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Introduction

Dear Readers, 

Welcome to the Suspenseful Seduction World! 

The author of this book has borrowed (with my permission) one or more of my characters from the Trident Security series and/or the Doms of The Covenant series. Some are minor characters who are now getting their own story, thanks to the authors writing in my world, while others are major characters who are being mentioned to connect the story to my series. This book, and others like it, is being published through Suspenseful Seduction Publishing with a contractual agreement between myself and the author. 

While I may have provided some suggestions for including my characters in the storyline, this book is the sole work of the author who wrote it. I was not involved in the writing or editing process, however, several Beta Readers familiar with my characters helped review the final product. While the BDSM lifestyle is included in most of the books in my series, it may or may not be included in the SSW authors’ storylines.

I am honored so many authors loved my characters and series that they wanted to include them in their stories. 

Thank you for supporting the author and me, and I hope you enjoy this extension of my Trident Security and/or Doms of The Covenant series. 

Love,

Samantha Cole

For my uncle . . . may you rest in peace. 

Copyright © 2024 Deanna L Rowley. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by reviewers, who may quote brief passages in a review. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or fictitiously used. References to real people, events, TV shows, organizations, establishments, or locations are intended to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked status and trademark owners of the products mentioned in this work.

I’d like to thank my editor, Ann Attwood, for the beautiful job she does on my books.
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Susan Phillips leaned her head back on the driver’s seat, exhausted, barely able to keep her eyes open. There had been a multi-car accident today, and all the victims had been brought to the hospital where she worked as a nurse, which made for a very hectic day. Taking care of the injured people had been no problem, however, once the family members started to arrive shouting questions that she, nor the other nurses she worked with, had no answers to, tensions started to climb, and things headed south quickly.

Susan lifted the sleeve of her sweater to inspect the handprint bruise on her forearm. One man had been a little too aggressive as he asked about his daughter. It had come to a head when he grabbed Susan’s arm as she walked by, whipping her around to get into her face. Other family members had pulled him from Susan, but security was called to escort him outside. Two of the security guards stayed with him, while others had to come down to control the crowd of growing family members in the waiting room.

All this happened before ten o’clock in the morning. Several hours later, after statements had been given from people at the scene of the accident and in the waiting room, plus from the doctors and nurses who worked on the victims, everyone concluded that the daughter of the man who had attacked Susan had been the cause of the entire accident. She had been texting while driving and drove into the other lane, hitting a car head-on. The girl hadn’t been killed, but the people she’d hit had, and she ended up paralyzed from the chest down.

Several times during the day, Susan’s co-workers came to her saying they were sorry. Susan finally asked her friend and co-worker, Janis Wallace, why everyone was apologizing to her, and Janis admitted they had thought she was being too harsh for not allowing her thirteen-year-old son to have a cellphone. Seeing the results of that morning’s accident, they realized just how dangerous cellphones were in the hands of a teenager.

Susan had not made that connection. The only reason she had for not getting a phone for Connor was that she could not afford one. Some months she could barely pay the bills, let alone have money left over for her son to have a cellphone. If he needed to get ahold of her, he used the home phone or one of his friend’s phones.

Thinking of her son, she pulled out her phone and dialed his best friend’s mother.

“Dana, this is Susan, is Connor ready to come home?”

“We were just discussing him staying over. If you want him home, Curt or I could bring him, but he has clothes here, and he is having an enjoyable time with Justin and the other kids. It doesn’t bother me if he stays. It is a Saturday night, so we don’t have to worry about school tomorrow.”

“If you’re sure?”

“I am.”

Susan barked out a laugh. “Ten years ago, I would have been dancing in the living room at the prospect of having a babysitter on a Saturday night. Now, I can barely get out of my car and walk into the house.”

“Rough day?”

“Yeah. Did you hear about the multi-car pile-up?”

“Yes, it was all over the news. I was hoping to catch an update on the six o’clock news.”

“Want it in a nutshell?” Susan didn’t wait for a reply. “Eighteen-year-old texting and driving.”

“Oh, shit. Is she still alive?”

“Barely. Paralyzed from the chest down. Four people were killed in the pile-up, several injured. Of those who survived, she sustained the worst injuries.”

“Damn, do you want me to come over and hang out? Talk about it? Or do you want to come over here?”

“No, I’m okay. I’m going to go in, fix something to eat, pour myself a glass of wine, and enjoy it while soaking in a nice hot bubble bath.”

“You do that. If you need anything call me. Even if it’s just to talk.”

“Thanks, Dana.” Susan sighed as she hung up and reached for the mail she’d picked up at the post office on her way home. It surprised her that Connor hadn’t questioned why they didn’t get the mail at the house anymore. Susan had set it up that Betty down at the Post Office to only deliver the ads and magazines to the house. She had told Connor that she paid all the bills on-line, opting to go paperless. The real reason she’d gotten a post office box was that she’d been receiving strange—almost threatening—letters from a law firm in Dallas, Texas. She’d never heard of them before, and there was no reason why someone from Dallas should be contacting her at all. Not once in her thirty-something years had she ever left the state of Iowa. She had tried calling a few times to find out what they wanted, but after the first time, where someone had hung up on her, she’d gotten a disconnected number. Though she couldn’t get ahold of anyone by phone, the still mailed her letters. It didn’t make sense to her. Maybe once she settled for the night, she’d go over her finances to see if she could afford a lawyer to investigate this matter. It was confusing.

Gathering her purse and the mail she headed toward the house. It had snowed a couple of days ago, leaving her front lawn muddy and mushy. Susan smiled when she saw Connor had put the boards over the mess. During the summer, they stored them beneath the porch, only bringing them out when the lawn turned to mush in the winter and early spring. Walking toward the house, she glanced around and frowned. Something didn’t look right. She stopped when she noticed the front door was open. She knew that she had locked it when she’d left for work. Connor had even watched her, telling her about his and Justin’s plans for the day. Seeing footprints in the snow leading up to a window, she backed away from the house until she was back in her car with the door locked. She pulled out her phone.

“9-1-1. How may I help you?”

“Donna, this is Susan Phillips. I just arrived home from work, and it looks like someone broke into my house. I didn’t go all the way to the porch. There are footprints beneath a window, and the front door is standing open.”

“Do you think Connor did it?”

“No, I dropped him off at the Bannerman’s on my way into work this morning. Normally I it wouldn’t alarm me, but I’m the only one here. Hell, please just send someone.”

“Are you safe?”

“I’m locked in my car in front of my garage. I’m not going to get out until someone gets here.”

“I’ll dispatch someone.”

“Thanks, Donna.” Living in a small town where everyone knew everyone, Donna was nosy, but she was good at her job. Susan started her car to get warm while she waited for someone from the Sheriff’s department to arrive. Making sure her car doors were locked, she stared out at her small house. She couldn’t seem to take her eyes off the footprints in the muddy snow beneath the living room window. Staring at all the windows, she wondered if someone was inside her house right now waiting for her to enter. Shivering at the thought of an intruder in her house, she continued to stare at the windows thinking she might have seen some movement in one of them.

Susan screamed when someone knocked on the passenger side window of her car, and she looked out in fear. She released her breath in relief when she saw that a police officer stood there. Turning off her car, she opened the door.

“God, I’m so sorry for scaring you,” Officer Neil Saunders apologized. “I thought you saw me park behind you.” He rushed around and held her door open, then held his hand out to help her exit. “Donna said you think someone broke into your house?”

“Yes.” Susan sighed. She studied the man she had met months at her friend Dana’s home during a Halloween hayride, Neil and Susan had spent quite a lot of time sitting around the fire pit talking and getting to know each other. He had made quite an impression on her. She’d seen him again when he’d come to her home with his co-worker only a few short weeks later to celebrate her son’s birthday. The next time Susan had spent some time with Neil was this past Thanksgiving at her cousin Sophia’s house. She had liked him the first time she’d seen him, then again at the different holiday parties. She had hoped they could have spent more time together to get to know each other better, but it seemed like their schedules didn’t mesh. Not wanting to gawk at the handsome man that got her motor running, Susan grabbed her bag and stuffed her mail inside. Together, they started toward the house. “Connor and I put those planks down at the first snowfall. I know it’s weird, but there’s a dip in the lawn, and it’s always full of water. No matter how many times I fill it, it’s still a dip. To prevent the mud from being tracked in the house, we use those.”

“I understand.” Neil nodded as he saw what she pointed to and stood there to encourage her to tell him why she had called for help. From the times he’d spent with her in the past, she came across as a confident, independent woman. He wondered what had her spooked.

“There are strange tracks over there in the mud.” Susan pointed, and Neil turned on his flashlight to investigate. He had her stay where she was as he walked around to inspect the prints. He took pictures with his phone, then came back.

“What else?”

“If you continue up the boards a few steps, look at the front door. It looks like it’s been kicked in. I didn’t get close enough to inspect it, I didn’t go any farther than this point before I hurried back to my car and called Donna.” She shuddered as she explained, and it took everything in Neil not to reach out and gather her in his arms to soothe her. He had to keep it professional.

“Very well, stay here while I go inspect it. Don’t think I’m doubting you, but did you lock the door when you left?”

“Yes. Connor and I left at six-fifteen this morning. I had to drop him off at the Bannerman’s on my way to work.”

“Where do you work?”

“I’m a trauma nurse in the Emergency Department at the hospital.”

He jerked in surprise and Susan noticed that his beautiful eyes showed a flash of shock. “Crap. Did you take care of the victims of the pile-up?”

“Yes. Did you work it?”

“No. I’m back on the afternoon shift, so I was home sleeping. How bad was it?”

“Bad.” Susan sighed as she rubbed her forehead to stare at Neil. “I’d love to tell you about it, but could we wait until you check out the house? I’m scared that there might be someone still inside waiting for me to enter.”

Neil nodded to her then. “Stay here. I’m going to go in and have a look around. Can you give me a quick rundown of the layout of the house? I can’t quite recall. I’ve only been here that one time with Sean for Connor’s birthday.”

“Walk into the living room. There’s an eat-in kitchen to the right. A doorway to the left, in the corner of the living room, that leads upstairs. Two bedrooms, one bath on that level. Next to the bathroom, another door leads to the attic.”

“Basement?”

“Door in the kitchen, next to the refrigerator. But it’s rough, not finished at all.”

“Okay, stay here.”

“I will,” Susan agreed and watched Neil pull his gun and flashlight. He entered the house with his flashlight and gun leading the way. She watched the beam of luminosity through a window until it disappeared. Standing outside her home, Susan felt the muscles in her neck begin to tense when she saw the light disappear. It could only mean one thing he had gone upstairs or into the basement. Moving her head to the side she held her breath as she waited for the sound of shouts or gunfire. Wringing her hands, she began to get worried when she couldn’t see the light or hear anything after several minutes. She was relieved to see Neil make his way back through the front door, alone.

“I didn’t see anyone. There are muddy footprints downstairs and on a couple stair treads leading up to the second floor, nothing on the stairs to the attic. I inspected the bottom of the shoes by the front door, but nothing matched. I can tell you that the shoes from the inside don’t compare with the muddy prints. Both in tread and size. I’m guessing the larger shoes are your son’s?” Neil knew Susan wasn’t married or seeing anyone, but he wanted her to confirm it.

“Yes, he’s a size thirteen. I’m only a size six.”

“I’m only speculating here, but the prints may be a size ten or eleven.”

“Can we go inside?”

“If we stay in the kitchen. You can clearly see the path of the prints, and we’ll have to avoid them. Let me call the crime lab to get someone out here. While I’m waiting for them to arrive, I’ll call the Sheriff to see if there have been any other break-ins reported.”

“Don’t bother with that.” Susan sighed. “Come in, and I’ll explain what I think is going on.”

Neil stayed outside to make his phone calls after reminding her to keep clear of the muddy prints. As much as Susan wanted a glass of wine, she settled for putting the kettle on the stove and fixing herself a cup of tea. She was surprised Neil accepted one.

“It’ll be about thirty minutes before they arrive. What do you have to tell me?”

“I think my ex-husband is stalking me.”

“Excuse me?” Neil stared at Susan in shock. “Do you have any proof?”

“Not that it’s Stan, but someone might be stalking me. I don’t know what else to think.”

“Start at the beginning,” Neil said gently. He settled at the kitchen table, his notebook open and ready to take notes.

“Do you have time?”

“I’ll make time. If this is related to this break in and why you reported it, then it’s my job to make sure you’re safe and I get all the information for my investigation.”

“Can I change first? There are some papers in my room I need to get. It’ll explain things better.”

“Okay, I’ll keep an eye on the kettle. Avoid the muddy footprints on the stairs. Try not to touch the railing or walls if you can prevent it. The crime lab will want to dust for prints.”

“Thanks. Cups are above the coffee pot, tea bags in the fourth canister.”

“Go,” Neil said as he stood to retrieve the cups. When he’d been scoping the house for intruders, he’d noticed that the house was small, but it was clean. The furnishings weren’t state-of-the-art and expensive but looked homey and comfortable. He hadn’t been surprised when he’d noticed that Susan had only a single bed in her room. There wasn’t much room for a bigger one. What had surprised him was that there was an unmade queen bed in the attic. He’d wait until he knew her better before inquiring about it. Ever since he had met her last Halloween, Neil had been trying to one, get up the nerve to call and ask her out. And two, he had been put back on the afternoon shift and their schedules didn’t mesh. From his friend and co-worker Sean, he knew that Susan worked from six in the morning to four or five in the afternoon, while he worked three in the afternoon to midnight. As he was putting the cups of hot water on the table, Susan came back down with a thick envelope. The size of it made his brows disappear into his hairline. She was dressed in a tee and sweats. He frowned when he saw the bruise on her arm. As much as he wanted to reach out and inspect the area, he knew he would get more answers if he bid his time and allowed her to talk when she was ready.

Settling at the table, Susan thanked Neil for the cup and began dunking her teabag to gather her thoughts together before she started. Drawing in a deep breath, she let it out slowly until she felt comfortable enough to continue.

“I’ll try to keep this as simple as possible, and as chronically possible as I can. I haven’t told anyone these details, so if you could let me get it out before any questions, I’d appreciate it.” She didn’t look at Neil as she sucked in a breath and let it out in a rush. “I was married when I was nineteen. Pregnant at twenty. Stan left when Connor was six months old. Connor had trouble crawling, and we took him in for a check-up and expressed our concerns with the doctor. After several tests, we found Connor had a bum right hip. Surgery is possible, but not until he stops growing, which would be around the age of eighteen to twenty.”

“If he has an operation before that, could he ruin the results by having a growth spurt?”

“Oh, my God, you get it.” Susan stared at him in shock. “Sorry. Yes, that’s why they want to wait. If not, there would never be any progress. When we were told it could be a genetic deformity, Stan immediately said it was my fault. He blamed me for everything that was wrong with Connor. He didn’t even give me a chance to catch my breath from getting the results before he started attacking me. Not physically, but verbally. We took Connor to his doctor on a Monday, the specialist on a Thursday of the same week, and Stan was packed out and gone by Saturday.

“Two weeks after Stan left, I was served with divorce papers. I was so stunned that by the time I could wrap my head around it, it was over. He gave me everything. I have never seen or heard from him again.”

“Does he pay child support? Spousal support?”

“No, he’s never paid anything since the day he left. It was like as soon as he had my signature on the bottom line, he dropped off the face of the earth. We grew up around here. His family lived over there.” Susan indicated with her hand toward one of the open fields outside the kitchen window. “All of Stan’s family moved away while I was pregnant. It was just his parents, a sister and brother-in-law, and their two young children. Once the divorce was final, I never heard from any of them again. For a long time, I thought they left the area because Stan divorced me. Hell, I still think that. It’s the same time line.”

“Nothing? No contact? No questions about their grandson and nephew?”

“Correct. Nothing. No contact. The entire family was the same as Stan, dropped off the face of the earth. I’ve been a divorced, single mother since before Connor turned one.” She paused to rub her forehead and stared down at the folder she had left on the table. She looked up at Neil and continued her tale. “Six months ago, I started receiving these in the mail.” She passed him the folder, she didn’t want to touch what was inside again, since it brought her the creeps, and watched as he stared at it. “At first, I thought it was just junk mail. I tossed the first couple of envelopes I received. When they kept coming, I began saving them.”

“Can you tell me what they are?” Neil took the large manilla envelope, glanced inside, and upended the contents. Using his pen, he moved the individual letters around to study them. He noted that they all had the same return address. Each of them was made out to Susan at her current location. The place he was sitting at right now.

“I’m not going to touch them,” Neil stated. When he saw her confused frown, he nodded. “For fingerprints. Did anyone besides you touch them?”

“The post office. I know they’re made out to this house, but since I’ve been receiving them, I went to Betty down at the post office and requested a box. She only brings the magazines and ads here. All envelopes go to the box. I’m the only one that’s touched the letters inside, besides the people at the post office, like I just mentioned.”

“That was smart of you.” Neil nodded. “Can you tell me what they say? Are they the same? Or different?”

“They’re requests to buy my land. What they’re asking for doesn’t sound right to me. The letters read like form letters. At first, I thought it was a marketing ploy. That’s the tone of them. Like I said, I tossed the first ones. The more I received, the more personal they became.”

“How so?” Neil frowned. “It’s not that I don’t believe you, but I want to get your opinion about them. I’ll be taking these with me and return them if we don’t find anything. With your permission, that is. I also don’t want to touch them because I don’t have a pair of gloves on my person. I left them in my cruiser.”

“Go for it.” Susan picked up the letters and put them back in the larger envelope, not worried about her prints, because they were on them already. She pushed it back toward him. “My impression is that someone knows this property. They describe the house like they’ve lived here before. Or been in the area and seen it, or at least studied the area. I received one today that I took as threatening.”

“Really?” Neil barked. “Please explain.” He wrote in his notebook, then looked at her when she remained quiet.

“It states that I should sell my property to them within the next forty-eight hours, or I will be sorry. That I would live to regret it, it also states that I will have the money for my son’s upcoming operation.”

“Is he scheduled for one?” Neil frowned.

“No, I don’t have to bring him to his doctor again until he’s eighteen. That’s five years away. The only people I told about it is my cousin Sophia. I’m sure Connor’s told his best friend and his family, who are the Bannerman’s. But I know they’d never threaten me. Other than those people, no one knows the steps we are taking to get him his operation.” Susan slumped back in her chair and let out a frustrated breath.

“Thanks for that information,” Neil said. He started to pull the envelope toward him when Susan reached out and put her hand gently over his. He jerked his head up to stare into her eyes. Susan tightened her grip on his arm when she felt a tingle shoot up her arm, her breathing increased, and she quickly used the tip of her tongue to wet her lips. After shifting in her seat, to try and relieve the sudden pressure between her legs, she continued. “All the envelopes come from the same address. There’s a phone number on the letterhead. I called it.”

“And?”

“The first time I called, someone answered. When I started asking what they wanted, they hung up without saying anything, just hung up. After that, whenever I called I got a recorded message that the number had been disconnected. Maybe I'm paranoid, being a single mother, and living alone with Connor so far out in the country, but these letters give me the creeps. The footprints and the house being broken into... I’m scared. Not so much for me, but for Connor. His name wasn’t mentioned in the letters, but the words, ‘your son’ was used several times. I’m a trauma nurse at the hospital, and I don’t always work seven to three. I can’t leave in the middle of a trauma. Most of the time, Connor’s home alone. He happened to go to Justin Bannerman’s this morning, and he’s spending the night. If I hadn’t dropped him off there today, he would have been here by himself when the person broke into our home. Neil, it scares me that he can’t run like a normal person.”

“Do you have any family in the area?”

“Just Sophia, but she’s still dealing with what happened a couple of months ago when she was abducted. She’s also planning her wedding to Sean. I don’t want to bring my problems to her.” Susan paused then rubbed her face. “You’re a cop. Do you know anyone that installs inexpensive but reliable security systems?”

“I can look into it for you.”

“Thank you.” Susan reached out and put her hand over his again. This time a tingling shock rose up her arm at the contact. She gave a startled yelp and jerked her hand away when there was a loud knock on the door. Neil rose to his feet, glanced at Susan, and told her to stay seated. As he strode across the room toward the door, he frowned when he noticed there wasn’t a peephole or even a window. With his hand on his gun, he slowly opened the door. Sighing in relief, he looked back at her.

“It’s the crime unit.”

“Oh.” Susan sighed in relief. She watched and listened as Neil discussed with the two people who entered her home what was going on, and they began pulling things from the cases they carried. She cringed when she saw they had started using dusting powder to lift fingerprints from the front door. It turned out that the door hadn’t been kicked in, like she thought. According to Neil, it had been jimmied and left open. As much as she’d wanted a hot bath and a nice glass of wine, she knew she wouldn’t be getting it that night. Instead, she fixed herself another cup of tea, and using hand and eye signals, she asked Neil if he wanted another one, but he declined. She sat at the table and observed as the crime unit worked. When they finally left, Susan was too keyed up to sleep. There was no way she would ever allow Connor to see the fingerprint dust covering almost every surface of the house. Resigned to remedy the situation, she gathered her cleaning supplies and got to work.
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For the previous four years, Lieutenant Neil Saunders had been employed by the Stormville Sheriff’s department. Not once, in all that time, had he ever received such a weird and confusing call before. When Donna had dispatched a possible break-in at Susan Phillips’s address, his heart had jumped to his throat. He would be the first to admit that he had the hots for her, especially after having met her only three times in the last six months. The first time was when his boss, Sheriff Phil Olsen, had invited him to a farm the previous fall hosting haunted hayrides. Neil had ended up sitting around a bonfire talking with Susan for hours, and he knew he wanted to get to know her better. He was sure the sheriff had invited him because the older man was worried about him. Before he’d gotten counseling for his PTSD, Neil had called into work a lot. When he’d found out his boss and one of his colleagues had contacted a therapist for him, he had been pissed but after talking to the man in a professional capacity, he understood why they had done what they did. With Olsen looking out for him, that was why he’d been at the Bannerman’s last fall, and why he’d met Susan. Knowing he had to get his own shit together before he could ask anyone out, especially Susan Phillips, he didn’t even ask her out.

He’d met her briefly when he and Sean Kilduff had stopped by her place a couple of weeks later for Connor’s birthday. He wasn’t counting that since it’d only been about thirty minutes. That had been the day that Sophia Swanson, Susan’s cousin had been abducted and battered by her ex and his brother who had escaped from prison in Florida. As soon as they had broken out of prison, they had headed to Iowa to try to kill Sophia. The day they had found her had been the second time Neil had seen Susan. The next time he’d spent any time with Susan had been during the Thanksgiving holiday where they had hit if off beautifully. When they hadn’t been trying to teach Sophia how to cook since Sean had invited him over to Sophia’s place to help prepare dinner. He’d spent time both Wednesday and Thursday with Susan. They had talked and continued to get to know each other. Unfortunately, he had been transferred back to the afternoon shift and was just going into work when she was getting out. They hadn’t been able to work it out so that their schedules meshed. The next time he’d seen her was only a couple of hours ago when he’d answered the call for a possible break-in.

His first thought was that it might have been her son screwing around. The evidence hadn’t jived with his thoughts, though. He hadn’t planned to call the crime unit in until Susan had told him that she thought her ex-husband was stalking her, and he began to take her seriously. Having heard her story while they waited for the crime lab, Neil had decided to stay with her after they arrived. He could have left but felt he should stay with her as the crime unit gathered evidence. After everyone left, Neil had gone back to the office to start all the paperwork, which was at a standstill until he received the report.

Neil pulled a bottle of water from the refrigerator in the breakroom, then went to his desk in the corner of the large room. It was after eight at night, and he was hungry. He decided to wait to write up his report until after his dinner. After making sure the envelope Susan had given him was locked in his desk, Neil grabbed his hat and headed out again. He stopped at the front desk and told them where he would be.

[image: break-section-side-screen.png]
Neil returned to the station an hour later. While he’d been at dinner, he had thought of the report he was going to write. Before he started it, he retrieved the papers he needed to fill out the report on his call out to the Phillips place. He filled in the blanks, entered it into the computer, then sent it to the Sheriff so he’d see it first thing in the morning. The next thing he did was pull the envelope he’d gotten from Susan. Fetching another bottle of water from the corner refrigerator, he grabbed a pen and pad of paper, ready to take notes as he read.

The more he read, the more confused he became. Susan had been right in her re-telling of the contents of the letters. They did have a slight personal vibe to them. It was like the sender knew her, yet they didn’t. It was hard to describe, but from what little he knew of Susan, it seemed the writer of the letter knew her not from her past, but from now. He quickly typed the address and phone number from the letterhead into his computer and waited for the results. It came back unknown. Frowning, he did some more digging. Using the police computers allowed him to do a more in-depth search than if he had been on his laptop at home. So far, every avenue led to a dead end.

On a whim, Neil pulled a pair of rubber gloves from his desk drawer and spotted the box of evidence bags next to them. He carefully put each letter, a total of seven, in a separate translucent plastic bag. He gathered them and made his way next door to the crime lab.

Since it was after nine at night, Neil had to ring the bell to be let in. During the day shift, the door wasn’t locked, because there was a guard and a full staff. It was the other times of the day they ran with a limited crew. The door was kept lock after six at night for safety to the technicians. After ringing the bell for entrance, Neil waited until he was let in by Claire Ambrose, the second shift supervisor.

“Lieutenant Saunders, what brings you by? I don’t have your results yet.”

“I know, but I was wondering if you could run prints on these.” He held up the evidence bags containing the letters. “I know for a fact that my prints are on them, and so are Ms. Phillips.’ You have our prints for eliminations?”

“I do.” Claire frowned as she pushed her glasses up her nose and reached for the evidence bags. She read the first one then glanced at Neil in wide-eyed shock. While she waved the evidence bags, she demanded. “Is this person stalking Ms. Phillips?”

“No clue. She said she received those letters beginning six months ago. You saw what happened at her house earlier.” Claire had been one of the two technicians who’d been out to Susan’s house. Neil leaned in and pointed to the top of each letter. “I entered the name, address, and phone number on the letterhead. Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?” Claire demanded as she turned on her heel to walk over to a work area. Over her shoulder, she indicated for him to follow her. Neil talked as he walked.

“I mean nothing. There’s no information about that company. I did a reverse search on the phone number and nothing. Susan said she called it when the letters first started arriving, someone answered, but as soon as she started asking questions they hung up on her. When she called again after the next letter arrived, it came back as not in service.”

“Well, what the hell?” Claire frowned. She donned a pair of rubber gloves, pulled an evidence bag toward her, and pulled the letter. She clipped the first letter to two alligator clips and put three drops of superglue in a small pan. After enclosing the letter in the box, Neil watched as she did something to make the glue begin to smoke. They both stood and watched, and when the smoke cleared, Claire removed the paper and nodded. She grabbed her fingerprint powders and lightly brushed the letter. She grinned when several prints began to form. She took a photo of the prints, then entered them into the computer. Three of them came back as unknown. The others came back as belonging to Susan Phillips and Neil Saunders.

“Do you happen to have any envelopes the letters came in?”

“I do, they’re back at my office.”

“Go get them,” Claire demanded as she pulled the second letter to start the process all over again. Neil hurried away. After going through a series of underground hallways, Neil made his way back to his desk. He grabbed what Susan had given him, then quickly returned to the lab. A different lab worker was waiting for him.

“Go on back,” he said. “Claire’s swearing, so that means she’s onto something. I just happened to give her the results of my findings from the Phillips house.”

“And?”

“No clue.” Jay Monroe grinned. “All I do know is that when Claire swears, she’s on a roll, or she found a doozie to throw everything for a loop. The more she swears, the bigger it is.”

Neil shook his head and went back to where Claire was bent over a microscope. He stood back and watched her. She was a beautiful young woman. Well, young to Neil. While he was thirty-four, Claire was only twenty-five. She had some type of genius going on to hold her position with the crime lab at such an early age. He enjoyed working with her because she had spunk. She said what was on her mind, didn’t take any shit from anyone, and could verbally cut the biggest man down to size in one or two words.

“Got the envelopes, Saunders?” Claire demanded without looking up from her microscope. Neil placed the folder on the counter. Claire opened it and grinned.

“There is a god.” She laughed as she dumped the envelopes on the counter next to her.

“What?”

“The envelopes were slit open, so I can extract DNA if they were licked shut.” She leaned down and studied all the envelopes. Grabbing a near-by pad
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