the three men appeared dressed in generic beachwear for preppy
young guys. 


The men were only a few yards away, and she could tell they were
wearing what looked like nylon stockings over their heads. Sabrina panicked.
This wasn’t a joke. These guys were either out to scare her or…worse. She
pivoted and ran up the dune, knowing that was her only chance. She drew in a
new breath to scream for help, but a hard shove against her back silenced her
as she fell face forward into the sand. It filled her entire mouth and she
could hardly breathe. 


Trying to spit the sand out, Sabrina tried to claw her way up the
dune, grunting against the hard knees and hands pressing her down. She kicked,
but their hard grip of her ankles made it impossible. There were too many of
them, and they were so strong.


“No use fighting, bitch,” one of the men hissed, his voice right
at her ear. “No one can hear you. Just keep munching on that sand and enjoy the
ride.”


The other men laughed as they tore the shorts and tank top from
her body. Sabrina fought them with every ounce of her strength, scratching at
them, even biting. She heard them curse her, and when she was naked down to her
bikini bottom, she managed to spit the last of the sand from her mouth. This
didn’t stop them from pulling off the last piece of clothing. 


Deeply terrified and in shock from being naked in the sand with
three men bending her arms and legs until she thought they’d break or be
dislocated, Sabrina screamed hoarsely for help. At first her voice was barely
audible, and the men didn’t seem to care. They growled and laughed behind the
nylon stockings, and one of them even made a hole where his mouth was and
wagged his tongue at her.


“No, no, no, no…please. Oh, God. Don’t do this,” she moaned. 


“But you’ll enjoy it, bitch. I promise. Just spread those amazing
long legs, and you’ll find all you need is a good fucking from some talented
bastards to get off your high horse, Sabrina.”


Sabrina? They knew her? She coughed up more sand, and now she had
more air. Screaming as loud as she could, she could tell her voice carried much
farther. “Help!
Please, help! Help!” 


“Shut up!” the closest man hissed. “Shut the fuck up!” He pressed
his hand over her mouth, and she panicked. She had to keep screaming or they’d
never find her. These guys…they could kill her and…Sabrina bit down hard on the
edge of his hand and refused to let go before he pulled back. Then she screamed
again, this time so loud her voice cracked. 


The men appeared to panic and tried to silence her. Blows to her
abdomen, her head, and to her face rained all over her. Certain they would kill
her, Sabrina curled up and protected her head and abdomen. Her arms and legs
took the brunt of the violence, but she’d stopped caring about that as long as
they didn’t cut her or hit her head. 


Suddenly it all stopped. Their hands were no longer on her body.
Were they still there? Lying still, she listened, but all she could hear was
her husky, sandy gasps. She opened her eyes, blinking against the grains in her
tear-drenched lashes. She was alone and felt her aching, naked, sandy body grow
cold. Sabrina lay there still, listening to her breathing, trying to match the
sound of the distant waves. 


Thoughts of her brother made new tears stream down her face.
Daniel was the only person in her family she could relate to, and he felt the
same way about her. He was merely sixteen, and this, her being attacked and
hurt, would destroy him.


After what seemed like hours, the sound of distant voices
approached. Were the men coming back? Grabbing at her clothes, Sabrina found
only her shorts and held them against her, curling up around them. Trying to
hide her naked breasts, she whipped her head back and forth to make sure the
men weren’t there, hiding in the dunes. She couldn’t see anyone. Sobbing now,
she fell onto her side in the sand. Now she wasn’t screaming anymore, but
wailing, as she wanted to hide from everyone forever.


“Sabrina? Sabrina! Oh, my God, Sabrina!”


Callie and Dawn appeared out of nowhere, crying out as they fell
to their knees and wrapped their arms around her. As Sabrina looked up, she saw
what seemed like hundreds of faces like a wall around them. The thought hit her
that the three men might be among the onlookers. Any of the guys could be one
of them. Only college kids had stayed this long at the beach.


More screams broke free from her sandy vocal chords and echoed
along Crane Beach, and only when Dawn, sobbing and hushing, held her tight did
they turn into a frantic murmur.


“What was that, Sabrina? I can’t hear you.” Callie patted
Sabrina’s back, sounding shocked and confused. “Sabrina?”


“D-don’t leave me. Don’t leave…me. Don’t leave me alone…with
them.” Sabrina hid against Dawn. All she wanted was to go home to her dorm room
and shower her aching, bruised body. She wanted to lock the door and crawl into
her bed—perhaps never come out of there. 


Nothing in her life would ever be the same.


How could it?


Chapter One

 

 

 


Present Day


 


“You off now?” Meghan glanced up at Darcy as she passed her desk.
“When are you going to realize you’re burning your candle from both ends by
working two jobs?”


“Hey, I’m young and strong, dear cousin. I can pull all-nighters,
no problem at all.” Darcy pulled on her cap and buttoned her uniform jacket.
Every time she donned the night-guard uniform, her heart twitched painfully.
She used to wear her police uniform proudly, and now, wearing this, she felt
like such a fraud. Being a night guard was a respectable job, but she missed being
on the police force so much she ached sometimes. Carrying out two jobs, as a
private investigator for her cousin Meghan’s firm and as a night guard for SecLife,
did indeed wear her out when she was needed at one place right after another,
like today.


“Yes. You are, I admit,” Meghan said. “But one of these days
you’ll stretch yourself too thin, and then I’ll have to scrape you up with a
spatula.”


“Ew.” Darcy crinkled her nose. “Then what? Make an omelet out of
me? Sounds delish—not.”


“I was going to say, as fine dining to the closest cannibal,
yes.” Meghan stuck out her tongue. Five years older than Darcy, Meghan had
always felt close to her, but sometimes her cousin assumed the “concerned older
sister” role, which she had done a lot ever since…Darcy stopped her train of
thought before it sent her into a full-blown pity-party.


“The closest cannibal, huh? That desperate to get rid of me?”
Donning her gun belt, she then unlocked the top drawer in one of the file
cabinets and pulled out her Glock. She made sure the clip was full and the
spare as well. During day shifts at SecLife she didn’t carry a gun, but as she
was normally on her own in her wing of the building she worked in during
nights, it was required.


“Never. Business has only become better since you joined me here.
You know that.” Meghan stood and walked over to her. “Your knack for
surveillance and skills with the camera have increased our efficiency by twenty
percent.”


“Really?” Darcy stopped adjusting her belt. “You sure it isn’t
because your business is more established now? I came into it at the end of its
first year. That year’s always an uphill battle, so I’m told.” 


“Don’t be so modest.” Meghan crinkled her freckled nose. “Yes,
that’s part of it, but now we can take on a lot more cases because you’re so
efficient. If we didn’t have you, we’d have to turn some customers away.” 


“Wow. Okay. I’m glad my coming to work for you has paid off
despite everything.” Grabbing her leather tote, where she kept a thermos of
coffee, some magazines and books, and a container of diced fruit, Darcy was
ready to head out. “Speaking of working a lot, don’t stay here too late again.
You know how that kid of yours goes nuts when you’re late too many nights in a
row. He thinks you’re dead.” Meghan’s son Dominic was sixteen and what Darcy
referred to as an old soul. “He still has some sort of vision of you dodging
bullets and going toe-to-toe with ninjas.”


“Tell me about it.” Meghan glanced at her phone and then wiggled
it. “I’ll set the timer for another thirty minutes, and then I’m out of here.
Stay safe tonight, Darcy.”


“Sure thing. Hug the kid for me.” Darcy did a one-finger salute
and walked outside. The sun was already setting, painting the sky purple,
orange, and pink. This time of year, she enjoyed the last warm days as they
headed toward October. Eventually, East Quay would become rainy, gray, and
cold. Then the snow would hit, and if the last few years were anything to go
by, she would have to invest in a new snowblower in early November at the
latest. But right now, it was still summer, even if the nights were colder.


Driving her beloved red Silverado, she pulled into the
almost-nonexistent traffic. The summer guests had vacated this part of New
England a few weeks back. That was both a blessing and a curse, Darcy surmised.
Traffic was lighter, stores were not as congested, so less queuing. But
tourists brought money to the region, and the merchants and hotel owners
counted on the coast of Rhode Island to stay as popular as it was.


Humming to Noelle Laurent’s latest hit song playing on the radio,
Darcy pulled into the ever-growing financial area of East Quay. She drove past
her list of smaller buildings, which she knew by heart, externally scanning
them on her way back to the main road farther down. There, a large office
complex loomed, with its six floors and ultramodern glass paneling. How the
builder had managed to twist the local politicians’ arms to get permission to
erect such a monstrosity, she had no clue. Connections and money exchanging
hands? Promising tons of new jobs? Yeah, that’d get it done.


Turning into the parking lot, Darcy saw only one more vehicle
besides her truck, a gray, metallic Ford Focus hatchback. She knew it well and
realized she was
working late. Again. Darcy parked right next to it, which had become a habit,
and cautiously exited her Silverado.


The she
in question was the president of the small but reputable accounting firm on the
fourth floor, Sabrina Hawk. As far as Darcy knew, Hawk’s Accounting consisted
of Sabrina and four employees. Usually the employees were gone when Darcy
started her shift, but Sabrina often worked late. Tall, with strawberry-blond
hair of undeterminable length, as it was always up in a low bun or a severe
twist, Sabrina Hawk tended to dress in black or gray skirt suits. Darcy had yet
to see the woman ever wear slacks or anything bright, but she wasn’t
complaining, as Sabrina had the most gorgeous set of legs she had ever seen.
Wearing minimal makeup, the hardworking accountant usually sported black-rimmed
glasses and two-inch pumps.


Apart from a mere nod in passing, or an occasional “Have a good
evening, Ms. Hawk” from Darcy, which usually rendered her a short “thank you”
in return, Darcy had never really spoken to Sabrina. That didn’t mean she
didn’t keep extra tabs on the stunning woman when Sabrina worked late and had
to cross over to her car after dark. Nothing would happen to Sabrina Hawk on Darcy’s
watch.


Pulling her tote out and slinging it over her shoulder, Darcy
locked her truck and scanned the area around the business complex. Several
offices kept expensive equipment and sensitive documents on the premises. The
area was usually calm, but East Quay had its fair share of criminality. 


Entering the building using her master keycard, she headed over
to the desk where she spent most of her night when not doing her rounds. A
short, stocky Asian-American man stood and greeted her with a friendly grin.


“You’re early, Darcy. No crooks to catch in the PI business?”


“Ha! Funny that, Ken. Very humorous. I’ll be glad when the day
comes that I don’t have to keep tabs on cheating spouses from here to
Providence. A real case wouldn’t be bad.”


“Be careful what you wish for,” Ken said, putting his thermos
into a much-loved backpack with a Red Sox logo on the front. Darcy stealthily
peered down at Ken’s feet and thought she glimpsed actual red socks peeking
through just above his shiny black shoes. He was such a baseball aficionado. 


“True enough. Actually, I enjoy working with Meghan. It gives me
a lot of freedom to add more hours to this gig.” Darcy let Ken pass and then
rounded the desk. Six monitors, on which she could bring up live surveillance
from everywhere in the building, filled the entire left side of it. On the
other side, she had a small switchboard phone where she could alert the police
or fire department if need be. The building had an automatic alarm system for
most eventualities, but she was glad she could manually reach the authorities
on speed dial if need be. “Anything to report before you head home to that
gorgeous wife of yours?” Darcy looked down at Ken’s immaculately typed log on
the computer. As far as she could see, his rounds had been uneventful.


“A couple of teenagers thought it would be funny to stop by and
press their faces against the glass doors. I stood just inside and and patted
Lulu once, and they ran like the wind.” Ken demonstrated how he’d patted his
side arm. “Like this and swoosh!”


Darcy laughed. “You macho dog, you.”


“Don’t you forget it.” Ken grinned and pulled on his jacket.
“Stay safe tonight, kid. It’s going to rain later.”


“Thanks, Dad.”
Darcy knew she looked younger than her actual twenty-eight years and didn’t
mind Ken calling her “kid” every now and then. He knew of her background on the
police force and what she’d gone through three years ago. She was ready to cut
him a lot of slack for never judging her.


She placed her fruit in the mini-fridge under the desk and the
thermos of coffee on the shelf next to it. Making sure once more that the clip
in her Glock was loaded and the safety on, she holstered it next to the baton.
Her comm radio and cell phone were both freshly charged and tucked into their
respective holders on her belt as well. Grabbing her large Maglite, she
prepared to do her first round after checking the front door to make sure it
was locked behind Ken. She could see him in the distance on the street, where
he bicycled toward the harbor where he lived with his wife and two teenage
daughters in an old, light-blue house on stilts. 


Darcy’s steps echoed through the corridors, the marble floor
barely dampening her footfalls. She let her Maglite shine into the offices that
had glass doors and felt the handles on the rest of them to make sure the locks
had clicked into place. She was aware of the high-tech locks in the buildings,
but as far as she was concerned, technology malfunctioned on a regular basis.


She took the stairs from floor to floor and listened intently for
unfamiliar sounds before she opened the doors to their respective corridors.
Stepping onto the fourth floor, she immediately saw the light coming from the
glass doors leading into Hawk’s Accounting. Carrying out her routine, she kept
flicking her flashlight on and off into the other offices, and when she reached
the corner offices, she glanced inside as she saw a light on farther in, past
the reception area. She wasn’t expecting to see anything, as Sabrina Hawk’s
office was in the far corner, out of her field of vision. At first, she didn’t
spot anything out of the ordinary, but then a slight movement to the right in
the semi-dark area made her frown and direct her Maglite in that direction.


Sabrina Hawk just stood there, seemingly lost in thought, staring
out the window. She held onto a white mug, twisting it between her hands,
something so desolate about her rigid form that Darcy kept the beam from her
flashlight down and remained where she was. Slightly older than her, perhaps
thirty-five to Darcy’s twenty-eight, the classy, stunning woman had a quality
about her that made Darcy feel strangely protective.


Sabrina jerked and slapped the window hard with the palm of her
hand, bowing her head as if in defeat. From where Darcy stood, it looked as if
the woman by the window was shaking. Concerned now, Darcy rapped her blunt
nails against the glass door and redirected the Maglite toward the glass,
careful not to blind Sabrina, who flinched and turned, her eyes wide and her
body appearing tense enough to crackle. Darcy felt like an idiot for
frightening the woman and smiled reassuringly, even if she wasn’t sure Sabrina
could see her facial expression from all the way over there. Not entirely
certain what prompted her next action, she slid her master keycard through the
lock and pushed the door half open.


“Sorry there, Ms. Hawk.” Darcy raised her voice, trying to sound
casual. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Just wanted to make sure you were all
right.” Darcy utilized every ounce of the confidence she’d once had as a police
officer, making her voice low and assertive, when in reality, her knees felt
somewhat unstable.


“I’m fine, thank you,” Sabrina said coolly. Darcy didn’t point
out the fact that Sabrina was trembling visibly. 


“Good. Just let me know if you need assistance. I’m here until
seven in the morning.” Her cheeks warming, Darcy was about to duck out when
Sabrina spoke again.


“I’m leaving soon. Will you be in the lobby?”


That had to be a record amount of words from Sabrina. Some of the
business people liked to chat when they ran into Darcy, but not this one,
normally. Darcy tried to wrap her mind around that fact and forgot that Sabrina
had asked her a question. Only when Sabrina tilted her head and walked toward
her did she snap out of it.


“Lobby? Yes. I’ll be done with my rounds in ten or fifteen
minutes.” Darcy knew she probably sounded like an idiot, but she was busy
wondering why Sabrina wanted to know in the first place.


“Very well.” Sabrina walked to the counter by the front desk.
Clearly the audience was over. But then she looked over her shoulder, and Darcy
thought she could detect a haunted expression on Sabrina’s finely chiseled
features. “Thank you.”


“No problem, Ms. Hawk.” Darcy wanted to swat herself on the head.
Since when did she sound breathless like this? And since when did she feel like
a teenager in front of a hot teacher, though she couldn’t remember any of her
teachers ever looking this amazing in an expensive, off-white skirt suit.
Sabrina wore a plum blouse underneath, and at the shallow indentation at the
base of her neck, a small emerald gave off an understated glow against her pale
skin.


Utterly self-conscious, Darcy walked toward the door to carry out
the last of her rounds. Her legs remarkably wobbly, she willed them to take her
out into the corridor without stumbling into furniture or doorposts. Turning
her head as she closed the door behind her and making sure the lock engaged,
Darcy saw Sabrina walking toward her office, her gait efficient and
self-assured. Huh. So, the tormented woman she had just seen a glimpse of had
been pushed back beneath the surface again. 


Filing the sight away for future reference, Darcy carried out her
duties on the last two floors in a rush and then took the elevator down to the
ground level. Stepping out of it, she spotted Sabrina Hawk already standing
very close to the large windows overlooking the parking lot. She kept glancing
from side to side, one hand resting against the glass and the other holding her
briefcase so tight, the skin on her knuckles was colorless.


“Hello again,” Darcy said in a muted voice, hoping not to startle
Sabrina yet again. The woman still jumped and turned so fast, she momentarily
had to support herself against the window. 


Darcy hurried forward, but Sabrina regained her balance and
straightened to her full length, probably around five foot ten. At a mere five
foot four, Darcy squared her shoulders and casually walked toward Sabrina. “So,
I’m here. What can I help you with, Ms. Hawk?”


“I don’t mean to sound overly dramatic, but would you please
watch while I walk to my car?” Jutting her chin out, Sabrina looked as if she
expected Darcy to question her request, or even be a smart-ass about it.


“No problem. I usually do anyway.” The words were out of her
mouth before she realized what she’d meant to say. Darcy closed her eyes
briefly after watching Sabrina’s eyebrows go up.


“You do?” It was barely a question, more like a “please tell me
you’re kidding and not a stalker.”


“A woman going through a semi-dark parking lot alone late in the
evening and sometimes even during the night—what kind of guard would I be if I
didn’t pay attention,” Darcy said, trying to explain.


“I see. Well then.” She pulled out her keycard and slid it
through the door opener. “Good night.”


“Good night.” Darcy walked over to the window, not taking her
eyes off Sabrina as she hurried to the Focus. She noted how Sabrina circled the
car and peered in through all the windows. This was new. Usually, she tossed
her briefcase in and quickly stepped into the driver’s seat. Now Sabrina acted
as if she expected something to be amiss—or even some unwanted presence. Darcy
almost thought the woman would check under the car with a makeup mirror.
Finally, Sabrina opened the door and glanced around toward the lobby, nodding
briefly toward Darcy, who in turn gave a short wave.


As Sabrina drove away, Darcy found herself standing inside the
doors, her mind whirling with possibilities as to why Sabrina suddenly was so
skittish and concerned. Something was seriously wrong—she just knew it.


 


* * *


 


Sabrina stopped outside the building where she owned a large,
luxurious condominium. The bottom floor consisted of eight double garages, from
where you reached the stairs leading up to the two-story condo. There was also
an entrance to each condo on the back, reached via a path through a small
garden. Sabrina drove into the garage and kept her eyes unwaveringly in the mirror
as she closed the door behind her remotely. As it locked into place, she drew a
deep breath and finally relaxed. Her entire body ached from the stress of the
last few weeks, which had increased tenfold today.


Her cell phone beeped and she jumped, immediately on edge again.
When it turned out to be a text message from her brother, Daniel, she moaned
from sheer relief.


 


R U
working? How about this weekend? Lorna suggests bar-b-q on the new deck.


 


Her stomach clenching, Sabrina knew she couldn’t turn her brother
and sister-in-law down again. They had asked her four times during the last two
months to come and visit with them and their twin boys. Sabrina adored Ethan
and Kevin, but considering the last few weeks’ events, all Sabrina wanted to do
was hibernate in her condo.


She got out of the car and headed for the door leading into the
stairwell. As she walked up the stairs, her feet felt as heavy as if she were
wearing rubber boots rather than Jimmy Choo pumps. The door at the landing had
its own set of locks and alarm. With the keys ready, she opened it and slipped
inside, locking all three locks, including the massive new deadbolt. Resetting
the alarm, she felt entirely safe—for the time being.


As Sabrina walked toward the kitchen, she took out her cell phone
again and texted Dan, affirming that she’d join them over the weekend. The
big-grin emoji and four hearts he returned made her smile and shake her head.
Dan was three years younger than her, and he always claimed he was the black
sheep of the family as he didn’t work with numbers. Instead, he owned a
successful construction company and was often hired by East Quay and
surrounding towns. 


Sabrina had followed in their parents’ footstep in the sense that
she did crunch numbers, but not at their level. She wasn’t into day-trading
either, like Glenda and Ian Hawk, who were considered royalty in the Boston
financial district. The famous Forbes
magazine had coined a quote that her father loved. “Everything they
touch turns to Californium.”
Sabrina couldn’t agree more, since Californium, not indigenous to Earth, was as
toxic as it was rare, due to its radioactivity, much like her parents. They owned
properties in Boston, Providence, and East Quay, and their stock-market firm
was one of Boston’s most successful enterprises. Sabrina couldn’t count how
many times she had declined to work for Glenda and Ian. 


Instead she had started her own company, initially as its sole
employee, but now she had four other fulltime accountants working for her. If
things progressed the way they had until now, she would soon need to double
that number. She maintained she was the black sheep of the family, not because she
stood up to her parents regarding her career, which was Dan’s impression. The
reason was much darker than that.


She shook off the looming thoughts, something she truly didn’t
need after working her ass off all day and then receiving yet another anonymous
email. She was going to have to get her IT contact to make sure her computers
weren’t hacked. Drawing a trembling breath, Sabrina entered the kitchen area,
normally her favorite place in her condo.


The refrigerator didn’t hold anything tempting, but she forced
herself to pull out some blueberry yogurt. She hadn’t eaten since lunch, and if
she went to bed on an empty stomach, experience told her she would suffer badly
around four or five a.m. 


Sabrina walked into her bedroom while she ate the yogurt. Pulling
off her clothes between each spoonful, she shivered when the air-conditioned
air reached her naked skin. She quickly donned her silk pajamas and finished
off the yogurt. While brushing her teeth, she avoided her reflection in the
mirror, knowing full well what her haunted expression looked like.


After she crawled into bed, she closed her eyes, and the words
from the first email she had received three weeks ago appeared as if blazed
against the inside of her eyelids. 


 


The time
has come for you to do as you’re told. Be prepared. Don’t do anything stupid,
such as involving the cops. We will be in touch. 


 


Sabrina shivered despite the thick duvet. What the hell did that
even mean? She had found similar-sounding emails on her laptop and her
stationary computer six other times during the last three weeks. Rationalizing
their presence, she had told herself they were just spam, or someone trying to
be funny, but deep down she recognized the signs of denial. She kept up that
façade until she found a letter on top of her computer keyboard at work. It
contained only words printed on regular printer paper. 


 


Regard this
as proof. 


 


Completely freaked out, she had debated whether to call the
police, but instead she took the middle-of-the-road approach and contacted the
security firm that had put in the alarm systems at her condo and her beach
house. Al Karimi, the president of the company, had of course tried to convince
her this was a police matter, but when Sabrina had refused to involve law
enforcement, he had agreed to help her as much as possible. So far, he had
nothing to report.


The intrusion into her office had happened yesterday, and for the
rest of the day and today she had looked over her shoulder and remained in her
office. When she had to work overtime this evening, she’d cursed herself for
not doing that from home. She hadn’t counted on being so afraid, but old ghosts
added to the mix, and her nerves played constant tricks on her.


When the night guard had knocked on the door to her office,
Sabrina had been so startled, she’d nearly cried out. Spotting the familiar
face of the woman who always treated her with friendly professionalism, Sabrina
could have wept with relief. Of course, as usual, she withdrew behind her shell
of “cool, calm, and collected” and projected what her brother called her regal
persona. This guise didn’t seem to completely deter the night guard. What was
her last name again? It said on her name tag, for heaven’s sake. Flynn? Yes.
That was it. Flynn clearly did not scare easily—and she had been quite
accommodating when Sabrina had asked her to monitor her journey to the car. Of
course, the woman had to wonder. Would she ask about her request? Would she
perhaps tell her colleagues or any of the other tenants at the business center?
For some reason Sabrina couldn’t explain, she didn’t think so.


She pulled a blanket on top of the duvet and huddled underneath,
finding it almost impossible to get warm. On days like today, when the present
was causing her grief and the past loomed on the horizon, Sabrina had to fight
against her instinct to hide.


She had come too far to fall into that trap again.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


“Okay, cousin. Time to spill the beans about Sabrina Hawk.”
Meghan rounded Darcy’s desk and sat down on the corner of it, looking pointedly
at her. “And don’t you dare skip any details.”


“There’s nothing to tell. Honestly. She asked me to keep an eye
on her while she walked to her car, since it was late in the evening. That was
it.” Darcy pulled her shoulders up in a deep shrug. 


“And going from ‘good evening’ to ‘please guard me with your
life, oh handsome night guard,’ is nothing?”
Meghan gestured wildly. “From what I’ve heard, Sabrina Hawk isn’t exactly the
warm and fuzzy type. For her to say more than two words, let alone ask you for
something so extraordinary—it’s what we gossip girls live for.”


Darcy groaned and covered her eyes with her free hand. With the
other, she held onto a mug of green tea as if it were a lifebuoy. What had
possessed her to tell Meghan about what had happened at the business center two
nights ago? She knew her cousin was curious to a fault, hence her local success
as a private investigator. Meghan had gone to the police academy eight years
before Darcy but had already opted for the private sector at graduation. 


“You can’t gossip about Sabrina Hawk to any of your friends,”
Darcy said with a moan. “SecLife
has strict regulations regarding customer privacy, which in this
case extends to the tenants of the building they protect. I can’t lose yet another
job.”


Immediately serious and contrite, Meghan held up her hands, palms
forward. “Hey. I wouldn’t do that to you. Ever. You know that, right? Whatever
you tell me about the gorgeous Ms. Hawk stays between us. Promise. I’ll just
gossip inside my head.” She drew a cross over her heart and then kissed her
fingertips, a gesture from when they were younger.


“All right. I trust you.” Darcy did. As outgoing and exuberant as
Meghan was, she was unwaveringly loyal. “She didn’t say much, really, but the
way she acted was strange as hell. She even examined her car, inside and out,
while keeping an eye on the surroundings, as if she expected someone to launch
himself at her any moment. She’s very private, normally, but I’ve never seen
her skittish like this.”


“Perhaps something happened to her?” Meghan looked serious now.
Her professional demeanor was in place, and she pursed her lips like she did
when she thought of different solutions to a problem. “When did you last see
her before this?”


“A week ago. She worked late on that Tuesday. No sign of this
kind of behavior.”


“So, judging from that, something might have happened between…”
Meghan leaned sideways to check Darcy’s calendar. “September sixth to
fifteenth.”


Darcy nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t know what it is about her
that makes her impossible to ignore. I mean, she’s not my type. At all.”


Meghan snorted irreverently. “I’ll say. You normally go for
sad-looking emo girls, or, which boggles my mind, my straight friends.”


“Oh, please. One straight friend.” Darcy huffed and tossed her
low ponytail back over her shoulder. “She did say she was curious.” Now she
couldn’t keep from laughing at Meghan’s pained expression.


“God, no more details. It’s enough that she always says you were,
to date, her most thoughtful lover.” Meghan stood. “But as your Ms. Hawk
doesn’t fit any of your preferred categories, I admit that you have cause for
concern on both fronts. Something bothers her—and something seriously bothers
you.”


“I know.” Meghan was annoyingly right, as usual. Darcy pulled up
her ongoing case files on her computer but couldn’t concentrate. Instead, she
opened an empty folder and wrote Sabrina
Hawk at the top. Intending nothing more than to keep tabs on her
observations, she wrote down what she knew of the woman she couldn’t stop
thinking about, including what had transpired two evenings ago.


 


* * *


 


Sabrina stood in her office looking at the mess and destruction
before her. Her desktop computer was missing. Every binder was pulled from the
shelves and lay in a pile on the floor. The window was broken, and the cool
September wind ruffled the loose papers flooding the desk and floor. The
perpetrator had even slashed the armrests and the seat of her leather desk
chair.


Making sure she remained calm on the surface, Sabrina feared her
thundering heart might make her pulse points visible. Each heartbeat echoed in
her ears, drowning out the gasps from her employees that stood behind her.


“I’m calling the police.” The decisive voice belonged to Brian,
the tall, dark-haired father of four who was the first one she hired when her
business took off.


Sabrina wanted to object. She didn’t want the police there to ask
questions, prod and poke her, second-guess her. Pulling herself together, she
turned on slightly unsteady feet. “Thank you, Brian. If you can handle that
contact, I’m going to call security and find out why no alarms seem to have
gone off.” She motioned for everyone to leave her office.


“Go check your work stations. Make sure nothing’s been touched or
tampered with. Don’t forget the storage room or Heather’s and Fabiana’s desks.”
The desks of the two absent accountants looked pristine, but it was still
prudent to make sure no one had bothered them.


Going into the kitchenette behind the reception area, Sabrina
looked up the supervisor for the building on her cell phone. To her dismay, a
woman who couldn’t give her any answers merely referred her to the security
personnel. Annoyed as well as anguished now, Sabrina dialed the number the
woman had provided.


“Security, front desk. This is Darcy,” a vaguely familiar voice
replied at the other end. 


“My name is Sabrina Hawk. I want to talk to the security manager,
please.” Sabrina could tell her voice wasn’t entirely steady.


“Ms. Hawk?” The woman at the other end sounded surprised. “This
is Darcy Flynn. We spoke a few nights ago.” Darcy Flynn sounded kind and concerned.


“I remember.” In fact, it wasn’t hard to conjure up the image of
the compact night watch with her chestnut hair kept in a ponytail. “Is your
manager available?”


“I’m afraid my trainee Lacey and I are the only ones available
here today, Ms. Hawk. I normally don’t fill in during days, but they were
short-staffed—”


“We’ve had a break-in at my office. We have called the police,
and I want you up here as well, to explain what’s wrong with the alarm system.”
Though realizing full well that none of what had happened was the security
guard’s fault, Sabrina couldn’t keep her anger—or concern—out of her voice.


“I’m on my way, ma’am.” 


“Good. Thank you.” Sabrina disconnected the call and tried to
harness her nerves. She had built her entire life, her future, around this
business. She couldn’t allow an incident like this to destroy all the hours,
all the sacrifices, no matter who was behind it.


Less than two minutes later, Darcy strode through the door,
taking charge. She directed Sabrina’s staff toward the kitchen area, where they
sat down by the small bar table. 


“I’m sorry this has happened. I can’t imagine how or why the
alarm system failed, but I’ll report all findings to SecLife, the security
company that provides the alarm service and my employer.” Looking serious, she
turned to Sabrina. “Was only your office ransacked?”


“As far as we can tell, nothing else has been moved or stolen.”
Sabrina wanted to pace, move around, and shake off some of her jitters, but she
remained in the doorway to the kitchenette, having to resort to drumming her
fingers against the doorframe. A sound by the outer door made her jump. Two
uniformed officers and what she surmised was a plainclothes policewoman stepped
inside.


“Sabrina Hawk?” the woman said. “I’m Detective Nadine Lomax.”
Tall, with short, mahogany hair, she was dressed in a black leather jacket over
a charcoal turtleneck and black jeans, and she gave the impression of being
strong and professional. Lomax pointed with her thumb behind her. “Officers
Ivers and Taylor.” The two men in uniform nodded politely.


“Thank you for coming so quickly,” Sabrina said, forcing herself
to shake Lomax’s hand as she nodded toward the officers. The woman’s grip was
firm, but not painful. Sabrina loathed jelly-hands as well as the people who aimed
to show you they could break the bones in your hand if they wanted to with
their grip. “As Brian told the dispatcher, someone broke into our office. My
office. Over there.” She motioned at the closed door farther down the hall. 


“Anything missing in there?” Lomax pulled out her notebook and
flipped over a few pages.


“At the very least my desktop computer. It’s such a mess in there
that I can’t be sure about anything else.”


“Did any of you touch anything in there this morning?” Lomax
asked.


“No. We stepped away and called the police,” Brian said from
behind Sabrina.


“Good.” Lomax looked around the kitchenette, and when her eyes
fell on Darcy, she seemed surprised. “Flynn? Didn’t expect to see you here.”


“Lomax,” Darcy said calmly, but it didn’t escape Sabrina’s
attention how the security guard clenched her jaws. 


The ambiance in the small room was thick enough to drip from the
walls, but then the detective and her officers walked down the corridor to
Sabrina’s office.


“Why don’t you sit down for a bit, Sabrina? You look pale,” Brian
said and rose from his stool. He motioned for the other accountant to join him
as he left the kitchenette. 


“Thank you.” So relieved she could barely move, Sabrina sat down
on one of the vacant stools. 


“You can stay here with your security officer,” Lomax said,
shooting Sabrina’s employees a look. “I want you to wait outside the office. I
saw some couches farther down the corridor. Sit there. We want to talk to all
of you, one by one.” 


Brian sent Sabrina an apologetic glance, probably because he had
promised to deal with the cops and was now unable to.


“Do you think this has anything to do with the other night?”
Darcy asked once they were alone in the kitchenette, blindsiding Sabrina enough
for her to flinch.


“What do you mean?” Sabrina tried to forestall the barrage of
questions she was sure Darcy was ready to level at her.


“I couldn’t help but notice your safety measures in the parking
lot. You did ask me to observe you until you reached your car and drove away,
after all. Could this break-in have anything to do with that?”


“How would I know?” Sabrina flung her hands up. “How the hell would I know?”


“Well, hypothetically speaking, if you were afraid of someone in
your personal life, it would be kind of a stretch to think that such a person
would break into your office like a pro.” Darcy smiled gently. “Then again, if
you have had threats made to you because of your business, they’re more likely
to be connected.”


Sabrina swiveled on the stool, facing Darcy head-on. “Did you
contact the people you spoke of yet?” She pressed her trembling lips together,
which she knew gave her a stern and unforgiving expression. At least according
to her mother.


“Right. I’ll go do that.” Darcy pulled her phone from her pocket.
Before she left the kitchenette, she stopped and said, “The police will ask
much the same questions. The more open you’re willing to be, the better the
chance of them finding out who did this. Just saying.”


Sabrina waited until Darcy was out of sight, but then she had to
lean against the high table next to her. She could hardly breathe again and
wondered if she was coming down with something or if this shortness of breath
was only because of her stress level going through the roof.


She couldn’t tell whether her bad case of nerves was because of
the emails, the break-in, or the presence of law enforcement. As she clung to
the edge of the table, she heard the police returning from her office. Quickly,
Sabrina straightened and pushed her shoulders back. She placed her laced hands
on her lap and watched them closely as they joined her.


“I’m going to have some technicians brush for prints. You can
help by going through everything in there and deciding what else might be
missing.”


“All right. Thank you, Detective.” 


“Detective Lomax.” Darcy came into view again but remained in the
hallway. “Here’s some information you might find useful. The alarm
manufacturer, the security company, and its CEO, my boss—this is their contact
information. As far as I know, the system this building uses is very hard to
tamper with. The discs from the security cameras will be available shortly.”


“Thank you,” Lomax said and took the note.


“Still trying to be a cop, Flynn?” one of the uniformed officers,
Ivers, asked, his tone scornful. “A bit late for that, don’t you think?”
Compact and of average height, he had sandy hair and a face that could have
possessed a boyish charm if it hadn’t boasted such an ugly sneer.


“Just trying to be of assistance, Ivers,” Darcy said calmly, but
her eyes clearly signaled for the officer to back off.


“Perhaps you shouldn’t. We’ve all seen what can happen when you
‘help.’” Officer Ivers made quotation marks in the air with both hands. “That’s
usually when the shit hits the—”


“That’s enough, Ivers,” Lomax snapped at her subordinate. “Go get
initial statements about routines etcetera from the employees. I’ll follow up
with them when you’re done.”


Ivers and Taylor both shot Darcy hostile glares before they left
to carry out their orders.


“Sorry about that, Flynn,” Lomax said, looking uncomfortable.
Sabrina didn’t think the apology sounded very heartfelt. “You know how it is.”


“Yes. Nothing new.” Darcy pushed her notepad into her back pocket
and laced her hands behind her. At first, Sabrina thought the security guard
looked unfazed, but then she saw her swallow hard. “Unless you need me for
anything else, I need to get back to my duties in the lobby. My trainee still
needs supervision.” She relaxed marginally and smiled politely toward Sabrina.
“Don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions, Ms. Hawk. Anything at
all.”


Sabrina merely nodded, and only when Darcy had exited the outer
glass doors did she excuse herself to Lomax and stride into the outer corridor.
She caught up with Darcy by the elevators. “Excuse me, Ms. Flynn.”


“Call me Darcy, please.” Darcy turned around. “Was there
something else?” Her tone was warmer than it had been while addressing the
officers.


“The security tapes from your station in the lobby…I want to
watch them. Is there any way I can do that?” Refusing to fidget even if her
fingers wanted to tangle with each other and pull hard, a habit from when she
was younger, Sabrina watched Darcy’s eyebrows go up in surprise.


“The cops will analyze them,” Darcy said slowly. “I’m sure
they’ll have you watch them too if they don’t see anyone they recognize.”


“I know. But they don’t seem too concerned, not really, and I’d
like to take a look by myself, if it’s possible.” If she could see the burglar,
or burglars, she might find an explanation for the messages. She refused to
upgrade them to threats.


“Do you expect to see something—or someone—in particular?”
Pressing the button for the elevator, Darcy tilted her head, looking up at
Sabrina through her eyelashes. Her eyes of undeterminable color were as
stunning as they were inquisitive.


Sabrina didn’t know how to explain without giving too much away.
In fact, she loathed to give anything
away at all. The corridor around them was cold, with its white walls and marble
floor. She had never liked hard, glossy surfaces. “Perhaps,” she admitted
reluctantly. “It’s probably nothing, and I wouldn’t want to waste the
detective’s time and…” She motioned exasperatedly with her hands.


Darcy stepped closer. “And it could be sensitive.” She lowered
her voice. “I do get that, Ms. Hawk—”


“Sabrina.” Never one to care for stilted etiquette, Sabrina waved
her hand impatiently.


“I’ll be happy to help you, Sabrina. Truly. My boss would
probably want me to watch them with you, but you have the right to view them
alone, naturally.”


Sabrina pinched the bridge of her nose for a moment. “Why not? I
might have questions after all. It would save time.”


“All right. I’m off at three p.m. If you have time, you can join
me in one of the first-floor conference rooms. We won’t be disturbed.” Darcy
turned as the elevator pinged, announcing its arrival.


“Which one?” Sabrina placed a hand on the sensor that kept the
door open.


“Not sure which one’s free, but I’ll put a note on the door.”


“All right. Thank you, Darcy.” After she removed her hand, the
doors closed, and the last things Sabrina saw were Darcy’s gentle smile and the
sparkle in her multicolored eyes.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


Darcy hurried into the office behind the front desk area.
She quickly glanced at Lacey, who manned the desk, relieved to watch her
carrying out her responsibilities with ease. Lacey was only nineteen, fresh out
of high school. She would be working for the security company part-time while
attending community college. Tall, gangly, and wearing wire-frame glasses, she
looked like a geeky type of girl, but Darcy had watched her throw Derek, SecLife’s owner, to
the ground with an accomplished judo move. “All okay, Lacey?” Darcy asked
through the open door just to be sure.


“Nothing much going on, Boss.” Lacey did a thumbs-up without
turning around.


“Cool.” Darcy began to pull out discs to copy the video from the
security cameras in the building. She didn’t take any chances but made sure all
the video was transferred to the discs and that extra copies were made for
Sabrina. What did Sabrina suspect had been going on in her office? Did she know
the perpetrators? Or at least know of
them? Did it all have to do with her skittishness the other night? Too many
coincidences for her taste. From her years as a police officer, she knew that
coincidences were less common than you think.


As she kept changing discs back and forth, Darcy’s thoughts
persistently drifted back to Officer Steve Ivers. Only a rookie when Darcy had
left the police force, he had apparently developed into the type of cop Darcy
despised: full of himself and ready to pass judgement without knowing all the
details—if any. Steve had been very unsure of himself at the academy, but also
very cocky in other ways. Five years ago, he had tried to ask her out, and her
kind rejection hadn’t sat well with him. He had been foolish enough to ask her
in front of his peers, and losing face for being turned down was never fun.


The surveillance equipment spat out the last discs and broke
Darcy out of her reverie, for which she was grateful. She hated dwelling on Steve
Ivers or any of her former colleagues. 


After placing the discs in two large manila envelopes, she tagged
them carefully. She then leaned back in her chair and thought of how Sabrina
had looked when she caught up with Darcy by the elevator. Today she’d been
dressed in yet another jet-black skirt suit, but with a cobalt-blue wrap-around
blouse. Sabrina didn’t usually show so much of her décolleté, but the way the
blouse was cut, it displayed a great deal of her flawless fair skin. Then there
was that gloriously rich, blond hair. She kept it in an austere French twist,
which reminded Darcy of a young Tippi Hedren. Hitchcock movies were one of
Darcy’s weaknesses, and having watched all of them a gazillion times, she knew
every single one of the suspense master’s favorite leading ladies. Tippi Hedren
and Ingrid Bergman were two she liked best. If Sabrina had put on the old type
of skirt suits that women wore in the fifties and sixties, she could have been
mistaken for either of the blond goddesses. 


“The police are here, Darcy,” Lacey said after poking her head
in. “They’re asking about some discs.”


“Here. Give them this.” Darcy handed over the envelope marked Detective Lomax. She wasn’t too keen on
going toe-to-toe with the self-righteous Steve Ivers.


“Sure thing, Boss.” Lacey grinned and took the envelope. “This
about the burglary?”


Darcy nodded and put new discs into the machine before her. As a
safety measure, the technology also transferred copies of every clip to the
company’s servers, which were located at their headquarters. There, they were
kept for a month before being automatically erased. Even if Darcy had given the
police a copy and made one for Sabrina, she also followed company policy when
law enforcement was involved and flagged the video clips in question as Do Not Erase.


Lacey returned and plopped down on the other desk chair next to
Darcy. “Well, that was pleasant. Not.”


“What do you mean?” Darcy frowned and turned to her trainee. 


“The cop. The young, blond guy. Why do some men have to be such
freaking dicks?” Lacey pulled a leg up and fiddled with her shoelace.


Darcy groaned. “Ivers? What did he do now?” 


“You know him? I hope he’s not a close friend of yours because
he’s seriously creepy.” Lacey tied her shoelace tightly with angry movements.
“Ow. Too tight.” She undid the bow on her black shoe and tied it somewhat
looser. “That guy, Ivers, tried to crowd me by leaning very far in across the
counter. If his superior officer hadn’t been there, I think he would have asked
me out. And he kept staring at my boobs during our three-sentence conversation.
It’s the second time it’s happened today. There was an even bigger creep before
who looked like he had x-ray eyes, the way he practically drooled on the
counter. And he was an older guy, which makes it even creepier. Yuck. So, you
know this younger dude? The cop?”


“He’s an asshole. Honestly. And yes, I know him, but there’s no
love lost, trust me.” Darcy grimaced. “He’s not my type.”


“Mine either. He probably thinks he’s irresistible to all women.
I mean, he’s good-looking if you go for the blond, preppy type.”


“And you don’t, you mean?” Darcy had to smile. She liked Lacey
more and more as the young woman turned out to have a mind of her own and the
ability to use her head—and judgment. 


“Nah. I’m more into the brooding, kinda-geeky type. I have my
eyes set on my older brother’s roommate at Yale.”


“Your brother goes to Yale? That’s impressive.”


“Yup. Impressive and with some pressure added. My grades are
better than his were in high school. My family wants me to go for one of the
Ivy League schools. I’m not so sure, hence the light courses at URI.”


“University of Rhode Island isn’t considered light by any stretch
of the imagination,” Darcy said. “It’s a renowned school.”


“Yeah, but still…it’s not Yale or Harvard. To my family—it’s
light. Not to mention my gig here, which I’m thoroughly enjoying. They think
I’m ‘playing cop’ or something.” Lacey huffed. 


“Know the feeling,” Darcy muttered. “All right, we should—”


Someone rang the bell at the desk and Lacey bounced out of her
chair. “I’ll get it.” She went out but came back right away. “It’s for you.
Sabrina Hawk?”


“Oh, right. She’s early. Man the desk again, okay? My colleague
will arrive at three p.m. and then I’m off the clock.” She checked her watch.
That was less than twenty minutes. “Just buzz me on the radio if you run into
something you don’t know how to handle. Creepy guys of all ages included. I’ll
be in conference room 1B.” Darcy gripped the envelope that had Sabrina’s name
on it and tucked her personal laptop under her arm. “And, of course, if the
cops or the brass want to talk to me.”


“Gotcha, Boss.” Lacey sat down on the tall stool by the front
desk, looking very professional as she greeted a new visitor.


Darcy turned to Sabrina and winced when she noticed how exhausted
the other woman looked. Her makeup and hairdo were meticulous, but no concealer
in the world could cover the dark shades beneath her light-gray eyes. It was as
if her colorless eyes emphasized the dark semicircles, or perhaps vice
versa—the dark shade beneath Sabrina’s eyes made what color her irises retained
seep out.


“I apologize for being early,” Sabrina said quietly. “I just
couldn’t deal with the mess upstairs. Guess that’s not very impressive.” She
shook her head, smiling sadly.


“Who needs to be impressive when they’ve been burglarized and had
their space violated? Let’s have a look at the discs. Have the cops asked you
to come watch them with you?”


“Not yet.” 


“Maybe we can find out fairly quickly who’s behind this.” Darcy
tried to sound encouraging, but she feared she might only sound nerve-grating
at this point.


Still Sabrina returned the smile faintly. “Perhaps.”


Darcy guided Sabrina to the conference room, which was located
down the hallway on the first floor, past the elevators. “It’s one of the
smaller rooms, but I figured it’s just you and me in there, so…” She shrugged,
suddenly self-conscious. 


“It’s fine.” Sabrina stepped inside and merely stood there while
Darcy plugged in the power cord to her laptop and booted it up. She looked at
the envelope bearing her name with trepidation. “How many discs are there?”


“Three. These are Blu-rays, and they hold much more video than a
regular DVD, which you, of course, know. Sorry for lecturing.” Darcy pressed
the button to open the Blu-ray player in her laptop, feeling a bit silly.
Something about Sabrina being in this small room with her made her nervous, and
her fingers trembled as she opened the video player. “Ready?”


Sabrina sat down next to Darcy, her shoulder brushing against
Darcy’s, making her forget to breathe for a moment. Sabrina’s scent immediately
grew in strength and suggested the notes of fruits, florals, and a soft sort of
musk. Darcy had always had the ability to break down scents, and she found the
fragrance emanating from Sabrina very seductive.


“Darcy?” Sabrina turned to her, frowning lightly.


“Sorry. Here we go.” Pressing Play, Darcy sat quietly next to
Sabrina, her eyes glued to the four video feeds of the corridors leading to
Hawk’s Accounting. Accustomed to letting her gaze travel back and forth between
the screens, Darcy could tell by Sabrina’s frustrated sigh that she wasn’t used
to such activity.


“Tons of people are milling about. Should we try to forward to
after the offices closed in the building?”


“If you want, but then you might miss something, perhaps someone
scouting out the area ahead of time. I’m not saying that’s the case, but it’s
not such a far stretch either.” Darcy smiled, trying to sound encouraging. “But
you can take these copies, as I made them for you, and watch the rest of them
at home. Just a suggestion.”


Sabrina nodded reluctantly. “When you said that someone could
have been around ‘scouting the area,’ you sounded like a cop. Or perhaps
security guards speak the same language?” Sabrina’s voice was full of obvious
contempt.


“I suppose so.” Darcy wasn’t going to open the can of worms that
was her old career. Nothing good would come of going into why she’d left the
force. “I don’t think anything took place before dark, so we’ll fast-forward
until eight p.m.”


Sabrina nodded and gripped the seat of her chair with both hands.
“Very well.”


Darcy clicked on the symbol that fast-forwarded the video. When
they were at eight p.m., she changed it to move ten times faster. They kept
watching it for half an hour, which was five hours’ worth of the recording. A
cleaner worked his or her way through the corridor, and Darcy reminded herself
to check out this person’s personnel file later. At one p.m., the entire screen
went black. “What the hell?” Darcy paused and rewound the video to the moment
of the blackout. Exactly at one a.m., all the security cameras went black at
once.


“What happened?” Sabrina leaned closer, staring at the dark
screen. “How can this—”


“I have no clue. Let’s see when they came on again, because they
worked fine when I arrived at work this morning.” Fast-forwarding, Darcy found
the cameras came back on one hour later, at precisely two a.m. Everything
looked all right from the different camera views. “One hour. Somehow, they
managed to stop the cameras from working or found a way to erase everything
that exact time. Sounds like professionals to me.”


“What do you mean?” Sabrina shot Darcy a quick glance, looking
paler.


“Don’t you think they might have known just what they were after?
It was only your company that was targeted, as far as we know. And what’s
more—it was your office within your company they ransacked.” Darcy shook her
head. “I bet when the cops examine the footage, they’ll reach the same
conclusion. And when they let a forensic IT specialist go over the computer in
charge of the cameras, they might find out how it was compromised.”


“That sounds like it was planned well ahead of time. It must’ve
required money as well as expertise.” Standing up, Sabrina paced the small room
back and forth. She kept her gaze on the floor, as if she could find the
answers in the graphic pattern of the wall-to-wall carpet.


“You must have something they really, really want. Can you have
stumbled upon something? Or any of your employees? Do any of your clients
commonly try to move money to, like, the Cayman Islands or Panama?”


“You clearly have followed this in the papers. But, no, none of
my clients come to mind.” Sabrina smiled wryly. “People make mistakes with
their bookkeeping—I mean, it happens. But nothing criminal and certainly
nothing of the magnitude that would make any of them risk breaking and entering
like this.” Sabrina placed her hands on her hips. “Honestly, I’m starting to
think they may have raided the wrong company. We cater to a fairly small group
of people, at least if you compare us to firms in New York and Boston. Mainly
old money belonging to families here in East Quay and the surrounding towns.”


“The police will ask you for a list of your clients.”


“I cannot betray my clients’ confidence in me. I’ll be out of
business in a heartbeat.” Sabrina frowned. “I mean, nobody was physically hurt.
It was my office that was ransacked. I can simply withdraw the charges, right?”
Now Sabrina looked a few moments from panicking.


“Hey. That’s a terrible idea. Don’t withdraw any charges.”


“But I have Al Karimi as my security consult—”


“Karimi is great. I’ve met him when his firm and SecLife have
collaborated, but listen to me. They might try again, and what if you’re in the
office when they do?” Darcy knew she sounded close to begging. “It’s not safe.”


Sabrina shook her head and raised her chin. “If they’re as savvy
as they appear to be, considering they needed to hack the building’s system and
everything, I don’t think they’ll risk anyone being present.” 


“Just the mere fact that these people act so professional,
getting inside a heavily monitored building and managing to bypass the
surveillance makes this truly a police matter. And besides, since the break-in
also involved the business conglomerate who owns this building, I don’t think
you can singlehandedly withdraw any charges. As soon as they got into the
security system and stole from one of the tenants, i.e. you, it was a matter
for law enforcement.” Slowing down her flow of words, Darcy continued in a
softer tone as Sabrina looked almost shell-shocked. “I understand you must
really feel vulnerable and targeted. “


“I can live with that, but having to deal with the police on a
regular basis isn’t my forte.” Sabrina stood. “Well, since we’re not going to
see any so-called smoking guns, I’ll work from home.”


“I’m sure the police will be done with your office pretty fast so
you can use it again. Once the security system has been rebooted and
controlled, that is. It’ll take them at least twenty-four hours. After you’re
back in the building, I can talk to SecLife and have them place a security
guard in your office as long as anyone is still working.”


“If this person doesn’t hover,
I don’t see why not. If SecLife won’t allow it, I’ll take it up with Karimi.”


“Good idea.” Darcy nodded. “If you work from home, I’ll let you
know when they finish cleaning up your office.”


“All right,” Sabrina said and turned as if to leave. But she
stopped in mid-motion and turned to Darcy, extending her hand. “Either way,
you’ve been most accommodating. I’m very grateful. Thank you.”


Darcy took Sabrina’s slender hand in hers, squeezing it gently.
“Any time. Here. Let me give you my card.” She pulled her business card from
her wallet. “You can call me whenever you need…help.” Darcy almost said “need
me” but changed her words before she made a fool of herself. 


Sabrina took the card and glanced at it. “Private investigator?
Really?”


“Yes. That’s my day job, you could say. I work at my cousin’s
firm. I’m only here about ten nights a month.” Darcy felt as if she was
babbling, but having been subjected to Sabrina’s presence and enticing scent in
the small conference room was getting to her. She had no idea what it was about
the posh-looking, elegant woman that made it impossible for her to simply
remain professional. 


Sabrina tapped the corner of the business card against her lower
lip. “Who knows, Darcy. I may have use for your talents in more ways than one.”


Darcy blinked. “Oh. Okay. As I said, any time.”


Perhaps Sabrina only now realized how she’d phrased what she said
because a pink flush erupted on her high cheekbones. “Well. I’ll be on my way.
Thanks again.”


“You’re welcome. By the way,” Darcy said, remembering what she
was holding. “These are your copies. You can keep them if you want to watch
again for some reason.” She put the discs back into the manila envelope and
handed it to Sabrina.


Clearly having had enough of Darcy and the entire matter for now,
Sabrina nodded briefly as she accepted the discs and then left the room.


Darcy ran a hand over her face, sighing deeply. Why did this
stuck-up woman have to be so gorgeous? And she wasn’t only stuck up. She had
something vulnerable about her that wasn’t immediate, but it was there. Perhaps
the whole incident exposed it more than normal. If it hadn’t been completely
unprofessional, Darcy would have liked to know more about why Sabrina had acted
so strange that night when she worked late. What if her behavior was related to
the break-in? 


Getting up, Darcy took her laptop and walked back to the front
desk. Lacey nodded and greeted her with a smile as she helped a tall man get a
visitor’s pass. Darcy continued into the office area and placed her laptop on
the desk. As she poured herself some coffee, she wondered about Sabrina’s
comment about the police. Not her forte? What was that supposed to mean? Surely
someone like Sabrina hadn’t been arrested or anything? This woman was a
mystery, and the best Darcy could do was to keep it professional and not
imagine Sabrina’s long legs or curvy, full lips. Such fantasies wouldn’t lead
to anything but trouble.


Chapter Four

 

 

 


Sabrina started driving toward her condo and had to force
herself to focus on the dense traffic along Main Street as her head spun with
thoughts of today’s incident. After a few minutes, she couldn’t take any more
of the busy midday center-of-town life. Her beach house was located forty-five
minutes north of East Quay, and she might just as well work from there. She
craved the solitude of the old stilt-house where a sea captain once lived with
his family. Built to survive flooding and storms, it had a breathtaking view of
the ocean.


Sabrina recognized her gut reaction to stress from years back.
Whenever she felt crowded, whether physically or mentally, she withdrew. If it
wasn’t possible to recoil back to her house, then she found that place her
therapist had taught her to create, deep in her soul. Professor Taylor had
called it “her happy place,” which Sabrina found utterly ridiculous, but going
there did help once she got the hang of it.


The radio was set to a soul, jazz, and blues station. Billie
Holiday’s voice filled the car, and that alone was enough to soothe the darkest
of thoughts. So much had hit her from all directions today, she’d found it
almost impossible to breathe. Having to deal with law enforcement was the
absolute worst part. Sabrina was sure it was because Officer Ivers, who had
shown such a bad attitude, especially toward Darcy for some reason, gave her
instant flashbacks from college. What had the officer said? Something about
Darcy trying to do police work. That was a strange thing to say to someone.
Perhaps they’d run into each other under some unusual circumstances. Sabrina
could easily envision how someone like Darcy could upstage Ivers.


Today, Darcy had kept her cool, which Sabrina admired in people
who were clearly being goaded. Instead it had been Sabrina who had been torn
between chopping Ivers off at the knees or simply putting as much distance as
she could between herself and the police. She truly hated them all.


As soon as she had passed all the newly constructed subdivisions
around East Quay, she was almost alone on the road. It was broad daylight, and
she began to relax as she let Ella Fitzgerald’s voice embrace her when she sang
“God Bless the Child.” The soft timbre combined with the power of Ella’s voice
even made Sabrina smile. She sang along with the famous lyrics. Her singing
voice was brighter than her speaking voice. In college, she had belonged to an
all-female barbershop quartet with her two best friends and another girl. They
had performed almost every week, and though some of their peers thought it was
something of a geeky thing to do and called them nerds, they had a faithful
audience and were always booked.


Sabrina pulled off the main road and onto the smaller one that
would eventually lead to her beach house. After a few minutes, she noticed
movement in her left rearview mirror. Adjusting the larger mirror inside the
car, she spotted a dark sedan, a Chevrolet. It drove at a respectable distance
from her, but her heart still jumped painfully and began to flutter. She kept
looking into the mirror and debated whether she should turn around and head
back to East Quay. What if the car followed her all the way to her house? Would
she be able to move fast enough and get indoors before the person or persons in
the strange vehicle stopped? Sabrina thought about the alarm system she had
installed a few years ago and upgraded every year. Would she have time to
engage it?


She reached a fork in the road, and if the car was local, the
driver would know the road to the right led only to three houses by the water.
Hers was the last on the road. Sabrina swallowed against the dryness in her
throat as she turned the wheel to the right and then sped up. She didn’t see
the car and began to relax, thinking how stupid she was for getting so worked
up about absolutely nothing. She hummed along with the melody on the radio
while rolling her shoulders in small circles, trying to loosen her rock-hard
trapezius.


As she passed the second house a slight movement to the left
caught her attention and made her go rigid again. She snapped her eyes to the
outside mirror and saw the sun reflecting in the chrome of a vehicle. Squinting
behind her glasses, she tried to see past the glares. The vehicle was a dark
sedan: the same one, she would swear it. Why would anyone follow her all the
way down here toward the beach house? Could it have something to do with the
messages and the break-in? In broad daylight? That made it all seem pretty
foolhardy, but then again, her beach house was out of view where it sat among
the dunes.


She decided to trust her instincts, which made her question
everything about this situation. If it was a civilian police vehicle, the
officers would know better than to scare a person like this, wouldn’t they? Why
tail her in this obvious manner if it wasn’t meant as intimidation? 


Equal parts afraid and angry, Sabrina pushed the accelerator,
confident she knew this road well. The dunes towered to the left of the sand-dusted
road, and on the right side, a long white beach stretched all the way to her
house. She felt with her hand in the pocket between the seats and found the
remote connected to her state-of-the-art alarm system provided by Al Karimi,
grateful to her brother, who had insisted she get the best one out there. He
was one of the few individuals who truly understood her and what she went
through on a daily basis. Now she clutched at the remote and pressed the button
to unlock her front door that was made of some metal alloy said to prevent home
invasions. She didn’t want to risk standing there fiddling with door keys or
alarm codes now when she might be in danger. The remote could lock and unlock
her doors and windows in a fraction of a second.


Stopping next to the pillars that kept her house from being
washed away during storms, Sabrina jumped out of the car, her remote in her
right hand and her computer bag and purse in her left. Having kicked off her
pumps already, she rushed toward the door. Her throat ached with each gasp, but
she refused to panic. This wasn’t like the dunes at Crane Beach. That was
entirely different, and all she had to do was slam the door shut behind her and
press the lock button on the remote. 


Sabrina flung the door open and closed it behind her as she heard
the sound of tires sliding against sandy asphalt outside. Loud male voices rang
out, and she pressed the close-and-lock button and then tried the door handle.
The door was locked, which meant so were her other doors and all the windows.
She rushed upstairs, tossing her briefcase onto the couch on her way through
the living room. Entering her study, she flung open the door to the closet,
where eight monitors with accompanying surveillance and recording equipment
were located. Pulling the safety door closed behind her, she slammed the panic
button as she zoomed in on the driveway where the car following her had just
pulled up. Her hands shook as three men left the vehicle. Dressed in black
bomber jackets and black jeans, they moved lithely around her property, the
tallest of them approaching the front door.


Sabrina heard a muted ping, and a familiar face showed up on the
eighth monitor. Al Karimi, the owner of a renowned security company, frowned as
his dark brown eyes scrutinized her. He was in his office, judging from the
binders behind him, and he tucked a tress of his long black hair behind his ear
and began typing as he spoke. “What’s going on, Sabrina?” 


“Three men are at my door at the beach house. They followed me
here.”


“Any idea what they might want?” 


“No. They’re closing in now.”


Karimi’s eyes darkened to almost black before he averted them to
what might be another screen. “Four of my staff are on their way to you. One on
a motorcycle and three in a company car. You will recognize Bill Davies, as you
met him last time we upgraded your system.”


Sabrina zoomed in more on the camera mounted slightly above the
man by the door, but she couldn’t spot his face as his baseball cap was pulled
down and covered most of it. Cursing under her breath, Sabrina frantically
punched in commands on the computer, wanting to see all angles around her
house. She knew it was impossible to climb up along the stilts and reach the
large balcony due to the electric fence and the way Karimi had set it all up.
He came highly recommended, and given the way he had transformed her beach
house into a virtual fortress and her condo into yet another bastion, she
trusted him as much as it was possible for her to do so.


“Do you see them, Al?” Hating how her voice trembled, Sabrina
curled her fingers into fists.


“I do. I have all your screens pulled up on mine.” Karimi’s calm
voice was welcome. “The system is recording and saving everything to the
cloud.”


“Ms. Hawk?” The man by the door spoke with a lethally soft voice.
“My client has a message for you.”


A message that took three men to deliver? Sabrina knew a direct
attempt at intimidation when she saw one. She wanted to press the button to the
communication system and scream at them to fuck off, but she knew better. As
soon as she engaged in conversation with this bastard, she would lose her
thinly veiled mystery. Right now, he had no way of knowing if she was listening
or not.


“My men are going to disconnect your alarm system, and then we
will enter your house and make sure you understand.” The man nodded at someone
to the left. Sabrina shifted to panoramic view and saw one of the other men,
this one clearly with dark hair since it poked out from underneath his baseball
cap. “All done?”


“Sorry. We can’t find the wiring.” The dark-haired man shook his
head. “The house has a smooth concrete surface with not one wire in sight.”


“Fuck.” The man closest to her door scanned the area around the
door. “Can you find the camera? She’s bound to have several. The dossier stated
she’s one skittish bitch.”


“Someone needs to teach these men some manners,” Karimi muttered,
and Sabrina agreed. What dossier was that man talking about? And who would have
thought they knew her well enough to call her a skittish bitch? Who the hell
knew if she was skittish or not? Was the client someone she was acquainted
with?


The third man joined them, his face obscured by a similar cap. “I
think it may be behind that thick glass. See there, next to the door frame.
Looks like some fucking thick safety glass. I think I see a lens in there.
It’ll be impossible to shatter the glass without bringing out the toolbox. Want
me to spray-paint it?” 


“We don’t have time for that. This visit.” The man closest to the
door growled. “I’m sure you’re listening, Ms. Hawk. My client wants to remind
you they have found access to your email and your office very easily. Surely
you can imagine that this is merely the beginning if you don’t cooperate?” 


His face was now in view, and Sabrina pressed her hand to her
mouth, nausea threatening to overwhelm her. Why did it feel worse to actually
see his face? He wore sunglasses, a dense Ray-Ban style, that covered half of
it. She would study the video and footage later, when her heart was back to a
normal rhythm and frequency. Sabrina rubbed her hands on her skirt. Her fingers
were cold, yet her palms were slick with sweat. 


“I hope I make myself clear, Ms. Hawk. This is serious business,
and my client wants to make sure you realize this fact.”


Oh, she did. This escalation was terrifying. Why was this
happening to her? She led such a reclusive life. Yes, she was well-off, but
nowhere as wealthy as her parents. After her freshman year in college, she had
refused to have them pay her way. Scholarships and two jobs had seen her
through the next two years. After starting her firm, she had invested
carefully, which made it possible for her to afford the security and privacy
she needed. Nothing of what was happening made sense.?


“When will your team be here?” Sabrina looked at Karimi and drew
a trembling breath. “I feel safe in here right now, but if they’re persistent
enough—”


“They’re less than five minutes out. Luckily, they were on their
way back from another job.” Karimi squinted at her. “We’ve known each other
for, what is it, five years, Sabrina. You do my personal taxes and I take care
of your personal safety. Is there something you haven’t informed me about?”


“I thought it was nothing. Or…maybe I was in denial. I’ve
received emails. And the office was broken into last night. My desktop computer
was taken.”


“I wish you’d allowed me to install additional security in your
office.”


“How could I know it would come to this?” Sabrina flung her hands
up. “I thought the security company in charge of the financial center was on
point with that.” 


“These guys may well have a lot to do with the break-in. I don’t
believe in coincidences.” Karimi was still typing.


“Neither do I.” Sabrina’s chest ached. Reaching behind her, she
made sure the door was locked even though she knew it was, or the computer would
have alerted both her and Karimi.


Karimi glanced up. “Who’s the detective in charge?”


Sabrina gave him what information she could recall from the last
few days. “Actually, the security guard on duty this morning, Darcy Flynn,
helped me more than the police did. She mentioned she’s met you.”


“Darcy? Sure. She’s a good person. Her cousin’s investigation
firm really took off after she hired her. They’ve done a few jobs for my
company, and I know she works part-time for SecLife. Glad she could be there
for you.”


“Wait.” Sabrina saw movement on one of the screens. “They’re
leaving. All three of them.” Could this be true?


“I see that on my screens as well. I’ll warn my guy on the bike.
He has the best chance of catching up with them. Let me see if I can get the…Damn.
They’ve done something to the plates. I thought it was just the angle they’d
parked at, but I couldn’t get a good view even when they were properly aligned
toward the camera.”


Relieved the men were leaving, Sabrina was still upset at what
she had to do. “When your team gets here, I’ll catch a ride with them back to
East Quay,” she said darkly. “Until I know what’s going on and who’s behind
this, I can’t stay out here.” No matter how much she loved her sanctuary on the
beach, she was far too vulnerable. Compared to this place, her condo was a fortress.
It had proved useful, given this stressful matter, to live in one of the wings
of the building owned by the Belmont Foundation. The security there was
top-notch, and Karimi’s additions gave Sabrina the extra sense of safety she
craved right now.


“I’ll let them know. They’ll help you with anything you need. And
I don’t have to tell you to not leave the safe room until they arrive and have
scanned the area. We don’t know what the intruders might have left behind.”


“I hear you. Thanks.” Sabrina nodded briskly, and as they
disconnected the video link, she wondered if something was waiting for her
outside. More threats, intimidation…or worse? Swallowing, she stood as if her
feet were locked to the floor, her thoughts whirling. How was she going to get
through this? She didn’t want to bother her brother, but perhaps she could call
her friend Eryn—or it might be better to talk to someone who knew some of what
was going on. Someone whom she could trust. Perhaps the helpful security guard
at work? Darcy. Something about the woman had helped settle the worst of the
panicked feelings earlier today. 


Flinching when she heard a car pull up, Sabrina glanced at her
monitors and saw Bill Davies wave toward the camera facing the driveway. Relief
shot through her, and she unlocked the door. Pulling her computer bag with her,
she shoved her feet into another pair of pumps while grabbing her purse.
Staying efficient was the only way she knew how to exist.


Chapter Five

 

 

 


Darcy hugged her bowl of popcorn, immersed in the old
Katharine Hepburn movie she was watching. 


After getting back to the small house where she grew up in the
less-posh area of East Quay, she’d seethed about Officer Ivers and his
comments. Working off some of her frustration and, yes, hurt, in her basement
gym, she’d battered the bag. The gym was her pride and joy, and she found it
much more sensible to spend her hard-earned cash on a treadmill, cross-trainer,
bag, and a bench than an expensive facility. One wall consisted of mirrors and
a bar that she used for stretching. It was one of the few things left of what
her father had made for her when she was little and dreamed of dancing. The
dream had caved in when her mother would only allow ballet and Darcy wanted to break-dance.
She never became the ballerina her mother dreamed of, nor had she applied
herself at the ridiculous pageants Violet had dragged her to. 


When Darcy had proved to be a natural tomboy, who loved her
jeans, T-shirts, and sneakers as a kid, Violet Flynn hadn’t hid her
disappointment. Instead, she’d focused all her love and attention on Darcy’s
younger sister, who remained the girly-girl Violet wanted. It was of little surprise
that she’d moved to California to live with her youngest daughter Bethany when
Darcy’s father passed away. As it turned out, Davy Flynn knew his wife well. He
left the house to Darcy and his life insurance for Violet and Bethany.


Now Darcy watched Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant try to
maneuver a black panther and giggled at their attempts to drag the dangerous
animal around. Movies from the forties and the fifties fascinated her—the
cornier the better, depending on her mood. In juxtaposition, Darcy also enjoyed
contemporary film noir, but considering the way she felt today, she needed
comedy.


Her cell phone played the theme to Casablanca so she knew it was a private
call. If it had been Meghan or any of the security companies where she temped,
the melody would have been the theme from David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive.


“Hello?” Darcy lowered the sound on the TV and put the popcorn
bowl on the coffee table. The total silence on the other end made her wonder if
she’d accidentally managed to disconnect the call. A quick glance at the screen
showed this wasn’t the case. “Hello? Can you hear me?” Darcy tried again.


“Yes. Excuse me, Ms. Flynn. Darcy. This is Sabrina Hawk.” 


Darcy straightened even more fully. “Sabrina? You okay?” 


“Yes. Of course. Yes.” As a matter of fact, Darcy thought Sabrina
sounded almost foggy. Was she even sober?


“What can I do for you?” Darcy paused the movie and pulled her
legs up again, tucking the blanket in around her.


“I…I’m not sure. I—well, since you were so accommodating
regarding the surveillance footage and seemed interested in finding out who
broke into my office, I thought…I mean, I figured you’d find what happened
after I left of interest as well. Perhaps.” 


Now Darcy’s radar for impending trouble was in the red. Sabrina
had displayed several emotions earlier. Disdain, annoyance, loathing,
apprehension, etc. This one sounded like fear.


“I’m absolutely interested.” And not just from a professional
point of view, Darcy admitted to herself. Yes, her investigative mind was
curious, but most of all, she truly cared what happened to this enigmatic
woman. “Tell me, please.”


“Maybe not over the phone, though. I understand that cell phones
can be bugged or monitored quite easily.”


“That’s true.” It was, depending on what technology the curious
party had access to. If the people behind the break-in could jam the surveillance
equipment at the office, it wasn’t a far stretch to imagine them with bugging
technology as well.


“Can you join me at my condo this evening, or is it too late?”
Sabrina spoke so quickly that it was hard to make out what she said. 


Darcy checked the time. Seven thirty. “Where do you live? I’m on
Walkerton Street.” Darcy turned off the TV completely and scanned the living
room for her car keys.


“The condominiums on the corner of Main Street and Danvers.”


“Ah. Got it. I can be there in fifteen minutes.” Darcy glanced at
her reflection in the mirror next to her front door. Her hair was still wet
after her shower, but her black leggings and light-gray, long T-shirt were some
of her newer clothes. When not on the job, she liked comfortable ones like these.


“Sounds good. I’m in condo four, and I’ll buzz you in when you
get here.” 


Darcy blinked at the abrupt disconnection from Sabrina’s end but
then merely grabbed her leather jacket. She hesitated only for a moment and
then tucked her Glock into the jacket’s large inner pocket before locking the
door and dashing to her car. 


East Quay by night or, as in this case, evening, was a serene
picture for the most part. While on the force, Darcy had learned about how even
a quiet town like East Quay had its fair share of drugs, organized crime, and
violence. Every summer when guests rented houses, arrived with campers, and
visited the long beaches, the crime rate went even further up, but that was
mainly due to traffic violations and domestic disturbances. Having something
elaborate like this morning occur, with erased surveillance videos, wasn’t
commonplace. And what else had happened to rattle the otherwise so cool and
collected Sabrina Hawk? Not even this morning, once she was away from the
police, who she clearly disliked, had she sounded like this.


The streets were semi-busy with people going home from
late-evening shopping, but Darcy had a special permit allowing her to park
anywhere in town due to her security-personnel status. She found a spot close
to the entrance to Sabrina’s condominium building. After walking across the
street, she found the understated entrance to the courtyard and pressed the
button next to the number four.


“Yes?” It was Sabrina’s voice, and she sounded even more cautious
than before.


“It’s Darcy.”


“Take one step back so I can see you, please.” Sabrina spoke
curtly now and Darcy did as she asked, her curiosity growing with each passing
minute. “Number four.”


The tall cast-iron gate buzzed, and Darcy pulled it open and
walked inside. She waited for it to close behind her, as she understood this
entryway must be vital to Sabrina’s safety here, and making sure nobody snuck
in with a visitor was rather basic. Although Sabrina’s Ford Focus was bland,
Darcy was sure Sabrina’s condo was a lot more elegant and luxurious. 


Standing in a square where a covered-up pool was surrounded by
small gardens, each with paths leading up to oak front doors, Darcy spotted
number four and walked up the short path. Sabrina’s door opened as she
approached it. Dressed in a light-blue sweatshirt dress and leggings much like
Darcy’s, she still managed to look as if she wore high-end, classic garments.
Perhaps it was her posture, shoulders back, and the guarded way she kept her
head high with her chin set. Sabrina’s strawberry-blond hair was down, a style
Darcy had never seen her wear before, and it reached just past her collarbones.



“Hi,” Darcy said and stepped closer. Now she could see how
Sabrina’s pupils had pushed her blue irises into thin rims. If she had to guess,
something had happened apart from the break-in at the office. Sabrina looked
rather stunned. “Came as fast as I could as you—it—sounded urgent.”


“Not urgent, exactly, but…” Sabrina shrugged and motioned for
Darcy to enter. The foyer was small and quite barren, as it held only an
umbrella stand, clothes rack, and a mirror. “Please come upstairs,” Sabrina
said and motioned for Darcy to follow her up the stairs to the first floor. 


Darcy figured it was her turn to feel stunned, walking behind the
woman she’d had more than one heated dream about. Sabrina’s hips moved in a
delicious way as she climbed the stairs. Darcy felt slightly guilty for ogling
her when she was there to help her, but, God, she wasn’t made of stone.


“The living room is just through there.” Sabrina pointed farther
down the foyer. “Can I get you anything to drink?”


“Some juice or hot tea would be great.” Darcy looked around the
foyer as she passed it and liked the marble floor and eggshell-colored walls. A
large Persian rug was centered on the floor, and a full-length gold-framed
mirror dominated the wall to her right. On the other side, a massive painting,
whose motif escaped her, hung over an antique chest of some kind. Entering the
living room, she saw a fire burning with energetic flames in the open
fireplace. Turned toward it, two leather armchairs with matching footstools sat
with a triangular table between them. A modern lamp with several shades made it
possible for two people to enjoy reading by the fire. Perhaps Sabrina’s husband
or boyfriend was the lucky person?


Another sofa group stood by the window, where Sabrina had closed
the blinds. Farther into the room, white and blue chairs surrounded a white
dining-room table with a crystal swan-vase centerpiece.


Paintings that breathed good taste and investments lined the
walls, and behind the table at the far wall, four tightly packed bookshelves
suggested Sabrina truly did love to read.


“Here you go. Do sit down by the fire. The weather is getting
increasingly colder, isn’t it?” Sabrina entered with a tray holding a steaming
mug and what looked like whiskey on the rocks. “Green tea all right?”


“Sure, thank you.” Really? They were talking about the weather
and beverages? Darcy furtively studied Sabrina, easily detecting the tension
around her eyes and the way her normally fluent movements now appeared jerky
and imprecise. Sitting down, Darcy sipped her tea, which of course wasn’t the
type she bought at Stop and Shop, but obviously an exclusive kind from a
high-end grocery store. Darcy wanted to give Sabrina time to get to the point
in her own pace and leaned back in her chair with a contented sigh. It was a
beautiful fireplace, and the flames were so hypnotic she felt close to being in
a trance.


“I was followed while driving to my beach house today and nearly
subjected to a home invasion.” Sabrina spoke so quietly that Darcy was sure
she’d misheard.


“What?” Darcy placed her mug on a coaster on the triangular
table. “What happened?”


“Three men, claiming their client sent them to give me a message,
followed me all the way up to my front door. I have good security and managed
to perform a lockdown of my house…but the incident was still disconcerting.”
Sabrina sat rigidly straight on her armchair. 


“What did the police do?” Darcy could barely imagine how having
to call the cops twice in a day would affect this woman, as she disliked
Darcy’s former colleagues with a passion.


“I never called the police. I called Karimi Security.” As if
waiting to be criticized for not taking the more normal route and calling the
authorities, Sabrina raised her chin in a clear challenge.


“Al Karimi? As I mentioned earlier, I’ve met him a couple of
times. He’s a true professional.” Darcy thought fast. “Good thing you use
someone like him. He probably reached you a lot faster than the cops would
have.”


“I’ll say.” Sabrina drew a line in the condensation on the side
of her glass. “He took care of everything, and his crew scanned the exterior of
my beach house and drove me back to East Quay. I—I couldn’t stay out there
alone. It’s too far to the nearest neighbor, and this time of year some of them
have returned to New York or Boston. Not a lot of locals staying in the beach
houses all year these days.”


“What kind of message did they want to leave you?” Darcy
carefully monitored Sabrina’s expressions. This was her strength. She noticed
things about people, and Meghan claimed she had a sixth sense. Now, watching
Sabrina, it wasn’t hard for Darcy to pick up on the emotions flickering over
her pale face. Sabrina’s lips were tense, and she squinted as if the muted
light hurt her eyes. Stiff, she looked ready to bolt if Darcy asked the wrong
question.


“Something about taking me to the client. It frightened me.”
Sabrina winced and seemed annoyed at having shared something so personal. “But
now I feel more secure here. The building management has its security staff,
and Karimi has put together a foolproof system for me personally. Unless
someone drops a bomb directly on my roof…” Sabrina shrugged and took her glass
again, sipped from it, and closed her eyes briefly as she swallowed.


“What can I do?” Darcy asked without pretense. She truly wanted
to help Sabrina, and she wasn’t about to lie to herself as to why. Something
about this irritable, beautiful woman pulled her in. As much as she never
thought she’d ever go for a stunning businesswoman, Sabrina Hawk possessed
something impossible to resist. Darcy didn’t harbor any illusions that Sabrina
could ever be interested in someone like her—not to mention when she learned
that Darcy used to be a cop. Sabrina was classy, to put it mildly.


“I want to hire you. Privately. I trust Karimi, but I need
someone to do some research. Someone I can trust with potentially sensitive
information.” Sabrina rapped her fingernails against the glass in her hands.
“You have handled yourself very well over the last week. You seem trustworthy,
and Karimi has actually worked with you and your…um…sister?” 


“My cousin. Meghan.”


“Yes, of course.” Sabrina nodded. “Karimi claims that after your
cousin employed you, her business took off exponentially.”


“Could be a coincidence.” Not wanting to take anything away from
her cousin’s hard work, Darcy shrugged. “We do work well together as we go back
since birth—my birth, that is.” She smiled briefly. “Launching new investigations
takes much less time when you don’t have to second-guess each other. You know,
cutting to the chase and no bullshit and so on.”


“Sounds good. I need your skills, but I’m not sure how you would
be able to manage with all your duties at the business center and your ongoing
matters at the private-investigator firm. Can you handle a potentially
time-consuming case?”


“Make it official with Meghan, and I’ll be able to shift some of
the routine stuff I do over to one of our temps. I can always cut back on my security
duties. I pretty much decide my own hours.” Darcy didn’t want to sound as if
she was bragging, but her career had veered off and done a complete nosedive
three years ago, and now she was trying hard to find her footing and apply her
skills and talent to her current job, even if she felt overqualified for the
security part of it.


“Very well. I will, however, insist on total confidentiality. I
do not want to
be a point of discussion at morning meetings with any of your ‘temps.’”
Sabrina’s stark, decisive gaze caught Darcy’s and kept it. “That requirement is
nonnegotiable.”


“We wouldn’t do that. The temps only carry out legwork we don’t
have time for. They’re never informed more than absolutely necessary. If you
don’t want us to utilize them in your case—we won’t.” Darcy calmly met
Sabrina’s eyes, trying to exude confidence and professionalism.


“Very well. You’re hired, in a manner of speaking.” Sabrina
shrugged, and even that gesture was elegant and feminine to such a degree that
Darcy had to shift in her chair and place her left leg over her right. “I will
contact your cousin tomorrow.”


“Do you have time tonight to tell me why you need our firm?”


“Of course. The short version, at least.” Sabrina tilted her
head, and the strawberry-blond locks tumbled onto her right shoulder. The warm
glow from the flames in the fireplace illuminated her skin, and her scent,
something sweet, yet dark and musky—quite the juxtaposition to her light hair
and complexion—surrounded Darcy and exposed her to more of Sabrina’s allure.


“I don’t need to be anywhere else for a while.” Darcy almost
confessed she had all the time in the world but caught herself as those words
suggested something of a desperate tone.


“Excellent.” Sabrina pulled her legs up and sat almost sideways
in the large armchair. Much like a young girl, she tugged her sleeves down over
her hands as if to warm them. “I’ve always been reluctant to share anything of
my past or ask for assistance. This is still true, but I’ve concluded that I
can’t handle this problem alone.” 


Darcy pulled out a small notepad and pen, hoping Sabrina wouldn’t
see this as yet another “trying to work like a cop” move. Ivers’s scathing
words still echoed in Darcy’s mind and, annoyed at her own sensitivity in that
particular case, she said, “Go on. You have my undivided attention, Sabrina.”


Sabrina drew a deep breath. “When I was twenty years old,
something happened to me in college, and I can’t shake the feeling that it’s
linked to what’s happened today.” 


Chapter Six

 

 

 


After telling Darcy about the anonymous emails and the note
left in her office after the break-in, Sabrina took stock of the woman next to
her by the fireplace. Darcy had a triangular face, almost heart-shaped,
emphasized by her impossibly big, multicolored eyes. She spotted blue, amber,
and green in a kaleidoscope-like pattern in her irises. Her shiny hair was a
chocolate shade of brown with golden highlights. Either a skillful colorist had
been at work, which Sabrina doubted, or it was a natural occurrence. Her own
strawberry-blond hair had originally been a bit more toward a coppery tone, and
Sabrina had asked her stylist to lighten it ever since she graduated from
college.


Darcy was not a tall woman, but she was wiry and strong. Sabrina
could tell from the way the woman moved that she was fit and toned. She walked
almost like a dancer, with an easy spring in her step. Proportionately built
for her height, she was curvy enough to turn heads, but Sabrina had a feeling
that nobody cat-whistled at this woman and got away with it. 


“Sabrina? You all right?” Darcy leaned forward and lightly patted
Sabrina’s hand, making her flinch. 


“Yes. Yes, of course.” Sabrina drank some more of her whisky and
forced herself to focus. 


“May I see copies of those emails?”


“They’re quite short. More like tweets. I’ll forward them to
you.”


“Good. Now, can you just give me the gist of what the emails
alluded to?” Darcy made some notes as she spoke and then raised her calm gaze
to Sabrina’s. She wasn’t sure how, but the way Darcy looked at her, not probing
and with no sign of being judgmental, made Sabrina’s heart rate slow down.
Darcy seemed so calm, so unassuming in this moment that Sabrina’s words
dislodged from her vocal chords easier than she ever thought possible.


Sabrina fetched her cell phone and pulled up her account. Finding
the emails, she handed Darcy the phone. “As you can see, they started in late
June. The first email was very short.”


“I see it here. We’re
keeping track of you.”


Darcy looked back from the phone, raising her eyebrows. “Any ideas
what that might refer to?”


“No.”


Darcy was quiet for a moment, then placed her hands on top of
Sabrina’s. “I know you’re frightened. Having a stalker is scary. I’m here to
help, and you just hired me to do so. You may not fully trust me yet—at least not
like you trust that whiskey to calm you—but I’m good at what I do, and I’m on
your side.”


Sabrina swallowed hard and placed the glass back on its coaster.
“I do find you trustworthy. It’s just that I lead a very quiet life—completely
by choice. I don’t party. Nor do I socialize in my parents’ circles. Clients
and subordinates, of course, but only at work or when I need to entertain. I
don’t do much of that unless I’m forced to in order to land a coveted account.”
Sabrina shrugged and gripped an armrest with her left hand. “I can’t understand
what’s happening.”


“Do any parts of the emails remind you of how anyone has spoken
to you—choice of words, that sort of thing?”


Sabrina closed her eyes briefly. “No, I don’t think so. They seem
to center around the idea that I’ve done something or am about to. Something
the sender doesn’t like.” She thought about the emails and couldn’t stop a
shiver from erupting along her spine. “One said something like, ‘Don’t get any
creative ideas. We can always find you.’”



“That sounds like it might have something to do with your job,
but you couldn’t recall any especially disgruntled customers earlier.” Darcy
bit into the back of her pen as she seemed to talk to herself.


“Not that I know of. My subordinates are meticulous and well
liked, and the accounts I handle myself are pretty straightforward, even if
some of them entail a lot of money. I mainly handle private money, although a
few companies seem to trust a smaller, local accounting firm more than a big,
impersonal one. We handle Karimi Security’s accounting, for instance.”


“I see. So, no Donald Trump person with a grudge. Noted.” Darcy
crinkled her nose.


Sabrina had to smile. Darcy was charming when she tried to
lighten the mood. She had to give her that. “No. I shudder at the thought.”


“And how many emails in all?”


“Twenty-one. The latest came the evening I asked you to keep an
eye on the parking lot when I walked to my car. If you don’t count the note on
my desk this morning.” Drawing a trembling breath, Sabrina tugged at the hem of
her oversized sweatshirt dress.


“Let’s see that last email,” Darcy said and swiped with her thumb
at the phone. “Here it is. ‘The time has come for you to do as you’re told. Be
prepared. Don’t do anything stupid, such as involving the cops. We will be in
touch.’”


“Quite eloquent.” Sabrina’s throat ached as she tried to sip some
more whiskey. “I suppose this afternoon was yet another escalation of that
threat. If I hadn’t had Karimi take care of my security, they’d have broken in
and…” She stopped and stood. Her skin prickled all over, and she hated feeling
this vulnerable. She had honed her sarcastic and cool persona over the years.
Right now, that Sabrina, the ice queen who didn’t need anyone and certainly
didn’t allow anyone to see her cry or even be anxious, seemed far away. What
was it about Darcy Flynn that made Sabrina allow her to get under her skin like
this? “I’m not prepared to go into detail…I mean, not tonight, but there’s
more.”


“About what happened in college?” Darcy asked softly.


“Yes. I was assaulted, and the three men who committed the crime
were never held accountable.” Sabrina’s jaws hurt, and she shifted the glass
back and forth between her hands.


“You mean they got off scot-free?” Anger flashed across Darcy’s
face.


“Yes. And no. They were never caught or tried before a jury.”
Sabrina waved her hand dismissively. “Fifteen years isn’t that long ago, but if
colleges and universities still have a lot to learn today regarding sexual
assault against young women, and yes, young men too, you can imagine how much
worse it was back then.”


“I agree. I don’t mean to pry, but did they rape you, Sabrina?”
Incredibly soft, Darcy’s voice was still matter-of-fact, and this made it
possible for Sabrina to answer in a calm voice.


“No. I was spared that part, but…” She shrugged.


“Okay. I know I said it before, but I want to make it absolutely
clear. None of what you disclose will go any further than to Meghan.”


Sighing, Sabrina nodded slowly. “Thank you.”


“Now, back to the emails. I’ll have a contact analyze the
language. He won’t know whom they were sent to. I’ll just send him the
sentences. Meghan uses an amazing girl who would be a black-hat hacker if my
cousin hadn’t hauled her in and given her a job. She’ll go hunting for the
sender. No matter what kind of service you use to send anonymous emails, you
still leave a trail unless you’re one of those mega-skilled hackers. From what
you’ve described, I don’t think that’s the case. They wouldn’t be this stupid.
I think this is a person, or several, who fears you may know something, or have
proof of something, and they hope to intimidate you by sending emails. Sounds a
bit juvenile to me, actually.” Crossing her legs, Darcy made more notes in her
pad. “I don’t want to commit to a certain type, but as we need to start
somewhere, your clients are now suspects. You claim you don’t socialize, but we
need a list of your friends. Have you made any enemies the last few years?
Think carefully. Sometimes it doesn’t take much.”


“No. I don’t think so. I mean, would someone go to this extreme
just because I ticked them off?” Sabrina sat down again. “That sounds like too
much of a reach.”


“I think so too, but we need to eliminate any potential suspects
just the same.” Flicking her ponytail back over her shoulder, Darcy tilted her
head and studied Sabrina. “Can you give me a list of your clients, or is that
some sort of breach of confidentiality?”


“You can have a list, but when it comes to their money, I can’t
share that information. Not even with the police unless they have a subpoena.” 


“The police. I know you said you don’t care much for the members
of the police force. May I ask why?” Darcy was suddenly flustered.


Sabrina shocked herself by a second-long urge to tell Darcy
exactly why she loathed cops. Granted, she had talked to her friend Eryn once,
but that was more than five years ago. Eryn, the chief editor of the local
newspaper, who was also a renowned guitarist in the all-female group called
Chicory Ariose, was the closest she’d come to having a best friend after she
settled in East Quay. Vague images of Dawn and Callie flickered through her
mind, but she pushed them away. They were no longer part of her life, and
nothing would improve if she wallowed in the pain their actions had caused her
back then.


“Let’s just say I had some bad experiences in college after I was
assaulted. I know very well that there are good police officers around, but
that wasn’t the case for me. And my contempt has nothing to do with this
matter.” Waving her hand dismissively, Sabrina pulled her legs up and held a
small pillow against her. 


“All right.” Clearly Darcy wasn’t satisfied by the evasive
answer, but she shrugged and changed the topic. “Can you describe your family
situation. Parents. Siblings. Lovers.” A rather becoming blush painted Darcy’s
cheekbones pink. “For elimination purposes. Still not prying.”


“Both parents are alive. Glenda and Ian Hawk. Wealthy and
successful in Boston. Stock-market investors and financial advisors. One
brother, Daniel Hawk. He is married to Lorna, and they have twin boys, Ethan
and Kevin. They’re five.” Sabrina sipped her whiskey again. “The only person I
do get together with and consider a close friend is Eryn Goddard.”


Darcy glanced up from her notepad. “Eryn Goddard as in Chicory
Ariose?”


“Yes.”


“Cool. Love their music. I know Mike Stone, the drummer, a
little. I…er…I used to go to her coffeehouse in the marina.”


Her curiosity piqued by the slight hesitation in Darcy’s voice,
Sabrina couldn’t help asking, “Used to?”


Darcy colored again. “Well. Um. Yeah. It’s been a while. Things
change.”


“I suppose working two jobs leaves little time to hang out at
coffee shops or any such places.” Sabrina was surprised at her own urge to let
Darcy off the hook. Clutching at her notepad, Darcy looked so ill at ease and then
so relieved, Sabrina grew even more curious.


“Yes. You’re right,” Darcy said, smiling brightly. “Any other
names you can give me? A significant other?” She tilted her head in a way that
already seemed familiar.


“No.” Realizing how pathetic that might sound, Sabrina said, “Not
at the moment.”


“When was the last time?” 


Feeling skinless, Sabrina pulled her lips back in a rigid smile.
“Too long to have any bearing on this matter.”


“Ah. Well, I suppose running a company that does the taxes for
the rich and well-to-do inhabitants of East Quay doesn’t leave much time for a
person’s love life.” Smiling carefully now, Darcy made a quick note in her pad.



“Very true.” Sabrina groaned inwardly and sat down in her chair.
She had some doubts when it came to other people’s motives and agendas. It
didn’t escape her that Darcy returned the favor and let her off regarding the
question about her potential lovers. Despite Eryn’s best attempts at setting
her up with someone, the few blind dates Sabrina had agreed to hadn’t been bad,
per se, but they had left her with an even greater sense of emptiness. She had
cautiously let herself hope every time, but after four attempts, all with
perfectly lovely women, Sabrina had decisively let her friend know that she was
not going to participate in such a lottery anymore. Eryn had admitted defeat
but still asked every now and then if Sabrina was seeing someone. Truthfully,
Sabrina couldn’t see herself dating anyone when her life was fraught with such
mayhem. Threatening emails, break-ins, and attempted home-invasions—that was
far too much to inflict on an unsuspecting woman for any reason.


“Sabrina?” Darcy frowned and briefly patted her hand again. The
gentle touch still made Sabrina jump, a reaction she found impossible to mask.


“Whoa! Easy there. You were far away just now. Did something else
occur to you?” Darcy held up both hands in an “I surrender” gesture.


“Sorry about that.” Feeling foolish now, Sabrina shook her head.
“All this…” she waved her hand in a circular motion. “I suppose it has rattled
me more than I thought. I find it hard to focus.”


Darcy put her notepad down. “That’s normal. You’re the victim of
a violation even if the men didn’t lay a hand on you. Threatening to force
their way into your home in order to coerce you into coming with them—well, I’d
call it an abduction attempt.”


“That’s probably a bit of an exaggeration—” All too familiar with
the word “violation,” Sabrina wanted to end their conversation right then and
there.


“Ask Karimi how he classifies it,” Darcy stated firmly. “The guys
at your beach house wanted to take you to their ‘client’ whether you approved
or not. That’s abduction. Kidnapping.”


“All right.” Wearily, Sabrina ran the back of her fingers against
her forehead. So much had happened today, and sitting here discussing it with
Darcy, who had turned out to be one of the few people she trusted at all, next
to Karimi and Eryn, was surreal. “I’m not sure I gave you much to go on this
evening,” Sabrina said, attempting a wry smile.


“Sure you did. This information, paired with the documents you’re
going to send about your staff, your clients, and friends, will give me
something to start with, including the emails.” Darcy paused, glancing around
them. “I know you said Karimi is in charge of your personal security here at
the condo, but do you feel
safe?”


Warmed by the warmth in Darcy’s expression, Sabrina nodded. “I
do. Knowing you obviously can get here in less than fifteen minutes also adds
to that feeling of security.” She remembered something. 


“Oh, yeah. Good.” Flustered for the third time, at least, Darcy
rose from the armchair. “Just call me, any time, day or night, if you need
me—anything. Anything at all.” Flipping the ponytail back over her shoulder,
Darcy rounded the chair and headed for the foyer. “And I know this is a
redundant caution, but don’t go anywhere alone—especially in areas where very
few people are around. I’ll be happy to escort you anywhere if you have some
engagement you can’t get out of.”


Sabrina bit her lower lip as something had just dawned on her. “I
know it’s during the weekend, but I promised my brother and Lorna that I’d come
for a visit. They live in a rather remote area, but I can’t blow them off
again. I just can’t.” She gestured emphatically with her hands. “Can I persuade
you to join me? I’ll pay you a bonus, of course. And there’ll be great
barbecue.” Quite certain Darcy would decline, Sabrina steeled herself and tried
to imagine what Dan would say when she cancelled again—especially since she
couldn’t tell him why or he’d jump to strange conclusions. 


“Sure. Meghan will bill you my hours.” Darcy smiled. “And we
should let Karimi and his crew know as well. Does your brother have a security
alarm installed?”


“Yes. He sometimes travels, and Lorna and the boys are home alone
then.”


“Very well. When are we leaving?”


“Tomorrow at lunch time, I think. As it is Saturday tomorrow, we
won’t be suffering through rush hour.” Sabrina walked Darcy to the door. “Thank
you for being so accommodating, Darcy.” Not only that, but Darcy was a genuinely
caring person. Normally Sabrina didn’t let anyone near enough to know if they
were caring or not, but Darcy had simply been the right person present at the
right time.


“Hey, no need to thank me. I’m happy to help. Honestly.” Firing
off another smile, Darcy extended her hand. Sabrina felt rather silly, but she
shook it and then closed the door behind Darcy. What on earth was it about this
woman that made her put her life in Darcy’s hands? Yes, Darcy had been a
peripheral presence at work, which made her feel safe. Then she had gone the
extra mile after the break-in. But still there was more. 


How old was Darcy? It was hard to tell, as she either wore a
uniform or jeans and a leather jacket. A very generic wardrobe. Picturing
Darcy’s heart-shaped face, Sabrina guessed around twenty-five, or maybe
twenty-eight. 


Walking into her bedroom, she began to undress, desperate for a
bath. Ever since college, taking hot baths was the only way for her to feel
truly clean…and warm. A hot shower worked in a pinch, but she loved her large
tub. Switching on the bathroom radio, she tuned in to her favorite jazz and
soul channel as she ran water into the tub. Wearing only her bathrobe while she
removed her makeup, she took a little longer than usual, as she had needed to
reapply a concealer several times during the day. 


She studied her face afterward, then her body as she removed the
robe. Nothing wrong with either face or body, but she definitely looked worn
out. The dark semicircles beneath her eyes looked like day-old bruises. The
white in her eyes was slightly bloodshot, and her entire body was trembling,
but that sign of fatigue was only visible when it came to her hands.


Sarah Vaughan began to sing “Embraceable You” when Sabrina
stepped into the tub. As the water caressed and soothed her limbs, she listened
to the lyrics, and her mind returned to Darcy Flynn.


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


“What? You kidding?” Meghan shouted loud enough for Darcy to
have to put a few inches between her cell phone and her ear. 


“Hey, chill, Meghan! I’m not deaf, you know.”


“Can you blame me for being just a tad taken aback? You tell me
that you and the
Ms. Hawk that you’ve been checking out for months are going to spend the
weekend together at her brother’s, and you wonder why I’m—floored?”


“Stop trying to break my eardrum and listen instead,” Darcy said,
grimacing at the phrase “checking her out.” “Pay attention. Sabrina and I plan
to spend the weekend at her brother Dan’s house in a rural area outside
Mattley. I’m tagging along as her, well, I suppose I’m her bodyguard until we
figure out who’s targeting her.” Darcy both dreaded and looked forward to gaining
some personal insight into Sabrina’s life. Mattley was a village between East
Quay and Providence, mainly inhabited by well-off people who wanted to live in
the countryside.


“This sounds like a police matter to me, Darcy.” Her voice
serious now, Meghan was clearly concerned. “I know we skate around in the gray
zone sometimes, but this…?”


“I suggested that earlier today, but Sabrina loathes the police
more than you can imagine. If I tell her again to update the cops on the
situation, she’s going to cut me loose, and she won’t have anybody to protect
her. I just can’t sit idly by and let someone with a sinister agenda get their
grubby hands on her.”


“Sinister agenda. That about covers it. And then there’s the fact
that you used to be a cop. When she learns that little tidbit, she’ll drop you
like a week-old crab cake.”


Darcy didn’t even want to think about that. Being a cop was bad
enough in Sabrina’s eyes, but being a cop that had quit in disgrace would
probably be enough to make the woman go supernova. “I’ll tell her about that
after we solve who’s after her and she’s had time to get to know me. I mean, as
an investigator. Right now, she needs to trust me.”


Meghan sighed. “All right, but I want regular updates. I’m not
kidding. Someone has hired pros to go after this woman, for whatever reason,
and I need to know they’re not ready and willing to go through you to get to
her. Regular texts, once every hour. That’s minimum, or I’ll be the one calling
the cops.”


Darcy could tell Meghan wasn’t going to back off on that
requirement. “All right. I suppose I’m grateful you don’t have me setting the
alarm to text you through the night as well.” She dropped her robe into a chair
and pulled on an oversized T-shirt. After climbing into bed, she pulled the
covers tightly around her until she was pleased with her little cocoon.


“Damn straight.” Meghan sighed. “Don’t take this the wrong way,
honey, but how much of your protectiveness toward Sabrina Hawk stems from you
finding her attractive?”


Darcy extinguished the tiny flame of anger that erupted at
Meghan’s words. She knew her cousin wouldn’t ask such a thing if she didn’t
think it was called for. “Even if she looked like Mrs. Frey, I’d still do my
job and follow my gut reaction when assessing the threat level toward her.”
Mrs. Frey had taught both her and Meghan in middle school and was outwardly the
kind of teacher that could give any kid nightmares. Inwardly, though, the
amazing teacher had been the kindest and most compassionate person either of
them had ever met, before or since.


“Okay, okay. Now, let me just make sure we’re on the same page.”
A sound like papers were being shifted and the clicking sound of a keyboard
came over the phone, and then Meghan was back. “You and Sabrina Hawk will drive
to Mattley tomorrow just before lunch. I’ll go through the lists of her
clients, relatives, and past and present friends and acquaintances once I get
them. A few of them have already arrived. I’ll get in touch with you as soon as
I have anything worth mentioning.”


“Good.” Darcy yawned. “Got to get some sleep now, cousin.”


“Excellent.” Meghan paused, then lowered her voice. “Listen to
me, Darcy. Don’t take any foolhardy chances. I know you better than you think.
Each time there’s a chance to save someone, you volunteer. You have a knack for
risking your own neck, as if that would make up for the boy that was shot. It’s
not necessary, and the way you look when you talk about Sabrina Hawk makes me
afraid you may just throw yourself in front of a bus for that woman. Please
don’t.”


“Very few buses in Mattley, Meghan. And I promise to not take any
unnecessary risks. Scout’s honor.”


“You were never a Girl Scout.”


“No, but you were.” Darcy smiled sleepily. “So, Scout’s honor the
Meghan way. Promise.”


“I’ll hold you to it. Talk to you tomorrow.”


Darcy murmured something affirmative and then disconnected the
call. As she curled up into the duvet-cocoon, she thought of the woman who had
so many things going on that had to frighten her. Taken aback by how angry she
was at the people doing this to Sabrina, Darcy tugged the duvet even closer in
under her chin. The last thing on her mind before she fell asleep was how
lovely Sabrina had looked with her shoulder-long hair hanging in rich waves
around her shoulders. 


 


* * *


 


The silence in the truck had gone on too long. Sabrina had
finally accepted the offer to go to Mattley in Darcy’s Silverado. Karimi’s
staff had driven her own car back, and it now sat in her garage under her
condo. Whoever had sent the men to her beach house knew which car she drove,
and going in this enormous pickup truck would give them an advantage. Glancing
out the side window, she did have to admit the sheer size of the vehicle gave
her a sense of security. Being a double-cab style of pickup, it felt spacious,
and Darcy obviously kept it pristine. Was she perhaps one of those people who
adored her vehicle—or was Darcy maybe just very neat overall?


“Mind if I play some music?” Darcy asked in a low voice, as if
reluctant to break the silence.


“By all means. It’s your car.” Sabrina gave an “I don’t care”
gesture with her left hand, palm up.


“I like to listen to musicals, preferably older songs.” Darcy
pressed one of the buttons on the steering wheel, and Judy Garland’s voice
filled the car, singing “Get Happy.” “I used to watch old musical movies
starring Judy when I was younger.” Sounding wistful, Darcy then chuckled. “Not
exactly what my peers enjoyed, which made me pretend I really liked the current
pop music since I didn’t want to stand out.” Shrugging, Darcy glanced over at
Sabrina. “Guess we’ve all conformed at one point or another. I stopped that
type of behavior when I was a senior in high school.”


“What happened your senior year?” Sabrina was truly interested.
Her own time in high school had been fun. She was a good student and popular,
though she understood that some of her popularity was because of her family’s
socio-economic status. 


“I came out.” 


Sabrina blinked. Darcy was a lesbian? “I see.” She spoke
carefully, not wanting to seem as if it mattered in any way. “How did that work
out?”


Darcy glanced at Sabrina, frowning slightly. “My parents had
already guessed and just waited for me to tell them, apparently. High school
was another matter. Some of my friends were cool about it, others—not so much.
I used to be a cheerleader, believe it or not, and I was actually bullied right
off the squad.”


“That’s preposterous!” Surprised at how angry she felt on Darcy’s
behalf, Sabrina unclenched her fists. “What did the coach say?”


“Oh, she was so
sorry for the other girls’ actions, but she did zero about it. No, that’s not
right. Actually, she suggested I might stick to sports with less body contact
so nobody would feel awkward about my sexual preference.” Darcy snorted, a
thoroughly dismissive sound. “It was ten years ago, but believe me, it’s still
going on. It has gotten better in the sense that people talk about it more, but
in too many school districts it’s still bad. Rumors and innuendos…Bullying can
tear a person to pieces internally. Kids kill themselves because of it.”


Sabrina’s stomach clenched, and she barely managed to say, “I
know.” 


“First-hand?” Darcy extended her hand quickly and patted
Sabrina’s arm. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to ignite anything painful.”


“We all carry some sort of baggage.” Sabrina waved her hands
dismissively, but she still could feel where Darcy had touched her. 


“We sure do.” Darcy hummed along with Julie Andrews, who took
over after Judy, and Sabrina used the opportunity to regroup. She couldn’t
allow herself to dwell too much on the topic Darcy had just broached. She
simply had to fortify the armor she’d forged around her heart. She had lived in
her very own cage for fifteen years now, and it worked. It wasn’t easy, and she
had to sacrifice a lot, but she lived for her company and the few people in her
life she dared to trust. For her to sit in someone else’s car and have that
person, a virtual stranger, beside her was unheard of.


It dawned on Sabrina that her brother knew this and seeing her
with Darcy would make him jump to conclusions. Still, having him worry about
her due to what was going on with the emails and the break-in, not to mention
the attempted home invasion, was worse. He might be tempted to inform their
parents, which would be a terrible idea. More than a few times, her
well-meaning parents had tried to take over and run her life, which had freaked
her out completely. They just didn’t get it. She needed to be in control and
make all her own decisions, or what little sense of safety she had carved out
for herself would disappear.


“Are you upset with me?” Darcy asked quietly.


“What? No. No. Not at all.” Sabrina shook herself inwardly. “Just
a bit rattled because of the last few months. Not to mention the last week.”


“I’ll say. I wouldn’t want to add to that by having any of my
feet in my mouth.” Rolling her shoulders, Darcy smiled faintly. “I’m told I’m
quite good at that. Speaking before I think, in a way.”


“You know, some would call that honesty.” 


“Yeah?” Darcy raised her right hand as if to pat Sabrina’s arm
again, but stopped herself and gripped the wheel tightly. “Thanks. That’s kind
of you to say. Sometimes it can hit a raw nerve when people point out that I
like to talk. I mean, I know I’m chatty sometimes, but the way they say it
suggests that they think I’m shallow and self-absorbed.”


“That reflects more on them than on you,” Sabrina said and
shifted in the passenger seat so she could watch Darcy better. “But I know
words that hurt us linger. It shouldn’t matter what people say, but it does.”
Sabrina wasn’t sure how she even dared to be this open with Darcy, as she
normally kept her distance and relied on sarcasm. Her mother had more than once
suggested that this wasn’t a healthy way to conduct oneself, but Sabrina could
rarely think of one that worked better for her. Yet here she was, in a
ridiculously oversized vehicle, with a private investigator kind of night guard
who had injected herself into her life. 


“You have that look again,” Darcy said, interrupting Sabrina’s
thoughts. 


“Look? What look?” Sabrina gazed carefully at Darcy, who was
smiling again.


“Like you’re trying to figure something out, whether it’s what
the hell you’re doing here with me, or how you can persuade me to go away,
or…if I’m as harmless as I seem?” Darcy kept her eyes on the road and
maneuvered the Silverado easily as she overtook the car in front of them.


Sabrina was speechless. She rarely was, but this woman was
clearly developing a knack for making her transparent, and that never happened.
Sabrina preferred to keep her distance and only let people see what she wanted
them to see. To have someone who barely knew her read her like this didn’t sit
well.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Sabrina managed to
say after a few moments of flailing—another thing she never did. “I’m aware of
the logic behind my needing a bodyguard and extra security right now. “


“Uh-huh.” Shaking her head, Darcy merely nodded, as if Sabrina’s
words didn’t surprise her. “And I’m going to stay on your six until we know
what’s going on.”


Stay on her six? Who the hell talked like that? It sounded like a
movie line, but Sabrina supposed some people, like Darcy, actually did. “All
right.”


They sat in silence as the GPS directed them toward Mattley.
Sabrina hoped the weekend would turn out to be uneventful. She missed her
brother and his family, but per usual she stayed away as she was so accustomed
to her solitude—a habit that was damn near impossible to break.


Passing the sign welcoming them to Mattley and its 3,500
inhabitants, Darcy drove through the quaint-looking village where Sabrina’s
brother resided. The typical New England architecture seemed to apply to most
houses in Mattley, and Dan’s house was no different. Up on a hill, it sat
between oak trees and maples. 


“Even a white picket fence.” Darcy nodded approvingly. “I like
when someone goes all in like that. Gorgeous.”


“That’s Dan for you,” Sabrina murmured. “All in.”


After stepping out of the car onto the broad driveway, Darcy quickly
pulled their overnight bags from the backseat. Sabrina took hers and looked
around to see if either of the twins was outdoors. Instead she heard rapid
steps from the flagstone walkway. Glancing in that direction, Sabrina spotted
Lorna, her sister-in-law, approaching them. 


Smiling broadly, the tall redhead ran the last few yards and then
hugged Sabrina tight. “Sabrina! It’s been too long. Way too long.” She swayed
back and forth, as this was her way of hugging. “But you’re forgiven,” Lorna
said, and let go of Sabrina in order to greet Darcy. “Welcome to Mattley. I’m
Lorna.” Shaking Darcy’s hand, she eyed her up and down, raising a
not-so-discreet eyebrow.


“Thank you, Lorna. I’m Darcy.” Looking quite taken aback by Dan’s
exuberant wife, Darcy returned the blinding smile with one of her own.


“What a cool name. It really suits you.” Placing her arms around
Sabrina’s and Darcy’s shoulders, she squeezed them merrily. “As I said,
Sabrina, you’re forgiven since this is the very first time you’ve brought a
girlfriend to visit. This is progress!”


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


Darcy blinked at Lorna’s unexpected words. Girlfriend? Really? She
didn’t look at Sabrina as they began walking toward the house. 


“Darcy’s not my girlfriend, Lorna,” Sabrina said, sounding a bit
strangled. “We’re friends from work.”


“Oh.” Sounding utterly disappointed, Lorna glanced at Darcy. “You
work at the business center as well?”


“I do.” Darcy nodded. “It was nice of Sabrina to ask me to join
you for the weekend. I hope I’m not going to disturb any family fun.”


“Don’t be silly,” Lorna said firmly. “Any friend of Sabrina’s is
a friend of ours. Not sure if you’ve noticed how much of a recluse this girl
is. Perhaps you and I can conspire to find her a girlfriend. There is strength
in numbers, after all.” Laughing at Sabrina’s exasperated groan, Lorna gave
them another squeeze. “Aw, come on, Sabrina. You deserve love like the rest of
us. Do you have a significant other, Darcy?”


“As you can tell, my brother’s wife has no filter whatsoever. I
don’t know what possessed me to think it was a good idea to bring you along.
She’ll probably interrogate you and learn every single one of your secrets
before dinner.” Sabrina sent Darcy an apologetic look.


Darcy kept her smile plastered on, but the word “secrets” damn near
made her flinch. “That’ll go fast,” she said calmly. “Not much to learn,
really.”


“Don’t listen to Sabrina,” Lorna said as they reached the front
door. Just as she reached for the door handle, someone yanked the door handle
from her hand. “God almighty, guys! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
Lorna placed her hands on her hips, glaring at two freckled boys, who in turn
didn’t seem perturbed at all.


“Aunt Sabrina!” The boys threw themselves at Sabrina, who lowered
herself onto her knees with more elegance than a woman being mauled by two
preschoolers should be able to. “Hello, boys. Are you causing trouble again?” 


“No.” One of the boys giggled. “Not me. Just Kevin.”


“Not true,” Kevin said, pushing an almost-clean fist up just
below Ethan’s pug nose. “I’m not trouble. You are!”


“Am not!” Ethan stuck his tongue out, which made Lorna interrupt
the two boys.


“Hey, guys. Is that any way to greet your Aunt Sabrina and her
guest?” Lorna tapped Ethan on his shoulder. “Where are your manners, young
man?”


Both boys turned their heads toward Darcy now, and she could
clearly see the resemblance to Sabrina. The contrast between their copper-red
hair, freckles, and light-gray eyes was remarkable and gave the boys a
scrutinizing gaze similar to their aunt’s.


“Sis!” A tall man in his early thirties came down the stairs. He
didn’t have gray eyes like his sons or sister; instead, his were bright blue.
He held out a hand to Sabrina, who was still kneeling next to the boys, but she
nudged it away and rose with the same elegance as before. 


“I’m your older sister by only three years, Dan, not thirty.” She
smirked teasingly at her brother, a new expression Darcy hadn’t seen on her
face before. “You look like you’re about to burst.” Her expression grew
cautious. “What?”


Darcy agreed. Dan was smiling brightly—too brightly, really—and
the glitter in his eyes had something nervous about it.


“Dan?” Lorna turned to her husband; clearly, she knew him well.
“Oh, God. Don’t tell me…”


“Just for lunch tomorrow.” Dan looked like a man who wished he
were somewhere, anywhere but in his own foyer.


“No.” Sabrina pressed her lips together and turned to Darcy, who
tried to keep up. “We’re leaving.”


“We are?” Darcy shifted her gaze to Dan, who now looked stricken.
“What’s wrong?”


“Please, Aunt Sabrina. We haven’t given you your present yet.”
Kevin’s lower lips started quivering, and the entire scene reminded Darcy of
some ancient Greek drama. 


“You don’t have to say anything, Daniel.” Sabrina rounded on her
brother. “Mother and father invited themselves because you had to tell them I
was coming. And then you couldn’t say no to them.”


“It’s just for lunch. It can be quick. You can leave right
afterward if you want to.” Dan looked almost pleadingly at his sister.


“You know what that lunch will turn into. They just can’t leave
well enough alone.” Sabrina stood rigid, and with her chin jutted in a clear
challenge, Darcy had to concede that she and her brother made for quite the
tableau. 


“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Will the two of you stop being such drama
queens?” Lorna pushed the door closed behind them. “Kevin, your aunt isn’t
leaving until you and your brother give her the present. Is she?” Lorna
emphasized her last two words and looked pointedly at Sabrina.


“Clearly not.” Sabrina began removing her coat. “I’m sorry, boys.
Of course, we’re staying. Even I forgot my manners for a moment. You know what?
This is my friend Darcy.”


The twins must have thought it a good opportunity to show their
best side, as they both shook her hand politely and repeated their names. 


“Nice to meet you.” Darcy liked children, and perhaps that
quality shone through somehow because Kevin lit up and leaned in closer to
Darcy to whisper.


“Do you have Pokémon Go on your phone?”


Lorna hid her face in her hands. “Oh, God. You’re all children.
I’m losing my mind.”


“I’ll help you find it, Mom.” Kevin patted his mother’s hip. “I
promise.”


A completely new sound broke the residual tension in the foyer,
and Darcy knew right then and there that she’d never heard anything as
beautiful as Sabrina Hawk’s laughter. Possibly only how amazing she looked with
her head tossed back and her cheeks blushing pink rivaled it.


Dan joined in, his roaring laughter drowning out his sister’s,
and Darcy had to giggle at the confused look on the boys’ faces.


“So, barbecue is still on, I take it?” Lorna was obviously not
one to stay exasperated long and was now all smiles again. “Dan, why don’t you
show the girls where the guest room is. Do you mind sharing?” she asked as an
afterthought. “We have only the one guest room since we knocked down a wall to
make the boys’ room bigger.”


“It’ll be fine, Lorna,” Darcy answered as the silence became
longer than she was comfortable. “We’re good friends, after all.” Shooting
Sabrina an angelic smile felt good.


“Excellent. We put two new twin beds in there just last week.”


“I’m sure we’ll be quite comfortable, Lorna.” Sabrina appeared to
have found her footing.


Dan showed them to a lovely room at the far end of the upstairs
corridor. “It has an en suite bathroom where the old walk-in closet was
before.”


“Did you do all this yourself, Dan?” Sabrina asked. 


“Yes, in what little spare time we have with the boys and
everything. I wanted to make it just like in Lorna’s pictures. She has great
taste and has even started helping with interior designs when we need her. She
says it keeps her sane while being a stay-at-home parent.”


“I hope you’re paying her proper wages,” Sabrina said and
narrowed her eyes. 


Fascinated by the exchange, Darcy opened her bag and unpacked the
few items she’d brought with her. Not knowing how posh, or not, the Hawks were,
she had brought her best slacks and blouse as well as her favorite jeans and
button-down cotton shirt. Trying to not seem too nosy, she walked into the
bathroom, which turned out to be beautiful with its sand-colored tiles, white
grout, glass, and brushed-steel fixtures. While placing her toiletry bag on the
vanity, she couldn’t avoid hearing the conversation in the guest room.


“I pay her very well. She has an official position at the company.”


“Excellent. Just looking out for you, brother. If you only knew
how many of my clients who pay their sons, daughters, or parents to do
something for them think that, because they’re their relatives, none of the tax
laws apply.”


“Well, you taught me well. I would have liked to say I learned
this point from Mom and Dad as well, but it’s mainly you who has made me
financially aware. Dad has no problem telling me how to run my life, but how to
run the financial side of my business? Not a lot.” He paused. “What? Did you
think Mom and Dad try to run only your life? They’re pretty much trying to move
in on Lorna and the boys and plan for them as well, but I draw the line there.
They seem to get that—most of the time.”


“Don’t tell me. They want the boys signed up for the kindergarten
that will ensure they’re on their way to an Ivy League school.”


“Exactly. It took Lorna and me a year or so to make them realize
that we’re the boys’ parents and we’ll decide for them until they’re old enough
to have an opinion. I know how much it took to break the mold. I want my boys
to know I support them, as long as they’re not planning to do anything
illegal.”


“Good for you. I mean it.” Sabrina’s voice sounded softer.


Deciding she’d been hiding long enough, Darcy joined the siblings
in the guest room. “Amazing bathroom, Daniel. I love it.”


“Dan, please.” He extended his hand. “We’re not always this
impolite. Welcome to our place. Please know you can use anything you want
around here, and if you’re hungry and a meal isn’t quite ready yet, feel free
to help yourself in the kitchen.” He had a charming smile, and Darcy returned
it as she shook his hand.


“Thanks. I’ll remember that.”


“So you aren’t a couple?” Dan asked, making Sabrina growl. “Just
kidding, sis. We’re thrilled that you brought Darcy to the barbecue. It’s been
a while, and since you’ve never actually introduced us to one of your—ow!” He
rubbed his bicep, where Sabrina had landed a strong fist. “I bruise easily.” He
winked at Darcy.


“Sure.” Sabrina ushered him out the door. “I’m going to change,
so shoo.”


“All right, all right. You can find us in the family room later.
The boys have a present for you, and so do we.” He ducked out and closed the
door behind him.


“They’re very nice,” Darcy said when once again the silence seemed
to stretch on and on. 


“They are.” Sabrina took off her cardigan and hung it in one of
the closets. “And unfiltered to the umpteenth degree.”


“I noticed.” Darcy stowed her now-empty bag in the bottom of the
closet. “So, about this girlfriend business. Care to share why they might have
jumped to that conclusion?” Darcy knew she was ribbing Sabrina, because what
other answer than Sabrina being out to her brother and sister-in-law could
there be?


“I suppose I should have reciprocated when you told me you’re a
lesbian.” Sabrina unzipped her bag.


“No. You have no obligation to do that. None. I suppose I
shouldn’t have asked, but your sister-in-law has kind of let the cat out of the
closet already, as it were.”


“She did. I’ve known I’m gay since high school.” Sabrina’s tone
was definitive. It was rather obvious that she wasn’t going to allow any more
questions, but Darcy still had a few.


“Are you going to be all right sharing this room tonight?” She
studied her feet for a moment before raising her gaze. “I’m sure we can make
other arrangements.”


Sabrina turned around after putting a few pieces of garments into
her side of the dresser. “Like what?” She actually sounded curious.


“It wouldn’t be the first time I slept in the Silverado.”


Sabrina gaped for a fraction of a second. “I couldn’t have you
sleep in the truck! Are you crazy?”


“No. It would be one option if you don’t—”


“But I do! I mean, I don’t mind at all. Don’t be silly.” Sabrina
grabbed a hanger with jerky movements and hung a dress on it.


“All right. We’re both fine sharing, and clearly, we both
anticipated we might have to dress up a bit. That’s a gorgeous dress. So, it’s
appropriate for tomorrow’s lunch?”


“Hmm.” Sabrina tilted her head as she squinted at Darcy. “You’re
a clever woman for sure. You’ve figured out that I suspected my parents might
pull a stunt like this, not to mention the wool over my brother’s eyes.”


“Not until now, when I saw the dress. A tad too spiffy for a
barbecue.”


“I’ll say. I think I’ll change into a pair of jeans.” Sabrina
motioned toward the bathroom. “I recommend you do too. Unless Ethan and Kevin
are being sedated as we speak, we’re in for a treat this afternoon.”


“Gotcha.” Darcy pulled out her jeans and the white shirt from the
closet. “Better suit up accordingly then.”


As Sabrina gathered her jeans and a top, Darcy sighed inwardly.
She was so screwed. When Darcy had only watched Sabrina from afar, she’d taken
for granted that Sabrina was straight and was dating some handsome stockbroker
back home. Hiding her attraction had been difficult enough then, but now, when
she knew the truth about Sabrina’s sexual orientation, it would be a hundred
times harder. To cool herself off, Darcy reminded herself of Sabrina’s
indifferent expression when she’d admitted to Darcy that she was gay. Darcy
hadn’t detected a single sign that Sabrina found her appealing. 


So, yes. She was screwed.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


Two pairs of eyes followed every single one of Sabrina’s
movements as she began to unwrap her belated birthday present. Not wanting to
disappoint Ethan and Kevin, she pretended to struggle with the ribbon and the
tape holding the pretty pink wrapping paper together. 


“Did you have to use the entire roll of tape?” she groused and
gave the boys a mock glare, which made them giggle. “And so much wrapping
paper. I mean, it’s pretty and everything, but this is like trying to dig for
gold.” Eventually she pulled out a plain cardboard box, eyeing it carefully.
She shook it, and it made a muted thumping sound. “And it’s really heavy. What
can it possibly be?”


“Open it and see!” Kevin bounced and inspired his brother to do
the same. “Open it, Aunt Sabrina.”


“All right, all right.” Smiling broadly, Sabrina glanced around
the coffee table, and for a moment she locked her gaze on Darcy. As Darcy
looked unwaveringly at her, they both blinked. Sabrina felt caught and returned
her focus hurriedly to the boys’ gift.


When she began pulling out one plaster animal after another,
clearly painted by the boys, she ooh’d and ah’d, and it wasn’t just to please
the kids. The animals were meticulously painted by two skilled sets of hands,
and she flushed with pride.


“These are amazing,” Sabrina said seriously and looked at each
animal carefully. “I can tell you’ve put a lot of work into painting these.”


“They really did paint them all themselves. I just had to help
them with the plaster molds.” Lorna’s proud-parent look was timeless. A tiny
sting erupted in Sabrina’s belly. She doubted she would ever have children. Not
that she didn’t want kids, but not as a single mother—and for her to let her
guard down enough to open her heart to someone…not likely.


“I think we have two budding artists in the family,” Sabrina
said. “Thank you so much, guys. I’ll put them on my mantel in the beach…house.”
If anyone other than Darcy noticed her faltering voice, they didn’t say
anything.


“We have something for you as well, sis.” Dan stood and fetched a
large, flat box, also wrapped in the glittery pink paper. Sabrina estimated the
size of the present as two by three feet and maybe three inches thick. “Should
I shake it?” she asked her brother mildly. 


Dan snorted. “You can try.”


Shaking her head, Sabrina turned to Darcy. “What do you think? A
toolbox?”


“Could be a chainsaw,” Darcy deadpanned.


“Or a waffle iron.”


The twins gaped. “You aren’t good at guessing,” Ethan said and
shook his head. “That’s not a chainsaw. Daddy’s chainsaw’s in the garage. He
cut down a dead tree once. It almost fell on the house.”


“What?” Lorna turned to Dan. “Is that true?”


“Exaggerations,” Dan murmured and motioned to Sabrina. “Open it
now before my wife becomes a detective and goes into the yard to look for
evidence.”


“Hmm.” Sabrina carefully unwrapped the present, though not as
slowly as she’d done with the boys’ gift. As the last bit of silky paper fell
off, she found herself staring at something she never would have expected. “Oh,
my God.” She could hardly breathe. The beauty of the painting hit her just
below her breastbone, making her unable to breathe for a moment. “Oh, Dan.
Lorna. How?” She gripped the simple black frame and just stared at the
painting, clearly done by a great landscape artist. Slightly off center in the
painting, her beloved beach house sat bathing in the setting sun. The dunes
around it appeared pristine, as if no summer guest had ever made any footprints
on them. Every single detail appeared so lifelike, it was as if she could smell
the salty air and hear the sound of shrieking seagulls. “Who painted this?”
Looking down at the right lower corner, Sabrina gaped. “No way?”


“Yes, way,” Dan said, beaming now. “Surprise!”


“Who?” Darcy asked and scooted closer to Sabrina on the couch,
gazing over her shoulder. “Hayden Rowe? The
Hayden Rowe? Even I, who know nothing about art whatsoever, have heard of her.”


“She doesn’t usually paint on commission, but she and Lorna have
mutual friends. They spoke about this beach of yours and how special it is, and
apparently, she was intrigued.”


“But…it must’ve cost a fortune. I don’t mean to be rude, but you
just renovated the house…” Sabrina quieted when Lorna just shook her head. 


“Sabrina. You just turned thirty-five, and we know your business
is very successful. You’re ticking off one goal after another on that list of
yours, and even if you never would touch a cent of your trust fund, and nor
would Dan, normally—well, we thought, what better use of that money than to
give you something truly special. You deserve it, honey. You truly do.” Lorna
blew Sabrina a kiss.


“I hate that money, but I could never refuse such a gift.”
Sabrina drew a trembling breath. “For you to come up with something like this
and manage to persuade this amazing, elusive woman to paint it for me. I hope I
get to thank her too one day.”


“That’s kind of the second part of this present. We invited her
and her partner, Greer Landon, to our notorious Christmas party this year.
Another brilliant idea of mine. That means you have to show up.” Lorna laughed
and high-fived her husband.


Tears burned just inside Sabrina’s eyes, and she fought to keep
them there, but one dislodged and ran down her cheek. “Thank you,” she
murmured. “Both Ethan and Kevin’s present and yours were more than I ever could
have thought to wish for.”


A gentle hand briefly touched Sabrina’s leg just above her knee.
She turned to Darcy, who gave her an encouraging smile as she repeated what
Sabrina had to surmise was a caress. At least it felt like it, and the
sensation sent tiny sparkles through her system, which made her recoil since
she couldn’t remember when she’d felt that last.


Darcy removed her hand and pushed her shoulders back. Sabrina
wasn’t the best body-language reader in the world, but even she could interpret
that Darcy felt rejected. Sabrina forced herself to focus on her brother and
his family. She couldn’t afford to allow the business arrangement with Darcy to
even hint at becoming anything else. Darcy was a pro at what she did. No doubt
she had babysat other people and knew it was by no means a personal thing. In
fact, it was beyond presumptuous of Sabrina to think Darcy meant anything but a
friendly gesture between two human beings.


“How old are you, Darcy?” Kevin asked, making Sabrina shift from
complete awkwardness to a chuckle.


“Kevin, young man. That’s not a polite question.” Daniel shook
his head. “My apologies, Darcy.”


“That’s a valid question.” Darcy laughed. “Twenty-nine in
December.”


“We’ll be six in January. On the fifth. Auntie Sabrina and you
should come to our birthday party.” Ethan nodded enthusiastically. “Unless
you’re scared of clowns. Some grownups are scared of them. Our best friend,
Suzy, her mom is afraid of clowns.” He looked amazed at this mystery. 


Darcy looked as if she wasn’t sure how to respond to any of that.
Sabrina thought fast, not wanting to either lie to the boys or disappoint them.
“You know what, guys? Unless Darcy has to work, she’ll come with me. If she
can’t, then you’ll have to settle for your old aunt.”


“You’re not old!” The boys looked surprised. “You’re pretty.”


Sabrina managed to relax and found she was enjoying herself much
more than she’d ever anticipated. Was it because she felt safe, finally, with
her family and Darcy to help her feel…well, normal?


The rest of the afternoon held more laughter and some outdoor
play. The September day turned out to be warm and perfect for a barbecue. Dan
proudly showed off his new grill and all its features, something that
apparently interested Darcy. After Lorna came over to join Sabrina on the low
brick wall that ran along the perimeter of the flagstone patio, they both
watched Darcy and Dan gesture emphatically over the rotisserie. 


“She seems very nice, your friend,” Lorna said quietly. “Whether
she’s your girlfriend or not.”


“Lorna. You know I don’t date. I gave up on that a long time ago.
It isn’t worth it.” Sabrina sighed. “But yes, Darcy is a good person.”


“She looks at you. A lot.” Lorna placed a gentle hand on
Sabrina’s shoulder. 


“What?” Startled, Sabrina glanced back and forth between her
sister-in-law and Darcy. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Nothing. Calm down. It doesn’t have to mean anything. You know
me. I’m observant. And I’ve seen Darcy look at you and not just briefly, but
the long, contemplating kind. I’m not saying she has the hots for you, but she
seems to truly care.”


But of course. Darcy studied Sabrina and kept an eye on the
surroundings. Even if she was engrossed in a conversation with Dan, Sabrina had
noticed how Darcy furtively let her gaze run along the road, the fields to the
south of the house, and the woods in the north. A few times, she’d frowned, but
Sabrina recognized this as a sign of concentration rather than concern.


“She is quite caring.”


“What does she do at the business center?” Lorna bent and pulled
up some dry weeds by the wall. “Somehow she doesn’t strike me as someone who’d
enjoy office life.”


“True. She works security.”


“Security?” Gaping, Lorna glanced back and forth between Sabrina
and Darcy. “Well, now that you mention it, she has that certain…you know,
poise? Like she could explode into action when needed.”


“Now you’re just making things up.” Sabrina didn’t disagree, even
if she’d never tell Lorna that. Darcy moved with grace, and her wiry, muscular
frame did give an impression of power. Then, of course, she was still curvy and
feminine. And very pretty. Sabrina groaned inwardly. She couldn’t think of
Darcy as pretty, or she’d open a Pandora’s Box that had been nailed shut with
great success for so long.


“I’m not making anything up. She’s gorgeous and seems very
strong. Did you see her hoist both the boys earlier? One under each arm. Even
Dan struggles with that after a while, but Darcy just kept running with them as
if they were footballs.”


It was true. The twins had squealed and laughed as Darcy ran
fast, but in a very controlled way, with them across the lawn where the maples
had dropped a few yellowing leaves. She seemed to really like kids, and the boys
were infatuated by now. Sabrina wasn’t jealous, as she didn’t begrudge the boys
the fun time playing with someone who was strong enough to wrestle with them.
She could barely lift them anymore, even if she considered herself fit.


“Hey, you lazy chicks over there,” Dan hollered. “Come and get
some, or you’ll miss out.” He motioned at the grill, and Sabrina saw Darcy
carrying something in a big bowl from the house.


“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Lorna gushed and hurried toward
Darcy. “You’re the guest, after all.”


“I don’t mind pitching in. I think I gave Dan here one barbecue
tip too many, so he sent me in to the fridge for the salad and condiments.”
Darcy pointed toward a tray at the rustic table with benches on each side.


“You’re a gem,” Lorna said and squeezed Darcy’s shoulders. “I’ll
just pop in and get the beverages. Any special requests?”


“Do you have any nonalcoholic beer?” Sabrina asked as she
received her steak, medium-rare, from Dan.


“Sure do. We know what you like. Darcy?” Lorna tilted her head.


“That’s what I like also, please.” Darcy winked at Sabrina, who
felt her cheeks warm.


“Perfect.” Lorna strode inside and returned momentarily with
their beverages of choice. Dan drank what he called real beer, and Lorna had
poured herself some red wine. As any type of wine gave Sabrina migraines, she
wasn’t even tempted. 


After her freshman year in college, she hadn’t had any alcohol
whatsoever for years. If she entertained, she sometimes masked her preference
by drinking nonalcoholic wine that looked like the real deal, but these days it
wasn’t such a stigma to say no to alcohol as it had been when she was younger.
During her senior year in high school, some of her peers had ridiculed her mercilessly
when she declined a drink. They called her a nerd, a bore, a party-pooper, a
drag, and generally no fun to be with. However, that was nothing compared to
what she had been called as a freshman and sophomore before she transferred to
another college. Nowadays she indulged in some luxurious single-malt whiskey every
now and then, but that was it.


Sabrina forced the unwanted associations out of her mind and
focused on the food and the company. Soon, she and Dan were swapping stories
about each other, and everyone was laughing at the Hawk siblings’ antics. After
being able to relax even further, Sabrina realized just how tightly wound she’d
been earlier. Now she could let go a bit of her notorious control and be silly
to please the twins. The fact that she saw glitter and mirth in Darcy’s
multicolored eyes only added to her pleasure. If she hadn’t known better, she
would’ve sworn Darcy didn’t take her eyes off her for the rest of the meal and
later when they sat down to watch a film with the boys. As some animated Lego
characters careened across the sixty-inch flat-screen TV, Darcy kept looking at
Sabrina on and off.


Sabrina tried to act casual, but the glances were like the gentle
touch of fingertips against paper-thin crystal glassware. Nothing about this
attention felt intrusive, which was very odd. Normally it only took brushing
against someone in a corridor or elevator for Sabrina to feel crowded.


All in all, it was a very strange experience. 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


Darcy couldn’t sleep. Something had woken her an hour after
midnight, and now she lay curled up on her left side, facing the door to the
guest room. Behind her in the other twin bed, she could hear light breathing
coming from Sabrina. 


Going to bed next to each other had been less awkward than Darcy
feared. Sabrina had stayed so long in the bathroom taking a bath that Darcy was
almost asleep when she returned. Still, when Sabrina had passed Darcy’s bed,
leaving a scent so sweet and fresh, she had become wide awake. When she finally
went to sleep, strange dreams tormented her, bringing old ghosts together with
new ones. Officer Ivers’s voice, from when she worked on the same shift with
him, roared three words over and over. “It was her. It was her!”


Darcy had woken with her heart pounding so hard and fast, she was
sure she would be sick. She sipped from the water bottle she had placed on the
nightstand, but her throat was still dry, which meant she had most likely been
gasping for air. Whenever she stayed over at Meghan’s place, her cousin would
come to soothe her if the nightmares caused her agony. 


A muted thump made Darcy go rigid. Raising her head from the
pillow, she sharpened her hearing even more. Was it one of the boys needing the
bathroom? Or Dan or Lorna getting something in the middle of the night? She
wasn’t sure why she doubted the most likely causes, but she did. Was she
perhaps becoming paranoid after hearing about everything that had happened to
Sabrina? And worse, had they brought danger to Mattley and Sabrina’s brother’s
family by visiting? Darcy began to fear they had made a mistake.


Carefully she slid out of bed, pulling her Glock from the top
shelf in the open closet. She’d placed it there, together with a small Maglite,
between some of her T-shirts to keep it away from curious kids and still be
within reach. Now she flipped the safety switch and held it along her side, her
index finger straight, next to the trigger. She held the Maglite in her left
hand but kept it switched off for now.


The hallway on the second floor was faintly lit by night lights
along the perimeter. Darcy tiptoed, not wanting to disturb anyone while she
made sure everything was all right. The staircase located at the center of the
house led down into the foyer, where two wall lamps spread a muted glow.
Leaning over the banister, Darcy listened intently. She couldn’t hear anything
but her own breathing and her slightly elevated heart rate. Pulling back, she
had begun walking back to the guest room when a new sound reached her. She
stopped and held her breath. As far as she knew, the Hawks didn’t have any
pets. During the barbecue the boys had been talking about wanting a dog or a
cat, but apparently Lorna was allergic to anything furry. 


A hand on her shoulder made Darcy jump, and she slid her index
finger onto the trigger as she turned around, raising the weapon.


“Darcy, it’s me!” Sabrina whispered, her eyes huge in her oval
face. “What’s going on?”


“Shh.” Slipping her finger into the safety position, Darcy drew a
deep breath and let it out between her lips in a controlled, soundless way. “I
heard something.”


“Downstairs?” Sabrina mouthed and pointed toward the stairs.


“Yes. At least the last noise came from there.”


“Oh, God.” Swallowing visibly, Sabrina pulled her silk robe
closer around her, as if that would keep her safe. “It can be Lorna or Dan. Or
even one of the twins.”


“I know.” Darcy placed her free hand briefly on Sabrina’s arm.
“Go back to the guest room and lock the door. Make sure you have your cell
phone. If it is intruders, they will have cut the landlines and it won’t—” The
house went completely dark and eerily quiet as the air conditioner grew silent.


“Oh, no.” Sabrina gripped Darcy’s arm with both hands.


“Go get your cell phone. Wake up Dan and Lorna. Get the boys.
Barricade yourselves in their bathroom,” Darcy whispered in a staccato voice.


“What about you?” Sabrina kept her voice barely audible and
tightened her grip of Darcy’s arm. Her hands were ice-cold and she was
trembling.


“Do as I say. Then call the police. Don’t let your dislike for
the force cloud your judgement. Call Karimi. He has a unit close by.” Darcy freed
herself. “Go on. Hurry.” To her relief, Sabrina nodded and ran on bare feet
back to the guest room. 


With no time to lose, Darcy was glad she wore a long, dark-gray
T-shirt, as it made her part of the shadows cast by the moon into the dark
rooms. Having memorized the layout of the house, she moved to the stairs and
began a cautious descent. Above her, she heard muted voices, first just the
adults, but then sleepy children, which meant Sabrina had followed Darcy’s
order.


A cold gush of air ran along Darcy’s naked feet. She kept a
balanced grip on her Glock, readying herself to raise it again in the practiced
maneuver that was part of her weapons’ training. 


The foyer was quiet, and the door was closed and locked. Darcy
moved stealthily toward the family room to the left of the foyer, judging that
the cool night air came from that end. Cursing inwardly at how the porch
outside the windows restricted the amount of moonlight seeping in through the
windows, she slipped into the family room, keeping to the inner, darker part of
the room as she kept sweeping soundlessly. Even if the moonlight wasn’t as
bright in here, she didn’t want any possible intruders to see her silhouette
against the windows. Darcy crouched slightly and kept her Glock at eye level.
The draft came from the kitchen area, which was entirely possible, as it had a
door toward the west side of the garden. If someone had sneaked in, that would
be a good strategic entry point.


Darcy kept moving toward the kitchen, growing colder with each
passing moment, which made her think the door must be wide open for it to be so
cold. Why had the Hawks’ alarm system failed them? The power had still been on
when Darcy got up to investigate the first sound. Had the invaders managed to
get inside and then cut the power to the system before any of it gave so much
as a peep? From the briefing Karimi had provided, she’d learned his company
wasn’t responsible for Dan and Lorna’s alarm system. It was a solid product,
not silent, which meant someone had disabled it instantly. Definitely a pro.


The door to the garden was open. Someone had placed a kitchen
chair in the entrance to keep it from closing, and mud and grass stuck to
Darcy’s bare feet as she searched the room. Biting her lower lip, she pulled
open the pantry door. It was empty, and she sighed quietly in relief.


A hard hand shoved her forward and sent her farther into the
pantry, and she slammed hard into a shelf loaded with canned goods. Training
kept her holding onto her weapon as she pushed herself up with her other hand.
She raised her gun and squinted into the kitchen, where shadows seemed to move
as the moon shone through the branches of the trees outside and confused her. 


“Damn it,” she whispered to herself. Angry now, she shot out of
the pantry, ready to fight any intruder, but the kitchen was empty. Hurrying to
the door, Darcy moved on quick feet down the four steps to the flagstone path.
An engine roared, and she saw a shadow move with incredible speed down the road
away from the house and then across a field farther down. Astonished, it took
her a while to realize the intruder must have access to an off-road bike.


Darcy was quite certain it had been one single intruder but still
began searching throughout the house, having covered the entire first floor when
flickering blue lights and sirens approached. Hurrying upstairs, Darcy knocked
on Dan and Lorna’s bedroom door and let them know everything was all right and
that the police were coming up the driveway. 


The door opened and Dan poked his head out. “What the fu—what the
hell’s going on?” He held a sleeping twin against his shoulder and was dressed
in a dark-blue terry-cloth robe. “You okay, Darcy?”


“I’m fine.” She was, but she was also cold to the bone. “I’m
going to grab some more clothes. The kitchen is pretty cold since the guy left
the kitchen door open.” She hurried toward the guest room and was in the
process of pulling on some socks when Sabrina came in.


“Thank God you’re all right. Are they gone?”


“I think it was only the one. Drove away on an off-road bike. I
have to talk to the police and point them in the right direction.” 


“You’re shivering. Here.” Sabrina pulled a cardigan from the
closet. “This’ll keep you warm.”


“No, I’m…” Darcy was about to decline, but the soft warmth of the
sweater was too tempting. She pulled it on, and Sabrina’s scent immediately
engulfed her, sweet and fresh at the same time. Why this felt so comforting and
added to the actual warmth of the material she would have to figure out later.


 


* * *


 


Sabrina stood between her brother and Darcy as the officers
responding to the 911 call took notes of what had happened. Lorna was upstairs
trying to put the boys back to sleep, and in the meantime, Dan had managed to
get the power back on. Sabrina could sense her brother’s confusion and knew
she’d made a huge mistake by not telling him and Lorna of the threat against
her. Now the police also would know about the home-invasion attempt at the
beach house—as would Dan—and she could only guess how that would all play out.


“And your role in this, Ms. Flynn?” the older of the two police
officers, Powers, asked and moved his focus to Darcy. 


“I heard several noises and went out into the hallway to
investigate. I brought my gun, which I have a permit for, and that’s when I
noticed cold air coming from below. Sabrina woke up and came after me, but I
needed her to keep the rest of her family safe. I also told her to dial 911 and
for them to barricade themselves in.” Darcy gave her report rapidly.


“And you, alone, went downstairs to take on a potentially
dangerous individual?” Powers sounded doubtful, and who could blame him? Darcy
looked pale and cold where she stood with the sleeves of Sabrina’s cardigan
pulled over her hands.


“Yes, I did.”


“You could’ve been harmed.” The younger police officer shook his
head. “Civilians shouldn’t meddle in police business—”


“I used to be a cop.” The words hung in the air, and at first,
Sabrina chalked it up to Darcy misspeaking. Then a lot of little things fell
into place, and Sabrina knew it was true. Darcy was an ex-cop and had for some
reason not bothered to let that little tidbit slip.


“Really?” Powers regarded Darcy with skepticism. “Where?”


“East Quay. First precinct.” Darcy spoke with pale lips.


“And your last name is Flynn?” Powers looked at his younger
colleague. “Darcy Flynn. Remember that, Ryder?” He pursed his lips and tilted
his head to the side as he scrutinized Darcy. “You left a few years ago, didn’t
you? After that shooting?”


“Yes. I did.” Darcy didn’t take her eyes off the officers.
“Please. This has nothing to do with what’s going on here.” She pointed toward
the kitchen. “After I searched the ground floor, I opened the pantry…he must’ve
been right behind me. He pushed me into the shelves and ran out the open kitchen
door. I heard him gun his engine, and he disappeared down the road leading up
to the house and across the fields toward the main road due southeast.”
Sounding out of breath, Darcy still stood straight, her chin raised as if she
dared someone to take a swing at her.


“I see. All right. Did you get a good look at his face?” Powers
scratched his hairline on his forehead with the back of his pen. 


“No. It was dark, and I think he might have worn a black baseball
cap. I can’t say for sure whether he had on a mask.” Darcy glanced at Sabrina,
who was still reeling from the shock that Darcy had lied to her. Lied by
omission, but just the same…Darcy now personified everything Sabrina already
knew about law-enforcement officers. She couldn’t trust any of them.


“Sabrina?” Dan turned to her, his face tense. “What the hell…What
the hell’s going on? Does this break-in really have something to do with you,
sis?” Paling further, he pushed both hands through his hair, which was already
disheveled.


Of course. Here it was again. It was her fault. Bile threatened
to rise through Sabrina’s throat. Back in college, she had heard similar words
so many times, though admittedly never from Dan. He was normally always on her
side. But he had no reason to side with her now. She had brought danger to his
house, to his wife and kids. Unforgivable. She wound her arms around herself,
torn between the past and the present. Back then, she’d been innocent, but very
few had cared. Now, she wasn’t, not when it came to jeopardizing her brother’s safety.


“Sabrina has a stalker,” Darcy said, her voice clear. “Karimi
Security and the private-investigation firm I work for are working to help
solve the problem from our end.”


“Have you reported this to the police, Ms. Hawk?” Powers asked.


“A break-in at the office, yes. The men that showed up at my
beach house, no. They didn’t manage to enter—”


“Because your house is a freaking fortress compared to mine,” Dan
said, raising his voice. “You come here, knowing some guy’s after you, and you
don’t tell me? What were you thinking? And who the hell is this guy coming
after you? Are you doing taxes for the goddamn mob or something?” Flinging his
hands in the air and then pushing his fingers through his hair, Dan literally
growled. 


“No. No, of course not.” Furious at how weak her voice sounded,
Sabrina tried to swallow the lump that made her sound like the twenty-year-old
girl she used to be trying to explain to the campus police and the dean what
had taken place among the dunes. 


“Sabrina has done nothing to bring this on herself, Daniel.”
Darcy appeared between them, staring at Dan and sounding in equal parts
understanding and warning. “She brought me along to keep herself safe, and you
too, of course. Sabrina was so glad to finally visit, and she needed to get away
from both of her two homes. It seemed like a good idea, but you’re right. You
should have been informed.”


“Fuck.” Dan tugged at his hair again.


“We will be reporting this to our commanding officer and sending
a copy of the report to your old precinct, Ms. Flynn. You, if anyone, should’ve
known better than to hide anything from the police that can help them solve a
case.”


“I hired her. I forbade it.” Sabrina wasn’t sure why she tried to
set the record straight. Perhaps because Darcy had just stood up for her
against her own brother.


More cars came up the driveway, making Sabrina jump, and Dan ran
to the window. 


“Who the hell is that?” Dan asked nobody in particular. “Wait.
It’s that guy you use. Karimi.”


Powers looked out the window. “Yeah, and our crime-scene
investigator. We’ll secure whatever tracks the dirt bike left behind and
potential prints and trace evidence from the kitchen area in particular.”


Sabrina tuned him out as he went into more detail about what was
going to happen next. She couldn’t deal with it and was getting desperate for
some privacy—if only for a moment. 


“Sabrina,” Lorna said from behind. “You’re about to fall down.
Come with me. You too, Darcy.” She took them both with her to the formal dining
room. “Sit here, and I’ll check with the cops to see if I can give you some
juice from the kitchen. Can’t have you faint on me.”


“The boys?” Sabrina had to clear her throat twice to get the two
words out.


“They’re asleep again. I dug out the old electronic baby monitor
and put it between their beds. I’ll hear if they wake up.” Lorna smiled faintly
and patted the device she had hooked to her belt. She then left, and Sabrina
had no idea what to say to Darcy. She felt like such a fool for being so
trusting, which went against the grain. Normally she would have Googled Darcy
on day one, but she had felt a connection and had trusted the woman. 


A small internal voice pointed out she was throwing rocks inside
glass houses. She hadn’t told her brother what had been going on for the last
three weeks, and she had put him and his family in danger by coming here. 


“I know you hate that I didn’t tell you I was a cop for five
years.” Darcy sounded calm, but she didn’t sound okay. Sabrina glanced over at
her and saw that Darcy looked ashen. Her lips were pale, and her normally
sparkling eyes now appeared to be a dull brown. “I’m really sorry. I should
have leveled with you.”


“Why didn’t you?” Sabrina winced at how harsh her words came out.


“You really needed someone to help you, and since it was rather
clear that you dislike cops, I was afraid to tell you. I figured I could at
least help you until someone else showed up. I should have referred you back to
Karimi—especially when you asked me to come to your condo. You were so
traumatized after the home-invasion attempt, even if you would never admit it,
and perhaps this is conceited on my end, but I felt I could truly do some good.
Also, while I’m confessing my sins here, I might as well tell you there was a
personal component in it for me. I really like you.”


“I wish you’d told me to go with one of Karimi’s people instead.”
Unable to remain sitting down, Sabrina stood and walked over to the window. It
was still dark outside, and all she could see was her own reflection. “I don’t
see any of your reasons to lie as legitimate.”


“You shouldn’t stand by the window with the curtains open like
that,” Darcy said, her voice thick.


“Oh, please. You don’t have to do this “oh, but you needed help”
act.” Refusing to turn around, Sabrina pressed her palms against the cool
surface.


“Actually, Sabrina. Darcy is correct. You’re a sitting duck doing
that,” a familiar male voice said.


“Karimi!” Sabrina pivoted, watching the handsome, dark-haired man
standing just behind Darcy, who was still sitting. “How the hell did you get
here so fast?”


“You’re not the only one with relatives in Mattley.” Karimi
motioned for Sabrina to retake her seat, and then he sat down next to Darcy.
“My brother has a house on the other side of the village, by the golf course. I
came for a friendly tournament between brothers. Actually, I decided to be
nearby when Darcy called to have me brief her. I’m as much at fault for not
assessing the threat properly as she is.”


“I see.” Sabrina’s nerves weren’t cooperating. She kept opening
and closing the button on her shirt sleeve over and over. “Sorry to interrupt
your sleep.”


“Sabrina…” Karimi stopped her frantic actions by placing a hand
on hers. “I’ve spoken to the police. They don’t need anything more from you
tonight. I’m going to hand over what you’ve shared with me, with your blessing,
so they can update their information.”


“Meghan is working on some stuff that can be of interest too,”
Darcy said, sounding less stricken now. 


“Have her forward her findings to me, please.” Karimi flashed a
smile toward Darcy. 


“All right.” 


Lorna came through the door with four tall glasses of orange
juice. “I’m still a bit in the dark about what’s actually going on,” she said
and joined them, sitting down next to Sabrina. “At least Dan is less agitated
now. I know he spoke some harsh words to you, Sabrina, but that was his fear
talking.”


“I let him down. And you.” Sabrina clenched her hands into fists.



“I can’t say I’m thrilled that this went down like it did
tonight. The boys were scared, and so were the rest of us. But, that said, I
don’t think we would have wanted you to stay away, even if we had known. What
we might have done is ask you to bring even more security to the property, who
could keep an eye on all of us. The people who installed our alarm system
clearly aren’t as good as yours, and I know they don’t provide the service that
Mr. Karimi does.”


Lorna was too quick to forgive. Sabrina held her breath and
waited for whatever Lorna might have to add. Surely that couldn’t be it.


“Listen.” Lorna took Sabrina’s hand. “You know Dan. He’s an
emotional guy and then some. When the two of you grew up, you were the only one
he could be himself with. Tonight, he was really fearful about our boys. Then
he realized that his sister is truly in danger and how it all seems
intertwined. A bit too much for him. I know this is true because I’ve loved him
since the second week at college.”


“He hates me for this. He blames me.” Tears stung Sabrina’s eyes,
and she closed them hard. 


“Of course he doesn’t.” Lorna blinked. “Honey, he’s getting his bearings
as we speak. You two will be okay.”


“You weren’t in the living room before. He looked so shocked and
angry. And rightfully so.” Sabrina stood. “I’m sorry, but I need to go to bed.
I’ll be going home to my condo tomorrow. Karimi, please, can one of your men
drive me back? I’ll make new security arrangements as soon as I get back.” Not
looking at Darcy, Sabrina stood and fled the room before any of the others had
time to respond.


As she rushed up the stairs, she refused to listen to the voices
calling out her name. Once she was on the landing above the stairs, she had to
stop and breathe. Her head was spinning and she couldn’t see an end, or any
answers, to the situation she found herself in. She hated feeling helpless.
Sabrina had worked so hard the last fifteen years to always know exactly what
she was doing, where she was going, and without that map…she was lost.


Closing the door to the guest room behind her, she felt for a
key, but as the door had no lock, she could only hope no one would disturb her.
She needed to gather her thoughts and develop a plan. This had gone on long
enough.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


Darcy had sneaked off and tried to sleep for a few hours in
the backseat of her truck. Having counted on Sabrina not wanting her anywhere
near her, Darcy needed to be somewhere familiar where she still could keep an
eye on the house. The Silverado provided both requirements. The next morning,
when she came back inside, Sabrina was in the boys’ room playing with them,
which gave Darcy a chance to shower and change into jeans and a white
button-down shirt. She quickly packed her belongings and carried her bag out to
her truck. Her phone beeped, and it was Meghan sending yet another file. After
a quick glance, she realized that it concerned Sabrina. She wished Meghan had
sent it earlier, as she was afraid it would be unethical to read it now, when
she was an inch from being fired.


Not feeling like having breakfast, Darcy had treated herself to
some strong, black coffee around nine a.m., just as a Cadillac sedan came up
the gravel road. A semi-loud discussion with the guards Karimi had left behind
ensued as a middle-aged man stepped out of the driver’s seat. Dan went outside
after nodding at Darcy in a much friendlier way than yesterday. 


“This is going to be ugly,” Dan murmured as he walked out into
the foyer to greet the man and the woman who had joined him.


Darcy hadn’t thought anything could get worse, but the early
arrival of Sabrina and Daniel’s parents proved her wrong. If she had harbored
any misgivings about why Sabrina kept her distance from her mother and father,
it took only a few moments to figure things out.


Glenda Hawk was beautiful and didn’t look sixty-four, which was
her age according to the information in the attachments that Darcy had received
in her email from Meghan. Her platinum-blond hair, kept in an earlobe-long,
razor-sharp straight style, framed a face perfectly made up with fire-engine
red lipstick and a Marilyn Monroe eyeliner technique. Her figure was emaciated
rather than slender, and she wore a slate-gray business skirt suit. The
similarity between Sabrina’s work attire and her mother’s didn’t escape Darcy.
The difference was that Glenda Hawk chose to wear such clothes on a Sunday when
visiting her very young, lively grandchildren. Perhaps she wasn’t the type who
endangered her razor-sharp creases while on her knees among Lego bricks.


Ian Hawks was in every sense the patriarch. He filled up the room
by his mere presence and commanded attention with his ice-gray eyes, so like
his daughter’s, under bushy, charcoal-gray eyebrows. His thick mane of white
hair reached well beneath his collar, and he wore it combed back from his high
forehead. He was either fond of sailing or golfing, judging from the tan, and
unlike his wife, he favored preppy chinos and golf shirts during the weekend. 


“Now, girl,” Ian said, raising his eyes to look at his daughter
when she appeared at the stairs, his voice more of a muted purr than the roar
of a lion that Darcy had envisioned. “What have you done to disturb the peace
on a Sunday like this?”


Darcy closed her fists so hard, her blunt nails nearly perforated
the skin on her palms. What was wrong with these people? Why did they keep
asking idiotic questions that insinuated that Sabrina had brought this upon
herself?


“Father. Nice to see you too.” Sabrina stood rigid in the
doorway, managing to look every bit the capable businesswoman that her mother
did, despite her True Religion jeans and stark, navy-blue hoodie. “I’m sure
Daniel can fill you in while I—”


“Don’t you dare run off and leave your brother to fend for you
again.” Glenda rounded on her daughter. “He has enough on his plate, providing
for his wife and children, which you would know if you deigned to visit every
now and then.”


“I am visiting now,
and look what a great time we’re all having.” Sabrina glanced at Dan. “I’ve
arranged for Karimi’s staff to drive me back to East Quay. Please tell Lorna
and the boys that I have to go back to deal with everything.”


“I can drive you,” Darcy heard herself say, immediately drawing
all the unwanted attention toward herself.


“And you are?” Glenda Hawk asked. She sounded as if Darcy had
merely stumbled upon the house and invited herself.


“I’m the private investigator Sabrina hired to help find out who
is stalking her.” Darcy wasn’t impressed by Sabrina’s parents, and she was
certain her distaste showed. Perhaps it was just as well. It could be the first
time someone hadn’t sucked up to the older generation of the Hawks. 


“Stalking? Ridiculous.” Glenda huffed and sat down on the settee
by the window. “One break-in at the office hardly suggests anything so
dramatic. You were always one to exaggerate to get your way, Sabrina.”


“What?” Darcy couldn’t keep quiet. “You’re joking, right? Mrs.
Hawk, I think you’ve been misinformed. I don’t use the term stalker lightly.
Last night someone actually got into this house. Can you imagine living under
such stress, day and night, not knowing who might be watching you?”


“Don’t waste your breath, Darcy,” Sabrina said and shook her
head. “I’ve tried to reason with them like this for a long time.”


“Oh, please.” Ian raised one hand in obvious exasperation “You
were always the one with a flair for drama. We caught you bending the truth and
downright lying many times as a child. You didn’t exactly grow out of it.”


“Father.” Frowning, Dan stared at his parents. “God. I think I
must’ve blocked out some of my teens, because I never remember you sounding
like this, but if Sabrina says you did, then I believe her.”


“That’s a mistake,” Glenda said and flicked her wrist at him.


“I’m sorry, sis,” Daniel said quietly. “Mother. Father? Why did
you insist on coming today even after I texted you last night and asked you to
postpone your trip?” Dan looked questioningly at his parents. “Lorna and the
boys will be gone visiting her sister while we have the security system
upgraded and the locks changed.”


“Oh, son, please don’t tell me you’ve fallen for Sabrina’s
disposition for hysteria.” Covering her eyes, Glenda sighed, clearly annoyed.
“This brings back so many memories, I’m feeling quite faint.”


“You’re sitting down, Mother. For heaven’s sake, I think you’ll
be okay.” Daniel pulled out a chair from the dining-room table and gestured for
his father to also take a seat. Ian sat down but didn’t say anything.


Darcy was more concerned for Sabrina, who was now pasty white and
trembling; the fine tremor was barely visible but still obvious to Darcy.
“Please. Let me drive you home. I’ll give you the information Meghan dug out
and then be out of your hair. Please let me do this for you.”


Leveling her probing, icy-gray eyes at Darcy, Sabrina finally
nodded. “Very well. Let’s go right now.” After walking up to Daniel, Sabrina
flung her arms around his neck and hugged him fiercely. Darcy could tell from
Daniel’s stunned expression that this wasn’t Sabrina’s usual approach. “Take
care. Hug Lorna and the boys for me. I will keep you posted from now on. Please
let me pay for the security upgrade.”


Daniel shook his head but didn’t look as upset as he had right
after the incident. “No way, sis. We help each other from now on. Besides, I
can easily afford a total update. Karimi has promised his best team leader will
supervise the installation and even make it childproof.” Dan stroked an errant
lock of Sabina’s hair behind her ear. “Let Darcy drive you back. Something
tells me you guys need to talk.”


“All right. Can you let Karimi’s guys know that?” Sabrina
murmured and leaned into Daniel for a moment.


“I will.” Dan handed her a large cloth tote bag. “Here are your
presents. You can’t leave them behind. The boys would be upset.”


“Oh, God. Of course not. I’m an idiot for forgetting. Thanks.”
She kissed Dan again and then nodded briskly to Darcy as she grabbed the
presents and strode over to her overnight bag. “Come on then.”


“For God’s sake, Sabrina,” Glenda said, huffing as she leaned
back in her chair. “This is such an unnecessary drama.”


“On the contrary.” Sabrina grabbed the handle and pulled her
luggage along. “You all packed, Darcy?”


“Yup.” Darcy lifted her bag and then smiled at Dan. “Thank you
for letting me spend time with your lovely family and accepting me into your
home. I had a great day yesterday.” She glanced at the rigid couple and gave a
short nod.


Sabrina snorted, a thoroughly disdainful sound. The Hawks merely
stared back and forth between their daughter and Darcy, their gaze piercing and
filled with disdain. Darcy wondered what they read into the situation. Did they
even know their daughter at all? As private as Sabrina was, and the way she had
responded to her parents, Darcy didn’t think so. She was dying to see the
information Meghan had put together.


Once she’d stowed their bags in the backseat of her Silverado,
Darcy climbed in behind the wheel and drew a deep breath before starting the
car. 


“I feel oxygen-deprived in my parents’ presence too,” Sabrina
said as she sat perfectly poised in the passenger seat, void of makeup and with
such dark circles under her eyes, she looked bruised. “I should apologize for
them, but I can’t be bothered.”


“No need. I could tell for myself that you and Daniel are nothing
like them. You’re not to blame for your parents’ lack of social skills.”


“That’s one way of putting it. As for us not being like them,
that may be true when it comes to my brother, but many people would say I’m
just like Glenda. My mother hasn’t gone so far as to call me her Mini-Me, but
that’s because she’s never seen The
Spy Who Shagged Me.”


Having just backed out the car and now shifting gears, Darcy
stopped abruptly. “You’ve seen the Austin Powers movie?” Darcy noticed she was
gaping and quickly closed her mouth. 


“I have.” Sabrina’s lips twitched, as if a smile tried to break
free.


“I’ll be damned.”


“And you were a cop. You should have known something like that.”
Sabrina’s indifferent expression made an instant reappearance.


Darcy drove the truck along the gravel road after leaving the
Hawks’ driveway. “I should have told you sooner, but it wasn’t—I mean, it
probably seems easy enough to you, but I had this thought…If I were to be truly
useful to you, I had to have access to information. We’d need to communicate in
order to narrow down who has it in for you. It was wrong of me to not tell you.
I should have.” Darcy wasn’t sure if she made any sense. She had gone into this
with the best of intentions, hoping Sabrina would get a chance to get to know
her before she learned of her former profession. Talk about being naive. 


“And since you didn’t,” Sabrina said darkly, “I don’t see how we
can possibly work together at all. I dislike law enforcement for a reason. It’s
not like I woke up one day and decided that all cops are awful. I know most
aren’t, but when I needed them the most, they were horrible. Beyond horrible
and…it spread. Eventually, there was very little left of me, of the person I
used to be. I blame the police for being the initiators of what nearly
destroyed my life. The cops at the office and the ones at the house last night
were nothing compared to—to back then.”


“Back when?” Darcy frowned and tried to remember if Sabrina had
ever spoken about anything that would hint at why she was so adamant regarding
cops. 


“I’m not stupid. When your cousin put together the documents
about the people in my vicinity, she would have done a search on me as well, as
a person. I’m sure everything will be readily available in your cousin’s file.”
Sabrina shifted in her seat, turning her head away from Darcy. 


“I’ll only read that if I’m still working for you. If I’m not,
then that file is classified and will be destroyed. My cousin will, of course,
know what’s in it, as will Karimi when he gets his copy, but she’s a true
professional and takes client-investigator confidentiality very seriously.
Besides, I’d rather hear it from you.”


“I’ll have to disappoint you, I’m afraid. I loathe talking about
my past.” Now Sabrina’s hands were moving in restless circles, and Darcy
wondered if she was aware of it. 


“Have you ever talked about it?” Darcy had to ask. Sabrina
mattered to her. Yes, Darcy was in the doghouse for being an ex-cop, but
Sabrina was at least speaking to her and even letting her drive her home. 


“I was in therapy for a couple of years. Eryn has managed to pry
a few details out of me when I’ve had a couple of whiskeys too many. No need.
If you’re that curious, just read the damn file your cousin put together. If it
makes you feel better, I intend to Google you when I get home. I need to know
exactly whose hands I’ve put my life in. Now, don’t get me wrong. I do detest
cops as a rule, but I’m not an idiot. Karimi likes you. For some reason,
whatever made you leave the force doesn’t matter to him, and he’s very picky.”
Sabrina looked at the cell phone she held between her hands. “I might just
start right away.”


The thought sobered Darcy. She put any unprofessional thoughts of
Sabrina out of her head and focused on the threat that was very much real.
Perhaps she needed to persuade Sabrina to talk more to Detective Lomax? Of all
the cops present at the business center, Lomax had been the shining light among
the rest of the morons, especially Ivers. Thinking of the guy that had once been
her partner while they patrolled East Quay, she shuddered.


“I might as well tell you the whole sordid tale, and then you can
make up your own mind whether you care to stay with Meghan’s firm or not.”
Darcy felt sweat pool between her breasts and at the small of her back. “Though
perhaps not while I’m driving.”


“All right.” Sabrina looked surprised and a bit taken aback. 


“And while we’re on the subject of who will take over if you do
decide to not continue with me—with us, it’s still vital that we don’t do what
the stalkers expect you to. You shouldn’t go back to any of your homes today. I
know you hate my guts, but I think the best idea is to go to my house. Yes,
they might have taken the time and personnel to stake out my house, but I don’t
think so. At least the risk will be much less, especially if we borrow Khan.”


“Who, or what, is Khan?” Sabrina turned to look at Darcy.


“My neighbor Benny’s German shepherd. I dog-sit him at least once
a week when he’s pulling an all-nighter or has to go out of town. He’s a very
cool dog. All friendly to those he considers family, but a trained guard dog if
given the right commands. Once the UPS guy was being a bit too insistent in
asking me out—not even the pride flag on my porch deterred him—and when Khan
heard me getting angry, he came flying through the house and stood between me
and the guy. I’ve never seen anyone get into a vehicle that fast before.”


“And you think I need to spend the night at your place with that
dog as my best bet against whoever has it in for me?” Sabrina regarded Darcy as
if she’d lost her mind.


“Exactly. Please trust me on this one, Sabrina.” Darcy prayed
Sabrina wouldn’t cut her off. She wanted her safe, and she didn’t want anyone
else to take over in case they misjudged the seriousness of all that had
happened. If her successor was the type that looked at each incident individually,
he might misjudge the severity of the situation if he didn’t take in the whole
picture. At least that’s what she feared. 


Sabrina studied her closely, her expression unreadable, but her
body language was all the more vocal as she straightened her back and set her
jaw. “Fine. All right.”


“Yeah?” Darcy couldn’t help but smile broadly from sheer relief.
She pressed a button on her wheel. “Dial Benny.”


“Excuse me?” Sabrina frowned.


“Dialing Benny,” the voice command responded. A few moments
later, Benny answered, yawning as he spoke. 


“Hello, Dar.” Benny chuckled. “How come you’re calling me on a
Sunday, girl? It’s not even eleven yet.”


“I need to borrow Khan, perhaps for a few days. Think he might
like to stay with his favorite neighbor for a bit?” Darcy gripped the wheel
harder.


“Khan? You’re kidding, right? Last time you had him over there, I
expected him to come back only to pack up his bed and toys and move in with
you. He’s a fickle dog, that’s for goddamn sure.”


“You’re so full of it,” Darcy said and laughed. 


“Khan is yours for as long as you need him. You’re not in any
trouble, are you, girl?” Benny sounded worried now. “I can always camp out on
your sofa or you can camp on mine, if that’s the case.”


“No, no. Nothing like that. Just need to have his expert eyes,
ears, and nose, to assist a…friend.” Darcy almost said client, but the less
people in her small circle of family and friends knew, the better. “Thanks, Benny.
Can you send him over in about forty-five minutes? He knows the way. We should
be home about then.”


“Sure thing. But who’s ‘we’?”


“Got to go, Benny. Catch you later. Ciao! Close call.” Darcy gave
a sigh of relief. Not that she doubted she could protect Sabrina. She was an
excellent shot, and her training in hand-to-hand combat, not to mention her
long sessions in her own gym, had made her physically strong. Still, it still
irked her that the intruder in Mattley had managed to get past her. Having Khan
with them would give them an edge. 


“So, we’re staying at your house with a dog. A different
approach, I’ll give you that.” Sabrina tipped her head back. “I hate being
chased out of my own home. I wish the person behind this would just face me
directly. Sending some professionals to carry out their agenda…it’s cowardly,
and it’s fucking infuriating!” Slamming her hand on the armrest, Sabrina then
turned away from Darcy again. “One good thing about this is that I will know
the truth. Too many schemes and lies already. I don’t need that from you.”


Darcy ought to have been dissuaded by the harsh, furious way
Sabrina spoke to her, but her mind had stopped at the last sentence. What did
Sabrina mean by not needing this from Darcy in particular? Sabrina had every
right to be this angry and frustrated, but there was still something about the
“I don’t need that from you”
that made Darcy grip the wheel harder. Why was she constructing some
nonexistent meaning in Sabrina’s choice of words instead of taking them at face
value? The only reason that came to mind was so preposterous, her rib cage
clenched painfully around her lungs and heart, constricting the blood flow. 


“You have my word. No schemes or lies. I promise.” Hating how
tears threatened to infuse her voice, Darcy forced herself to breathe evenly in
and out and focus on the road. She stayed quiet and drove them to the place
she’d moved in to three years ago. It was her refuge, and now she was bringing
a woman to it that she cared far too much about—a woman who loathed Darcy and
everything she’d once been.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

Darcy’s house was located at a cul-de-sac on a quiet street,
where the houses seemed to stem from the colonial days. Painted white,
light-blue, or gray, they sat beneath huge maples, oaks, and hickories. As
Darcy pulled up the concrete driveway of the white house, Sabrina cautiously
eyed the large German shepherd that sat at Darcy’s maroon front door, gazing at
them serenely. He was a handsome dog with black-and-tan fur. His ears showed
they had his full attention, but his body language also displayed that he was
quite relaxed and welcoming.


“Khan! You came on your own, huh? You’re such a clever dog!”
Darcy laughed as the dog trotted over to her and threw himself on his back on
the driveway. “Oh, and you’re nothing but a big oaf, aren’t you? And such a
lovebug.” She rose and made a hand gesture, palm up. Khan sat up smartly, all
attention now. “Come here,” she said to Sabrina and waved her over. “Stand next
to me. No, like this.” She held Sabrina by the waist and tugged her close.
“Khan. This is Sabrina. She is our friend.
Okay? Sabrina is a friend.”
After emphasizing the word a few more times, she patted Khan’s head. “Now let
him sniff your hand. That should do it.”


“He knows the word friend? Seriously?” Sabrina held out her hand,
carefully, and Khan sniffed it dutifully. He gave her fingertips a quick lick,
which she surmised was his stamp of approval. Once the big dog lost interest in
her, Sabrina became all too aware of Darcy’s steady grip of her midsection and
how closely they really stood together.


Darcy seemed to come to the same realization because she let go
of her as if she’d burned her hand and walked along the garden path to unlock
the front door. Sabrina looked at the state-of-the-art alarm system console
just inside the door and realized Darcy’s house was something of a fortress
too. Curious, and, she admitted, concerned, she stepped inside and took off her
coat.


“I’ll get our bags. Hang tight.” Darcy quickly went back to fetch
the luggage and returned with it, letting go of her own inside the door. “Let
me show you to the guest room.” She moved toward the stairs and led the way to
a small but cozy room just to the left.


“Thank you. It’s very nice.” Sabrina meant it. Yes, she was used
to her spacious rooms at the condo, but this was more like her beach house, and
she did like the color scheme of the room—typical New England—with its
ocean-blue, sand-colored bedding, and dark hardwood floor. Sabrina had
decorated her beach house the same way, and the fact that they shared
interior-design tastes was, if not remarkable as they both were New England
women, still a bit special.


“It doesn’t have an en suite bathroom, unfortunately, but it’s
just outside the door between your room and mine.” Darcy opened the door and
showed an impressive bathroom that boasted a shower stall as well as a large
clawfoot tub. Looking at it, Sabrina knew what she wanted to do next. Before
listening to any explanations, before going through the document Darcy’s cousin
had sent—she wanted to have a bath.


“You look positively hypnotized.” Darcy smiled. 


“I think I’ll bathe and try to relax. Today has been a bit…much.”
Sabrina wasn’t comfortable with showing her weaknesses, but if anyone would
understand, perhaps it was this woman, who seemed adamant when it came to her
safety. Now, Darcy merely smiled and showed her where to find the towels. 


Sabrina let the water run while she fetched her toiletry bag.
After getting undressed and undoing her hair, she lowered her aching body into
the almost too-hot water. She had been so tense the entire day, ready to defend
herself, but knowing from experience that it would only make things so much
worse, she had kept her shoulders back and chin up. Preserving appearances was
sometimes all that was left, all she could do. Now the water loosened her tight
muscles and tendons, and slowly Sabrina’s tears began to run down her cheeks
and blend with the bathwater.


Who could be behind these attacks and break-ins? What had she
done to deserve this? The fact that Dan’s family had been in jeopardy made her
stomach roll, and she lowered herself into the water until only her face was
above the surface. This was one of her best methods to block out her
surroundings. No sound penetrated the water filling her ears. No sensations
other than the hot water touched her skin. This was her escape if only for a
short moment.


After soaking and adding more hot water to the tub, Sabrina
finally realized she had to get out before she turned into a complete prune.
She rose and pulled the plug to let the water out. As it gurgled through the
pipes, Sabrina wrapped a towel around her hair. After unfolding a large bath
towel she wrapped it around her body, grateful for the nice, fluffy quality.
Somehow, and she had to admit, because of her subconscious prejudices, she had
expected less luxurious ones. Chastising herself for thinking like that about
someone she knew literally nothing about, she secured the towel and padded out
into the hallway, where she ran into the woman who was on her mind. Darcy was
in the process of carrying up her overnight bag, and Sabrina had to take a firm
grip of the doorknob.


“Oh, God. You startled me.” Darcy said and laughed. “Hey, don’t
slip. Looks like you’re still wet.” 


Sabrina knew the exact moment when Darcy caught her own double
entendre. Her eyes grew big, and she stared at Sabrina like she was at the end
of a broken branch. Blushing a pretty pink, Darcy cleared her throat and then
shook her head. “Me and my big mouth.”


“I’ll be careful,” Sabrina said and walked into her room, closing
the door behind her. She pulled out her last outfit, not counting the formal
dress she’d packed, consisting of an off-white knitted sweater and black
sweatpants. She didn’t plan to stay at Darcy’s long, but she would still need
to do laundry.


Downstairs, Khan had settled into a dog bed just inside the door
to the living room. He looked up at her as she passed before resuming his
relaxed pose. Perhaps he actually knew she was a friend. 


The living room was homey in the way only inherited, slightly
mismatched furniture can provide. A large plaid couch, covered with several
fleece blankets and joined by a multitude of pillows, served as the centerpiece
of the room. Between it and the fireplace sat a rustic coffee table. A
cast-iron tray held eight good-sized candles, and another, smaller tray was the
home for four remote controls.


The fireplace, another focal point, was already decorated for
fall. A string of faux maple leaves ran along the mantel, where rough concrete
candleholders supported even bigger candles than on the coffee table. Around
the walls, bookshelf after bookshelf filled up most of the space, and Sabrina
found she was very curious about what kind of books Darcy liked. If she
listened to her old prejudices, she would have guessed crime novels, Stephen
King, and perhaps the noir style. Strolling over to the closest one, she had to
chuckle when she indeed saw evidence of the latter. Darcy did like dark crime
novels, and she had a large selection of books by authors from several
countries. An entire bookshelf was dedicated to romance novels, most of them
about lesbian couples. Surprised, Sabrina pulled out a few, intrigued by how
many Darcy had. Was she a true romantic despite her tough exterior? Sabrina realized
she truly had to shake off her preconceived ideas and notions about people in
general and the woman who had opened her home to her in particular.


“Pick anything you like. I have tons of books, as you can tell.
It’s my favorite pastime, reading.” Darcy came into the living room carrying
yet another tray. “I made us some sandwiches and tea. Some cookies too, if you
like. It’s a bit early to have dinner and too late to do a proper lunch, I
think.”


“Thank you. That’s perfect, actually.”


“The bread is homemade. I popped over next door and scored some.
Benny is a terrific baker.” Darcy placed the tray on the coffee table and
poured some tea for them. 


Sabrina sat down and arranged a few pillows behind her back.
Grabbing a cheese sandwich, she pulled her legs up under her and felt almost as
safe and submerged among the blankets and pillows as she had in the tub. 


“You look a bit cold. I can start a fire, if you want?” Darcy was
already on her feet.


“Yes, that’d be lovely. But have your sandwich first. Please.”


“I can multitask with the best of them.” Darcy winked and took a
bite out of her ham sandwich. Chewing on it, she stacked a few logs and some
pieces of kindling and soon had a roaring fire going. Khan came over, sniffing
in the air, but didn’t go near their food. Instead, he walked over to Sabrina
and put his head on her thighs, looking pleadingly at her.


“What does he want?” Sabrina swallowed hard. She had plenty of
respect for dogs, especially big ones.


“He’s asking permission to join you on the couch.” Darcy sat at
the opposite side of the oversized couch and pulled a blanket over her legs. 


“Is he allowed to?” Sabrina patted Khan’s head, which made his
tail begin to wag.


“Sure, he is, but I’ll leave it up to you while you’re staying
here. If you rather he doesn’t, he’ll settle for the floor.” Darcy tilted her
head as if Sabrina’s choice was of great importance.


“Come on, then, Khan,” Sabrina said and patted the couch between
them. “Just no drooling, please.”


Khan climbed up and circled around himself twice before settling
down with a deep sigh. 


“Some say dogs flatten the grass that way in the wild,” Darcy
said, chuckling. “Now you’re going to be more than his friend—he’s going to see
you as his hero.”


“Oh, well, there’s a first for everything,” Sabrina said and
pulled her lips into a crooked smile. “I’m not normally a dog person, but this
one is…well, he feels special. And I do feel quite safe being here with the two
of you.” Sabrina was amazed how true this was and aware of how unusual it was
for her to freely admit it. 


They sat by the fire for a while, sipping their tea and just
relaxing, but Sabrina knew such tranquility was only temporary. Sooner, rather
than later, each of them had to deal with the other’s past. The ex-cop would
have to level with the ex-victim. Sabrina clung to her mug, afraid what truths
might be pulled into the light of the fire. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


Darcy tried to wrap her brain around the fact that Sabrina
was here in her home. Something about seeing her there on the couch, relaxed
with her legs up, and scratching Khan’s head every now and then was surreal,
but also so normal. After finishing her tea, Darcy placed her mug on the tray
and removed the leftover sandwiches before Khan started drooling on the couch. 


Returning, she stoked the fire before curling up in her corner of
her beloved sofa. She had inherited it from her aunt, Meghan’s mother, and it
held wonderful childhood memories of when she and Meghan had watched all their
favorite shows and movies here. She had managed to find a similar fabric when
her aunt gifted it to her and had it reupholstered. 


“I think it’s time,” Sabrina said quietly. “If we’re going to
have a chance to work together, we need to be truthful. Both of us.”


Sabrina was right, but Darcy knew from experience what would
happen once she’d shared her story and would have given anything for a few more
moments in front of the fire with Sabrina. “All right.”


“You look nervous. Don’t be. Just tell me.” Sabrina tilted her
head, her half-dried hair falling onto her shoulder.


“Yes. There’s a lot to this though.” Darcy sighed. “Okay. Here
goes.” She scooted closer to Khan, as if the dog’s presence grounded her. She
patted him gently, and he shifted drowsily until he had his head in her lap. “I
worked for the East Quay police district for five years. I loved being a cop
and thought I was good at it. I got along with my superiors and most of my
peers, though a few of them were jackasses with a stick up their ass about my
being a woman. You’d think in this day and age they’d be a bit less sexist, but
some guys are clearly insecure.”


Sabrina merely nodded, her expression stoic and unreadable.


“One Friday evening, my partner and I were patrolling along the
marina and the beaches, as it was spring break and kids were having beach
parties.” Darcy thought she saw Sabrina flinch but wasn’t certain. “We were
alerted to some disturbance over by the pier, and when we got there, two
different groups of kids were arguing back and forth about something or other.
I’m sure it was blown way out of proportion. Some boys were drunk and screwing
around under the pier, which was dangerous as the tide was coming in. Several
of the other kids warned us that a few of them carried knives of illegal
sizes.”


Khan shifted on her lap, looking up at Darcy with soulful eyes.
Perhaps he sensed the tension building up within her.


“Ivers and I went down under the pier to—”


“Excuse me. Ivers? The same rude idiot that was in my office
after the break-in?” Sabrina’s eyes became narrow slits.


“Yup. The same lovely guy.”


“I see. Go on.” Sabrina motioned with her hand.


“When we got down there, we ran into two couples, who I assumed
had been making out down there. Still, we were under orders to make sure no one
else had any kind of knife on them since the mood was volatile among the kids.
All the cops dispatched to the scene wore gloves, and we just hoped we wouldn’t
stumble on any syringes and other drug paraphernalia.” Darcy rested her head in
her hand, supporting it with her elbow on the backrest. “The couples were
clean, and we made sure they left the beach below the pier since the water was
actually sloshing around our feet.” 


Now, when she approached the experience that had ended her career
with the police force, Darcy’s voice started to tremble. “We spotted three or
four guys farther out under the pier. They were walking toward us, and I
thought it was because the tide was coming in. The water level increases three
feet when it’s high tide.” She tucked a blanket around herself and hid her
hands between her thighs. “After that moment, my memory is scattered. According
to my partner, the boys rushed toward us, and I called out, “Knife, knife” and
pulled out my side arm. I must have panicked because I fired two shots. One
bullet hit one of the pillars under the pier. The second hit one of the boys.
As it turned out, none of them had a knife. I shot an unarmed boy and then fell
as I lost my balance and hit my head on the pier’s foundation.” Darcy swallowed
hard and wiped at her tears, her voice so raw and trembling now that she could
barely speak. “The boy survived, but he’s confined to a wheelchair on some
days. He isn’t expected to make a full recovery.”


“And you have no memory of this incident?” Sabrina had wrapped
her arms around her bent legs and propped her chin on her knees. 


“None. Apparently, the concussion I sustained gave me partial
memory loss. My boss was furious and said it was the most convenient memory
loss he’d ever heard about.” Darcy sobbed. “I know one thing is true. As hard
as it’s been for me to come to terms with what I’ve done, it’s tons harder on
the boy. He’ll need physical therapy the rest of his life. He couldn’t see the
shooter, but Forensics found gun residue on my gloves, and the bullets came
from my gun. I’ve met the boy and talked to him. It was the hardest thing I’ve
ever done. He sued the district and me, of course. I destroyed his life. From
my end, I pleaded no contest, as I honestly can’t remember anything after we
sent the two couples on their way, and the case was settled out of court.
That’s why I went from having a house without mortgage to one that’s mortgaged
above the chimney and then some.”


Darcy hid her face in her hands for a few moments but then lifted
her head to face Sabrina. Not hiding her tear-streaked cheeks, and no doubt red
eyes and nose, she waited for the inevitable display of loathing she had come
across so many times during the last three years.


“This sounds highly unlikely.” Sabrina pursed her lips. 


“Excuse me?” Darcy was at a loss for words. “What’s unlikely?”


“That you’d panic and shoot a young man just like that. It
doesn’t compute with the image I have of you.”


“Sabrina. It’s been three years, and I’d like to think I’ve
learned my lesson. I’m not the same Darcy I was back then.” It was true. Three
years ago, at age twenty-five, Darcy had been fun-loving, adventurous, quite
cocky, and eager to prove herself.


“Hmm. That said, I still think it sounds very strange. Too many
coincidences to be believable.”


“Are you trying to make excuses for me? You? Who hate all cops?”
Darcy was slowly growing angry. Telling Sabrina the truth about her background
was hard enough without Sabrina merely shrugging it off. “You weren’t there.”


“In a sense, neither were you. Or at least your consciousness
wasn’t.” Sabrina tilted her head and regarded Darcy carefully. “If I’ve learned
anything since my ordeal, it’s how to be an accurate judge of character. You’re
courageous and professional. I can see you firing as a last resort, but under
the boardwalk in the dark? It just doesn’t add up.”


“Facts are facts,” Darcy said, wiping at her cheeks. 


“Before this incident, did you ever live through any situation
where you panicked or overreacted?” Sabrina held Darcy’s gaze captive. 


“Well, no, but each situation is different, and I could have been
stressed about the tide coming in—”


“And who is the witness to the whole scenario as it unfolded?”


“Officer Ivers. And, of course, the boy who was shot and his
friends. His friends were a bit farther out under the pier, but they heard two
shots. When they reached their friend, he was barely conscious and clinging to
a pole. Ivers was dragging me out of the water, apparently.”


“What did the forensic experts say?”


“I had gun residue on my latex gloves. The bullets came from my
gun. Ivers’s gun hadn’t been fired, and his gloves were clean.” Darcy shook her
head. “Please, stop. You’re not saying anything I didn’t try to convince myself
of that first time after I woke up in the hospital. I had a lot of ‘but ifs’
but finally had to realize that the truth was the truth, no matter what I
wanted it to be.”


“All right.” Sabrina didn’t sound convinced at all, but perhaps
she understood that second-guessing what Darcy had done would only hurt her in
the long run.


“So. Now you know.”


“I do.”


Darcy shuddered. “And?”


“What do you mean?” Sabrina raised her head and frowned. 


“I must be your worst nightmare of a cop…ex-cop.”


“Hold it.” Raising her right hand, palm forward, Sabina stopped
Darcy’s flow of words. “Don’t put words into my mouth. I’m just fine right now,
and I don’t want to keep nagging you about it, but the Darcy sitting here with
me would never act like they claim you did three years ago. So that’s it.” 


Darcy could barely breathe. She had told Sabrina her darkest
truth, the terrible thing she had done in a moment of panic, and Sabrina was
still here. Not only that, but she wasn’t so freaked out that she was calling a
cab. “Thank you. No matter what, your safety is my priority. And you are. My
house is a fortress.”


“Why is that, exactly?” Sabrina asked gently.


“After the shooting, I wasn’t the most popular person in town.
Lots of people showed up at my door, including the media. When Meghan heard
about that, she hired Karimi and his crew to wire my house so nobody can get
ten feet from the house without setting off specific alarms. They’re hidden and
impossible to tamper with. And then we have this guy.” She patted the large
head on her lap. “He’s trained in all kinds of disciplines.”


“I’m glad your family has stood by you.” Sabrina avoided eye
contact for the first time, and Darcy wondered what made her voice suddenly
tremble.


“Some, or I should say, most of them have been great. My mother
and sister keep their distance though, but I haven’t seen much of them since
Dad died and I inherited the house. As for my dad’s side of the family,
Meghan’s parents, her husband and son, just like you, none of them believed
what happened at first. Now they all have resigned themselves to the facts of
what transpired, well, perhaps except Meghan, Benny, and Karimi.”


“Really? Well, at least I’m in good company. They know you tons
better than I do, after all.”


Sighing inwardly, Darcy wasn’t sure she would ever be able to
explain that nowadays it hurt her more that those closest to her didn’t just
accept the facts and move on—because that meant she couldn’t entirely put the
terrible experience behind her. “I suppose.”


Sabrina straightened and squared her shoulders. Setting her jaw
in that, by now, familiar way, she folded her hands on her lap. “I guess it’s
my turn to tell you about my past—or you may want to read the document your
cousin sent instead?” Sabrina sounded as if she dreaded something. Whether it
was talking about her past in person, or having Darcy read about it, Darcy
couldn’t determine.


“I’d rather hear it from you. I can read Meghan’s document later.
Perhaps we can go through it together.”


“All right.” Sabrina appeared to lose herself in the flames
licking along the logs in the fireplace for a moment. She sighed and for a
while looked defeated, but then she grew rigid again. Appearing tense around
her eyes and lips, she shifted her gaze to Darcy. “When I was twenty years old
and in college, I was sexually assaulted. At a beach party, ironically enough,
and that’s when my loathing of police officers and people misusing authority
began. The fallout from that assault nearly destroyed my life.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


Sabrina knew it was only fair to reciprocate with her past,
her truth. But that didn’t make it any easier. As if Khan believed an even
closer proximity between the humans was preferable, he jumped off the couch and
curled up near the fire. In turn, Darcy slid over to sit near Sabrina. The
nearness should have felt invasive, but it didn’t. Instead, Sabrina pushed back
a sudden urge to hold Darcy’s hand. Darcy didn’t say anything to urge her on
with her story but watched her unwaveringly, which made Sabrina sure Darcy
wanted to listen to what she had to say.


“I, um, reported everything to the college police and security,
and to the dean, of course. I mean, I had witnesses—or so I thought.” Pulling
one of the large pillows into her arms, Sabrina held it close to her,
pretending it was Darcy’s body giving her strength. Why didn’t this notion
shock her? Steeling herself, Sabrina said, “Nowadays most people are aware of
the rape culture at our colleges and universities. I mean, you’d have to be
completely oblivious to the media if you aren’t. Fifteen years ago, blaming the
victim and second-guessing were very much the norm and rarely, if ever,
addressed.”


“I know.” Cautiously, as if she neared a skittish foal, Darcy
placed her hand on top of Sabrina’s. “Take your time.”


“There were three of them, all wearing pantyhose masks, and apart
from the violence, I remember their laughter most clearly. They were squealing,
chortling, and sometimes howling. I remember biting one of them on the hand. I
was afraid and so furious I hung on and bit until I felt his bones between my
teeth. He wasn’t laughing then. He screamed louder than I could, as I had so
much sand in my mouth. How anyone heard my screams once I managed to get the
sand out of my mouth, I’ll never know. I barely had any air left in my lungs
from coughing.” 


Sabrina needed to catch her breath at the mere thought, so she
wiped away a tear with the back of her hand. “My roommate and our best friend
found me almost naked in the dunes. I had managed to scream and fight the men
off by then. Of course, when Callie and Dawn reached me, followed by everyone
else that heard me yelling, they were nowhere in sight. Callie and Dawn did
their best to shield me from everyone’s curious eyes, but at that point I
didn’t care.” 


Sabrina gripped Darcy’s hand harder. “All I could think was that
the three guys who had done this to me were probably among the onlookers. All
they had to do was remove their masks, and they would look perfectly innocent.
Except for the one I bit. If I’d had any idea there on the beach, watching the
reaction of my peers standing around me, how this might play out in the long
run…” Sabrina couldn’t hold back a muted whimper. “Those three men took a
perfectly happy, fun-filled beach party among college friends and turned it
into a nightmare that still impacts me to this day. Had I known that back then
what the fallout would be, I might not have managed to go on.”


“Oh, God, Sabrina.” Moving closer, Darcy pulled Sabrina into her
strong arms that held Sabrina so tenderly, with such care, that new tears, this
time of relief, ran down her face. “I hate that this happened to you. I truly
hate it. I’m so glad you didn’t give up. Very glad.” 


Sabrina felt Darcy kiss her right cheek, then the left. She
leaned into the caresses before she had the sense to stop herself. “Me too.
Today I wouldn’t give any of those people the satisfaction. Back then, I
thought that once I told my side of the story, everyone would rally behind me
and demand justice. The way the dean and the campus police acted, it was clear
they wanted to keep it out of the press more than anything. In my traumatized
state, all I understood was that nobody believed the circumstances. More and
more of my friends started wondering if perhaps I’d been with a guy in the
dunes, had second thoughts about it, and made up the entire incident. They kept
telling me to just confess. Others called me an attention-seeker. How they
managed to disregard my bruises and torn clothes, I have no idea.”


“Some friends,” Darcy muttered and stroked along Sabrina’s
shoulders. Her touch was reassuring and helped Sabrina continue. Even her
parents still used the incident as something to berate her about, as if being
attacked and having a normal response to that trauma was some sort of character
flaw. Sabrina snorted unhappily.


“My parents couldn’t deal with the peer pressure, combined with
the demands of the faculty and the dean. Neither could I, in the end. After two
semesters of trying to get someone, anyone,
to listen, I gave up. They kept holding my education and reputation over me
like the sword of Damocles. Eventually, I gave up. The idea of losing my chance
at a career on top of everything else became too much.”


“Did you report it to the regular police?” Moving her hand to
Sabrina’s thigh, Darcy kept up the stroking motion, and Sabrina got the
impression she wasn’t quite aware of it.


“I was about to, but that’s when my parents got involved. Daniel
is younger than me, so he wasn’t part of the heated discussion back then. My
parents though…” Sabrina drew a trembling breath. “God. It’s been fifteen
years, and still it gets to me. They never quite believed me. Despite the
photos my roommate took of my bruises and scratch marks before the dean got to
her, they decided once and for all that this was going to go away. Their
daughter’s college experience wasn’t meant to be anything but a fruitful
experience full of fun and networking—and brilliant study results, naturally.”


“A tall order when three brutes attacked their daughter the first
year. Do you feel betrayed?”


“Yes.” The readily delivered answer surprised Sabrina. She had
never articulated her feelings that way to another person, not even her
therapist, but yes, of course she felt betrayed. “By so many. Friends, family,
faculty, the campus cops, the dean, the campus counselor. I’ve been angry for
quite some time.” Sabrina shrugged. “As you may have guessed, I’ve put most of
my energy into my work. My business is what I’ve lived for—until my brother had
the boys. He and Lorna have always had my back, but today…I failed my brother.”


“He was upset because his family was in danger—”


“Because of me.” The lump in Sabrina’s throat made it impossible
to swallow, and she tried to free herself from Darcy’s light embrace.


“No. Please. Keep talking to me. I really want to know about
this, and then we can look at Meghan’s document together. We may figure out
who’s behind the crimes against you—who knows what we might discover.” Darcy
let go of Sabrina’s hand and gently cupped her left cheek with a light hand. “I
know you have some fucked-up experiences with the campus police, not to mention
some of my ruder former colleagues. But I swear to you, I’m not like that. I
never was, even when I was a new, kind of cocky, police officer. Actually, I
was striving to learn as much as I could about how to deal with victims of
assault and trauma. I won’t let you down. I promise.” 


Sabrina was pulled in, as if Darcy’s multicolored eyes held
magnetic properties. She lowered her gaze to the soft lips, full and such a
sweet and natural kind of pink. Over the years, Sabrina had never denied
herself sex when opportunity and the inclination were there, but it had been
more than a year now, and she’d grown increasingly aloof. That it would take
someone like Darcy, obviously caring but also tormented by her own past, to
drive a wedge between her and her defenses, gave her goose bumps. 


Pushing through her fear and trepidation, she surrendered to her
needs, her attraction to Darcy. Capturing the soft lips with her own, she
wrapped her arms around Darcy’s neck, holding on. 


“Mmm.” Darcy hummed against Sabrina and returned the embrace. She
pulled Sabrina closer, her strong grip gentle and obviously affectionate. She
broke the kiss up into several, kissing along Sabrina’s lower lip.
“Sabrina…you’re amazing. So beautiful and regal. Like a queen.” If Darcy hadn’t
sounded so reverent and warm, Sabrina might have scoffed at the last part.
Instead, a warm glow erupted in her chest, and she buried her face against
Darcy’s neck.


“You smell divine.” Sabrina inhaled deeply again. “Like a mix of
candy and flowers.”


Chuckling breathlessly, Darcy kissed the top of Sabrina’s hair.
“And you smell of something decidedly more refined than that.”


“You did compare me to a queen.” Sabrina laughed, and it was such
a tremendous release from her pent-up stress, her entire body melted against
Darcy. “I promise, I’m not of royal descent.” She looked up into Darcy’s
twinkling eyes.


“In my book, you are.” Darcy smiled broadly. “My queen.”


This idea gave Sabrina pause. Keeping her smile, she tilted her
head. “Your queen.”


Darcy grew still, pulling back. Only an inch or two, but it was
obvious. “I apologize.” Her eyes now a duller brown hue, Darcy wasn’t smiling
as naturally now, and she pressed her lips together. “That did sound
presumptuous, didn’t it? Especially considering you hated my guts in the car
only a few hours ago.”


“Darcy…” Appalled at how easily she could hurt Darcy, Sabrina
squeezed her well-defined upper arms. 


“No. You’re right. I don’t blame you. At all.” 


“Then tell me you don’t find me attractive and I’ll back off.”
Sabrina hoped this would help Darcy understand. Always the blunt one, Sabrina
rarely had the patience for playing games. Being clear right now seemed only
fair to Darcy as well. 


“Of course, I find you hot. That’s not the question. I’m—this is
going too fast. I assumed too much.” Darcy still pulled back.


Sabrina was confused. They had felt so good together, the careful
touching, the amazing kisses, the trust and comfort…Her eyes fell upon the
bookshelves, and that’s when it hit her. She wanted to smack herself on the
forehead for being such an idiot. “Oh, Darcy,” she whispered and cupped the
flustered cheeks. Bookshelf after bookshelf of romance novels. Despite her
tough and strong exterior, Darcy was a true romantic at heart. Why hadn’t
Sabrina realized that before? Why else would she have called Sabrina “her
queen”? 


“Yes?” Darcy placed a hand on Sabrina’s left arm. 


“I never hated you. I was hurt that you hadn’t leveled with me,
but that hurt came from the same place within me that thinks you’re wonderful.
Stunning and courageous. Cute, even, like now, when you blush.”


“Cute?” Darcy gaped. “That’s a first.”


“Know a lot of obtuse women, do you?”


Darcy’s blush spread down to the neckline of her T-shirt. “A
few.”


“We both talked about hard things today. And it’s been quite the
day overall.” Sabrina leaned sideways against the backrest, studying Darcy.
“Nobody else has ever said something as romantic to me as ‘my queen.’ I was
taken aback. Sorry for breaking the mood.”


Darcy fiddled with the sleeve of Sabrina’s sweater. “This is very
new. And very fast. It’s a bit scary. I have a feeling you could hurt me like nobody
else has—all categories.”


Darcy had a way of saying things that were so incredibly true for
Sabrina as well. “Same here. I admit I’m torn. Part of me wants to have you
right here, right now.” Sabrina’s eyes fell upon the sleeping Khan. “Well,
maybe not right now with him there.”


“I hear you.” Darcy seemed to relax marginally. “Not that I think
he’d tell anyone.”


Tugging gently at Darcy’s ponytail, Sabrina scanned her face
carefully. “You okay?”


“Sure. I mean, yes. Yes, I am.” Darcy tipped her head back,
closing her eyes. “Rejection.”


Having just sipped some dismally cold tea to add moisture to her
dry mouth, Sabrina flinched. “What?”


“I’m rather skinless when it comes to the issue of being rejected
these last three years. I lost a lot of friends and some family. I’m sure you
can relate.” Her eyes showing immense fatigue now, Darcy hugged a pillow, just
like Sabrina had earlier. “I learned the hard way that those who make a big
production of ‘I’ll always be there for you’ are the ones who jump ship and bail
on you the fastest.”


“Odd. I noticed that too. Perhaps the ones who remain loyal find
it so natural they don’t have to make big declarations.”


Darcy pushed the heels of her palms into her eyes. “Yes.”


“Oh no. Please don’t cry.” Holding both Darcy and her pillow
close, Sabrina had to wipe at the moisture clinging to her own eyelashes. 


“Damn it. We need to stop being so emotional and mushy. Let’s
read through Meghan’s document. I sent it to your email earlier.”


“All right. Let me get my tablet.” Sabrina stood, slowly
extending her legs, having sat on them for too long. “Want to sit at the
table?”


“I prefer the couch, if you don’t mind.” Darcy flashed her a much
more confident smile. “That way we can compare notes and still be comfortable.”


Sabrina started walking but stopped at the threshold. “What
should we do for dinner today?”


“Takeout? Raid my freezer?”


“Either sounds fine.”


“Good. Going out to dinner is too dangerous. Someone could spot
you and follow us back. That’d compromise my address as well.” 


“Oh, God, no.” Sabrina gripped the doorframe hard.


“We’ll be fine here.” Darcy’s calm demeanor was reassuring. She
stood and fetched her laptop from the small desk in the far-right corner. “I’ll
just get a head start on the reading.”


Sabrina nodded and walked up the stairs. With each step,
different images of kissing Darcy flickered through her mind. Her nipples
hardened at the memory of how Darcy had felt against her, her scent, her taste.
The firm muscles of her arms and abdomen had buzzed under Sabrina’s fingertips,
and the way they’d clung to each other, with such abandon, made it impossible
to disregard the incident as a mere attempt at physical release to shake off
the stress from earlier in the day. This wasn’t just that—not for Sabrina, and
clearly not for the romantically inclined Darcy.


Grabbing her tablet, she made sure it was charged before she
headed back downstairs. As she reached the living room, she had to stop and
simply take in the sight of Darcy fully focused on reading her cousin’s
document. Darcy’s ponytail had come undone, and her long hair fell around her
shoulders like honey and melted dark chocolate. Sabrina wanted to wrap that
hair around her fingers and pull Darcy into another kiss and then undress her
and…Mentally scolding herself for her thoughts when she needed to pay attention
to their all-overshadowing problem, Sabrina strode over to the couch. Khan
raised his head and seemed to acknowledge that she indeed was a friend before
he fell asleep again. 


Sitting down, Sabrina got ready to read about her past as seen
from a private investigator’s point of view. At this point she was beyond
feeling stripped bare. Perhaps she was becoming jaded to some degree. As for
the part about the worst years of her life, she settled for it being accurate.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


The document was extensive, as it contained reports from the
campus police and witnesses, and information about injuries, etc. Having built
up an impressive web of contacts in the area, Meghan had used a contact at the
college and had them dig through files and old papers, which gave her access to
otherwise buried information. Most of the artifacts had been digitalized over
the fifteen years, which was the only reason Meghan had been able to assemble
everything this fast. The email accompanying the files held her personal
observations.


 


Darcy—this
was truly a different time, but I’m sad to say the rape culture at these institutions
is still alive and kicking. Drives me crazy. In short, after the assault
against her, this woman was screwed over by the dean and the campus police that
were clearly in the dean’s pocket. They not only discouraged her from reporting
it to the regular police, but they allowed severe victim shaming and failed
Sabrina Hawk on so many levels. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but from
the information you’ve given me—I get a feeling her past has somehow
intertwined with the present. I suggest finding a common denominator if
possible.


Stay safe,
cousin. That’s an order. And, while we’re on the subject, she truly is as
beautiful as you said. I can see why you have a crush on her.


Meghan


Darcy wanted to hide. Sabrina was still upstairs fetching her
tablet. Darcy had simply forwarded the entire email, not having paid attention
to the part after “stay safe” at the very end. Trust Meghan to put a totally
inappropriate remark into the message. It was too late to do anything about it
now. Besides, Sabrina must have caught on to how Darcy felt, at least to some degree.
All the talk earlier of romance and attraction suggested that possibility.


When Sabrina rejoined Darcy on the couch and pulled up her email,
Darcy tried to act casual as she kept reading, but not only the slightly
embarrassing email disturbed her. The dean’s recount of Sabrina’s assault was
enough to make her mouth taste of iron.


“A crush, hmm?” Sabrina said absentmindedly. 


“My cousin. Can’t take her anywhere.” Darcy forced a smile in
Sabrina’s direction. “She exaggerates.”


“She does? How disappointing.” Sabrina adjusted her glasses and
kept reading.


Disappointing? Was Sabrina joking? Darcy gripped the sides of her
laptop harder and continued to read the document signed by the college dean in
2003.


 


…and when
Ms. Hawk suggests these masked men attacked her, I feel it is little more than
a young woman regretting drinking too much and ending up having casual sex. As
Ms. Hawk comes from a prominent family that has many family members among the
alumni of this college, I can see where she would stoop to such smokescreens to
keep up appearances when facing her family. I have spoken to her parents, as
they are great benefactors of our school, and they deserve to know the truth.
They are naturally disappointed in their daughter’s conduct, but I have tried
to let them know that her actions are no worse than those of many others.
During the freshman year, many young women experiment with alcohol and thus get
into situations they later regret. When such things happen, young men’s bright
futures are jeopardized if such small indiscretions become part of their
permanent record.


I think in
this case that Ms. Hawk has seen the error of her ways. I rely on her many
friends to help keep her grounded and discourage her from excessive drinking
or, worse, potentially using marijuana. 


I have
instructed Sergeant Woolsey to include my findings in his final report. We are
usually in consensus in these matters, and I don’t want any miscommunication to
cause any trouble for either Ms. Hawk or any of the young men who participated
in the beach party in question. 


On a
finishing note, I have suggested that I find it a good idea for Ms. Hawk to
utilize any of the counselors available on campus. So far, I don’t think she
has heeded my advice, which I think is yet more proof that her initial assault
allegations are unfounded and overstated.


 


Darcy wanted to slam the laptop down on the coffee table, so
furious she could barely speak. “If that’s what you had to deal with back then,
I admire your restraint. I would’ve killed the dean and the sergeant and…who
else was with him and spouting that garbage!” 


Sabrina had snapped her head up, wide-eyed and with her mouth
describing a perfect O.
“Yes, it wasn’t fun. As I keep reading, in a way it’s like it happened to
someone else, but it also comes back to me in nauseating detail.” Sabrina’s
voice was matter of fact, but the hands holding her tablet shook. “Fifteen
years is a long time, but I can hear their voices, you know? Like it was last
week.”


“And the two different statements by these two women, Calista and
Dawn? Who got to them in between the statements? That’s what I want to know.”


“Dean Bradley Stewart. He was a formidable presence in that old
building from the 1700s, where he presided like royalty. He would sit behind
his antique oak desk, elevated on a dais, which made you feel very small when
he told you to sit down in one of his visitors’ chairs.” Sabrina slid closer to
Darcy. “And he was cunning. He would sound very caring. I remember his voice as
a beautiful deep baritone, and he’d lace his fingers and regard you with such
soulful, disappointed eyes that you were ready to admit to every sin ever
committed just to please him. Normally, that was the case. After my assault,
his spell over me broke. When I realized he had manipulated everyone, including
Callie and Dawn, made them believe what he preached was indisputable gospel,
and that he was practically God, I…I was furious. I stood in that office, refused
to sit, and I told him in detail what had happened whether he wanted to hear it
or not. In retrospect, I should have taken a Dictaphone with me, but I didn’t
think that far.”


“And your parents took the road of least resistance?”


“They swallowed everything he said.” Sabrina tipped her head
forward and rested her forehead on Darcy’s shoulder. “When he then sent the
campus police report, one copy to me and one to my parents, and Sergeant
Woolsey had signed off on everything—on every lie, I knew I couldn’t do
anything from then on. I spent the rest of the term and my sophomore year
looking at every young man I saw, trying to find a bite mark on his hand,
wondering if he’d been one of the three.”


“But your bruises? The fact that Calista and Dawn, and several
others, described what state they found you in on the beach? How the hell did
they account for that?” Darcy scrolled through the document and found pictures.
She could tell they weren’t taken by the police, but with someone’s private
camera in a dorm room. “Who took these?” She turned her laptop to show Sabrina.


Staring at the screen, Sabrina gaped. “How did you find those? I
mean, your cousin?” Sabrina pressed three fingertips against her lip, keeping
them from trembling for a moment. “Callie snapped those before she and Dawn
accepted the general consensus that nothing happened the way I knew it had.
They even stopped me from showering or anything before they alerted the campus
police. The police, who came to the dorm, of course, were two older guys who
had retired from the regular police force. They acted very condescending, at
least the sergeant did—the other cop simply followed suit. Afterward, Callie
and Dawn were furious and decided we needed to take what they called crime
photos, since the cops hadn’t bothered with that or anything else. I was so
shocked at that point, I didn’t even realize these guys weren’t the same as the
regular police. When I finally did go to the police station in town, weeks
later, it was much too late, and no evidence or testimony showing I was telling
the truth existed anymore. My bruises had healed, and my former friends had
been coerced into taking another viewpoint. Not even these photos were
uncovered. The dean must’ve gotten them from Callie and buried them. It’s
astounding that he didn’t burn them.”


Darcy looked reluctantly at the photos. Dressed in panties only,
a very young Sabrina stood rigidly in the middle of the room, and her roommate
had photographed her from all four angles. She had bruises from fingers and
palms on her arms, legs, breasts, and stomach. “I can’t imagine how that
must’ve been for you, Sabrina.” Tears overflowed and ran silently down her
cheeks. “I’m so sorry they did this to you. First those guys and then the
school, the cops, and your parents failed you. It shouldn’t have happened.”
Setting the laptop down on the coffee table, Darcy turned to Sabrina and cupped
her cheeks. “I believe every word you say. These idiots tried to rape you, and
I’m glad they never got that far. It was horrible the way it was.”


“The assault itself, I have to say, I’ve put behind me. I do have
occasional flashbacks. You know. Certain sights, certain sounds or smells might
trigger it. But the betrayal, something that’s still happening with my parents
to this day, when I was blamed for everything, has never gone away. I may push
it out of my mind sometimes, but it bounces back with a vengeance. Now when I
get these notes and know that someone is out to get me, and your cousin
intuitively feels it can be related somehow…it frightens me, Darcy. It really
does, and I hate admitting to that.”


It frightened Darcy as well, on Sabrina’s account. “We’ll figure
it out. I promise you I won’t stop until I know what’s going on. We’ll do it
together. And we have Meghan, Karimi and his people, Benny and Khan…” Darcy
pushed thick tresses of Sabrina’s hair behind her delicate ears. Her earlobes
held pearls that reflected the light from the fire. 


“That’s a tall order. Perhaps too tall. This could drag out…you
don’t know that. I promise I won’t hold you to—”


“Shh. We’ll find out who’s behind this, and I’ll keep you safe in
the meanwhile. You’re not just any client, my queen. You have to realize that
by now, right?” Darcy wanted to be transparent and not yet another one lying to
Sabrina. Even if it made her blush.


“Your queen.” 


This time there was no question mark after Sabrina’s words. It
was as if she were trying the moniker on for size. Darcy was grateful Sabrina
didn’t dismiss it instantly. 


“All right. Thank you.” 


Sighing, Sabrina buried her face against Darcy’s neck, and they
remained like that for a few long, precious minutes.


 


* * *


 


Later that evening as Sabrina was getting ready for bed, she
heard Darcy walk around downstairs, going from room to room. After a while
Darcy came back upstairs, followed by the unmistakable sound of claws against
the wooden steps.


“Stay here, Khan. Keep watch.” Darcy kept moving toward her
bedroom, and Sabrina clearly heard the large dog slump down by the top of the
stairs.


They had kept reading through the documents, trying to find any
sort of credible links that might hint at what was going on. Sabrina had
wracked her brain trying to remember the names of the young men present at the
beach party. Reading from lists of names and trying to put faces to all of them
was an impossible feat, and they had gotten through only two-thirds of them.
Darcy had brought up the subject of going through Sabrina’s list of clients,
and Sabrina had finally agreed, as only she could decide if anything was amiss
among their latest financial endeavors. 


After climbing into bed, Sabrina let the small lamp on the
nightstand remain on. She didn’t enjoy sleeping in a strange room. Having a
lamp on helped in case she woke from a bad dream, something that happened more
seldom nowadays, but still often enough to be on her mind at bedtime.


Sabrina placed her glasses and her cell phone attached to its
charger on the nightstand and then wrapped the soft duvet around her. She did
feel safe in Darcy’s house and had to admit that having Khan there was part of
it. As she closed her eyes, she thought of the unexpected moments on the couch
when she’d lowered her guard with Darcy. Was Darcy perhaps thinking about it
too as she got ready for bed? She hadn’t contradicted her cousin, teasing her
about having a crush on Sabrina. For having gone through something so
hellacious while on the force, Darcy was emotionally so much braver than
Sabrina when it came to being honest about her emotions. Darcy might not
realize how vulnerable she could seem at times, but to Sabrina it was becoming
clearer each time they talked. She could only imagine what a number Darcy’s
past had done on her. In a sense, they had that in common, having something so
horrifying, so traumatic, happen to them—and getting blamed for it by people
who should’ve had their backs.


The buzzing sound from her cell phone alerted her to a text
message, making Sabrina flinch and sit up so fast her neck smarted. Glancing at
her screen, she saw she had missed a text from Daniel earlier, and she found a
new one after his. After she donned her glasses, she tapped the one from her
brother, apprehensive but wanting to know how they were doing. She had meant to
call him when she arrived at Darcy’s place but had cowardly put it off.


 


Sabrina,
I’m sorry for yelling at you. Please let me know you’re all right. Lorna, the
boys, and I are all worried about you. Mother and Father have gone home. I told
them not to come back until they apologize to you. They went too far, and both
Lorna and I’ve had enough. I’ll try to call you tomorrow if it’s okay.


 


Sabrina smiled and could hear her brother’s voice as she read his
message. So, even Dan, the peacemaker of the family, had had enough of their
parents this time. Imagine that. She answered with a short note.


 


Still upset
about putting you and family in danger. I’m sorry too. Yes. Call me tomorrow.


 


After tapping the last message, still feeling relieved she was on
the right track again with Dan, she simply stared at the screen.


 


So, you
have a bodyguard, Sabrina? That won’t work either. You only endanger her as you
did your family. There is no hiding.


 


Dropping the phone on the bed as if it burned her hand, Sabrina
drew a trembling breath. Who the hell knew her private number? Her business
email wasn’t hard to get, but a text to her private cell phone was another
matter. Perhaps they had found the information when they broke into her office?


She sat in her bed, holding her bent legs to her chest, but that
didn’t do much to calm her racing heart. Were they outside right now, just
waiting to enter? Perhaps hurt both Darcy and the dog? What good was a watchdog
if they shot him on sight? Sabrina knew Darcy was armed, but what if they had
disarmed the alarm system here too and surprised her while she was asleep?


Realizing she was scaring herself into a panic attack, Sabrina
got up and opened the door. She went into the bathroom, looking longingly at
the tub. As much as she would love to use it again, she couldn’t start running
the faucet and risk waking Darcy. After using the toilet, she studied her
reflection while washing her hands. She was beyond pale, and the perpetually
dark circles under her eyes, something she’d had the last month after the
threats started, looked black. Her eyes seemed to have lost all color, and
she’d need very little makeup to join the cast of The Walking Dead. 


A discreet knock on the door made her jump. 


“Sabrina? I heard you get up again. Are you okay?” Darcy asked.


“Yes. I’m fine. Thank you.” Sabrina wiped her hands on a guest
towel and opened the door. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”


“I was awake. Reading.” Darcy looked up at her. “You don’t look
quite okay. What’s wrong?”


Even if it went against her nature to be this forthcoming,
Sabrina motioned for Darcy to come into the guest room. “Here. A new message.
Just now, to my private phone.” She trembled so much she nearly dropped the
phone, but Darcy caught it before it fell to the floor.


Darcy read it and then placed her right hand against Sabrina’s
cheek in a soft caress. “They’re stepping up their game. Let me call Karimi. He
can have a car outside the house during the night.”


“All right. Thank you.”


Darcy frowned. “Now I know you’re really afraid. The Sabrina I’ve
known so far would’ve fought me on that, thinking I was exaggerating.” She ran
her thumb along Sabrina’s cheekbone. “Can I use your phone?”


“Sure.”


Sabrina watched as Darcy called Karimi. She explained about the
latest threat, gave him the number the text originated from, and then mainly
listened and hummed. After thanking Karimi, she disconnected the call and
handed the phone back.


“He’s placing two of his people in my truck in the driveway. We
have no indication that they know you’re here. If they should drive by here to
check, all they’ll see is my Silverado parked per usual. Should they decide to
come too close, Karimi’s people will apprehend.”


“Sounds like a good plan.” Sabrina put her phone back on the
nightstand. “I want to turn it off, but if my brother calls for some reason, or
if I need to dial 911, I have to have it on. I just can’t deal with any more
messages like that.”


“I know. It sure can feel like too much. Why don’t you block the
number and come stay in my room with me? Do a redirect of any regular calls to
my cell for the night, and leave your phone in here. We can check it for other
messages together tomorrow morning. What do you think?”


Sabrina felt tremendous relief. Then she thought of how they had
responded to each other on the couch. Sharing a room, and a bed, with Darcy
could prove…dangerous. “Yes.” The word was out of Sabrina’s mouth despite her
trepidations. The idea of sleeping alone after everything that had happened
during the day, including this last threat, was unbearable. 


“I promise to behave,” Darcy said and winked, clearly trying to
lighten the mood.


“Then I suppose I’ll have to promise as well.” Sabrina tapped in
the code to unlock her phone and then handed it to Darcy again. “Please. Can
you do the redirect? I’m not up to even touching the damn thing.” She knew that
was ridiculous, but it was true.


“Sure thing.” Darcy tapped in the commands and her phone number
and put it on the nightstand. 


Sabrina took her glasses with her as she followed Darcy into her
bedroom. Stopping on the threshold, she took in how different this room was
from the nice but impersonal guest room. A queen-size bed dominated the room.
Pastel peach walls, a white-stained floor, and dark-brown bedding gave the room
a personal mix of romance and rusticity. Much like its inhabitant, Sabrina
mused. She stood just inside the doorway, relieved to not be alone with all her
whirling thoughts. Another part of her was uncertain how to spend the night in
Darcy’s bed, especially when she desired her so deeply, which frightened her
almost as much as being alone.


“Stop overanalyzing,” Darcy said, breaking Sabrina’s reverie. “I
can hear your thoughts from here.”


“You can?” Sabrina stepped closer and placed her glasses on a
white dresser. “Do share, please. What am I thinking?” She was almost afraid to
ask since Darcy was eerily accurate in reading her at times.


“You wonder how we’re going to be able to sleep in the same bed
and not jump each other’s bones.” Darcy bit the side of her lower lip and
looked like she was trying not to giggle. “How’s that for good hearing?”


“I wouldn’t put it in those exact words, but yes. Quite
accurate.” Her cheeks warmed, and Sabrina hoped Darcy would assume it was the
peach walls reflecting their color. Fat chance though, given the point just
proved and so on.


“Wow. Well, what do you think, my queen? Can we restrain
ourselves, or should we just get it over with?” 


Feeling her jaw sag, Sabrina could only stare at Darcy.


“I’m joking, Sabrina! I was kidding. I promise.” Darcy laughed
now but also looked contrite. 


Finally starting to truly calm down, Sabrina snorted. “Actually,
that was rather funny. Or it would’ve been if I hadn’t considered taking you up
on it.”


“Wait…what?” It was Darcy’s turn to look a bit shell-shocked.
“Ah, you’re joking. You are, right?”


Shaking her head, Sabrina walked over to the bed and pointed to
the left side. “Mind if I take this side?”


“Not at all. I’m flexible.” Darcy winked and pulled the covers
down for both of them. “It’s a queen-size duvet so we have to share. I hope
you’re not a duvet thief.”


“No idea. Been a while since I shared a bed for an entire night.”


Darcy only nodded and climbed into bed. “I hope you’ll be
comfortable. The mattress is new. An early birthday present from my cousin and
her family.”


“Oh, yes?” Getting comfortable on the crisp bedsheets, Sabrina
lay down facing Darcy.


“I’ll be twenty-nine in a few months.” Darcy pulled the duvet up
under her chin and settled into the bed on her side.


“December?”


“Right before Christmas. Can you believe it?”


“Has to happen to someone.”


“It’s worse for Meghan. She was born on Christmas Day.” Darcy snickered.
“Used to tease her when I was a kid. You know, how everyone else was getting presents
on her
birthday.”


“How evil of you,” Sabrina said, smiling. 


“Meghan would agree with you. We’ve always been close.” Darcy
gripped the duvet harder. “She’s paid for her loyalty though, with some of her
friends. However, her parents have been great. They always maintained I would
never be part of a shooting like that. I’ve told her many times she doesn’t
have to keep maintaining her perception of my innocence. She should be able to
have friends in her life.”


“Not if they don’t let her have her own opinion without passing
judgment. No matter what they think of your guilt or innocence, they should
respect her.” Sabrina pushed a wayward errant tress of Darcy’s hair from her
eyes. It was strangely wonderful how natural it felt to do so.


“That’s true. I suppose I’ve felt guilty about so much the last
three years that I’ve taken on that part as well, but of course you’re right.
Some of her posher friends always did have a stick up their ass—each.”


“Then their standpoint can’t be a surprise to Meghan.”


“No. But she still…” Darcy sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “You
know?”


“I do. Sabrina pulled Darcy into her arms, as she couldn’t bear
to see her distraught. Come here, darling. Please, don’t cry. You’ll get me
started, and that’s an ungodly sight.” 


Darcy buried her face against Sabrina’s neck. “No way,” she
murmured. 


Holding Darcy, Sabrina gently stroked her back, feeling her
warmth through the long T-shirt. The sensations from feeling Darcy’s lean
muscles travel up through her arm and out in the rest of her body made her move
her legs restlessly. She tried to disregard how every nerve ending was on
alert, not wanting Darcy to think she only had sex on the brain when she meant
to be of comfort.


“God,” Darcy said and sighed. “I’m pathetic. Here I am, being
such a mess, and I have to keep telling myself it’s not the right time to jump
you. Why the hell do you have to be so gorgeous?”


“I can only say the same, darling.”


“Wow. Really?” Darcy tipped her head back. “Eh…you just called me
darling. For the second time.”


Sabrina’s heart constricted and then seemed to take a break from
beating altogether. “Ah. So I did.”


“That common for you?”


Now Sabrina’s heart began racing painfully, as if it were out of
practice. “No.”


“Cool.” Darcy settled in and placed a strong arm around Sabrina.
“We better sleep. Or at least try to.”


Sabrina was certain sleep was out of the question but would
settle for being in this comfortable bed with Darcy Flynn in her arms. That was
her last thought before sleep claimed her.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


Their night together had been outwardly uneventful. Sabrina
had slept as if sedated, and Darcy had kept vigil at first. She had held
Sabrina, and the times she tried to put some space between them, Sabrina had
moaned and become restless. Darcy truly wanted to hold Sabrina, but doing that
made it nearly impossible to calm her whirling thoughts, not to mention her
inconvenient libido. Only when she settled for the fact that Sabrina needed
her, awake or asleep, did Darcy finally sink farther into the bed, surrounded
by Sabrina’s scent. 


When morning came around, Darcy got up first when her phone
pinged at seven a.m., as usual. She had been awake since five. She cautiously
moved Sabrina’s arm away from her waist and pressed her lips against the
strawberry-blond hair in a secret kiss. Then she slipped out of bed and went
into the bathroom. A quick shower later, she put up her damp hair in its usual
ponytail and donned her equally typical jeans and white T-shirt. She would put
on a button-down shirt later before she headed to the office. She’d skipped
several shifts there and one other night shift with the security company after
the weekend. Now it was already Monday and time to do some legwork for her
cousin. 


Darcy let Khan out, and when they returned from the backyard,
Sabrina sat on one of the barstools at the kitchen counter, sipping her coffee
while she read Darcy’s morning paper. Looking impeccable in her slacks and
cardigan, Sabrina glanced up. Smiling, she pointed at the coffee machine. “I
managed to figure that one out.”


Darcy merely nodded as she regarded how Sabrina had donned some
of the fancier clothes in her overnight bag. “Going somewhere?” she asked
lightly. 


“Yes. To work. I talked to my staff just now, and they cleared up
the office over the weekend so I can take my laptop until we 
get a new desktop—what?” Sabrina had spoken matter-of-factly, but now she
frowned as she put her mug down and straightened her back.


“You’re going into work?” Darcy couldn’t believe what she was
hearing. “When we don’t know why, or how, or by whom your office was
compromised? That’s a terrible idea.”


“I have business to attend to. It’s not like the rest of the
world took a break just because of me. I’m not going to stay late, naturally—”


“Oh, naturally.”
Darcy covered her eyes with her left hand. 


“No need to resort to sarcasm,” Sabrina said. Her eyes were
frostier now. “I’m only going to stay as long as someone else is in the office
with me.”


“And how do you know, and I mean, know beyond a shadow of a
doubt, that one of your employees aren’t in on this? If not directly
responsible, they could have been paid off, or even coerced, to let the perps
in.”


“Perps. There we go with the cop talk again. All right. I’ll only
stay as long as my entire staff is there, plus that SecLife guard you were going
to arrange.” Sabrina smoothed down her hair that was up in its common French
twist as she stood and then checked her watch. “My cab should be here soon.”


“Cab? Oh, for fuck’s sake! Have you gone out of your mind? Or has
some sort of amnesia spread since last night? Remember how we sat on the couch
and tried to determine who’s out to get you? Didn’t we agree then? Your life is
in danger, and you’re acting like it’s business as usual!”


“Actually, it is. You’re forgetting that this is my business, my
livelihood, and, what’s more important, it’s the livelihood of the four people
who work for me we’re talking about. I’m not going to cower here in the company
of Khan the guard dog. I refuse to be intimidated again!” Sabrina slammed her
palm into the kitchen counter, and Darcy could tell it hurt even if Sabrina
tried to mask the pain.


The comment about “cop talk” stung, since coming from Sabrina it
was hardly a compliment, but Darcy tried to look past it. They were stressed,
at best, and their newfound attraction, combined with their fear for Sabrina’s
safety, made it all one highly volatile blend. “Sabrina. Please.” Darcy
swallowed her anger as best she could and stepped well within Sabrina’s
personal space. 


“Listen. Okay, you need to work. So do I. My first idea was that
you might work from Meghan’s office, but I can see why that might be less than
ideal. What if we, instead of using SecLife, ask Karimi to assign a bodyguard
from his crew to stay in your office and escort you if you need to go out.” She
held up her hand when it looked like Sabrina might object. “It will be good in
several ways. The police are bound to come asking questions about what happened
in Mattley, and since I can’t be there, at least the bodyguard will be briefed
by Karimi about what went down. The bodyguard can also be there to document
what the police are saying.”


Sabrina regarded Darcy with a noncommittal expression, but then
the tension around her eyes faded and she smiled faintly. “Very well. That’s a
plan I can live with.”


“Just call me when you’re ready to go home, and I’ll come and get
you, okay?”


Sabrina tilted her head, and for a moment Darcy figured she would
object to that proposal as well, but then she nodded. “Sure.”


“Yeah?” Darcy smiled. “You’re a tough negotiator, your majesty.” 


“And you’re as stubborn as they come, so don’t even try.” Sabrina
kissed Darcy’s cheek. “Why don’t you drive me to work, and we can call Karimi
on the way? If you have time?”


“For you. Absolutely.” Darcy stopped Sabrina from moving away by
placing both hands on her hips. “May I kiss you?” Her voice was barely a
whisper, but Darcy could tell Sabrina still heard her just fine, judging from
the faint blush creeping up her neck and cheekbones. It felt foolish to ask,
but in broad daylight, it was somehow…different.


“Yes.”


Darcy slid her hands up in a slow caress along Sabrina’s arms.
Not about to mess up Sabrina’s perfect French twist, she gently held her and
pressed their lips together. Content with the romantic nature of the kiss,
Darcy gasped as Sabrina’s tongue parted her lips and requested entrance. Darcy
wasn’t going to pretend this wasn’t what she wanted. Not playing games was as
important to her as anything else. 


Opening her mouth, she met Sabrina’s tongue with hers, and the
sweetest touch and embrace Darcy had ever experienced began. Slowly they
deepened the kiss, exploring each other as if they had all the time in the
world and nothing was wrong in their little cocoon. Sabrina moaned against
Darcy’s mouth, murmuring little unintelligible words. Darcy in turn would have
loved to know what Sabrina tried to say, but she was fully intent on making the
most of these kisses. 


A knock on the front door made them go rigid and let go of each
other.


“Shit. Your cab.” Darcy drew a much-needed deep breath. “I’ll go
take care of it.”


“All right.” Sabrina blinked, looking dazed. “I’ll—I’ll go
reapply my lipstick. You may want to, uhm…” She motioned at her own mouth and
then at Darcy. “Before you open.”


“Yikes.” Grabbing a paper towel, Darcy wet it and rubbed away at
the dark-mauve lipstick stains around her mouth. “Couldn’t go for something
neutral, could you?” But she smiled as she muttered, which made Sabrina
chuckle.


Grabbing some cash, Darcy peered through the side window next to
the front door and saw it was one of Karimi’s men who had spent the night in
Darcy’s truck about to knock again. She opened the door just as the man yawned,
something he quickly tried to hide.


“There’s a cab here for Ms. Queen? Not sure who he’s talking
about. Could be the wrong address or an attempt at scouting the place.”


Snorting, Darcy shook her head. “No, it’s the right name, but we
don’t need him anymore. Can you pay him for me?” Darcy handed him the cash.
“The less he sees of who lives here, the better. After that, you and your
colleague can go home and get some shut-eye. We’re going to call Karimi when we
head out, okay?”


“Sure thing. Glad it was a quiet evening and night.”


That depended on your point of view, Darcy thought and watched
the guard pay the cabbie, who in turn showed his discontent by tearing down the
road. Donning her shirt and pulling on her leather jacket, Darcy fetched her
gun from its easy-access hiding place and strapped it to her belt.


Sabrina returned from the downstairs guest bathroom, having applied
another, more neutral shade of lipstick this time. She looked entirely calm and
innocent but managed to rub against Darcy in a very non-innocent way as they
headed out the door. 


Grinning, Darcy placed a hand against the small of Sabrina’s back
and guided her toward the car. Completely unnecessary but, hearing Sabrina’s
quick intake of breath, also very, very rewarding.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Sabrina tried to focus on the remaining names on the list in
the file Darcy had shared with her. Her mind was fragmented, and the only part
of it that seemed solid and where her thoughts had no problem lingering was the
topic of Darcy Flynn.


Having slept almost too hard during the night, which perhaps was
a kind of escapism in itself, she had felt entirely safe the few times she had
woken up. Darcy and she had held on to each other, covered by the duvet, in the
center of the bed. To most people, it was perhaps of no significance, but
Sabrina had never indulged in something like this before. Yes, she had stayed
the night with a lover on a few occasions, but she hadn’t felt comfortable and
hadn’t reveled in snuggling like she did last night. Ever.


She smiled to herself, thinking of how her arousal had soared
each time she woke up and how she had mentally hosed herself off so she
wouldn’t wake up Darcy. Only once had they been awake simultaneously, but
neither had spoken, and they hadn’t moved away from each other.


Shaking herself away from the enticing memories, Sabrina
concentrated on the list again and blinked. A familiar name stood out among the
last twenty on the final page. Where had she heard it before? Cursing herself
for her brain’s sudden fogginess, she rapped the screen of her tablet with her
nails. Wincing as her memory woke up, she grabbed her phone and pressed a preinstalled
number.


“You all right, my queen?” Darcy said in lieu of a hello. “What’s
up?”


“The list. Have you had a chance to go through the last page?”


“Not yet. I just pulled it up on my phone when you rang. I’m on a
surveillance mission, while Meghan is dedicating all her time to your case.”


“Ivers, Charles. Does that name ring a bell?” Sabrina leaned back
in her chair and pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to ward off a
threatening headache.


“Ivers?” Darcy made a noise as if she was tapping on the phone as
she spoke. “Charles Ivers? Oh. I’m not sure how common that name is, but…do you
remember this Ivers?”


“No. Not at all. I can’t remember knowing, let alone talking to,
anyone named Ivers before your ex-partner—Steve, wasn’t it?—stepped into my office
the other day.”


“I’ll have Meghan run him via the official records. If she finds
something, she knows someone who has access to the confidential stuff.”


“Confidential? But—won’t that get her, and you, into trouble?”
Sabrina turned her chair toward the window.


“I don’t care in this instance, and neither does she. Should this
Ivers be related to Steve Ivers, we need to know everything.”


“All right.” Sabrina paused, her cheeks warming. “I’ll be out of
here around five, since you wanted to drive me home.”


“I’ll be there. And we’re still talking about my home, right?”


“Of course. That was the agreement.”


“Great. Just checking. Prepare to take an extra spin when I come
to get you. Got to shake off some potential crooks.” Darcy’s tone was light,
but Sabrina could tell the stark seriousness behind it.


“Since you’re my driver, I’m okay with that.” Sabrina found she
wanted to reassure Darcy that she wasn’t about to do something stupid—or start
arguing. She wasn’t quite sure why that was important, but it was. Darcy did a
lot for her via her work and privately. The least Sabrina could do was check
her affinity for sarcasm and being difficult at the door.


 


* * *


 


Later that day, an hour after Darcy and Sabrina had circled
around East Quay before Darcy decided it was safe to drive to her house, Karimi
stood just inside the door to Darcy’s home, holding a thick envelope. “Thanks
to Meghan’s head start on what she could dig up, we’ve found more
discrepancies, but some are of an economic nature, and you’re the expert, Sabrina.
From what it looks like, a very wealthy couple has retired, or is about to. My
financial experts ran a few algorithms on the data you sent over, Sabrina.
Something has happened to their personal savings, as far as we can see. They
are new clients to you, and I believe that next season will be your first time
doing their taxes. They’re elderly and have worked longer than intended since
their grandson was too young to take over. Their daughter and son-in-law died
in an—”


“Airplane crash.” Sabrina came down the last two steps of the
stairs. Standing next to Darcy, she held out her hand to receive the envelope.
“I remember that. It was a couple of years after I graduated from college.”


“Why don’t we sit down?” Darcy motioned toward the kitchen, where
she had coffee brewing. Karimi and Sabrina took the seats opposite Darcy as she
pulled out coffee mugs and a box of almond biscotti. 


“This doesn’t make sense.” Sabrina opened the envelope and let
the contents spread across the kitchen table. “Carla and Bruno Constanzo. I
can’t imagine them doing anything wrong. Their seafood-restaurant chain is
highly successful, and now that they’re retiring, they’re handing it over to
their grandson. Mario? Matthew?”


“Mark.” Karimi nodded. “Mark D’Angelo.”


“What?” Darcy frowned and glanced at Sabrina. “That sounds
familiar.”


“Yes,” Sabrina said and rubbed her left temple. “This is—”


“He’s on the list of people you went to college with, Sabrina,”
Karimi said, his voice grave. “We have a team trying to find him. We won’t
approach him, but we will stay on his trail once we locate him.”


“Did Meghan get back to you about Charles Ivers?” Darcy asked.
“Meghan has been in one meeting after another since lunch, and all I got was a
message that she was going to send you what she had.”


“She did. Charles Ivers is the older half-brother of Steve Ivers,
your former partner, Darcy.” Karimi regarded her with his dark, calm eyes. 


“Fuck.” Darcy sat down on her chair with a thud, and the coffee
splashed inside the glass carafe. 


“Easy, Flynn,” Karimi said and took it from her. “I know it’s a
weird coincidence.”


“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Darcy said flatly. “But if
Mark and Charles are after Sabrina…I mean, then what reason do they have?
You’re not doing their taxes too, are you?”


“No. But it could have something to do with Mark’s grandparents.”
Sabrina reached over the table and took Darcy’s hand. Darcy could tell by the
way Karimi’s eyebrows jumped that the gesture didn’t escape him. Darcy ran her
thumb back and forth across the back of Sabrina’s hand. If Sabrina didn’t mind
Karimi witnessing the caress, neither did Darcy. “I’ll go over the numbers
tonight or tomorrow morning. I have a few conference calls to make, as some of
my clients have heard of the break-in and need reassuring.”


“The sooner the better,” Karimi said. “I ran into a friend of
yours, Sabrina. Eryn Goddard?”


“Yes? I was supposed to get back to her about doing lunch. She
and Manon are going on tour soon with Chicory Ariose, and they won’t be back
until Thanksgiving.”


“She was sorry she can’t help as much as she’d like. Being the
editor-in-chief now, she’s given a standing order that you and Darcy can use
the newspaper’s archives if you need to. Eryn said the paper’s archives are
more extensive than the library’s.”


Darcy nodded. “She’s amazing.”


“I’ll call her back before she heads off to…what was the first
stop? Rehearsals in a studio in California?”


“I believe so.” Karimi finished his coffee and stood, bowing
politely. “I have two men in your truck like we had yesterday, Darcy. Glancing
at the dog sleeping next to the threshold to the kitchen, he smiled. “I can see
you have reinforcements tonight as well.”


“He’s a godsend,” Sabrina said. “I never thought I’d say it, but
once this whole mess is over, I’m getting a dog. A big one like this.”


Darcy had to smile. “Yay. You’re not the first person Khan has
converted.”


“For good reason. Well, I’m out of here. You have protection, and
you don’t plan to go out anymore today, do you?” Karimi stopped at the front
door, gazing back over his shoulder. Dressed in his long, black leather coat
and charcoal-gray fedora, he looked like he was cut from a Bruce Willis movie,
Darcy thought, not for the first time. 


“You stay safe also. After all, they know you’re helping
Sabrina.”


“I’m well aware of that fact. Sent the wife and kids to spend
time with friends and family upstate.”


This remark shook Darcy more than anything else. She had worked
with Karimi on several occasions, as her boss where she worked nights often
shared bigger clients with him. This was the first time she’d seen him be
rattled in any way. “Tell them to be safe also,” Darcy managed to say before he
walked out the door. She locked it behind him and set the alarm. Returning to
the kitchen, she found Sabrina filling the dishwasher.


“I heard,” Sabrina said quietly. “That’s a first, right? For
Karimi?”


“As far as I know. We should go do some more of our homework,
don’t you agree?”


Sabrina straightened and closed the dishwasher. “I suppose we
should. I’m just so jittery, and I can’t focus on any of my scattered thoughts
without losing the thread after a few moments. I hate this. I should be doing
some of the work I brought home with me, but…God, Darcy.” Sabrina turned, her
eyes huge and filled with anguish. “This situation, all that’s going on, it’s
crazy. I can’t make heads or tails of it, and it drives me crazy because that’s
the one thing I do that gives me true pleasure—bring order into the mess that
can be people’s lives, financially speaking. I get to know my clients very well
while going through their receipts. When I deliver my solution to whatever
issue they’re having with their finances, no matter what it is, it sometimes
even means they have to live on practically nothing for a while to solve their
problems, but they still seem so relieved—and grateful.” 


“I would imagine your clients adore you for straightening
everything out and providing them with a future away from a life of debt. Yes.
I’ve read some of the testimonies on your website.”


“Yes, some of my clients are—what?” Sabrina gasped when Darcy
pulled her along to the living room where her laptop sat on the coffee table. 


“Your website. I browsed some of it earlier, but that was before
we spoke with Karimi. The testimonials. Some of them include a blow-by-blow
account of how you saved their financial situation and how thorough you are.”


“So?” Sabrina sat down next to Darcy as she woke up her computer.


“If someone like this Mark dude is concerned about something he
may have done that isn’t quite all right, he might be concerned if his
grandparents turn to someone like you. Reputable, of a certain local fame, and
from a family with tentacles all over New England when it comes to accounting,
financial expertise, and trading on the stock market.”


“I suppose you’re right.” Sabrina still sounded questioning.


“And then, when he’s that concerned, he goes to your About Me or
About Us page on your website and learns of your credentials, of who you are.
He realizes the two of you were at the same college at the same years,
approximately, and he may well remember the whole disastrous assault
allegations that were blamed on you and then swept under the rug. Now he knows
a whole lot more, and if he wants to prevent you from doing your job—thus
potentially exposing him—he has more ammo now.” Darcy cupped Sabrina’s cheeks.
“Do you have a Facebook account?”


“No.”


“No? Wow. Even I have one. And my twelve friends add so many
pictures, you’d think I have ten times as many.” Darcy slid her hands down to
hold Sabrina’s shoulders gently. “Twitter, Tumblr, or Instagram?”


“Instagram. As you say, for pictures. Mainly photos of Ethan and
Kevin.” 


“Many followers?”


“Lorna and Daniel. Two of my employees. Eryn and the others in
Chicory Ariose.” Sabrina pulled the elastic ribbon in Darcy’s hair, freeing it
from its constraint. 


“And there, depending on your settings, they may share photos and
comments outside those narrow circles.” Darcy’s thoughts were still on track.
She recognized the signs. Meghan always said she was like a bumblebee on a
nectar streak when she discovered a scent.


“Oh, God. This is getting worse by the minute.” Sighing, Sabrina
held her forehead with both hands. “I can’t handle it. I can’t even begin to
think what it would be like if I was at my condo alone, instead of here with
you.” Tipping her head back, she moaned and closed her eyes.


Darcy’s thoughts about intricate ways to stalk someone via the
Internet derailed completely, and she responded physically to the sight of
Sabrina’s exposed neck and décolleté. Growling softly, she pushed away from the
coffee table and the laptop, pressing her lips to the faintly visible pulse on
Sabrina’s neck. It began fluttering madly against her mouth, and Darcy parted
her lips and let her tongue slide along the artery.


“Darcy?” Sabrina whispered huskily. “What—what are you doing?”


“Please let me touch you, my queen. You’ve been on my mind from
the moment I woke up.”


“Jesus.” Sabrina arched her back and tilted her head to the side.
“Don’t stop.”


Trembling, Darcy kept kissing Sabrina’s neck, tasting that warm, velvety
skin. She inhaled, mesmerized by Sabrina’s scent and the way she sounded. Soft
sighs, mixed with whimpers and moans, were about to undo Darcy. She wanted to
touch Sabrina everywhere, give her pleasure, and learn about everything this
amazing woman liked when it came to sex.


“Darcy…” Sabrina pushed her hands into Darcy’s hair and pulled
her closer. “You’re so beautiful. So sexy it damn near kills me.”


“I want you. I realize we haven’t known each other very long in
this manner, but…I’ve known of
you, known I couldn’t get enough of watching you, fantasizing about you.”
Pausing her caresses, Darcy met Sabrina’s dazed eyes. “Can you blame me? You’re
the amazing and beautiful one. And something about you…I don’t know. It just
pulls me in, and I can’t believe this is really happening. The kissing. You
letting me touch you.”


“I want much more than this,” Sabrina said, her voice suddenly
steady and certain. “I want you. Under me. On top of me. Naked and ready to
allow me to touch you as well.”


Darcy nearly cried out at Sabrina’s impossible words. She
caressed Sabrina’s arms, dying to remove the blouse. “Please. May I take you to
bed?”


“Hmm? What?” Sabrina lifted her head from where she had licked
along Darcy’s jawline. “Yes. Bed. Good idea.” And then she continued to kiss
Darcy as if she hadn’t heard her at all.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


Sabrina realized she had never seen Darcy more beautiful
than in the setting autumn sun. Her multicolored eyes sparkled, and the
highlights in her hair caught the rays as well, reflecting them with blond,
red, golden, and auburn highlights among the chocolate tresses. Not curly, but
very wavy, it created patterns against Darcy’s tan skin. 


“I’m not sure where you got the idea that you aren’t beautiful,”
Sabrina said huskily. “If someone said that to you, they were clearly blind or
unobservant. Your eyes are amazing. So unique.” Sabrina pulled Darcy closer and
invaded what was left of her personal space. 


“Yeah?” Tilting her head to the left, Darcy peered at Sabrina. “I
can safely say that you, my queen, are the most amazing woman I’ve ever seen,
let alone known.” Darcy slid a finger along Sabrina’s jawline. Once. Twice.
Three times. “Like porcelain, but not cold at all. Warm. And hot.” She slid the back
of her curled fingers down Sabrina’s long neck. “And you may regret allowing me
to touch you. What if I won’t be able to let go?”


Sabrina took hold of Darcy’s wrist, stilling her wandering hand.
“Haven’t you figured out that part yet? I don’t want you to let go. I want your
touch. I want you.”


Darcy gasped and leaned in. “You’re sure?” she asked against
Sabrina’s lips. 


So aroused now, she wanted to scream, Sabrina grabbed Darcy by
the waist, turned them around, and placed her on her lap.


“God, I’m too heavy for you,” Darcy said, attempting to get up.


“Don’t move. You’re fine. You’re, in fact…very fine.” Sabrina
watched Darcy’s eyes darken as she pushed her hands under the light-blue shirt.
She spread her fingers to map the silky skin underneath. “And you feel
wonderful. So, so good.” 


“And you,” Darcy said and cupped Sabrina’s face. “You’re amazing.
I can’t believe I’m allowed to hold you. Touch you.”


“And kiss me?” Sabrina looked into Darcy’s eyes, saw them slowly
close as Darcy lowered her head and captured Sabrina’s lips. Immediately, Sabrina
could barely think but just acted the way her body demanded. She reached
Darcy’s bra and opened it with trembling fingers. Sliding her hands to the
front, she slipped them under the loose cups and found the round mounds she’d
dreamed about caressing. 


Rock-hard nipples drew patterns on her palms as she gently held
Darcy’s breasts. Eager to see them and not just touch, she broke free from the
kiss and pulled her hands away despite Darcy’s moan. Unbuttoning the
now-rumpled shirt, Sabrina pushed it open and shoved it and the bra down along
Darcy’s toned arms. Now, nothing stood between Sabrina and Darcy’s beautiful
skin, her full breasts and their dark wine-red nipples. 


“Jesus…” Sabrina ran one arm around Darcy’s waist, and with her
free hand, she cupped the left breast and lifted it to her lips. Bending, she
took its nipple in her mouth, humming and whimpering around it. How could
anything feel this good, taste this amazing? She had dreamed about feeling like
this, but until Darcy had touched and kissed her the first time, she’d thought
it was merely that—a dream.


“Sabrina, you’re killing me here. How about upstairs, in our bed,
where we can be much more comfortable and where I can have a chance to
reciprocate? With more space?” Darcy’s hands weren’t wasting any time either.
They were in Sabrina’s hair, pulling out the bobby pins and running her fingers
through its lengths. “Like silk,” Darcy murmured. She began unbuttoning
Sabrina’s blouse, sighing from either frustration or pure joy.


“Our bed. Sure. Come.” Sabrina nudged Darcy from her lap, and the
blue shirt and the bra fell off and ended up on the couch. 


“Just leave them,” Darcy said and pulled Sabrina along by her
hand. “I can’t wait. Let’s go up.”


“Yes.” Sabrina shivered as she climbed the stairs behind Darcy.
Unable to keep her hands to herself, she cupped the gently swaying hips in
front of her.


Darcy smiled broadly over her shoulder, which made Sabrina’s
heart tremble, and for a moment she feared it might stop beating. Then it
hammered away at double the normal speed—or at least that was how it felt.
Stopping Darcy on the landing, she drew her in for another kiss. Deepening it,
she wrapped her tongue around Darcy’s, caressing it over and over until they
both whimpered. Sabrina pushed the door open to the bedroom, out of breath, and
the next thing she knew, she was on her back on the bed, staring at Darcy, who
pushed her jeans off, leaving only white panties on.


She should be suffering the irregular flashbacks she’d had so
many times before. But this time, it was as if the distance to the harsh,
accusing voices grew farther away and blurrier and, after a while, drowned them
out completely. Holding on to Darcy, whose hands were so gentle, though
definitely greedy, Sabrina returned the touches and kissed Darcy back, one
smoldering kiss after another.


 


* * *


 


“I can’t get enough of you,” Darcy gasped against the swollen,
full mouth beneath hers. Sabrina’s hair lay like a fan across the pillow,
billowing around her beautiful face like pale satin on fire.


“Then…take me.” Sabrina’s eyes were huge as they looked up at
Darcy. Never had she thought Sabrina would ever regard her with such trust. For
someone as private and reclusive as Sabrina to hand over control to a lover and
give her carte blanche, in a sense, was mind-blowing. 


Darcy kissed her way from Sabrina’s mouth, slid her tongue along
a furiously pulsating artery on her neck, across a frail-looking collarbone,
and down between her breasts. There, she paused briefly and pushed the blouse
open, not sure when all the buttons had become undone. A pale-pink chemise
covered a lace bra, which was all very pretty, but they had to go. Bunching
them both up above Sabrina’s small breasts, Darcy then took in the view of the
pale, dusty-rose nipples perfectly sized to fit the small mounds. Lowering her
head, Darcy had to admit they were also the perfect size for her to suck into
her mouth.


“Ah!” Sabrina arched and spread her legs some, but not enough for
Darcy to slip between them. The charcoal pencil skirt was too narrow. Pushing
one hand down between them, Darcy shoved the fabric up until it reached
Sabrina’s hips. Now Sabrina could part her legs more fully, but clearly it
wasn’t enough. Sabrina raised her hips and pulled the skirt up until it circled
only her waist. Glancing down, Darcy saw Sabrina was now shielded only by lace
panties and thigh-high stockings. It was such a sexy, arousing sight, Darcy
inched her hand between Sabrina’s legs, cupping her gently. The damp fabric
under her fingertips spoke of Sabrina’s arousal and made more moisture flood
Darcy’s own cotton panties. 


Sabrina’s hips moved erratically under Darcy’s hand.
Understanding how much the gentle touch against such swollen and wet folds had
to burn, she ran her fingertips up, barely touching Sabrina until she slipped
in under the lace. Trimmed, coarse hair led the way back down to the engorged
labia. As Sabrina had spread her legs wide to accommodate Darcy, she found her
clit easily and then her opening. 


“Oh, God…oh, please…yes…” Sabrina flung her right arm over her
eyes as she bucked against Darcy’s hand. “I need…I need to come. Please, your
hand…”


Darcy gently ran her fingertips up and down along the drenched
folds. “So wet,” she murmured. “Tell me what you want me to do.”


“Inside.” The word was as much a command as it was a plea. 


Darcy pushed two fingers into the tight opening, feeling it
squeeze her as she probed for the slightly rougher patch farther in. She found
it, hoping it would do to Sabrina what rubbing it did to herself. Darcy curled
her fingers slightly, and the immediate whimper emanating from Sabrina told her
what she needed to know. Now she could get lost in the sensations of making
love to the woman she craved. Lowering her head to Sabrina’s breasts, she took
one nipple in her mouth and flicked her tongue over it. 


Sabrina pushed her hands into Darcy’s hair and held her closer.
“Yes. Yes, just like that. Darcy, oh God, Darcy…” Husky now, her voice sounded
tearful, and Darcy glanced up, concerned. Tears streamed into Sabrina’s hair as
she undulated against Darcy’s fingers buried deep inside her. 


“Shh…don’t cry. You’re fine.” Darcy slid farther up, kissing her
way to Sabrina’s damp neck. Positioning her lips just below her ear, Darcy kept
murmuring terms of endearment. “So stunning, so beautiful…and you smell divine,
my queen. Just let it come. I have you.”


“Darcy?” Sabrina wrapped her arms around Darcy’s neck. “Don’t let
go. D-don’t.”


“Never.” Darcy pressed her thumb against Sabrina’s clit and
pushed its hood back. Barely touching the ridge directly, she teased it and
felt more moisture coat her hand. “I can’t believe you let me have this, do
this. You turn me on so much I ache. I’ve wanted you from day one.”


“Ah!” Sabrina’s back arching, she convulsed against Darcy’s hand.
Darcy could feel the orgasm tear through Sabrina as strong, pulsating inner
muscles squeezed her fingers hard. Her own sex clenched in something between
sympathy and envy. She was close to coming, but she wanted her orgasm to happen
because Sabrina caressed her.


Worming her free arm in under Sabrina’s neck where her strawberry-blond
hair stuck to the dampness on her skin, Darcy held her lover—her lover—close and rocked
her. The scent of perfume, sex, and sweet, clean sweat permeated the room, and
Darcy couldn’t think of anywhere else she would rather be than in bed with Sabrina.


“Oh, my God.” Sabrina shifted, and Darcy carefully removed her
fingers. She wiggled them carefully, as they tingled some from being squeezed
so hard. 


“Mmm.” Darcy held on to Sabrina and pushed a few tresses from the
flustered face next to hers on the pillow. “You all right?”


“Can’t you tell, darling?”


Darcy held her breath. Had Sabrina just called her darling? She
fought against the threatening tears. Was it just sort of an in-the-moment
thing or entirely deliberate? She nuzzled Sabrina’s cheek, hiding her face.
“Yes. Actually.”


“You’re amazing.” Sabrina got up on her elbow and gazed down at
Darcy with the softest expression she had ever seen. “You have no idea, do
you?” Clearing her throat gently, Sabrina drew a finger along Darcy’s cheek and
down her neck. “You’re just yourself and act as if you know me better than I
know myself—and I’m starting to think you just might. That’s a bit frightening,
to be blunt.” Sabrina pressed her lips to Darcy’s temple and kept kissing down
the same path that her index finger had just taken—soft, lingering kisses, as
if she relished Darcy’s taste and scent and was ready to take her time.


Darcy groaned and shifted her hips, impatient and thrilled at the
same time. If Sabrina intended to keep this pace it was going to kill her. 


 


* * *


 


Sabrina moaned against the damp, satin skin of the woman next to
her. The way Darcy moved, wantonly and desperate for Sabrina’s touch, made her
want to ravage this beauty in her arms. Sabrina knew very well she wasn’t as
intuitive as Darcy. She had no idea how Darcy wanted to be loved. Damn it, she
would have to ask.


“Like you told me, darling,” Sabrina said and nipped at Darcy’s
nipple, which was so conveniently just below her lips. “Tell me what to do. How
to do it. I’m at your beck and call.”


“Shit. You can’t say things like that. You’ll make me come.”
Darcy grew rigid. “I’m not kidding.”


“I can promise you, neither am I. I take this very seriously.”
Sabrina hid a smile against Darcy’s sternum. “That is why I need good
directions. You know how I dislike failure.” 


“You’re killing me. You’re totally killing me, Sabrina. Just
touch me any way you want. I’m too close for finesse or whatever.”


Sabrina chuckled and kept kissing a trail down Darcy’s stomach
until she reached a dark tuft of hair. Sparse, it barely covered the skin
underneath, and as Sabrina shouldered herself in between Darcy’s thighs, she
saw how the skin and sensitive tissues glistened from the wetness their
lovemaking had produced. Licking her lips, Sabrina knew this wasn’t the best
time to second-guess herself. Darcy had told her to do it any way she
wanted—and this was what Sabrina wanted. She pulled down Darcy’s cotton panties
and noticed absentmindedly when Darcy kicked them off entirely. 


As soon as she pressed her open mouth between Darcy’s legs, she
knew she might just be intuitive when it came to this woman. Darcy pulled her
legs up, held on to them, and gave Sabrina all the space she needed. Flattening
her tongue, she licked along the wet labia, sucking it into her mouth over and
over, gently pulling. Sabrina moved around the hard clitoris, not about to
touch it just yet. She wanted more of this, more of how Darcy whimpered and
began to thrash under her.


“I can’t believe this,” Darcy said and groaned as Sabrina
flickered her tongue barely inside her opening. “Never in a million…years…”


“Believe it,” Sabrina said, nipping at the sensitive folds. “You
made such hot love to me, and now it’s my turn, yes?”


“Oh, yes.”


Chuckling again, Sabrina felt so young and free, able to take on
the world in a way she never had before. She pressed her lips against Darcy’s
clit, then sucked it gently in between her lips and began a slow dance with it.
Instinctively knowing that Darcy needed more though, she pushed first one, then
two, fingers inside her, the copious moisture soaking her.


“Sabrina…my queen…” Darcy stroked Sabrina’s hair over and over as
she trembled against her. “Do you have any idea, any idea at all, how you make
me feel?”


“Tell me.” Not afraid right now, but feeling more secure than she
had the last fifteen years, Sabrina reveled in the sensations of Darcy’s
essence and taste on her tongue, of the sounds and the smells from them both
mingling in her otherwise so austere bedroom. She would never look at this room
like that again. Instead, she would know and remember how this was where she
was allowed, and permitted herself, to make love with this amazing creature for
the first time.


“I can’t imagine my life without you in it,” Darcy said, speaking
under her breath. “You have become so important to me—I think of you all the
time.”


So did she. Sabrina increased her movements, intensifying the
pleasure for Darcy. “I think of you also.” Yes, all the time. 


“Sabrina. I need to…I need to come. I ache to belong…with you.”


Sabrina’s heart yearned also. She wanted to tell Darcy there was
a future for them, that she adored her, but right now it was impossible to
promise anything like that. What she did want, and could give, was an orgasm
that would at least tie them together in this moment. She mimicked what Darcy
had just done to her and curled the two fingers she had buried inside her.
Sucking more intensely on the swollen clit, she rubbed the spot inside Darcy
that she hoped would send her over the edge.


Darcy took fistfuls of Sabrina’s hair and merely held her in
place. Trembling harder, she eventually cried out over and over as her orgasm
washed over them both. Sabrina’s hand was still inside Darcy, and she could
hardly fathom how the intensity of the physical release could transfer to her via
her hand and by watching Darcy come undone.


“Darcy…” Sabrina began to kiss her way up Darcy’s body, eager to
feel her lips again.


“My queen,” Darcy said and weakly pulled at her, seeming just as
excited to hold Sabrina close.


And kiss they did—long, lazy kisses, as they snuggled under the
covers. Neither of them spoke much, and the silence was restful. Sabrina
nuzzled Darcy’s hair and reveled in her scent, which made Darcy giggle softly.


“I feel like a perfume bottle,” she said, snorting.


“If you were a perfume bottle, you’d be unique and priceless.”
Sabrina smiled and drew a light, intricate pattern on Darcy’s lower back,
making her squirm. 


“Hey, that tickles.”


“Mission accomplished.” Sabrina bit her lip and then kissed Darcy
again. “It might not take very long until I want you again.”


“Your wish is my command, my queen.” Darcy’s smile faded a little
bit. “And likewise. I’m not sure if I can ever get enough of you. Does that
make you feel weird?”


Sabrina regarded Darcy and tried to get to the truth, the
nucleus, of what she really felt. “No. No weirder than normal—in fact the
opposite. I can’t remember when I was this calm and felt this safe. Which is a
bit strange, given the circumstances.”


“I’ll say.” Darcy rolled Sabrina onto her back and hovered over
her, but Sabrina sensed nothing overpowering about the maneuver. “I can be such
a moron sometimes. I see you, and you’re so damn perfect. You move with such
confidence and grace. I feel…not up to par, as your country-club friends would
phrase it.”


“I don’t belong to any club, country or otherwise.” Sabrina shook
her head but kept from smiling, as she didn’t want to deter Darcy from telling
her how she felt.


“That’s always something. I can’t picture you sipping cocktails,
discussing how hard it is to get good help these days or who is going to be
voted the new chairman, etc, etc.” 


“Heaven forbid.” Sabrina shuddered at the not-so-inaccurate
description of the country club her parents belonged to. Did Darcy know this or
was she merely guessing? Or were her parents so stereotypical?


“Anyway, you are successful, stunning, with tons of ways to climb
to the top of any career ladder you choose. I mean, moneywise, workwise, and
with physical beauty on top of that…So when you choose to share yourself with
me this way, it’s hard for me, almost impossible, not to look for the catch. An
evil little spirit is hovering next to me, asking, “Why you, Darcy?” and “It
won’t amount to anything real.” And I just want you to know, no matter how hard
it is,” Darcy said, worrying her lower lip with her teeth, “I’m not listening
to that spirit. I know you well enough to realize you’d never let me take you
to bed if you didn’t want to. Nor would you do it just to get laid. I have to
trust in this, because if I don’t…” Darcy swallowed. 


“If you don’t?” Sabrina cupped Darcy’s cheek and tried to induce
more confidence, even if, in her opinion, Darcy had more confidence than
Sabrina ever had.


“If I don’t trust in that—” Darcy turned her face and kissed the
palm of Sabrina’s left hand. “then you will already have broken my heart.”


Sabrina hugged Darcy with all the passion that coursed through
her veins. “Never. You can trust that I would never be that careless with your
heart, darling. I don’t ever want to hurt you or make you feel you’re not
wanted.” Or loved. For Sabrina, it was too early for the words, but not by
much. How the armor had been ripped from her heart, she had no idea. She merely
knew she was certain it had been to allow Darcy in. “You’re already far more
important to me than anyone else.”


Darcy pulled back and gazed into Sabrina’s eyes. “Same here, my
queen. Same here.”


Later, when they were almost asleep, Sabrina hoped the next day
would show progress. She wanted to date Darcy and, for the first time, get on
with her life on a personal level. Suddenly, she was in a rush to live her life
and not just endure it.


Chapter Nineteen 

 

 

 


Sabrina exited the elevator and nodded at the young woman
behind the security desk in the lobby. She couldn’t remember her name but
recognized the girl as the trainee Darcy had supervised the day of the
break-in. Walking toward the west entrance of the financial center with Emerson,
her current bodyguard, Sabrina was on her way to the vehicle provided by
Karimi, who also had insisted she needed two guards. Sabrina was beyond
protesting at this point.


Emerson walked one step behind her, while Logan was fetching the
light-gray SUV in the parking lot, as they refused to let her walk that far. 


Pulling out her phone, she dialed Darcy, longing to hear her lover’s
voice. Sabrina still couldn’t quite fathom that Darcy was just that—her lover.
Sabrina’s previous encounters had mainly been about sex, or perhaps to reduce
her loneliness, but this complex thing she had with Darcy was much more. It
didn’t even compare. Their connection was so profound, it was startling. Apart
from the mind-blowing lovemaking, Sabrina could easily come to crave sleeping
and waking up in each other’s arms.


“Hello, my queen,” Darcy greeted her at the other end. “You
heading home? I’m just about to take Khan out.”


Emerson swiped a card, pushed the door outward, and scanned the
area. Nodding to Logan, he held the door open for Sabrina, who stepped outside.


“Hello yourself, darling. Yes, just getting into the car—oh!”
Sabrina stumbled sideways as Emerson plowed into her from the side. She tried
to hold on to him, but his momentum sent her flying forward, landing on her
hands and knees. Sabrina heard, more than felt, her stockings tear, and she
gazed at her phone that was still in her hand. It was still on, as Darcy’s
picture that she’d taken last evening was lit up. Trying to get up, she heard a
thud next to her that made her look to the left, where Logan, the driver,
suddenly lay motionless, boxing her in between him and Emerson.


“Sabrina?” Darcy’s faint voice barely reached her from the cell
she squeezed tightly in her hand. “Sabrina!”


“Emerson. He fell…and Logan too. They’re down, and there’s blood.
Emerson?” Sabrina pushed herself over on her side and stared in disbelief at
Emerson, who lay so still next to her, blood oozing from his left shoulder.
“He’s shot,” she said, her tongue feeling swollen and her mind slow and
uncooperative. “I think someone shot them both.” Her teeth began to clatter.


“Sabrina! Get out of there. Run! Get to the car or back into the
building!” 


“Ms. Hawk!” A female, younger voice called out from inside.
Sabrina looked up as she tried to get on her feet. She had lost her pumps, and
the cold, uneven asphalt hurt her knees.


Sabrina raised her cell to her ear. “It’s the girl from the desk.
The trainee? She’s inside the door…she can’t get it open…”


“Lacey? That’s great, but listen, Sabrina. Listen! You need to
get inside the building, or if that’s not possible, get inside the SUV. He gave
you your own key, remember? Get inside the SUV and lock it.” Darcy enunciated
every word distinctly and Sabrina understood, but her body just wouldn’t
comply. 


“Ms. Hawk. I’ve dialed 911.” The trainee was closer now. “The
police and paramedics are on their way. “I couldn’t believe what I saw on the
screens…” Lacey was pushing at the door while frantically trying to swipe her
card, but Logan was lying facedown just outside the door, and no matter how
Lacey tried, she clearly was unable to move him. “I can’t open it! Get into the
vehicle, Ms. Hawk. Hurry!” 


“I’m trying,” Sabrina said and finally started to gain some
momentum. She pulled herself up alongside the SUV and, afraid of losing the
phone, she tucked it into the pocket of her trench coat. Stepping over the two
men, not daring to dwell on the horrifying possibility that they might be dead,
Sabrina tried the door handle on the passenger side. It was locked. The key
Karimi had given her was in her purse. Looking frantically for it, she realized
it must be underneath Emerson, as its shoulder strap protruded from under his
chest area. Glancing through the side window, Sabrina saw the driver’s door was
open. It was her only chance to reach the relative safety of the SUV. 


“I’m walking around the car and will try to get in on the other
side,” Sabrina said aloud and hoped Darcy would hear her. Glancing back at
Lacey, she saw the young woman was still struggling to push the door open.


Two strong hands gripped her shoulders so hard she felt bolts of
fire rip down her arms. “I don’t think so,” a male voice said, his voice
throaty and menacing. “You’re coming with me.” The unmistakable pain from the
barrel of a gun being pressed against the base of her skull made Sabrina go
rigid. Her mouth so dry it was impossible to speak, she merely nodded.


“Here.” The man behind her shoved Sabrina around the corner of
the building, where a dark-blue van stood, the sliding door behind the
passenger door open and its engine running. “Get in.” 


“Let me go!” Angry and afraid, propelled forward by his rough
hands, Sabrina landed once again on her hands and knees. This time the pain was
so bad, she cried out. 


Rapidly moving gloved fingers pulled cable ties around her wrists
and ankles. She tried to kick the man who held her, but he was strong and fast.
Shoving her farther in behind the only two seats in the van, he attached her
hands with yet another cable tie around a metal loop on the dirty floor.
Sabrina’s knees were bleeding profusely now, and she tried to move over on her
side to take the pressure off them. As she did, she saw the man properly for
the first time. He wore a pantyhose mask, and her sudden flashback made her
nauseous. 


The bare metal floor in the van chilled her through her clothes.
Part of Sabrina wanted to close her eyes and go to that place where nothing
could hurt her, but that wouldn’t do. She needed to keep talking, keep making
sounds, in case Darcy miraculously heard what was being said in the van.


“Where are you taking me?” Sabrina’s voice shook as she struggled
against the man’s hard hands. 


“Shut up!” a gruff voice coming from the man now behind the wheel
said as he gunned the engine and raced around the building. As far as Sabrina
could tell, he turned west on the road leading away from the center of the
town. He was driving slower now, probably not wanting to attract attention.
Sabrina thought she could hear sirens, but they seemed very far away.


After a few minutes, the car slowed to a stop and the passenger
door opened and another man jumped in. “Fuck, did you see that? Poof. I got
them both.” This man’s voice sounded smoother, more well-modulated. Sabrina
tried to place it, but she also needed to put energy into calming down and
dealing with her overwhelming fear, which she simply couldn’t let invade her
senses.


“Yeah, those were good shots,” the driver said. “Pity we couldn’t
risk you putting them between their eyes. They might still buy it, but better
if they don’t. They’re not cops, but there’ll still be a manhunt. And for what,
really…guarding this bitch as if she’s a fucking rock star? Pathetic.”


“Speaking of. She conscious?” The younger-sounding man shifted,
and Sabrina guessed he was trying to look at her. She stared back at him and
saw he wore the same type of mask as the man at the wheel. 


“Yes, unless she’s passed out from seeing me in this mask,” the
first man said and snorted. 


“Don’t think so.”


Sabrina spotted a familiar structure, a water tower, and realized
exactly where they were. A popular shopping center was located close by. She
disregarded the pain throbbing in her knees and scooted to the side of the van
as far as her strapped-in arms could reach. Her bare feet couldn’t make too
much noise against the inside panel, but she kept hammering her heels while
screaming at the top of her lungs. Maybe someone would hear her.


“Fuck!” The man in the passenger seat vaulted into the back of
the van and yanked Sabrina against him. Pressing her face into the dirty metal
floor, he pulled out something from between the seats. Duct tape. Despite her
best efforts, the man taped her mouth and wrapped it around her neck twice. For
a frightening moment, he had hovered with tape over her eyes, but to Sabrina’s
relief he decided against blindfolding her. The idea of having something so
adhesive pressed against the thin skin of her eyelids—and then ripped off—made
her tremble.


“Just relax, Sabrina,” the driver said. “We’re going to your
favorite place in the world. You’ll be on your own turf, and as you wouldn’t
let us in last time, we’re making sure this time, in a manner of speaking.”


The beach house. He had to mean the beach house. Sabrina closed
her eyes hard, hoping Darcy had overheard this threat and connected the dots.
Sabrina had told her everything, and Darcy had read Karimi’s reports. She was
relieved that she, true to habit, always kept her keys in her coat pocket. She
would open and let them in, but what these idiots might not realize was that,
as soon as she didn’t push the close-and-lock button, a silent alarm would go
to Karimi’s offices. If nobody had figured things out before then, that would
do the trick.


The van shifted lanes, turned, and drove down what had to be the
highway. The man sitting in the back with her kept her down with a knee in the
small of her back. Silent tears from pain and anxiety ran down Sabrina’s
cheeks, but she refused to make a single sound. If she started sobbing out
loud, she feared she’d start crying in earnest, and that would make her nose
become congested. She needed to be able to breathe, even if that meant inhaling
the smells of grease, metal, and cigarettes. Always sensitive to motion
sickness, Sabrina knew throwing up was another thing that could kill her, as
her mouth was taped shut. She had never been this afraid before—not even that
night fifteen years ago. What did these men want? Were they the ones she and
Darcy had theorized about? Had Darcy called Karimi? And the cops? No, Lacey had
called the cops. 


The knee in her back hurt, and she tried to shift away from it. A
hand gripped a fistful of her hair. 


“Lie still. Don’t make a sound. Got it?”


Sabrina shuddered but managed to nod. She needed to pretend to
cooperate. Buy some time. Time for Darcy to find her. 


Or the cops. Would they believe what was going on this time? 


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


“Karimi! They’ve taken her. At least two men have Sabrina!”
Yelling into her work cell phone, Darcy was already in her car where she kept
her gear. “I was on the phone with her when it happened, but I just lost the
connection. She’s in some vehicle, and I don’t dare call her back if they don’t
know she has her cell with her. She might get a chance to dial my private cell
again.”


“Good thinking. If they don’t realize it’s in the vehicle, I can
start searching for it.”


“From what I heard, and unless I misunderstood, they’re on their
way to her beach house. Not the first place we’d look right off the bat, but
then again, we would look there eventually—so what can be their reason for
taking her there?”


“God knows. Perhaps it’s a matter of intimidation? To prove to
Sabrina that they can reach her anywhere, or maybe there’s something in the
beach house they need.” Karimi murmured to someone in the background. “I’m
dispatching two units, and we’ve also reported this as a kidnapping in progress
to the police.”


Already on the ramp to the highway with Khan in the passenger
seat next to her, Darcy overtook every car in front of her. “I’m on my way. I
have Khan with me. Tell your guys and the police not to shoot him.” Glancing at
her watch, Darcy saw it had been only three minutes since Sabrina had managed
to call her. “I’ll let you know when I get there, Karimi. Got to focus on
driving so I won’t end up in a ditch, okay?”


“Later. Backup is coming. Be safe, Darcy.”


“That’s the plan.”


As she drove through East Quay fast enough to risk a hefty fine
if any of her former colleagues caught her, Darcy tried to harness her fear.
Channeling it as fury usually worked better for her, but this time, so much was
at stake. Sabrina. Darcy couldn’t think too much about how afraid her lover
must be right this minute. And Darcy wasn’t there to keep her safe. After all
their measures, Darcy’s worst fear had come true. Someone had taken the woman
she loved. If they had harmed her, even the slightest, Darcy vowed she wouldn’t
rest until she’d made these people pay. 


Forty minutes later, Darcy put a small earpiece in her left ear.
It was connected to her cell phone and smartwatch via Bluetooth, and now she
redialed Karimi by tapping her watch. Her phone was in the small leather
backpack she pulled on as Karimi answered at the other end. 


“I’m at the beach house, Karimi. Can you hear me?” The house was
dark, and the only sound Darcy could hear was the waves crashing against the
shore. Careful to not take the car too close, she had driven to the side and
turned off the ignition. Checking the gun belt with four extra clips and her
Glock, she tucked it into her back holster. She motioned for Khan to follow
her, slipped out of the car, and closed the door quietly. 


“I hear you fine. My teams are ten minutes away. Not entirely
certain how long it’ll take the police. Any movements?”


“None. It’s pitch-black here. I can’t spot any vehicles.”


“The silent alarm went off fifteen minutes ago. I have Sabrina’s
surveillance on. The feed is only up on one of her monitors in the house,
showing the driveway and the road, which means someone turned them off locally.
Perhaps these idiots think this means we can’t view anything from this end. I
suggest you circle in among the dunes and stay off the road. Once you’re under
the house, they won’t be able to see you.”


“Any other alarms I should worry about?” Darcy shivered. The wind
from the ocean was like ice against her skin, but she knew the tremors were
mainly because of an onset of nerves. Tugging the zipper on her jacket all the
way up to her neck, she moved among the dunes to the left of the road.
Crouching to make sure she didn’t cast any moving shadows, she made her way to
Sabrina’s seemingly empty house. True to his training, Khan gave no sounds as
he shadowed her.


“They haven’t disengaged her motion-sensor lights around the base
of the house,” Karimi said.


“Can you help with that?” Darcy stopped. “Wait. What the hell was
that?” With another thirty-some yards to go, she spotted a quick flicker of
light on the second floor. Darcy waited for a few moments to make sure nothing
or nobody was going to light the place up, but everything remained as dark as
before. “I saw a flicker from inside on the top floor. Not sure what that was.”


“Is it still there?”


“No.” As she and Khan reached the house and were soon underneath
it, Darcy pulled out a small flashlight with a narrow beam. “I need to get in
without making any noise. Any chance you can unlock the door remotely?”


“But of course, since nobody locked the deadbolt,” Karimi said
calmly, and she faintly heard him tap on a keyboard. “There. You’re good to
go.”


“I’m leaving Khan down here by the door, just out of sight. As I
said, don’t let anyone shoot him.” Darcy pulled her weapon and disengaged the
safety. Carefully, she pressed the door handle down and opened the door a
fraction of an inch. If Mark D’Angelo was behind this, which she believed he
was, he might have posted a guard at this level. Darcy knew she would get only
one chance to neutralize him. Judging from outside, the area around the stairs
at ground level was less than fifty square feet.


Hearing no reaction to her opening the door, Darcy waited for ten
seconds, listening intently. Karimi was quiet at his end, which helped. Pushing
the door open fast, but in a controlled manner, so it wouldn’t strike the wall
behind it, Darcy let her Glock lead her but held it close to her to keep an
unseen assailant from slamming it out of her hand.


Darcy motioned behind her for Khan to remain and keep guard with
the signs Benny had taught her to use. The German shepherd gave a muted “off,”
which was his way of telling her he understood. 


As she had suspected, the narrow foyer was empty. It was dark,
but a faint light from above, perhaps a night-light, made it possible for Darcy
to make out the contours of the stairs. “I’m in,” she whispered and hoped Karimi
could hear her, as there was no chance she dared to speak louder.


“Stay low,” she heard Karimi’s firm voice reply. “Backup from my
teams is five minutes out.”


“Ten-four.” Darcy tried the first step and closed her eyes in
relief when it didn’t creak or make any other noise. Her steps were soundless
against the carpeted stair as she slowly made her way upstairs. She had only a
rudimentary idea of the layout. The beach house had two floors, and Sabrina’s
bedroom, study, and safe room with security monitors were on the top one. Darcy
tried to picture what she’d observed from outside in the dark. It would be
logical to assume that the living-room area and possibly the kitchen were
located facing east, as Sabrina would want to be able to enjoy the view of the
ocean. 


“Fucking bitch! Tell me where you keep it, or—” A man’s angry
voice came from the top floor. 


“No.” Sabrina’s voice was calm. Too calm, but she was alive.
Darcy held on to the hope they hadn’t hurt Sabrina but also had a sickening
memory of Sabrina screaming in pain when they took her.


Darcy made a quick search of the first floor to be certain it was
empty. When she had made sure and also memorized the layout of each room, she
remained as far as she could from the stairs and whispered, “At least one man
with Sabrina on the top floor. He wants her to give him something, but she
refuses. My guess is it’s Mark D’Angelo.”


“Ten-four. Unless her life is in imminent danger, wait for
backup, Darcy.” Karimi’s serious voice was clear. “You’re no use to her if you
only hand them a second hostage.”


“I’m well aware, Karimi. No matter what D’Angelo has done,
Sabrina must unknowingly have proof of it.”


A muted cry from the upper floor made Darcy jump and slide closer
to the stairs, her back to the wall. “Listen,” she whispered.


“It doesn’t matter what you try to do here,” Sabrina said, her
voice strained. “You can burn the place down, but all my work will still be on
the company cloud server. On several, in fact. If you kill me, which must be
the plan since you’ve taken off your masks, you will still go to jail, not only
for embezzling, Mark, but for murder in the first degree. Life without parole,
that’s what I predict for you. As for your friend over there, I don’t know what
his cut in your scheme is, but I hope you pay him well for taking such a risk.”


Darcy gaped at how matter-of-fact Sabrina sounded. Either she was
set on buying time, or she had resigned herself to her potential fate, which
didn’t sound like her at all. Sabrina was a fighter, but did she have to try to
persuade them to kill her?


“Don’t you worry. We know what we’re doing. You’re going to give
us the code to your system, and my friend here is, by a fortunate happenstance,
a computer whiz.”


“Oh, my God. It’s like watching a farce.” Sabrina groaned. “What
the hell is wrong with you that makes it impossible for you to grasp what I’m
saying? Some computer whiz you are over there. Should I guess your name
perhaps? Charles Ivers?”


“Shut up, you bitch.” Another, higher, voice echoed down the
stairs. “How the hell do you know?”


“Thank you for confirming my guess.” Sabrina snorted. “I’ve had
the misfortune of meeting your brother Steve. Ah!” Something clattered to the
floor.


“I said, shut up. No use fighting us,” Mark’s hoarser voice
grunted. “Just shut the fuck up.”



Darcy’s stomach clenched so badly now, she had to swallow against
the threatening bile.


“Jesus…oh, Jesus…” Suddenly Sabrina’s voice sounded younger and
far from calm. “So it is you.”


“Fuck. She figured it out, Mark,” the higher voice called out. “Get
on with that info you need. It’s time to get out of here.”


“Tell us the code to your system now, or we cut our losses as we
cut your throat,” Mark D’Angelo roared.


“No!” A loud banging noise almost drowned out Sabrina’s scream.


“That’s it, Karimi, I’m going in.” Her weapon ready, Darcy ran up
the stairs, doing her best to remain inaudible. As she reached the upper level
of Sabrina’s house, she saw the light on in one of the rooms to the left. She
moved along the wall in the dark hallway, careful not to nudge any of the
paintings or lamp sconces. Reaching the door, she stood out of sight of the two
men but saw Sabrina sitting taped to the computer chair at the desk. A large
computer screen lit up her face, and Darcy clenched her jaws at the sight of
Sabrina’s swollen lips, where remnants of duct tape were still visible in some
places and had torn off the thin skin in others. It infuriated her to see some
of the tape wound way too tight around Sabrina’s neck.


“One last time, bitch.” A handsome man that Darcy recognized
appeared behind Sabrina. He took her by the throat and gripped the area around
her larynx. “You’ve figured things out, but you can still choose which way you
die. Agonizingly slow or quick and pain free.”


“You really need to pay attention. No matter what you do to me,
you’re doomed. I won’t tell you since you’ll kill me anyway. I will fucking
haunt you forever while you rot in prison.” Sabrina spat at him, looking so
furious and afraid, Darcy knew this was it. She shifted slightly, wanting to know
the exact position of the second guy, but her foot caught in the narrow rug
that ran along the entire hallway. It didn’t make much of a sound but enough
for Mark’s head to snap up. 


“Someone’s in the house,” he said. “Check it out, Charlie.”


Darcy cursed herself. He was coming her way.


“Shit.” The man with the higher voice moved, and that was all
Darcy needed. 


She shifted her balance and kicked the half-open door in, staying
low as she yelled, “Don’t move!” To her astonishment this guy looked like Ivers’s
twin, but slightly older. She kept the gun on him and motioned for him to sit
down in a chair close to the window. “Here,” she said. “Cuff yourself to the
table. Careful to keep your hands where I can see them. And if you think I
won’t shoot, you’re sorely mistaken.” Grimacing, the man who had to be Charles
Ivers did as she said.


Glancing at Sabrina and Mark, she pulled her lips up and growled.
“Let her go.” Her hand held the gun steady. “As in now, or you’re a dead man.”


“Speaking of dying, that’s just what this bitch is doing, right
now.” Mark D’Angelo looked outraged, his expression changing him from a
handsome man to a monster. He squeezed Sabrina’s neck, and she began to thrash
against his grip, gasping for air.


“Let her go!” Darcy didn’t hesitate. She tried to make sure Ivers
was truly cuffing himself to the table, when she aimed at D’Angelo. Holding her
breath, she fired. D’Angelo staggered back, hit in the shoulder, just by the
clavicle, which might have shattered, judging from his roars of pain. He fell
back onto the desk and began to slide to the floor.


“God. Darcy…” Sabrina was free to draw new breaths. 


Darcy moved across the room, keeping her Glock still raised and
ready, set on pushing Sabrina away from the men, when she spotted movement
behind D’Angelo, who half sat on the floor, leaning against the desk next to
Sabrina. Ivers raised his free hand and pointed a gun at her. Sabrina kicked
her leg out just as he pulled the trigger, and an invisible sledgehammer hit
the left side of Darcy’s torso, making her stumble back. She saw Ivers raise
his weapon again, this time aiming for Sabrina’s head. Darcy knew he wouldn’t
miss at that short distance. 


Straining to lift her arm and aim, Darcy found she was trembling
so badly, she could barely move. Using both hands to try again, Darcy managed
to raise her Glock, but the pain in her side sent her to her knees. This time
Ivers was going to shoot Sabrina right in front of her, and Darcy couldn’t do a
fucking thing to stop it. She had failed Sabrina.


“I’m sorry—” A large shadow seemed to hover above her. It looked
much like a beast with bright-yellow eyes and the sharpest of long white fangs
when it landed on top of Ivers just as his gun went off.


Darcy’s world shrank to a tiny, bright pinhead at the end of a
tunnel. She heard voices yelling and increasing in number. A dog howled. She
tried to speak, thinking she needed to secure the scene and start taking
statements. But no, not anymore. That was before. Now she was going to jail for
killing someone a second time. This time, fate wouldn’t let her forget.
“Sabrina…” Darcy barely recognized her own voice, which was so husky and little
more than a whisper.


“Darcy, oh, God, Darcy. You’re bleeding. He must have hit an
artery. We need paramedics!” 


That was her. Her queen. The creature who would never be hers
now, but whom Darcy loved with her dying breath. 


“Stay awake. Darcy. Look at me. Please, look at me and tell me
you’ll fight. I need you to show all that courage one more time. Darcy. Darcy!”


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


Sabrina refused to move as the paramedics took care of
Darcy. The amount of blood pooling on the floor made her feel sick, but she
refused to give in to her nausea. Swallowing hard, she held on to the one of
Darcy’s hands that didn’t have an IV going. It was cold, clammy, and completely
still in hers. 


“Darcy?” she said with a raspy, aching voice. “Look at me. Just
open those gorgeous eyes and look at me.” She couldn’t care less about who
overheard her.


A muted whimper from the other end of the room drew Sabrina’s
attention. Khan. The large dog sat next to a female police officer, who
tenderly cleaned what looked like a bad tear to his left ear. Khan whined a few
times but allowed the woman to wrap the ear in adhesive bandages. “This guy
needs a vet to stitch him up ASAP,” the officer said to a tall woman standing
next to her. She was familiar. Oh. Yes. Detective Lomax.


“See to it, Officer Ossian.”


“Yes, ma’am.” The young woman had made a leash by using some
belts and now led the limping dog out of the room.


“How are you holding up, Ms. Hawk?” Detective Lomax lowered
herself next to Sabrina and Darcy. 


“I’m fine,” Sabrina said. She was so tired, she couldn’t muster
any of her old resentment toward the police right now. 


“I know it looks bad for Flynn, but she’s a fighter. We have a
helicopter coming in a few minutes to take you to Rhode Island Hospital in
Providence.” Detective Lomax cautiously placed a hand on Sabrina’s shoulder.
“You need to be looked at as well. You’ve gone through hell this evening.”


“She lost so much blood.” Sabrina eyed the darkening pool beneath
the gurney. “She saved me…and now…”


“And now you need to be strong for her.”


That last comment seemed to settle something within Sabrina.
“Yes.” She glanced around her. “What about the men? Mark D’Angelo and Ivers?”


“Ivers? That’s the name of the second guy?” Lomax blinked. “He’s
unconscious and without any ID on him. Are you sure his name is Ivers?”


“Yes. I remember them both from college. He was a senior then. So
was D’Angelo. I didn’t know them, not personally. They…they assaulted me. Three
men. These two and one more. And now this. One of them might have a scar if
it’s them. I bit one guy very hard back then. Broke the skin.” Sabrina flinched
as the paramedics readied Darcy’s gurney to be moved. 


“Another gurney is coming for you while we load this one,” one of
the paramedics said to Sabrina. “Just hang in there. We’ll have both of you in
the ER before you know it.”


Sabrina had to let go of Darcy’s hand as they maneuvered the
gurney through the narrow hallway. “Can’t I just walk down with her?” She tried
to get up, but her legs wouldn’t carry her. “Please?”


“No. Stay here. The second gurney is coming. We can’t have you
break your neck on the stairs. Darcy Flynn would never let me live if I didn’t
keep you safe.” Lomax smiled gently. “When your doctor has cleared you to talk
to me, I’m going to have to discuss with you again about what’s been going on
the last few weeks—and also about the assault in college.”


“All right.” The only thing Sabrina cared about right now was
joining Darcy in the helicopter. 


“Charlie? Charlie?” A man’s strong, shouting voice echoed through
the beach house. 


Sabrina began to shake, and Lomax pulled yet another blanket
around her shoulders. “Don’t worry. I’ll go check on who’s causing—”


A tall man entered the room, staring at the paramedics working on
the two men on the floor. Steve Ivers. His eyes fell on Lomax and Sabrina.


“Someone downstairs said Flynn came close to fucking killing my
brother,” he snarled. “Is that him?” He pushed himself over to the other Ivers,
whom paramedics were tending to. “Oh, God. Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no…” He fell
to his knees next to the still man. “Is he dead?”


“Are you his family member?” the female paramedic asked calmly.


“I’m his brother.” 


“No. He injured his head after falling backward and hitting it.”


“Flynn did that?” Ivers stared at the paramedic.


“No,” one of the other police officers said. “A large German
shepherd went nuts and ran up here. We heard a shot and came in just in time to
see the dog stand on top of your brother, who was still holding his gun. He
almost took half the dog’s ears off.” The officer shook his head. “I don’t know
what your brother’s been up to, Ivers, but this is seriously fucked up.” He
tugged at Ivers’s arm. “Let’s get out of here and let the paramedics do their
job.”


“But how did Flynn…?”


“Darcy Flynn isn’t the villain in this scenario, Ivers. You’ve
spent three years telling everyone how she shot an innocent boy, but this time
you don’t know what went down, and I order you to keep your mouth shut. I’m
tired of your bellyaching.” Lomax motioned for him to leave. “Take the night
off and go be with your parents. They’ll need you now that your brother’s injured.”
She frowned. “As I said, that’s an order.”


“Brothers. I don’t get it.” Sabrina noticed how she slurred and
how it was getting more and more difficult to sit up. Slumping to the side, she
felt Lomax holding on to her while she talked to someone else.


“In here. Perfect timing. Ms. Hawk looks like she’s going to
faint if she doesn’t lie down. Can you cut the damn duct tape from her neck
before she chokes? You have gloves on? Good. In here.” She held up an evidence
bag. “Excellent. Better, Sabrina?”


“Yes.” Sabrina couldn’t faint. Now when it was easier to breathe,
she needed to remain lucid enough to check on Darcy. As the paramedics wheeled
her through her house and carried her down the stairs, she spotted Karimi
standing just outside the door, smiling gently as he saw her.


“Darcy is hanging in there. You need to do the same,” Karimi said
and raised both her hands to his lips. “I’ll come by the hospital later, after
I wrap things up with our friends on the force.”


“Thanks.” Sabrina saw the helicopter down on the beach, waiting
to take her and Darcy to the hospital. Its rotors were whipping up the sand
around it, but the paramedics covered her entirely with a blanket as they
walked with her gurney toward the helicopter. The flopping sound made her
headache worse, but she was strapped in tightly and couldn’t cover her ears. 


Once they had loaded her onto the helicopter, someone placed a
headset over her ears that helped reduce the noise and made it possible for her
to communicate.


“Darcy?” Sabrina managed to say, her mouth so dry, her tongue
felt glued to the roof of it. “How is she doing?”


“Sabrina? I’m Tamara, your nurse aboard the helicopter.” An
African-American woman leaned over her, placing a blood-pressure cuff around
her arm. 


“Darcy? The other woman in here. How is she?” 


“She your friend?”


“Yes.” 


“She’s holding her own.”


Sabrina wanted to believe this, but fear held her in a strong
grip, and she needed to see Darcy for herself. She struggled against the
straps, trying to sit up. Pain shot through her back, and she whimpered but
kept trying to free herself.


“Hey. Easy there. Your blood pressure is a bit elevated and so is
your heart rate, Sabrina. You need to lie down and try to relax. Once we’re at
the hospital, I’m sure you can visit with your friend after you’ve both been
checked out and your injuries dealt with.”


“Actually, she’s not just my friend. She’s…she’s more. So much
more…” Sabrina felt the world around her start to spin and she closed her eyes,
sobbing now. “She’s so much more.”


“Honey. I promise you she’s stable. I wouldn’t lie to you,
Sabrina. All right?”


The calm tone of the nurse’s voice soothed Sabrina to some
extent, but it didn’t help with her overwhelming feelings of guilt. Darcy was
wounded because of her. If she had been more careful, less in denial,
everything could have been solved earlier. 


Darcy had to live. No matter if she forgave Sabrina or wanted a
future with her, she had to live.


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


Darcy slowly opened her eyes. Everything within sight was
white and blurry. Where was she? What had happened? Was she back in the
hospital after her concussion…no, wait…that was a long time ago. 


Voices and footsteps, but muted, as if they were outside a door,
strengthened her theory that it was indeed a hospital. Was she sick? Wounded?
Closing her eyes, she tried to sort through the images flickering through the
haze in her mind. Gunshots? Yes. Several. Angry, panicked voices. A howling
dog. Sabrina screaming her name…Sabrina!


Darcy snapped her eyes wide open again and moaned as the light
stung like heated needles. “Sabrina…” Her voice was little more than a husky
whisper, but someone squeezed her hand right away. A slender, slightly cold
hand was holding hers.


“Oh, my God. Darcy?” A beloved face leaned over her, pale and
with dark circles under her pale-gray eyes. Sabrina. “You’re awake.” Teardrops
landed on Darcy’s cheek, but they weren’t hers. Sabrina was crying.


“I’m in the hospital?” Darcy shifted in bed, only to regret her
movement instantly as pain shot through her left side. “Ow. Ow! What the fuck?”


“Try to be still, darling. You were shot and they performed
surgery on you. But you’re going to be fine. The bullet broke a rib, then
shattered and hit some blood vessels. They were concerned you might suffer a
pneumothorax, but you didn’t.” More tears ran down Sabrina’s pale cheeks, and
she wiped at them with a trembling hand. “I’m so sorry, darling. I’ll never
forgive myself for doing this to you.”


“You shot me?” Darcy frowned, her mind so fuzzy that nothing made
any sort of sense. How had that happened?


“What? No! No, of course not. Ivers shot you.”


“My former partner?” This was getting weirder by the second.
Darcy coughed and then winced at the pain in her side again. “Ow.”


“Shh. Easy.” Sabrina pulled her chair closer and held on to
Darcy’s hand and kept caressing her cheeks and hair. “No, not that Ivers.
Remember what we found out? His older brother, who went to the same college as
I did. He was one of the guys…one of those guys among the dunes. The second was
Mark D’Angelo.” Sabrina shuddered visibly, and Darcy squeezed her hand.


“What the hell…are the odds for that?” Looking up at Sabrina, she
blinked several times to clear her blurry vision.


“No idea. It’s crazy. Your Ivers had a virtual meltdown over his
brother being injured, but once he learned of his brother’s latest stunts, he
became really subdued. Lomax sent him home, and later, his lieutenant had to do
the same, so I’m told.”


Darcy was exhausted and couldn’t quite care about Ivers—or his
brother. “What time is it? What about your guys? Your bodyguards?” 


“One thing at a time.” Sabrina checked her watch. “It’s eight
p.m. the day after you were shot. You were in and out of consciousness for
quite some time after your surgery. As for Emerson, his bullet went straight
through his shoulder, missing bones and major arteries. He’s already on his
feet and has told the police what he saw. Logan was hit in the shoulder, and
he’s had major surgery on it. I’m afraid he has a long convalescence ahead of
him, with physical therapy.” Sabrina sighed and squeezed Darcy’s hand. “I did
visit him just before I came back here. I think his wife is going to have to
hold him back, as he was asking the physical therapists to show themselves at
his bedside right this instant.” She shook her head.


Darcy shifted carefully onto her side that didn’t hurt so much,
and that’s when she saw the bruise that covered almost half of Sabrina’s face.
“Sabrina! Your face!” She extended a trembling hand, but Sabrina caught it and
pressed her lips to Darcy’s palm.


“I’m fine. A mild concussion and some contusions that will
self-heal. I’m sore everywhere after being manhandled by those apes.” Sabrina
kissed Darcy’s hand again, this time her knuckles. “You saved me and got hurt
in the process.”


“I was afraid I’d be too late,” Darcy whispered and drew a
trembling breath. “When you managed to keep your phone with you, I was afraid
it would get broken or run low on batteries, but Karimi tracked you. It was
clever, but dangerous, for you to talk with the kidnappers in a way that helped
us know exactly where you were going.”


“I had to do something. They shot my guards, who risked their
lives to protect mine. And it damn near got you killed as well.” Sabrina hid
her face against Darcy’s shoulder. “This is on me. All of it. My past. My
problem.”


Darcy could barely find any words at first. She wanted to curl up
around Sabrina and reassure her but had a strong feeling that wouldn’t help.
Sabrina had obviously convinced herself she was responsible for the actions of
two criminals. Consolation was not what she needed. “You know that’s a
weird-ass way to look at this, right?” Darcy ignored the pain to make her voice
strong. “These guys damn near raped you in college and let you live with the
trauma of that, not to mention I’m sure they enjoyed how you had to suffer
victim-blaming for years. Then they carry out some financial scam they need you
to make go away—and when you refuse, they abuse you and me.”


Sabrina raised her head, and her pale eyes were huge as she
stared at Darcy. “And Khan,” she whispered. “They shot Khan.” 


“What?” Squeezing Sabrina’s hand so hard it made her yelp, Darcy
could hear the howling dog in her mind. Of course. It had been Khan. “Is he…is
he…?”


“He’s okay. Last I saw he had a bandaged ear, but that was it. He
saved us both, ultimately. Ivers had a gun, and Khan came flying through the
room when he aimed it at my head. Lomax told me if Khan hadn’t jumped like he
did, the bullet would have killed me. She said they’re putting him up for some
sort of canine medal.”


“Whoa…” Darcy slumped back against the pillows. “Lomax, huh?”


“Yes. She’s pretty okay, actually. As soon as I tell everyone
you’re awake and talking, she’s going to need a statement from you. Karimi has
already told them a lot, so I can imagine you just have to fill in the blanks.”


“Good. I’m a bit tired.” 


“Me too.” Sabrina smiled wistfully. “It’s a miracle we survived.
Especially you.”


“My queen. How could I ever leave you?” Darcy whispered. 


Sabrina inhaled deeply and sucked her lower lip in between her
lips. If she had done that to combat the rising of tears, she failed
gloriously. Darcy ran cold, trembling fingertips along Sabrina’s bruised
temple. 


“Can you forgive me?” Sabrina leaned forward and placed her cheek
on Darcy’s pillow. Their lips almost touched when they murmured the
all-important words to each other. “I endangered so many by being a stubborn
bitch.”


“Nothing to forgive. I—I love you, Sabrina. I have for much
longer than you know.” Increasing pain shot through her side, and Darcy knew
she would need to buzz the nurses for more pain medication soon but didn’t want
to move at all right now.


“Darcy.” Sabrina pressed her lips to Darcy’s. “I love you so
much. And now I can tell you’re going far too pale on me. I’m alerting the
staff.” She pressed the buzzer. 


“But I want you all to myself,” Darcy said. 


“And you will have me. We have plenty of time. If you want to?”
Cupping Darcy’s cheek, Sabrina placed small kisses on her lips.


“Oh, God, yes. I want to.” 


Darcy could barely believe Sabrina’s words, but here she was, the
woman of her dreams, the queen of her heart, telling her everything she wanted
to hear. If this was only some medically induced dream state, she didn’t want
to wake up.


Someone cleared their voice gently. “I understand that kissing
induces endorphins, but I think Ms. Flynn needs a bit more of the real deal.” 


Glancing up at the tall nurse, Darcy had to smile. “Yes, please.”


“You’ll feel better in a moment, darling.” Sabrina kissed Darcy
again.


“Keep that up and I’ll be ready for anything.”


“Hey, no fancy stunts now,” the nurse said. “Don’t think I
haven’t heard what you pulled off yesterday. Both of you.” She regarded the two
of them with a pensive look on her face. “Though I think I can persuade the
doctor on call that it’s medically a good idea if the two of you share this
room. That way, Ms. Hawk won’t have to sleep in a chair against medical
advice—again.”


“Could you do that?” Darcy relaxed into the mattress and pillows.
“That’d be great.”


“I can see just mentioning it helped you. Let me work my magic
and we’ll see, okay?” The nurse nodded at them and left the room.


“I don’t want to be away from you. If they don’t bring my bed,
I’ll still sleep in this chair.” Sabrina was clearly adamant. 


“I think the nurse will fix it.” 


Darcy had faith, and she turned out to be right. Soon, two other
nurses rolled in another bed and placed it next to Darcy’s.


As they lay there together, hand in hand, Darcy knew, sore as she
was, she had never been more content. From the serene look on Sabrina’s face as
she drifted off to sleep, neither had she.


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


Eryn Goddard, the editor-in-chief at the local East Quay
newspaper, carried a plate stacked with pastries into the hospital room, and
only moments later, Meghan, just off the clock, joined them with thermoses full
of coffee and tea. Sabrina moved her laptop away from the table and handed
Darcy the remote for the bed so she could sit up.


“Looks like chocolate-chip cookies, darling.” Sabrina winked at
Darcy, who after three days had regained the color in her cheeks. “And a change
of scenery with the company.”


“Ah. You know just how to tempt me, Eryn.” Darcy lit up and
grabbed a cookie before Eryn had a chance to put it on the table.


“God, you’re like a child,” Meghan said, snickering. “I swear,
your progress from age five has moved very slowly when it comes to certain
things like manners.”


Darcy stuck her tongue out at her cousin before she bit into the
cookie. 


Detective Lomax appeared in the doorway. “Am I intruding?”


Sabrina had to stop herself from acting like her old self,
especially since she found Lomax to be one of the better cops she’d met. “Not
at all. Come in. What can we do for you, Detective?”


“Nadine, please.” Stepping inside, Lomax stood by the foot of
Darcy’s bed. “I’m glad to see you doing so much better, Darcy.”


“Thank you.” Darcy didn’t offer any more comments but regarded
Nadine with a slight frown.


“I wanted to come by to see you and Sabrina…to update you in
person about the latest development. You deserve to hear it from me before it
hits the news.” She glanced at Eryn. “As you are here in the capacity of a
friend, I assume, Ms. Goddard, I want to stress that this is off the record
unless Darcy and Sabrina state otherwise. All right?”


“Sure.” Eryn poured coffee for herself and Meghan and then tea
for Sabrina and Darcy. “Coffee or tea, Detective?” It was obvious that Eryn and
Nadine wouldn’t continue on a first-name basis. 


“Coffee, please. Thank you.”


“Take a seat, Nadine,” Sabrina said.


Pulling up one of the foldable chairs stacked against the wall,
Nadine cleared her throat. “First, we’re working on building a solid case
toward D’Angelo and Ivers. The pathologist has matched the faint, but obvious
scar on Mark’s hand with your dental records, Sabrina. That’s one more nail in
the coffin when it comes to the assault charges. As for Charles Ivers, I’m not
sure if it’s his head injury that has made him more forthcoming, but he’s said
some things on record that he could only know if he’d been part of the trio
that attacked you fifteen years ago. As there is no statute of limitation for
sexual assault in Rhode Island, he’s been charged with that—as has Mark
D’Angelo. Something tells me you aren’t their only casualty, Sabrina. When guys
this violent finally get caught, other victims tend to come out of the
woodwork. I think the same will happen here when we start interviewing
colleagues and former students from their high school and college.” 


Lomax sipped her coffee. “As for Mark D’Angelo, his doting
grandparents, Carla and Bruno Constanzo, are shocked and devastated to learn
about Mark embezzling millions from their private funds. Once we dug into their
records it became obvious to the forensic economist what you would have found
when you started doing their taxes, Sabrina. We think Mark intended to replace
the money with the company funds now that he is, or was, the president of their
restaurant chain. Apparently, Mark meant to substitute the millions he stole
from his grandparents with money he intended to instead embezzle from the
seafood chain he’d just taken over. Talk about putting out fire with kerosene.”


“Then why stalk Sabrina and risk being found out that way?” Darcy
held her tea mug close to her chest. 


Nadine nodded. “I know. The trick was to coerce Sabrina to give
up the documents his grandparents had begun sharing when they chose her to do
their taxes and manage their money, or, as they attempted, to force her to
erase them from her system. He hasn’t admitted it yet, but he probably thought
he’d struck gold when he learned he could kill two birds with one stone if he
got rid of Sabrina altogether. Since his scar was the only thing that tied him
to the assault against you, he wanted you gone.”


“Are these guys complete idiots?” Eryn bit into a cookie and
chewed it energetically. “If they’d killed Sabrina after having her erase stuff
about his grandparents on her system, that would’ve been a bright-red flag when
the Constanzos eventually found out. A clear motive.” She shook her head, her
long, red braid jumping off her shoulder.


“Right. Not the brightest of moves, especially since Sabrina is
still alive and can testify against them, and the doctors here, Darcy’s
testimony, and the crime-scene investigators will back her up. They’re both
going down on kidnapping charges. As it is very clear to the DA they planned
this for quite a while, life without parole is on the table. Then there’s the
serious matter of Charles shooting Emerson and Logan.”


Sabrina moved from her chair by the table to Darcy and sat down
on the side of her bed. Darcy leaned against her shoulder. “The sick part was
how they stalked you, even before this. I’m sure they got off on it somehow,
the twisted little fuckers.” Darcy rubbed her cheek against Sabrina’s arm. 


“Which brings me to a more unforeseen matter.” Nadine sipped her
coffee. Placing the mug back on the table, she squared her shoulders. “It
regards you, Darcy.”


“Me?” 


Sabrina felt Darcy tense up and gently slid her arm around her
and pulled her closer.


“Yes. As I mentioned, Charles Ivers became a good deal more
loose-lipped as he was dealing with a concussion. His brother Steve was at
first adamant that Charles was an innocent bystander in your kidnapping,
Sabrina, that Charles had no idea what Mark’s intentions were. Steve insisted
on hanging around the station, and that way he learned more and more how deeply
involved in this his brother is, that he nearly killed the two bodyguards and
fired at Sabrina, who was saved by a dog. Learning about this, he switched
moods, became angry and volatile. When we were taking Charles back to his cell
after questioning him, Steve flew across the bullpen, charging right toward his
brother.”


“Shit. Really?” Darcy gripped the side of the blanket over her
legs hard. 


“He started shouting at Charles, saying how he’d disgraced the
Ivers family and him as a cop in particular, and how he’d enjoy watching him go
down, and so on. Apparently, he knew about Charles getting into the money
somehow, but not any of the details. He even disclosed what a good marksman
Charles is and that it had to be him who shot Sabrina’s bodyguards. That, along
with the hunting rifle we found in their van parked behind the beach house, is
pretty damning evidence.” Nadine smiled maliciously. “I bet Steve Ivers hadn’t
counted on Charles retaliating. Or he was angry and humiliated standing there
among his peers, enough to not think clearly. At least ten cops present in the
bullpen overheard Charles growling at his younger brother about how he had the
audacity to say all that to him when Steve wasn’t much better.”


“What?” Sabrina kept caressing the tense muscles of Darcy’s
shoulders. “What did he mean?”


“Charles stated, very loudly, that Steve had set you up when it
came to the boardwalk shooting.”


Darcy gasped, and Sabrina could hardly believe what Nadine was
saying.


“He what?” Darcy whispered. 


“I was about to take Steve in for questioning, but can you
believe it? Ivers’s current partner, Taylor, was right there, yanking Steve
along by the collar and dragging him into interrogation room two. He slammed
him down on the chair and cuffed him to the table before I even got a word
out.” Lomax regarded Darcy with obvious regret. “I chose to have Taylor with me
there when I interrogated your former partner. As it turned out, he seemed to
know he had reached the end of the line, in a sense. Very subdued and, I would
say, remorseful, almost, Steve told the true story of what happened that
night.”


“Am I ready to hear this?” Darcy said, shaking all over. “I’ve
lived with contempt hurled at me from all directions for so long. If it wasn’t
for Meghan and her family, I would have left East Quay a long time ago.” She
clung to Sabrina, looking up at her. “You…think I can?”


“I think you really need to hear this,” Lomax said firmly.
“What’s the last thing you remember before your concussion?”


“Uhm…” Darcy dried her eyes. “We were up on the top of the beach,
right below the smaller dunes. Tons of kids were having a beach party, but not
very well organized at that point. Drunk kids wandered in all directions, and
some of them were doing other drugs for sure. There were rumors of knives being
wielded. Then we heard some of the kids were hiding under the boardwalk to try
to escape the cops. Ivers and I ran down there. I pulled my weapon out as the
screaming under there seemed to come from all directions. I could see barely
one yard, perhaps two, in front of me before I turned on my flashlight. After
that, I can’t remember anything until I woke up.”


“Here’s Steve’s new and improved recollection.” Lomax leaned
forward, resting her arms on the surface of the table. “You first went down the
stairs and in under the boardwalk. Steve was right behind you. He says you both
heard loud voices farther in underneath, and you both drew your weapons and
flashlights. Steve claims it was misty and dark around the columns, and it was
hard to see where you were going despite the flashlights. After a few moments,
Steve was certain he saw several people approach through the mist and darkness
and raised his weapon. You were ahead of him to the left, and he meant to nudge
you out of the way so he had a clear shot when he stumbled and fell into you.”


“Oh, God.” Darcy drew shallow, trembling breaths. “Go on.”


“You fell, and he heard your head hit the foundation of one of
the columns. The voices came closer, and he meant to raise his gun again, but
it was gone. He’d dropped it and couldn’t see it anywhere. Panicked now, he
found you lying unconscious in the sand, still holding your weapon. Steve took
it and raised it together with his flashlight to where the sound was coming
from. The next thing he knew, a shadowy figure ran between the columns toward
him. He realized he should identify himself as a policeman and give the person
a chance to stop and back off, but he was so afraid, he raised his gun and
fired, hit one of the columns, fired again, and hit the young man, who fell
back into the sand, bleeding. Steve rushed forward and saw, not only was this
college kid not armed, but he was in fact naked.”


“Sabrina?” Darcy moaned and hid her face against her. “This can’t
be happening.”


“Shh. Go on, Nadine. I’ve got her.” Sabrina held Darcy tight and
tried to absorb her stress.


“So now he had a wounded young man, unarmed and naked, and Steve
was a rookie with only eight months on the force as your partner under his
belt.” Pausing, Lomax sighed. “But he’s more resourceful than you’d think at
first glance. He decided to blame you for the bad shooting, but of course he
was aware of the issue with gunshot residue. Since you both wore latex gloves
after going through some kids’ pockets, he decided to switch gloves with you. That
way you’d end up with the GSR and he’d be pristine. It only took him a moment
to switch with you, and then he called in the shooting and began taking care of
the injured young man, ‘saving his life.’” Lomax made a face of disgust. “His
only worry was if the boy had seen who shot him, but as it was so dark down
there and he had shone the flashlight at the kid, he didn’t think it would pose
a problem. And it didn’t—except for you.”


Meghan gaped at Lomax. “How could he possibly know Darcy wouldn’t
remember?” 


“He didn’t. He was prepared to make Darcy sound more concussed
than she was by simply stating his false facts and maintaining that she must
indeed have partial amnesia. At this point, Forensics supported his claims. You
had a rep for being quite intense, Darcy, and the ones among your peers who
envied your popularity among the brass were all too ready to take what Steve
said at face value.”


“Me too,” Darcy said. She freed herself from Sabrina’s embrace
but kept holding her hands. “I mean, I
believed him.” Her voice was hollow, and the tightness around her eyes made
Sabrina want to drive down to the police station and go after Steve Ivers with
a baseball bat. Darcy trembled, and tears ran down her cheeks. “Three years.
Three fucking years I believed I destroyed a young kid’s life. So many people
hated me, but most of all, I hated myself. When the boy went on the local TV
news and said he forgave me after we settled out of court, I couldn’t show myself
for months. If it hadn’t been for Meghan, I would’ve given up at that
point…despite the way I kept questioning why I’d thrown away five years of
experience when I couldn’t remember being the least bit nervous or afraid. I’d
faced worse and never had the inclination to shoot first and ask later.”


“Is there any evidence to corroborate Ivers’s confession so he
won’t take it back?” Sabrina asked, stroking Darcy’s ponytail.


Lomax began to smile, and Sabrina realized the detective had
saved the best for last. “The evidence box was preserved, of course, and
Taylor, Ivers’s current partner, made me promise to get it and not let it out
of my sight until Forensics could get their hands on it. It was good to see how
he changed his outlook on his partner. I wouldn’t be surprised if he shows up
at one point to apologize. He’s not a bad guy at all, but he is younger than
Steve and impressed by his ‘heroic’ past.” Lomax made exaggerated quotation
marks in the air and then took another sip of her coffee. “So I did. I got the
box and handed it over to the guys in the lab. They retested everything, and as
the big deal was the gloves, both yours and Steve’s, I asked them to pay extra
attention to them. I had their boss on the phone already after a few hours.
They managed to isolate fingerprints on the inside of the gloves—two of yours
in both gloves, and four of Steve Ivers’s fingerprints and partial palmprints
of his in the glove with gun residue. The rest of the prints were smudged, but
there was enough for her to tell me what had gone down.”


“And?” Eryn bit her lip and patted Meghan’s hand as Darcy’s
cousin cried silently. 


“What this means is, both Darcy and Steve wore each set of latex
gloves. Only the one found on Darcy had the GSR. Logically, the only
explanation is that Steve speaks the truth. He shot at the boy with Darcy’s gun,
switched gloves, and placed the gun back in her hand before he pretended to be
the hero and stopped the kid’s bleeding.”


“But it was my gun…” Darcy stuttered and shook so badly, Sabrina
became worried about her stitches coming out. “The ballistics confirmed it was my gun. The residue was
on my gloves. Everyone said…” She glanced at Meghan, who smiled even if her
tears also flowed freely. “Almost
everyone said I was the one to blame. I couldn’t believe it, but intellectually
I did—I trusted the evidence.”


“What else could you do, darling?” Sabrina held Darcy and rocked
her gently to not aggravate her stitches. “That’s what you’re trained to do as
a police officer. Follow the clues and trust the forensics. Even I know that.”


Lomax sighed. “The biggest mistake was to fully trust the rookie
instead of the seasoned cop. And my predecessor should have tested the inside
of the gloves—which I think we all assumed he did.”


“Wow.” Darcy wiped at her tears with the blanket. “Lomax. Thank
you.”


“Nadine. Please.” Even Lomax’s eyes were shiny with tears. “I
can’t say how sorry I am that this didn’t come to pass three years ago. You
didn’t deserve this. I think this’ll teach everyone at the station something.
Actually, all of East Quay. I can imagine there will be a lot to deal with in
the aftermath, legally speaking. The poor guy will have to sue again—the right
person this time.”


“Oh, God. Poor thing. Hasn’t he suffered enough?” Darcy sighed
and leaned farther into Sabrina. 


“Something tells me he’ll have help from a lot of people at the
station and a few others. East Quay will rally behind him again.”


“Darcy and I’ll be among them,” Sabrina said and kissed the top
of Darcy’s head. 


“Count me in,” Meghan said.


“And my paper.” Eryn smiled. “If I can write about it?”


“As soon as we have all our ducks lined up and ready to quack.”
Lomax returned their smiles.


“How are you feeling?” Sabrina knew she had asked that question
too many times the last few days, but she couldn’t help herself. Darcy’s
wellbeing was paramount.


“Numb. Relieved. Afraid. Nervous. Shaken.”


“Hey, who can blame you, Darcy?” Eryn leaned forward with her
elbows on her knees. “I will respect how you want to do this, but in my
opinion, the public needs to know about this situation, once it’s official. You
deserve to have the truth broadcast, and everyone needs to hear it. Especially
the ones banging on your house in the middle of the night during those first,
horrible six months.”


“I can’t believe that both our lives have changed this much in
such a short time.” She held on to Sabrina and tipped her head back. “Do you
feel shell-shocked too?”


Sabrina could barely speak. To have what happened to her fifteen
years ago solved, intertwined with what had happened to Darcy, was almost too
much to fathom. She had no idea how to tackle it, but she trusted they would
face it together. “I do,” Sabrina murmured. “Mostly because of you. You’re the
true miracle in all this.”


“Oh, God. I think that’s our cue. These two need to figure out
some stuff, and I can tell when everyone else is redundant.” Meghan stood and
motioned toward the door. “I’ll be back to pack up all the cookies and
thermoses later,” she said, and Darcy shot her a glance. 


“No need to take the cookies.” She smiled and nodded to the three
women by the doorway. “Thank you. All of you.”


“Hey, it’s not often I’m the bearer of slightly better news,”
Lomax said. “Take care, and I’ll be in touch in a few days with another update.
Call me if you need anything.”


“Same goes for me.” Eryn hung her messenger bag over her shoulder.
“I’ll be in touch regarding what you’ll allow my paper to write. Then I’m off
on a new tour with my wife and the other girls.”


“And I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Meghan said. 


“Okay,” Darcy said, her voice trembling again. “See you later,
guys.”


Sabrina waved and saw the door close behind the three women. She
held on to Darcy, who suddenly felt so frail in her arms, fearing if she let
go, her lover would shatter. “I have you. For as long as you want me, darling,
I’m yours.”


Darcy peered up at Sabrina. “My queen,” she said, her voice
breaking. “You must know how much I hope for that. Dream of it. I can’t think
of a single thing I want more, even considering what we just heard.”


Melting against Darcy, Sabrina kissed her lips repeatedly,
needing to convey more of how she truly felt. Now wasn’t the time to be overly
cautious or cowardly. “I love you, Darcy Flynn.” Having said once again what
was in her heart, Sabrina smiled. She felt weightless, like carbonated mineral
water in a glass.


“And I love you, Sabrina, my queen.” Darcy pulled her in for
another kiss, this one more passionate. She parted Sabrina’s lips with her
tongue and claimed her mouth, but oh so sweetly. 


Sabrina hadn’t kissed anyone else quite this way before. She
tasted and nibbled at the mouth below hers and knew she would never grow tired
of doing this. Her home was with this woman, this former cop turned private
investigator who had believed in her and stood by her when Sabrina doubted most
of what was going on in her life.


“I can’t wait to take you home.” Kissing Darcy’s forehead,
Sabrina slid up on the bed so Darcy could lie on her arm. “I really don’t care
which house, as long as we’re together.”


Darcy smiled through the persistent tears. “Me either. I could
live in a shoebox with you and be thrilled.”


“We can figure all that out later. I’m just so relieved that we
don’t have to worry about—wait…” Sitting up, Sabrina pulled out her phone. “We
forgot to ask about one thing, Darcy.”


“Yeah?” This seemed to stop the waterfall from Darcy’s eyes.
“What are you thinking about—oh!”


“Exactly.” Sabrina heard the signals indicate that Lomax’s phone
was ringing at the other end. She put it on speaker.


“Lomax.”


“Sabrina here, Nadine. Darcy and I want to know if you’ve figured
out who broke into my office at the financial building.”


“Are you psychic as well, Sabrina?” Lomax sounded a bit out of
breath. “I’m on my way there. Someone by the name of Lacey Crawford has caught
a man she claims she recognizes. She came upon him in the basement, where the
local maintenance and security systems are kept, when she was doing her rounds
there. She has apparently been given Darcy’s assignments a lot after proving
how reliable she is the day Sabrina was taken.”


“Lacey?” Darcy paled. “Step on it, Lomax. She’s just a
nineteen-year-old kid, fresh out of high school. 


“Really? She sounds mature and clearly knows her shit. She’s
restrained the person and is merely guarding him until we get there.” Lomax now
had the sirens going, and they filled the hospital room completely. Obviously,
she was stepping on it. “I’ll call you back as soon as I have the situation
under control, okay?”


“Okay.” Sabrina disengaged. “Someone Lacey, your trainee,
recognizes? From where?”


“I haven’t a clue. She hasn’t been with us for very long.” Darcy
glared at Sabrina’s cell phone, as if willing it to ring.


 


* * *


 


“Put her on, Lomax.” Darcy was lying on her side in the hospital
bed to take pressure off her stitches on the other side of her body. “I want to
talk to my trainee.”


“All right. Lacey? Here’s Darcy for you. She sounds kind of
pissed.”


“Darcy?” Lacey’s bright voice echoed in the room as the speaker
made sure both Darcy and Sabrina heard her.


“Are you nuts?” Darcy was about to sit up when a gentle but firm,
hand pressed her down. “Since when do they send trainees into the basement all
alone?”


“It’s the middle of the day,” Lacey said. “I was—”


“What? Fine? In that windowless basement, it’s like fucking
midnight no matter what time of day. It’s no place for a trainee to go when
matters around a recent break-in are still unsolved.” Darcy gripped the side
railing on the bed.


“Don’t be mad, Darcy. I was being safe. I was in radio contact
with the boss the whole time, and he was driving like a madman to reach me.
Listen, that guy that acted so creepy? That ogled my chest? It was him! He was
in the basement and had some weird machine that looked like an old-fashioned
calculator hooked up to the electronic lock, opening it just as I turned the
corner.”


“What did you do?” Darcy asked, intrigued now, and so very
relieved Lacey was all right. 


“I gave my best battle cry, got my baton out, and jumped him. He
may be a super-whiz high-tech person, but he’s not trained in hand-to-hand
combat. I had him flat on his stomach with handcuffs on before he could say
‘gigabyte.’”


Darcy couldn’t help but start laughing. Her incision hurt like
hell, but she held on to the railing, howling with laughter.


“Darcy? You okay?” Lacey sounded concerned. “Ms. Hawk there?”


“I’m here, Lacey. Darcy’s fine. She just needs to get a grip on
herself before she chokes,” Sabrina said.


“I’m here,” Darcy said, wheezing. “It’s just…I can picture you
tossing that guy and what he must have looked like.”


“He looked rather shocked, and then he started cursing and
swearing. When that didn’t help, he tried to bribe me. Ha! Fat chance. I called
Lomax, then my boss again, and now Lomax and he are here—all is well.”


Thanking whatever deity was responsible for Lacey’s safety, Darcy
said good-bye and disconnected. “I swear that took at least a year off my
life,” she said warily to Sabrina. “I’m so tired now I can hear myself
slurring.”


“I can hear you slurring as well,” Sabrina said and kissed Darcy
on the lips. “And I’m tired too. Let’s have that nap, please.”


“Your wish is my command, my queen.” Darcy felt Sabrina warm her
back and carefully place a hand on her hip. 


Sabrina nuzzled the back of Darcy’s neck. “Then I rule that we
rest.”


And so they did.


Epilogue

 

 

 


The courtroom was filled to the last seat with people
waiting to hear the sentencing of Charles Ivers, Mark D’Angelo, and the third
man, Patrick Ryder. Sabrina didn’t recall ever having met him. It hadn’t taken
Nadine Lomax long to piece together who the unknown culprit was, and during the
trial, the ADA had managed to get Patrick Ryder to confess to being one of the
men trying to break into Sabrina’s beach house, together with the other two
defendants. 


Sabrina let her gaze wander back and forth from one of the three
men to the other. Patrick Ryder was crying. He seemed less hardened than the
other two, but he still could have done so much to set things straight—and he
never did. Charles Ivers and Mark D’Angelo held on to their stone-faced
expressions as if none of this fazed them in the slightest. It was most likely
an act, and Charles had to be furious. He had counted on getting away with
everything. His entire demeanor, when he still hoped his cop brother might pull
some strings, had spoken volumes. When Steve had gone down for his own crimes,
more of Charles’s true nature came on display. He was simply enraged.


Mark had clearly entertained the idea that his grandparents, whom
he had scammed for millions of dollars, would step in and save him. They did
provide him with a top-notch attorney, but that was it. According to Nadine
Lomax, the old couple hadn’t visited him once while in prison, and they hadn’t
posted bail for him. It had been set at five million dollars and had kept him behind
bars.


Sitting behind the assistant district attorney, Sabrina clung to
Darcy’s hand, having faith that her lover would never let go. Not long ago, the
situation had been reversed when Steve Ivers had stood trial for the shooting
of the young man and then blamed it on Darcy. After today, once the judge had
sentenced the three men for assaulting Sabrina in 2002, stalking, kidnapping,
and assaulting her nine months ago, as well as Charles Ivers shooting Darcy, it
would all be over. 


“Wonder if the judge buys Ryder’s defense that the other two
blackmailed him to be part of the terror against Sabrina?” Daniel muttered from
the row behind. “I mean sentence-wise.”


“Who know? Relax, honey,” Lorna said. “I know you want to
throttle the lot of them, but we can’t have you going to prison for doing
something stupid.”


“Yeah, yeah.”


“Don’t you ‘yeah, yeah’ me,” Lorna said. “I had to caution you
the same way when the dean was in the witness stand. Not to mention when
Sabrina’s college friends testified.”


Dan snarled. “Can you blame me? He was getting off scot-free for
testifying, and those people that were her so called friends—”


“I know, babe. Trust me. I felt the same way.” The low growl in
Lorna’s voice seemed to settle Dan.


Sabrina knew her brother had gone through a dark period after the
kidnapping. Being so protective, he struggled with unjustified guilt that he
hadn’t been able to protect his sister or smart enough to figure things out.
Only very lately had she, Darcy, and Lorna gotten through to him. When Darcy
finally asked him if it was fair to expect a sixteen-year-old kid to go after
much older college boys, even if he had known who they were, did Dan begin to
relent. 


The judge, a diminutive African-American woman in her late
forties, raised her voice. “I will now hear from the victim and her family and
friends before I go on to the sentencing.”


The tall, gangly ADA stood and placed a gentle hand on Sabrina’s
shoulder. “I received this statement just moments ago. I’ll read this and then
you read your own, all right? I think that will have the most impact.” 


“Oh. Yes. Of course.” Surprised and also concerned, Sabrina drew
a trembling breath. 


“And you haven’t changed your mind, Ms. Flynn? You don’t want to
address the court with a statement of your own?”


“No, thank you. This is Sabrina’s case. I was more or less
collateral damage because I interfered. They really weren’t after me. I don’t
have anything to say from my own perspective.” Darcy looked at Sabrina. “You
understand, don’t you?”


“I do.” Sabrina nodded and squeezed Darcy’s hand. The physical
connection grounded her more than anything else right now. 


The ADA cleared his throat. He was a thin-haired man in his
fifties and, though quite dry and plain in his ways, a true shark in the
courtroom. He stood, holding a paper in his hands. “I will start by reading a
signed witness statement from Glenda and Ian Hawk.”


Sabrina whimpered, unable to stop the sound from escaping. 


“Shh. It’ll be okay,” Darcy said and put her arm around Sabrina.


Fearful of what the statement made by her parents—the people who
never believed her, who didn’t support her or demand justice for her, might
contain, Sabrina swallowed, her throat dry.


The ADA stood and walked up to the podium holding the microphone.
Coughing lightly, he placed the document in front of him again and began
reading. 


Sabrina flinched and fumbled for Darcy’s other hand. Darcy
squeezed hers, grounding her instantly. 


 


Our
daughter, Sabrina Hawk, has suffered the consequences of being assaulted at the
age of twenty, when she should have been enjoying college, dreaming of her
future, and falling in love. She should have been able to go on spring break
and have outrageous fun with her friends. We, as parents, never again saw the
girl she was before the assault. She was taken from us, and instead we faced a
stranger—and we allowed our fear to rule us. Not only did we lose the daughter
we knew, but she lost her parents since we couldn’t handle what happened to
her. Over the years, her resentment of our having failed her became like a wall
we couldn’t climb. And, to be honest, we didn’t even try. 


We
are career-oriented people, but we could not reach Sabrina even on that level.
We had once and for all disqualified ourselves as her parents. Why would she
meet us on the one level where we actually had something in common? She didn’t
trust us—and why should she?


Sabrina
lost us, but thank God, she still had her brother. The three men that took the
fun-loving, amazing daughter we knew will probably never know and understand
what their actions did to Sabrina. Perhaps they don’t even care. They not only
hurt her physically and emotionally, but they also were the catalyst that put
us on the path of failing as parents. This failure in turn hurt our daughter
even more—as well as our son. It destroyed our family. We can only hope that
our children forgive us one day.


We
also pray that the court recognizes what mayhem an event like this causes a
family in general—and a young, vibrant person in particular.


 


Sabrina could barely breathe. Her chest constricted as she stared
at the ADA as if he might produce Glenda and Ian from a rabbit’s hat. “What the
hell…?” she whispered. “What?”


“We’ll get a copy and reread it later,” Darcy said quietly. “It’s
your time to have your say, sweetie. If you’re up to it? We can have the ADA
read it if you’re not.”


“No. I’m going to face them. They don’t frighten me.” Sabrina
stood, adjusting the sleeves of her mauve skirt suit, and made sure her skirt
was smoothed down. Gripping her notes harder, she nodded curtly at the ADA, who
was just retaking his seat. She turned her attention to the judge momentarily,
but then fastened her gaze unwaveringly on the defendants. The three men sat
next to their respective lawyers, Charles Ivers and Patrick Ryder with their
heads turned down, but D’Angelo met her gaze with a dark glitter in his eyes.
Willing herself to not let him bother her, Sabrina stepped closer to the
microphone.


“I am Sabrina Hawk, and I want to explain to the court and most
of all, to the three defendants, what their attacks have put me through—first
after the attempted rape and assault and battery in 2002, and then after the
recent kidnapping where I was held captive and physically abused as well.”


Sabrina hardly dared to blink, as she knew she’d see images of
Darcy being shot, over and over. Instead, she clutched her notes, refusing to
give in to her nerves as she continued reading.


“My parents’ statement covers some of it as well, but as our
contact has been sporadic the last fourteen years, there are a lot of things
they don’t know.


“I was indeed an innocent, geeky, and quite shy young woman until
that evening in May of 2002. I had been in love only once, and though I enjoyed
attending some of the parties in college, I was serious-minded and a bit of a
bore. When I had a little more alcohol than I was used to, there at the beach
party, I wasn’t savvy enough to anticipate danger when I needed a restroom. 


“The assault crushed my faith in people. As my parents’ statement
shows, it altered my entire world, and not in a positive way. Rumors started.
My former best friends turned against me due to peer pressure and fear. The
dean was more concerned about protecting the young men and the college—and his
position—than he was about supporting me and other victims of assault and rape.



“I have read a lot about the rape culture at our schools…our
colleges. The accounts bring back the memories, and sometimes I have
flashbacks. I bought a beach house to conquer my fear of that environment
because I didn’t want these three men to rule my life. Then, they tried to invade
it, and later they kidnapped me and held me prisoner at my own house. My home
is supposed to be my safe haven.” Trembling now, Sabrina held onto the podium,
determined to continue. “I have my brother and his family, my staff, friends,
and most of all, my partner, Darcy, to thank that I can stand here today and
tell the court how the assault and kidnapping have and are affecting me. 


“I’m afraid every day. Not the entire day, but sometimes the fear
lingers for hours. The fear and agony pop up unexpectedly. A sound, a scent, or
someone might show up behind me unexpectedly—that’s all it takes to trigger a
panic attack. This, I know, is textbook PTSD. I know it will never go away
completely, but I also hope it will gradually lessen with time. 


“I surround myself with people who love me, and I will love them
fiercely in return. I will go on. I will work on being happy every day and live
my life to the fullest. I’m not about revenge, only justice, but I admit freely
that it is such a relief to know that I’m out here, enjoying my freedom and
loving life, safe from the three defendants who have lost their freedom due to
greed and evil. Thank you.”


Sabrina had gathered her notes and turned to make her way back to
her seat when someone in the back began applauding. Another person joined, and
then, one after another, the rest of the audience. The judge called out for
silence, then began to slam her gavel onto her desk, but all Sabrina could see
was the person leading the others in applauding. Her father stood at the back
of the courtroom, just behind her mother, both of them clapping. 


“Order! I will have the bailiff evacuate the courtroom if there’s
any more of this.” The judge bellowed her threat from behind his desk, half
standing. It seemed to sober the audience, and they took their seats,
quietening. “Well, now. This is not a performance or a circus. I’ll have you
remember that.”


Sabrina was still standing, looking back and forth between her
parents, Daniel, and Darcy. She wasn’t sure what was going on with Glenda and
Ian, but it seemed, on the surface at least, that they had done some rare
soul-searching.


“Anything more you would like to add, Ms. Hawk?” the judge asked,
her voice now milder.


“No, Your Honor. Thank you.” Sabrina returned to her seat.


“All right. I’m ready to deliver the sentences.”


The three defendants and their attorneys stood as the judge kept
talking.


Sabrina took Darcy’s hand again and raised it to her lips. Slowly
she placed a kiss on the back of the strong hand that could touch Sabrina so
tenderly and create such magic when they made love. 


The judge was still talking to each of the defendants, but
Sabrina wasn’t paying much attention. She supposed she should care more about
their sentences, but she had said her peace and it was time to let go.
Everything was out of her hands, and she felt liberated, knowing she couldn’t
do anything else at this point. The deeds of the three men were behind her, and
she was ready to love and care for Darcy for the rest of her life. Darcy
smiled, her eyes reflecting Sabrina’s emotions.


The judge’s voice broke through Sabrina’s thoughts, redirecting
her attention to the sentencing. Apparently, Patrick and Charles had received
theirs. Charles looked pale and somber, while Patrick was wiping at a flood of
tears. 


“Mark D’Angelo,” the judge said. “I have rarely come across
someone as callous and self-righteous as you. Normally, looking at defendants
from the bench, I can detect some redeeming qualities, something that makes me
think this person has a chance to find a new and honest path in life. Mr.
D’Angelo, I am hard pressed to do so in your case. You have not shown any
remorse for any of the serious crimes you are convicted of, merely held a
self-pitying expression ever since it dawned on you that your days of freedom
are over. I have no problem sentencing you as follows to keep the public safe,
and to restore at least some peace of mind to your victims.” The judge paused
and glanced at her notes. “For sexual assault in the second degree, ten years
without parole. For stalking, five years without parole. For kidnapping and
aggravated assault, thirty years without parole. You will serve these sentences
consecutively.”


Sabrina slumped against the backrest. Perhaps she had needed to
hear some of the sentencing anyway, as she now felt entirely drained from sheer
relief. 


“Now you know that everyone who matters believes the truth,
Sabrina.” Darcy pressed her lips to Sabrina’s cheek. “Finally, justice. For
both of us.”


“Yes,” Sabrina said, smiling through tears as she experienced an
overpowering sense of relief, but reveling even more in the presence of the
woman she loved. “Finally.”
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to reject Happy Ever After, fall in love, will they have the courage to
overcome their pasts and rewrite their stories? (978-1-62639-921-1)


 


Where
the Light Glows by Dena Blake. Mel Thomas doesn’t realize just how
unhappy she is in her marriage until she meets Izzy Calabrese. Will she have
the courage to overcome her insecurities and follow her heart?
(978-1-62639-958-7)


 


Escape
in Time by Robyn Nyx. Working in the past is hell on your future.
(978-1-62639-855-9)


 


Forget-Me-Not
by Kris Bryant. Is love worth walking away from the only life you’ve ever
dreamed of? (978-1-62639-865-8)


 


Highland
Fling by Anna Larner. On vacation in the Scottish Highlands, Eve
Eddison falls for the enigmatic forestry officer Moira Burns, despite Eve’s
best friend’s campaign to convince her that Moira will break her heart.
(978-1-62639-853-5)


 


Phoenix
Rising by Rebecca Harwell. As Storm’s Quarry faces invasion from a
powerful neighbor, a mysterious newcomer with powers equal to Nadya’s
challenges everything she believes about herself and her future.
(978-1-62639-913-6)


 


Soul
Survivor by I. Beacham. Sam and Joey have given up on hope, but when
fate brings them together it gives them a chance to change each other’s life
and make dreams come true. (978-1-62639-882-5)


 


Strawberry
Summer by Melissa Brayden. When Margaret Beringer’s first love Courtney
Carrington returns to their small town, she must grapple with their troubled
past and fight the temptation for a very delicious future. (978-1-62639-867-2)


 


The Girl
on the Edge of Summer by J.M. Redmann. Micky Knight accepts two
cases, but neither is the easy investigation it appears. The past is never
past—and young girls lead complicated, even dangerous lives.
(978-1-62639-687-6)


 


Unknown
Horizons by CJ Birch. The moment Lieutenant Alison Ash steps aboard
the Persephone, she knows her life will never be the same. (978-1-62639-938-9)
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