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THANK YOU

There was a lot of help that went
into this book. Mostly because I am less of a plotter and more of a
panster, so things will fly out as I write and then I have to go
back and check/research/ask questions of those that might be
experts in different areas.

 


To the readers: I cannot thank you
enough for your support in not only this series, which has been
incredibly well received, but also for believing in me and enjoying
the stories that are published and, hopefully, the ones to come in
the future.

 


Nancy: thank you for helping me
brainstorm the ideas related to Steven’s medium abilities and
helping me research some of the traditions/customs in the
Lowcountry of South Carolina that might have been used/still are
used to ward off evil spirits. And thank you for brainstorming how
he was going to share about these abilities in the book.

 


Stacey: thank you for helping me
get the accounting duties straight. Sometimes what I want to have
happen and the realities aren’t always linked. Allowing me to pick
your brain and what I could tweak to fit the story but still make
it believable. I sincerely appreciate your help with that process.
I also thank you for your help with the editing. You are a very
technical reader and it is a huge asset!

 


Ashley: you are such a great
sounding board and supporter of this process. I know I text at
random times (as do you!), but believe me, when the ideas hit, they
hit! Your support of the Liaisons Series (and all the books) is
invaluable, and I thank you, Li’l.

 


Jana and Beth: As usual, along with
Li’l and Stacey, your proofreading and giving suggestions on areas
that are unclear really help.

 


Finally, my husband, Chris: this
series is not the first of mine you read but was the first that you
helped with the final edits and after you did that, you talked it
up to everyone you met. Without your unconditional support and
love, these stories would not be out there for the
world. 
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“Harder!” Mandy begged,
“Harder, Steven!”

“Dammit, Mandy, if you
don’t shut up, I’ll gag you.” Steven threatened as he pumped his
cock in and out of her sheath. Then he remembered how much she
enjoyed being tied up and forced to feel powerless during sex and
regretted threatening that.

“Promises, promises,” she
purred. “Now come on Steven, harder.”

Steven pulled out of her, straightened to
his full height, and peered down at her. She was naked, and he was
not. His shirt buttoned but untucked, his pants and underwear
rested around his ankles. Hell, he still wore his shoes. She was a
beautiful woman, but her sexual desires were sometimes unusually
dark, which resulted in his continued speculation of trauma or
abuse as a child.

“Really? You’d leave me
like this?” she pleaded, and spread her legs wider. He could see
just how damp she was.

“Are you going to shut up?”
he demanded, placing his hands on his hips. He genuinely couldn’t
deal with anything beyond just a good old fuck fest tonight. He
just wanted to release some tension. Writer’s block had plagued him
the past few days, which in turn disrupted his sleep. He needed a
good sexual release to relax him enough to get some decent
sleep.

“Yes,” she moaned as she
rubbed a finger down her slit and then slid it into herself as he
watched.

Damn her, she knew how much he liked to
watch women do that. Her moan traveled straight to his groin, and
his cock jerked, reminding him he was still hard as a rock. He
glanced up from the sight between her legs where her finger was
moving and met her eyes.

“Please, Steven, please?
I’ll even resist you if you want.”

“No.” He wasn’t interested
in that—which is why he would never follow through on the threat to
bind and gag her. He preferred his bed partners willing, and he
relished in the noises they produced during sex. He seized her hips
and flipped her over on her stomach. Next, he tugged her down until
her feet rested on the floor and she was in proper alignment with
his groin. “You want harder?” he asked.

“Yes,” she moaned. He heard
the eagerness in her tone.

He tightened his grip on
her hips to hold her still. “Don’t move, and if you say one more
word, I swear I’ll walk out of this room,” he ordered, and plunged
into her. Her reply was a loud moan. He moved quickly and went
inside her deeply. She tried to buck back against him, but he
tightened the hold on her hips and growled, “Don’t move, Mandy, or
I will stop and
walk out of this room.” She halted. “Good girl. Now answer me just
yes or no: do you want harder?”

“Yes,” she moaned. He
stepped up the violence of his thrusts, although he wasn’t hurting
her. His cock entirely left her passage before gliding back in. She
moaned louder. The only sounds were his heavy breathing and her
moans. He felt her inner walls tighten and said a silent prayer of
gratitude that she was close and allowed the last vestiges of
restraint to slip away. His thrusts became hurried and harder, if
that was even possible. His balls slapped against her clit with
each entry.

She exploded. Her inner walls gripped him so
strongly it sparked his orgasm. He groaned loudly as she shouted
yes. Once the shudders ended, he pulled out of her and turned away,
yanking up his pants.

“Oh Stevie, don’t go. We’re
just getting started,” Mandy called to his back. “Come on, maybe
the others are here by now. I could use a four-horseman
special.”

“No Mandy, I’m done,” he
threw over his shoulder. “And I’ve told you, don’t call me
Stevie.”

“Kill joy! Thanks for a
good time,” she laughed as he reached the door.

“Yeah, whatever,” Steven
responded as he strode out and closed the door. He stalked to the
bathroom to dispose of the condom and clean up. As he buttoned his
pants again, he considered perhaps he needed to quit having sex
with Mandy. She honestly did nothing for him, and every time he
joined her, he had to allow her proclivities into the act or beg
her for silence. He was tired of that.

He studied himself in the mirror. The
playroom he and Mandy had been in wasn’t the regular one for them.
They were ordinarily in number four, which had an attached bathroom
with an enormous tub, a nice sink and mirror, and a magnificent
shower with a huge bench for many creative positions.

Suddenly an image of a woman with dark brown
hair, piled high on her head, washing herself in that shower,
filled his mind. Her hands glided over her torso, suds clinging to
her nipples. One soapy hand drifted lower to caress between her
legs. Her eyes opened and his mind’s gaze clashed with soulful
brown eyes so deep he lost himself for a moment in the vision’s
gaze.

Shaking his mind free of the vision, he
blinked. Wait. She looked vaguely familiar. He shook away the
thought; it was just what happened occasionally after a romp with
Mandy. He’d gotten his release, but it wasn’t enough. He needed to
find someone else that he could completely let go with. Mandy
wasn’t the one for that because it was invariably about Mandy’s
needs and never those of her partner.

Again, the woman’s face
flashed in his mind. What in the hell was that? Was it someone from
one of his books? Was she from one of the previous cases he’d
written about? No, he’d remember her. He’d remember those eyes
anywhere.

Steven didn’t share with most people that he
was a medium. Sometimes, after an orgasm, he psychically opened. He
usually only allowed himself to be entirely open when he was
writing. That was his secret to some details in his books: the
victims told him. He recognized that what he experienced roughly
all his life wasn’t common, which is why he kept it to himself. The
only other person who knew was a fellow medium in New Orleans.
Dacia had sensed it immediately when they met and helped him
understand what was happening. He’d been just fifteen then. He was
in New Orleans for a school trip and saw a ghost; actually, several
ghosts. The sight triggered a long-buried memory. He’d seen ghosts
off and on his entire life, but something about New Orleans and its
history made him open, and some things he saw terrified and
sickened him. Dacia was older than him by about six years. Nothing
romantic had ever surfaced between them. She treated him like a
younger brother and taught him how to control when he opened and
closed. She’d learned very young how to handle her abilities as she
came from a long line of mediums.

Turning, he decided what he needed was to go
home and try to sleep.

He walked back to the room to pick up his
jacket. Not that he really needed one in Charleston, South Carolina
in late May but he’d been at a book signing before coming to the
club. He always wore a suit to his signings and other publicity
appearances. Mandy was still lying on the bed but was now flat on
her back. “Mandy, I think this is our last time.” He shrugged into
his jacket. When she didn’t respond, he moved closer to the bed,
his focus on straightening his shirt sleeves inside his jacket.
“Mandy, did you hear me?” He arrived at the side of the bed and
halted. “Dammit, Mandy, don’t be a child. Answer me.”

Steven glanced at her then. Her eyes were
wide with surprise, her mouth agape, and a tight cord around her
neck. She wasn’t breathing.

Shock overtook him. Then adrenaline kicked
in. What if the killer was still there? Quickly, he whirled around,
ready to defend himself. No one was there. The room was empty.
Whoever did this was already gone. Hell, he’d been in the bathroom
for five minutes, at the most. How could they have strangled her
that fast?

He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket,
selected a number, and waited for the connection.

“Jon, we have a problem.
Might want to lock down the club.”

“What’s up?”

“Mandy’s dead.”
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“For the last time, I did
not murder her,” Steven spoke through clenched teeth.

Mandy died hours ago, and he realized the
police were particularly interested in him—despite the fact the
cameras in the hallway showed him going into the bathroom. Before
Steven came back out, a shadow slipped out of the room he’d been in
with Mandy. It was just outside of camera range, but the shadow on
the floor was clearly person shaped. A mere ten seconds later, the
same camera showed Steven returning to the playroom. The person had
been in the room the whole time he and Mandy had been. That
unsettled him a little; while he liked to watch various sexual acts
take place, he didn’t like others to watch him. It had something to
do with him being a medium. He knew he was seldom alone, but it was
easier to remain closed, so he didn’t think about the audience
around him as much when he was having sex. That and some strong
boundaries he’d established long ago. Those boundaries kept spirits
from entering his bathroom or bedroom.

“Listen, Mr. Cavanaugh, we
know what you do for a living, so your background in research and
crime novels would certainly help you set this up.”

“Please,” Steven said as he
rolled his eyes. “Jon and several people employed at RealLife
Security signed statements swearing the footage was
original.”

“Then why did you wait
thirty minutes to call the police?”

When he didn’t answer, they continued in the
usual badgering way they approached a suspect. “We know someone
tried CPR; the bruising is consistent with that.”

“And you already have a
statement from Montgomery Ransom stating he was the one who
performed CPR,” Steven repeated. The hold on his temper was
fraying.

“Tell me why none of you
called 911 immediately?”

It was because they didn’t want the police
in the club, but Steven couldn’t say that. They knew it would cause
too much of a disturbance after what had transpired just a few
weeks ago. It would lead to further speculation about the club that
Jeremiah McAllister, Montgomery Ransom, Jon Vargas, and Steven had
recently purchased from the previous owners. They’d just changed
out most of the management team as well. They didn’t need this kind
of attention.

“You know what? I want a
lawyer,” Steven announced as the chair he’d been balancing on two
legs came to rest on all four. “I’ve cooperated because I didn’t
kill her. Now, because you people want to close this case faster
than any other case in history, and yes, I know this happens
because of my experience with crime writing, you’re going to hang
this around my neck. I recognize that I’m your prime suspect
despite the video evidence that there was someone else in the room.
Unless you’re going to arrest me, I’m leaving. You can direct any
further questions to my lawyer.”

“That would be Jeremiah
McAllister?”

“For now. I’ll change
representation to a criminal defense attorney if you continue to
pursue this. So, am I free to leave?” he demanded, shoving up to
stand causing the chair legs to scrape noisily across the cement
floor.

“Don’t leave the city,” the
detective grumbled as he closed the notebook in front of
him.

“I’ll let you know when I
need to leave the city. I have a book tour coming up,” he
added.

“You do that,” the
detective said as his partner opened the door.

Steven finally left the police station at
four in the morning. The detectives had interrogated him most of
the night. He knew Jon and Ransom left just minutes ago because
they’d texted him.

Damn, he was tired. Part of the reason they
had questioned the three of them so late was because a recent
investigation from Jon’s company showed a fair amount of corruption
that included the chief of police and a coverup related to a murder
that occurred several years ago. Steven knew the entire situation
pissed off many people in the law enforcement community, who they
directed the anger at varied. Tonight, they’d locked on to Steven
and Liaisons.

Once home, he didn’t even bother undressing.
He just toed off his shoes and collapsed face down on the couch. He
slept hard until the ringing of his doorbell woke him three hours
later.

Pushing up from the cushions, he grumbled,
“Someone had better be dead.”

After the events of last night came rushing
back, he regretted the thought. He only allowed himself a brief
moment to wonder if Mandy’s ghost would appear and how he would
make certain whatever details she shared with him didn’t solidify
him as suspect numero uno.

He yanked open the front door and demanded,
“What?”

His eyes collided with the soulful brown
ones he’d seen in his mind after his tryst with Mandy last
night.
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“Well, that’s one hell of a
way to answer your door,” the woman declared.

Steven stared at the her. He couldn’t
believe it. But damn, if she wasn’t the woman he’d seen in his mind
last night. He had three questions. One, why did he have that
vision if she wasn’t dead? Two, why had she been in the shower?
Although it was quite hot watching her in there. His imagination
quickly took the scene to her doing a lot more that he didn’t need
to picture right now. And three, who in the hell was she?

Well, maybe who she was should be the first
question, not the last. But he was tired.

As his brain finished waking up, he quickly
answered his own question: his spirit guides, as Dacia had called
them, were warning him about this woman. What the warning was,
though, was extremely unclear. Was she going to die? Was she a
threat to him? He was certain she was still living based on the
color in her cheeks.

“Hi, Steven,” she said. “I
need your help.”

“Forgive me, but who in the
hell are you?”

She looked vaguely familiar—beyond the
vision last night—, but he just couldn’t place her.

“I figured you probably
wouldn’t recognize me. It’s been maybe fifteen years. The last time
you saw me, I think I was a skinny eleven-year-old with
glasses.”

“Nicole,” he exhaled as
everything clicked into place. She looked nothing like the
preadolescent younger sister of his high school best friend, but
the resemblance was there.

“I’ve grown up a bit,” she
replied with a shrug.

“Just a little,” he agreed.
A lot, he silently amended.

“Did I wake
you?”

“Yeah, sorry, I had a
really long night,” he explained.

“Normally, I wouldn’t push
things, but I really need your help,” she repeated.

He scrubbed a hand down his face and sighed.
Why couldn’t he resist a damsel in distress? That’s how he came to
write true crime. He wanted to help the victims find peace, and a
vast majority of those victims were women. “Come on in. I’ll make
some coffee. How’s Ethan?”

“He’s good. He still lives
in Virginia.”

“Your parents?”

“Good as well. Still living
in Virginia too. What about yours?” she asked as she followed him
to the kitchen.

“Happy as clams. They’re in
Florida where my sisters settled. The grandkids are around daily
and my parents seem to enjoy the nice weather,” he said as they
entered the kitchen.

“Yeah, I hear the snow
complaints every winter. I keep telling them to move. But they
won’t entertain the idea.”

Their conversation paused as he set up the
coffeemaker and Nicole sat on one of the stools that surrounded the
kitchen island. After Steven turned the appliance on, he turned and
asked, “Cream and sugar? I only have powdered creamer.”

“Just sugar,
thanks.”

When the pot brewed enough to fill two mugs,
he poured them and set one in front of her on the table before he
passed her the sugar.

“Tell me what’s going on,”
he said as he lifted the mug to his lips, then sipped. He always
drank his coffee black, which was why he spent a little more money
on some really excellent coffee.

“I don’t know where to
start,” she said as she spooned sugar into the mug.

When she continued after three spoonfuls, he
wondered if he should have poured less coffee into the mug.

Steven sighed. “How about the beginning,
Nicole?”

She laughed and stirred the coffee—after
five spoonfuls of sugar!—, “that might make this longer than you’d
like.”

He barely had a hold on his temper. Things
easily aggravated him when he was tired. And boy was he tired.

“Nicole, I’ve had one hell
of a night and exceedingly limited sleep the past five days. Spill
it. Are you in trouble?”

“Yes,” she said. “Did you
know I’m an accountant?”

“No, I didn’t,” he said as
he attempted to hold on to his temper. She didn’t deserve his
frustration.

“Okay, here it goes. I’ll
try to keep it to the Cliffs Notes
version. When the firm hired me I was just out of
school. It surprised me I even got the position. Still, I worked
hard and brought in several clients. Eventually, I started dating
one of the other accountants at the firm. It recently
ended.”

She paused and sipped her coffee.

“Is he giving you problems?
Is that why you need help?”

Steven wasn’t sure what he could do there
except to consider using the guy as a means to work out some
frustration. But if that was the case, why didn’t she call her
brother? While Ethan wasn’t all that physical, Steven was sure
Ethan could handle it.

“If only,” she sighed.
“Some of my accounts have some issues. Someone stole money from the
bank accounts. They made it look like I did it.”

“How many accounts?” he
asked.

“You don’t think I did it?”
she asked outright, ignoring his question.

“Nicole, I know your
family. Although I haven’t seen you in fifteen years, I know you
wouldn’t steal anything. You’re just not that kind of
person.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.
Then went on, “I need you to help me discover who did
it.”

“There are people who can
do that much better than I can. I’m not a forensic accounting
expert, Nicole.” He immediately thought of Jon’s company and maybe
even Jon’s fiancée’s brother, who he thought had something to do
with accounting or forensics—hell it didn’t matter now. They could
sort that out later. Steven would pay Jon’s fee if Nicole couldn’t.
“Let me give you the number of someone who—”

“No, you
are a researcher. You
know the criminal mind. Steven, it looks really bad.”

Damn it. The look in her eyes was his
undoing. Her dark brown eyes pleaded with him to help. Not just
help with what she was asking him to do, but help protect her. She
wouldn’t accept anyone else’s help but his.

“How much money is
missing?” he sighed as he set his mug on the counter.

“Altogether, just over two
and a half million,” she admitted with her eyes closed.

“Shit, Nicole.”

“I know. And it’s sitting
in an account in my name in the Caymans,” she said.

“How did it come to light
now?”

“I was reviewing some bank
reconciliations and noticed a few things that looked out of place.
To keep it simple, it looks like they were transferring the funds
using the bank site but not recording any payments in the
accounting system and later falsifying the reconciliation
statements. Other than I reported it at the same time as the ending
of my relationship with Jack, I hope he has nothing to do with
it.”

“Do you think it was Jack?”
he asked.

“I don’t know. I’d like to
think not, but he was one of the people who could do
it.”

“Why is that?”

“He has access to all
accounts since he’s the senior,” she said.

“Jeez Nicole. You slept
with your boss?”

“I know, I know,” she said,
shaking her head back and forth. “That’s why I can’t go to Ethan or
my parents. They cautioned me against ever getting involved with
someone at work. They’d never let me hear the end of it if they
knew I had done it and that the person was my boss.”

“Why did things
end?”

“I honestly don’t know,”
she admitted. “Things were busy during tax season, like always, so
we rarely saw each other outside of work. We sort of drifted apart.
When tax season was over, he said he felt we weren’t really a good
fit and thought we should see other people.”

“What do you want from me,
Nicole?”

“I want you to help me
figure out who did this. I could lose my license; I could go to
prison, Steven,” she said, and, with that admission, tears filled
her eyes. “I didn’t do this, but I have no way of proving it.
Please help me prove it. I know
you could help me prove it.”

Steven resisted the instinctive impulse to
move to her side and take her in his arms to comfort her. He hated
to see a woman cry.

“Please, Steven?” she
begged, tears glistening in her eyes. “I have no one else to turn
to. I need your help.”

Steven couldn’t tear his gaze from hers.
Nicole begged him to help her, but there was something else deep in
the depths. There was a need. She really needed him.

That was the unfortunate moment that his
brain took detailed notice of her. She was gorgeous. Her hair was
brown, so dark it was almost black. He wondered if it was as thick
as it looked or if she had to have hours and a ton of product to
make it look that way.

He quickly compared the woman with the
flowing curls that stretched halfway down her back to the young
girl he remembered in pigtails. The freckles that used to dot her
button nose were gone. Or had she just concealed them with the
subtle make up she wore? Her full lips were the palest shade of
rose. He wondered if it was lipstick or gloss or just her own lip
color covered with lip balm.

How much mascara did she have on to make her
lashes look that full? Or was that natural?

Damn it, he shouldn’t want to know those
things about his childhood best friend’s baby sister. But he
did.

Shaking his head, he resolved he’d work
through those unfamiliar thoughts later.

“You won’t help me?” she
whispered.

“That’s not why I was
shaking my head,” he clarified. “I may come to regret this, but
yes, I’ll help you.”

“You will?”

“Yes,” he said. “But you
need to let me get some sleep. Can you come back this afternoon?
Say around one?”

“Yes. I’m suspended from
the firm until they clear this up.”

“Where are you staying?
What hotel?”

“Hotel? I live here in
Charleston, Steven. I have for about two years.”

“How have I not run into
you?” he asked.

“The city is just big
enough, I guess. Plus, I tend to work long hours and then go home.
I’m a bit of a homebody.”

“Where do you
live?”

“You know that huge
condominium complex on the Ashley River?”

“I think I know which one
you’re talking about.”

“I’ve been there for about
six months. Before that, I had an apartment outside of
town.”

The new complex was one of the nicest in the
area, even if it was outside of downtown. He’d considered
purchasing one or two units to lease recently. Part of him
contemplated moving there as well. He loved his home, though. He
had a townhome and loved the maintenance free life that came with
it. The yards were barely enough to cut, but his HOA dues included
that, which he really appreciated. The other plus was both of his
neighbors were elderly and barely made any noise and often spoiled
him with cookies. Steven was a sucker for cookies, especially
chocolate chip. His house had a view of the water, and it was just
a short walk to the Battery where he often sat and worked when the
weather was nice.

Suddenly, from out of nowhere, he heard
Mandy’s laugh. Crap, he was so tired he opened.

“Never pegged you as a
townhome guy, Stevie. I figured you’d prefer the simple lines of a
loft,” Mandy’s voice floated to him.

Steven couldn’t see her, so he wasn’t
certain where her voice was coming from.

“Steven? Are you okay?”
Nicole asked.

Double crap. He had zoned out from the
conversation with Nicole when he heard Mandy’s voice.

“Sorry, I’m exhausted and
need some sleep.”

“I’ll come back at one,”
she said as she rose from the stool. “Would you like me to bring
lunch?”

“That would be
nice.”

“Anything in
particular?”

“No,” he said, attempting
to ignore Mandy’s voice again. “I’ll eat anything.”

“Yes, you will,” Mandy’s
disembodied voice crooned. It took every inch of control he had not
to look to his right where it came from.

“Okay, I’ll let you get
some sleep,” Nicole said, and turned back down the hallway to the
front door.

Steven followed in her wake and noticed the
gentle sway of her hips.

Stop it!
he ordered himself.

“See you in a little
while,” she said when she stepped out onto the porch.

“See you,” he repeated and
closed the door and locked it.

Before he could consider sleep, he needed to
do something about Mandy.

“Where are you?” he
demanded.

“Your bedroom,” she
announced. “And I think you should join me.”

He climbed the stairs two at a time to the
third story of his home, where a master suite occupied the entire
floor. He still couldn’t see her, but he could definitely hear her
loud and clear.

“Stevie,” she called in a
singsong tone. “Come fuck me.”

“Mandy, where are you? You
know I hate when you call me Stevie.”

“Oh poo,” she said and
materialized. She wore the same clothes from last night when they
were at the club and a pout on her lips.

She didn’t realize she was dead. Crap. At
least she wasn’t naked.

“And who was that? I
thought you didn’t have a girlfriend. Wait. How am I here? And how
did I get to your bedroom without walking up the stairs?” she
asked, confusion infused her expression.

“Mandy, do you remember
what happened last night?” he inquired, ignoring her other
comments.

“Last night? I worked.
Tonight’s my first night off.”

Double crap, he thought, and scrubbed a hand
down his face. She wouldn’t be any help in this situation.

“Steven, what’s going
on?”

“Mandy, something happened
last night,” he started.

“When I was at
work?”

“No, not when you were
working. At the club,” he said, needing her to remember on her
own.

“Something happened to me
at the club? Did I let someone go too far?”

“We were at the club
together last night,” he started. Sometimes when he’d talk to a
spirit, it remembered events correctly without too much suggestion
from him. “I—”

“Someone was in the room
with us,” she interrupted, her eyes widened. “They came from the
far corner after you left. I knew it wasn’t you because you just
walked out the door. Then it was hard to breathe. My neck hurt,”
she said as her hand lifted to her neck. Suddenly bruises were
visible on her neck.

“When I came back in, you
were dead. Ransom tried CPR, but it was too late.”

“Why can you see me? Why am
I here?”

“I’m a medium.”

“I’m dead?”

“You’re dead,” he said with
sympathetic finality. “Did you see who did this?”

“No. It happened too fast,”
she said, her tone teary. “What happens now?”

“You go when the light
comes.”

“I always thought that was
a load of shit,” she stated.

“I’ve never seen it myself,
but others that have come to me tell me they see it. But since we
don’t know when that will be, Mandy, please, is there anything more
you can say about your murder? I realize you said you didn’t know
who it was, but was there anything?”

“I remember a cigar smell.
It was sweet, but definitely a cigar.”

“You saw
nothing?”

“I was watching you walk
away from me. Why does everyone walk away from me?” she asked in a
pitiful voice. It reminded Steven of a small child who didn’t
understand something particularly complicated.

He was too tired to deal with this. He
wasn’t a counselor by any means, so he couldn’t begin to help Mandy
process through her issues.

“Mandy, I need to sleep.
Can we talk more after I sleep?”

“What am I supposed to do?”
she demanded. “Watch you sleep?”

“No,” he snapped. He didn’t
want her watching him sleep.

“Then what, damn it? I’m
dead!” she shouted and stomped her foot. Naturally, there was no
sound attached to the action.

“Go for a walk?”

“Steven, I’m dead!” she
shrieked and flung her arms out.

“And I’m the number one
suspect, so let me get some sleep so I can think straight!” he
roared. The hold on his tempter gone.

“They think you did
it?”

“Who else could have?” he
challenged. “They know I left the room, but I know they think I did
it before I even left the playroom and came back in to set up the
alibi.”

“Didn’t they see someone
leave the room after you?”

“There’s nothing but a
shadow. I guess they think it’s just a trick of light or something
wrong with the camera.”

“What’s that?” she abruptly
asked as she stared at a blank wall.

“What’s what?” he asked,
turning his head to examine the same empty space.

“Is that the
light?”

Steven turned his attention back to Mandy
instead of the wall and saw the awe on her face.

“What’s it look
like?”

“Kind of like an opal. You
know, like lots of light and colors winking at you. It makes me
feel peaceful,” she finished in a whisper.

“Mandy, you have to go to
it. I’ll take care of this. I’ll make sure they catch the person
who did this to you,” Steven urged. She wouldn’t be able to provide
much anyway. She didn’t see the individual and a cigar smell wasn’t
that unusual. There was a cigar place around the corner from the
club.

She stepped haltingly in the wall’s
direction and suddenly she was gone. He stared at the spot for a
full two minutes before he turned and fell into bed. He grabbed his
phone from his pocket, set an alarm for noon, and set it on the bed
next to him. In less than a minute, he was sound asleep again.
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Nicole St. James stared at the door that had
just closed in her face and heard the lock flip. Maybe it was a
mistake coming to Steven for help. She didn’t remember him being so
abrupt before — the behavior bordered on rude by closing the door
and locking it like that.

“He’s just tired like he
said,” she told herself, and turned away. She paused with one foot
on the porch and one on the top step.

She didn’t notice it when she arrived, but
flanking the stairs were two small, dead-looking trees with cobalt
blue bottles shoved on several of the branches. “What on earth?”
she said, going down the steps to take a closer look. The bottles
were empty.

Then she shook her head. She would have to
ask Steven about them later. She strolled back down the short
walkway to the small gate that fronted the yard and opened it. As
she closed the gate behind her, she spotted the cop car parked a
few cars to her right. The occupants watched her progress.

Damn it, were they following her? She
decided she would continue on foot just to see. If someone followed
her, she could see them much easier that way. She went to where she
parked her car, dropped off her briefcase, fed the meter for
several more hours, and then turned in the battery's direction. She
could relax and watch the water for a little while.

She strode right past the undercover car.
The man seated in the passenger seat looked at her. She finger
waved with a smile and received no response. The other’s gaze
remained focused on Steven’s house.

That’s interesting.

She proceeded down to the battery and picked
a bench to sit and wait and think.

The ten accounts with money missing were
only part of the problem. Why had someone set her up? Was there
more money missing, and she didn’t know it? That was a distinct
possibility. Why only divert money from her accounts?

“Because they want you to
take the fall for something,” she muttered. “That’s
why.”

It would be hard to find out since she
wasn’t supposed to have any communication with anyone at the
office.

Nicole wondered if that was the reason they
hired her in the first place. Whoever stole the money needed a fall
guy, and who better than the newbie?

It had to be Jack. Jackson Thomas VI was the
senior and had agreed to supervise her as she completed her
licensure process — which had been just last week. As the senior
accountant and managing partner of the firm, he had access to all
accounts that conducted business with the firm. But he wasn’t the
first person to interview her. That had been Nora Ellington. While
she and Nora hadn’t liked each other, they hadn’t disliked each
other either. As the only two female accountants at the firm made
up of ten accountants, there was often a great deal of competition
between them.

Then again, the firm employed about fifteen
support staff and it could be any of them. Her personal assistant
had access to most of the information in the accounts assigned to
her, but it wouldn’t be hard to use a computer that would let them
access the entire account or get the accountant’s password. That
caused her to wonder if it could be an IT person. They had access
to all of that and could certainly make it look like someone else
did it.

She pinched the bridge of her nose and
resolved to quit thinking about it. She’d gotten nowhere the past
three days, which is when she recalled her brother’s childhood
friend. Award-winning, best-selling true crime author Steven
Cavanaugh lived in Charleston and research was his forte. She’d
read every book he wrote. Surely his investigation skills could
help her.

Nicole had a crush on him for as long as she
could remember. Her brother Ethan and Steven were inseparable until
they went to college, when they had gone different directions.
Looking back, the two were unlikely companions. Ethan was
mathematically and scientifically inclined, whereas Steven was more
English, literature, and history. However, they had formed a fast
friendship when they needed help in late elementary school years.
They tutored each other for most of their middle and high school
years. Somehow, a friendship had formed that endured through high
school graduation. Steven attended a small liberal arts school in
New York where he could concentrate on writing, which was what he’d
wanted to do since he was in elementary school. Ethan went to
Virginia Tech and earned his bachelor’s and later a master’s in
biomedical engineering. Straight out of college, one of the big
corporations courted him to build surgical robots for various
medical procedures. Ethan enjoyed tinkering all day with his
creations.

Nicole knew the two had lost contact in
college. Neither was on social media. Well, Steven was, but she
knew it wasn’t him managing the accounts. It was an assistant or a
publicist handling all that for him. She could recognize him in the
postings and comments, but wondered if he’d turned over a handful
of canned posts and responses for them to use and post for him. She
was curious about that because she messaged his page and
immediately identified that the reply wasn’t from him and not at
all personal. Specifically, when she mentioned she was Ethan’s
sister.

Unfortunately, Steven was as handsome as
ever. He had thick light brown hair that turned a little gold in
the summers when he and Ethan spent time outside or in the
community pool. He was tall; she thought he was even taller than
she remembered him being – he had to be over six feet. Just how
much she wasn’t certain, as she’d never been particularly good at
that sort of thing because of her astigmatism. She was thankful she
had corrective surgery or her glasses would be the same thickness
as Coke bottles as the saying went, but she still had trouble with
determining distance and height.

Not Steven Cavanaugh, though. He had perfect
20/20 eyesight. He was certainly in shape, despite never really
being athletically inclined. Even though his shirt had been
untucked, she knew it covered a well-toned body because the shirt
clung in all the right places on his shoulders and upper arms. He’d
rolled the sleeves back to his elbows, and she found that extremely
sexy.

His eyes were a unique trait. They were a
hazel so rare they appeared to turn any color. Ordinarily they were
a light green/brown, but today they’d been a striking blue with a
hint of green because of the cobalt shirt he’d worn. She’d
researched it long ago and learned that the eye didn’t change
color, but because the eye had so many pigments in them, what he
wore made specific pigments more dominant, making it appear that
they could turn any color.

The screech of a child playing interrupted
her thoughts. She turned to study the little girl racing after a
small puppy on a leash and felt her heart turn over. She was so
ready for children. Why couldn’t she meet the right guy to settle
down with and start her own family? She knew her mother was ready
for grandchildren, and Ethan had shown little interest in that
vein. He was married, but he and his wife’s focus was on work and
not on having children.

Glancing at her watch, she realized roughly
an hour had passed since she’d left Steven’s house. She had several
more to kill before she could grab food and head back to meet with
him again.

She began thinking of his house. It
surprised her to discover a classic townhome when she arrived. The
furnishings weren’t modern or oversized, like she knew many men
preferred. Instead, it was as if he selected each item for that
exact spot and purpose to tie the entire place together with
antiques that were, from her limited knowledge, probably 19th
century southern blended with contemporary comforts. And that was
just what she saw on the first floor. There were two floors above
the main living one she’d been on.

She liked her condo but hadn’t put the
detail into the furnishings he undoubtedly had. Hers was more
comfortable and practical than collectible.

Deciding that sitting on the bench letting
her mind wander from topic to topic wasn’t particularly productive,
she stood and strolled while she studied the homes that fronted the
battery. She wandered into the more commercial area of downtown
Charleston and window shopped at some boutiques. Next, she roamed
through the market to see if there was anything new. She knew there
was a weaver who created sweetgrass baskets, and she was looking
for one to set in the small area outside her front door. Why not
look now since she had the chance?

After some shopping, lots of walking, and
picking up sandwiches from an excellent deli, she started back in
the battery’s direction. Grateful she wore leggings and tennis
shoes, she decided after all the walking she wouldn’t need to join
the yoga class tonight at the complex. She might if she thought she
needed the stretching, but the walk today was good for her.

Reaching her car, she dropped off her
shopping bags, grabbed her briefcase, and fed the meter for another
hour after seeing she had about forty-five minutes remaining. She
turned and located the cop car again with the same two men in it,
parked in the same spot. This time, both watched her.

It surprised her to see the gate open when
she knew she’d latched it. Stepping through, she pushed it shut
with her hip and turned to find Steven standing in the front door,
a box at his feet.

“Hi,” she said, suddenly
feeling very shy.

“Hey, let me take those,”
he said as he extended his arms to take the bags containing the
food from her.

“I’ve got them. Grab your
box.”

He glanced down in surprise, then kicked the
package into the foyer.

“Done. Let me take those,”
he said and took the bags from her.

He looked more rested than earlier. And he’d
showered, she noticed as she moved past him in the doorway. He
smelled amazing. She wondered what shower gel he used.

Nicole entered the kitchen and halted.
Sitting on the breakfast counter was a setting for two with plates,
placemats, silverware, and glasses. And a bottle of white wine in a
chiller.

Then she spotted the three cats lounging in
the sunlight streaming through the windows.

“Didn’t peg you as a cat
person,” she observed and set her briefcase down on the seat of one
stool at the kitchen island.

Steven stepped beside her, then around her,
and another whiff of that delicious shower gel entered her nose.
And this time, it turned her on.

“I didn’t either, but these
three appeared on my doorstep during a storm and I just didn’t have
the heart to leave them out in it. So, I took them in and contacted
the local humane society. I fostered them while they waited for
forever homes. Turns out that was my home.”

“What are their
names?”

“Means is the brown and
gray one, Motive is the gray one, and Opportunity is the one with
the spots. I haven’t decided if she is gray with white spots or
white with gray spots. The combination is pretty
consistent.”

“You named your cats what?”
she asked. She surely had misheard him as she studied the three
felines. “Are they all female?”

“Means, Motive, and
Opportunity,” he repeated, pointing at each cat. “You know, the
three components necessary to be convicted of a crime,” he
explained. “And yes, they are all female. And fair warning, they
can be kind of territorial of me.”

“I know what it means. But
why did you name them that?” she asked. She didn’t need
clarification of the possessiveness of some cats, especially
females. She’d dated a guy who had a female cat that hissed at her
whenever Nicole was close to the guy. And heaven forbid they kiss.
The cat went crazy and bit her leg once. Needless to say, they
didn’t date much longer.

“It fit,” Steven said,
breaking into her memories. “They had all three components during
the time I was fostering them. I was also neck deep in a book.
Every time I spoke three words, —occasionally I talk out loud when
I’m writing— the three responded. The vet thinks they’re from the
same litter based on their coloring. What’s for lunch? I’m
starved,” he said, changing the subject and snooping into the bags
he’d taken from her.

“I grabbed some sandwiches
from the deli on Market Street,” she answered, still studying the
three cats. They continued to lounge in the sun, not paying any
attention to the two humans at all.

“I hope you don’t mind the
wine. I guessed we were going to have an unpleasant conversation,
and the wine might help make it a little less unpleasant,” he said,
unpacking the bags.

She turned
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