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      Victoria Hayes tossed through her anxious dreams, the day’s events on an endless loop: Todd Wagner had caught her trying to collect evidence. Wagner’s breath felt hot and pungent against her neck, just like her dog’s breath. And he was barking.

      Barking?

      Victoria blinked herself awake with the help of Baloo’s wet nose pressed into her cheek. The acrid smell of smoke and the piercing shriek of the house’s smoke alarms sent her heart into overdrive. She couldn’t see anything, and the haze stung her eyes. The urge to yell for help prompted her to open her mouth, but her lungs constricted and sent her into a fit of coughing.

      She kicked against the covers and fell off the bed, landing on the plush carpet. The fur of her one-hundred-fifty-pound Newfoundland brushed against her hand. She reached out and felt for his tail. Victoria crawled a few steps. The more she strained to see, the faster her heart raced. Useless. She reached out again, and her fingers found her dog’s tail. Baloo, like his fellow Newfoundlands, was acting like the rescue dog he’d been bred to be. He took a few more steps, leading her forward. Victoria never knew he had it in him.

      Her hands crossed from carpet to vinyl flooring. Maybe they had a fighting chance. Wiping tears away with the back of her hand, her vision finally let her see something besides smoke. Hot orange flames licked the ceiling ahead of them. She cowered to the floor and pressed her face against the carpet as another fit of coughing slowed her progress. Every muscle in her body wanted to give up, wanted to sleep. Baloo ran around and nudged her.

      One hand, one knee, one move at a time. She obeyed Baloo’s prods with her eyes closed. She couldn’t see where she was going anyway. Sweat couldn’t cool her skin down fast enough. Baloo shoved her again. An unbidden image of the grass, a river and an open star-lit sky filled her mind, and she forced herself to move faster.

      Her head bumped into glass. She reached up and pulled on the sliding door handle. Flicking the back door lock upward, she wrenched the backdoor open, desperate for fresh air.

      She heard it before she felt it—the roar—as the fire devoured the new current of oxygen. The light of the flames illuminated her shiny red bag just out of reach on the kitchen counter. Against her better judgment, she took a step into the kitchen and grabbed the purse. Baloo barked, bit the bottom of her pajama pant leg, and dragged her the rest of the way outside.

      She stumbled across the cement patio, following Baloo, who trotted across the yard to the gate. She reached into her purse, and as soon as her fingers found her phone, she heard distant sirens already on the way. Her voice probably wasn’t strong enough to communicate, anyway. Her feet moved quickly over the icy, wet grass to her waiting rescuer. She flung the gate open and prayed Baloo wouldn’t run off, as he was prone to do without a leash.

      Victoria wiped her gritty eyes with the corner of her pajama shirt. Baloo led her to the wooded nature trail that ran past the backyards of their subdivision. Beyond the grove of trees, the Boise River flowed. Ironic. If only she had means to redirect all that water over the neighborhood.

      Her breath caught as she watched the flames continue to climb the siding of her house. Please, don’t let the fire hit the other homes or these woods. She fell to her knees in a pile of leaves and hugged Baloo as she coughed the toxic fumes out of her system.

      “Thank you. You saved me,” she whispered to her beloved canine.

      Baloo made a gagging noise. She released him so he could clear the smoke from his own lungs. Victoria leaned back on her heels and watched her home consumed by fire. How many hours had she spent picking out paint colors, wall accents, and furniture? The painstaking process of making her house a home, all that effort to open her doors to neighbors, friends, book clubs and Bible studies. And for what? It was all going up in smoke.

      Her shivering escalated to another level of shaking, either from the cold or the reality of what had just happened. But how? Candles weren’t her thing. Hair styling tools were off and put away. The oven and microwave untouched for days. She’d even powered down her laptop before bed.

      Her computer… She groaned. The flash drive containing the evidence sat inside the house, likely a melted piece of useless plastic by now. Her only hope of proving her suspicions gone, and now she had nothing to take to the FBI in the morning.

      Could that be why her home was destroyed? Was the fire intentional?

      Baloo’s cough morphed into a growl. Victoria fell back in alarm. The moonlight illuminated Baloo’s position four feet away. The fur on the back of his neck spiked, and his nose pointed to the grove of trees behind her. She twisted around and stared into the blackness between the trees.

      “What is it, boy?” His focus and steadfast growl had her scrambling to her feet. She clutched her phone and stepped backwards, back onto the nature path. A sharp rock pressed into her arch, and she struggled to keep her eyes trained on the woods. A sudden snap of a twig, and Baloo’s monstrous bark pushed her into gear.

      “Come! Baloo!” She patted hard against her leg and ran. Baloo obeyed, as she sprinted toward the far side of her neighbor’s house—one she knew had no fence. Darting between the two houses, she lengthened her stride to reach the street in record time.

      She spotted her car parked a couple of houses down on the street, almost directly in front of the raging bonfire. A block farther down sat a red Range Rover. The same vehicle that gave her the creeps yesterday afternoon.

      The disoriented feeling vanished immediately. Pieces clicked into place within her mind. Baloo growled at the trees. She glanced over her shoulder. A figure in the shadows crept into the front yard behind her, three houses down, and he was headed her way.

      “Don’t make me shoot you,” she shouted in his direction. The only weapon in her possession was the pepper spray in her purse, but the figure in the shadows didn’t need to know that. He momentarily stiffened. If only she could see the man’s face, but she didn’t want to risk standing out in the open any longer. What if he had a gun?

      Her hand fumbled within her purse for her keys. Where was that fire truck? She needed help.

      “Victoria!”

      She spun to find her neighbor beckoning to her from the porch across the street. With another quick look over her shoulder, she sprinted to Darcy’s house. Lunging into Darcy’s outstretched arms, she fell to her knees one step within her foyer, her lungs feeling as on fire as her house. A fit of coughing kept her from explaining. She tried to communicate with her eyes that they were in danger, but even her vision betrayed her.

      Darcy became a blurry form, waving at someone. The outline of a man wearing a helmet pushed Baloo away from her side and shoved a mask on to her face. The sweet oxygen eased the pain in her lungs. She let herself close her eyes, but she needed to hang on to her thoughts. She didn’t have time to lose consciousness.

      The fire was no accident, and she needed real help. Everything she’d worked for was at risk. She couldn’t start over. Not again. And there was only one person she could think of who might be able to help her.

      Jeff Tucker.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jeff Tucker squinted at his alarm clock. Who would ring his doorbell at four in the morning? He grabbed his cell phone and shuffled to the door. Now someone was pounding on the door. “Hold your horses,” he muttered.

      He flipped on the porch light and peeked through the peephole. His lead accountant at Earth Generators, Inc. recoiled in the bright light. She closed her eyes and waved at the door. What in the world?

      Jeff did a quick assessment of his own appearance. He supposed his blue flannel pajama pants and navy T-shirt were decent enough to answer the door in the middle of the night. He unlocked the bolt and swung the door open, only to reveal an enormous beast at Victoria’s right. The dog knocked him to the side and trotted indoors. “Hey!”

      Victoria held a hand to her mouth. “I am so sorry. He’s kind of my protector right now and needs to stay with me. He usually has better manners.”

      Jeff squinted at her. “No offense, but I’m assuming you know what time it is. What’s going on?” The aroma of sulfur and smoke and wet dog overwhelmed him. “And why does your dog smell like a barbecue?” He’d go with a polite description.

      She responded by glancing over her left shoulder and then her right. “I think I’m in danger. Can I explain inside? Please?”

      Jeff moved back and opened the door wider. The moment she stepped inside he stepped out, trying to catch sight of what she meant. The cool air helped chase a little of his grogginess away. He closed the door to find Victoria flat against the wall, as if she didn’t want anyone to see her. “Want me to call the police?”

      “Someone set my house on fire tonight. The police already know but have nothing to go on yet.”

      So many questions came to mind. He raked his hand through his hair. Best to start with the most obvious. “Your house was on fire? Are you okay?” He examined her once more. Her face appeared paler than normal, and her bright blue eyes were red from crying, smoke, or perhaps both. His first aid training kicked in gear. She might be in shock, which would explain her bizarre decision to come to his house. “I can drive you to the hospital now.”

      “No, I’m fine. The paramedics checked me out.”

      “They didn’t want to take you to the hospital?”

      “I didn’t have time for that. I’m fine.” She crossed her arms and her teeth chattered. “Except I can’t seem to get warm.”

      Jeff turned to the wicker basket next to his couch. “I think I have a blanket here somewhere.”

      She eagerly accepted the red fleece and swung it around herself like a robe. She flipped her long hair out from under the blanket. It looked wet; no wonder she couldn’t get warm.

      “My neighbor let me borrow her clothes and take a shower, but I didn’t think of a jacket. Everything of mine is—” her voice caught “—gone.” Her face crumpled. “I’m sorry to barge in on you in the middle of the night. I had to talk to you, and I remembered where you lived from the department Christmas party.”

      “That’s okay. How can I help?”

      She shifted her gaze to the ceiling, then the living room walls. She looked everywhere, it seemed, but at him. “I need you to come with me to work. Now.”

      Did she realize most people considered four in the morning to be the middle of the night? “Maybe I should start a pot of coffee while you explain.”

      “No. There’s no time.”

      Jeff turned toward the sudden slamming noise. The mammoth dog’s baseball bat-sized tail pounded a couple more times on the glass door to his balcony. “Make yourself at home,” he muttered. How was it possible that Victoria—beautiful, sweet, off-limits Victoria—could be in his home like this? He wasn’t an accountant or a police officer; he was a supervisor. Why did she need him?

      “I think you’re the only one that can help me,” she said, as if hearing his thoughts.

      “How do you figure?”

      She took a deep breath. “Can I explain it in the car? Please?”

      The image of her, wrapped in his blanket in his living room, suddenly felt too intimate. Going to the office—or anywhere else—seemed like a good idea. “Give me five minutes.” He closed his bedroom door behind him and turned on the light. He slapped his face a couple times while watching his reflection in the mirror. Definitely wasn’t dreaming. Confusion and annoyance were evident from his expression, but it was the best he could do at this hour. He threw on jeans and a shirt.

      The dog growled from the other room.

      “Jeff!”

      He shoved his feet into already tied shoes and ran out of his room. The dog bared its teeth in preparation to bite something… or someone.

      Victoria whipped around to face him. “There was a man lurking down there in your backyard.” She pointed at the glass door.

      His shoulders relaxed. “Well, it’s more of a community area.” The moment he said the words, he knew it was a weak attempt at comforting her. The dog turned around in a circle twice and plopped back down on to the rug.

      She blew out a long breath. “He’s gone, or Baloo wouldn’t relax. I’m sure of it.” It seemed as if she was talking more to herself than to him. She turned her attention to Jeff. “Ready to go?”

      Her concern about a lurking man may have diminished, but his only increased. “If you’re right and think someone is after you, I don’t know how safe it is to walk to your car in the open. Even with me and the gorilla by your side.”

      A flash of anger sparked in her eyes, and it reminded Jeff of how badly he needed coffee. He wasn’t guarding his tongue very well without it. But did she realize that was not a normal sized dog?

      “She’s a Newfoundland. And a great rescuer.”

      “I’m sorry.” He normally loved dogs, just not strange ones in his apartment in the middle of the night. The possibility of a man waiting in the shadows changed things. He wasn’t armed or trained in defensive techniques. “What exactly are we dealing with?”

      She raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips. He’d never seen her look annoyed before. At work, she was nothing but quiet and efficient. She faced the window again. “Last quarter I reviewed the expense reports before submitting them to the audit committee.”

      He nodded. “Like every quarter.”

      “Yes, but when the numbers went public, they seemed different from what I remembered.”

      Jeff shifted his feet. Maybe he should’ve taken a seat first. “What do you mean?”

      “The numbers made Earth Generators, Inc. look like a much better company than reality. Profits are way up, and expenses are way down. Differences in operating and capital expenses grew exponentially.”

      “Hang on a second.” Jeff pressed his thumbs into his temples, attempting to fight off the headache threatening to start. “So, in English, that means the stockholders are about to be very rich.”

      She tilted her head to the left and right, as if weighing his translation. “Essentially, yes. Except, the numbers were blatantly wrong. I’m sure of it.”

      Victoria consistently proved to be the best accountant in his department. It was why she’d risen to lead accountant within a year. Normally, he’d believe her in a heartbeat, but she was standing in his living room at four in the morning after her house was on fire. Had she had a breakdown?

      “The problem was—when I checked the data again—everything matched the public numbers.”

      “So you misremembered.”

      She blinked and blew out an exasperated breath. “No, I don’t think so. But your reaction proves my point. I knew I needed evidence.”

      Jeff winced, but covered it by taking long strides into the kitchen. She may think they had no time to waste, but if he didn’t at least get some instant coffee into his system, he wouldn’t be able to retain a single word she said.

      She followed him to the sink. “So, this time around, at the end of the quarter, I took action. I saved a copy of the report to a flash drive before submitting it to Wagner and the audit committee. Then, when the report became public yesterday, I went into work early—before everyone else—to see if the numbers matched the statements on my flash drive.”

      “And?”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “I was right on the money. Someone changed the numbers in the company files and the public reports.” She took a deep breath and rubbed her hands over her arms. “Except Wagner caught me comparing the reports.”

      His spoonful of coffee grounds froze in midair. While he was supervisor of the accounts payable department, Todd Wagner managed the entire accounting division. In fact, Wagner had just reassigned Jeff to supervisor of the accounts receivable department starting next week.

      “Victoria, listen. I’ve always respected your opinion and your work ethic. But Wagner is my boss, too, so I’m not sure this is the best way to communicate any prob⁠—”

      “Please.” She bit her lip and made eye contact for a brief second. “Please, hear me out. Wagner implied I better be careful…that someone might suspect me of insider trading. Even though I did nothing wrong.”

      “I think I’m missing something.”

      “Wagner ordered me to meet him after work for drinks. He said I would regret it if I didn’t show up.”

      A chill ran up his spine. He clenched his jaw and mixed the spoonful of instant coffee into a mug of tap water. If Wagner was harassing Victoria… Jeff took a deep breath to remain professional. He set down the mug. “This sounds like a matter for Human Resources. I know April in HR well enough that I can arrange an emergency meeting first thing tomorrow—I mean today.”

      She smirked, which seemed an odd reaction. “I know April, too, but that won’t help. I slipped out of work an hour early to avoid Wagner. Then, a red Range Rover started following me everywhere I went. The grocery store, the dry cleaners, the gym… it even pulled up next to me. This guy in a ball cap made frantic gestures at me, like my car had a flat tire. He motioned for me to pull over, but I drove straight to the auto shop.” She took a shaky breath. “Jeff, there was nothing wrong with my tires. It was a lie to get me to pull over.”

      He stared at her for a moment, imagining what could’ve happened had she pulled over. Victoria stared at his hands. He followed her gaze to find them in fists and purposefully relaxed them. “I’m glad you thought fast, but even you have to admit there are a lot of Range Rovers in town.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed. “I know what I saw. The same red vehicle was on my street when the fire started. It was gone by the time the police arrived.” She tightened the blanket around her shoulders. “I think Wagner is the reason I’m in danger. If I’m right, he’s making millions while committing fraud. If he gets away with it, the stockholders and employees will be the ones to suffer. I need your help to prove it. I don’t dare go into work alone again.”

      Jeff gulped down the disgusting, lukewarm instant coffee. He tried out the idea of his boss as an embezzler, a mastermind of fraud. Was it possible? Wagner wasn’t someone who valued people skills. He lived in a fancy house and liked to show off his latest purchases. He also seemed to be a man who prided himself on a job well done. He placed the mug in the sink. “Why not go to the police? Or even the FBI?”

      “How can the police help me when I only have suspicions to give them? I made an appointment with the FBI yesterday, for this morning. But now—” Her gaze dropped to her intertwined hands. She sighed. “I have nothing to give them.”

      “I thought you had the evidence on a flash drive.”

      She turned her attention to his wall clock. “It burned to a crisp in the fire.” She looked back at him. “I hid the original copy of the file on the server at work, just in case. Do you understand the urgency now? If they find it first, I won’t have anything to show the FBI. I’m… I’m worried whoever is pulling the strings won’t stop until I’m dead.”

      Her phone vibrated and simultaneously released a loud alarm. She looked down and the blanket fell from her shoulders. “Someone is breaking into my car.”
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      Victoria ran back into the living room. “I need to get to a window.” She passed the couch and slid two wooden blinds apart to see through the window closest to the parking lot.

      “What’s going on?”

      “My brother put a car alarm app on my phone. He said it’s more effective than a siren on your car because this alerts you, not the crook.” She squinted out the window. A man wearing a baseball cap had one knee on the passenger seat, rifling through her glove box. “I think my brother was right.”

      The man looked up.

      She jerked away from the window. “What if he saw me?” She put a hand on her chest. “I parked in the guest parking lot in case I was being followed. I had hoped he wouldn’t know which townhouse I was visiting.”

      Jeff grabbed his phone off the end table and took her place at the window. “I’m calling the police. Did you get a good look at him?”

      Her throat burned with the threat of tears. “Couldn’t see his features.” Her house was a pile of used matchsticks, and she was acting like a crazy woman begging her supervisor for help. She caught sight of a small navy leather book on the end table by the couch. A Bible?

      Jeff was known for his integrity and ethics. He even made a comment about not taking pens from work for personal reasons at their last meeting. She thought he’d been over the top, but the confirmation she’d came to the right man steadied her pulse.

      He knew only the bare minimum about accounting, but he didn’t need to. His job was to manage employees, and the job suited him. He offered friendly smiles and a listening ear. Even if he hadn’t been handsome, those qualities would still make him attractive.

      The office considered him the most eligible bachelor at work. So much so that April—one of her friends at work—had staked her claim. Which reminded her. The last time she’d stopped by Victoria’s cubicle, April had said she was dating Jeff.

      She cringed. The last thing she wanted was for April to be upset that Victoria had gone to Jeff for help…in the middle of the night. She hadn’t even told any of her friends about the fraud suspicions, fearing that she was wrong. If April had access to the accounting divisions, Victoria would’ve gone to her instead.

      Jeff’s firm voice filtered through her thoughts. “There’s a man just inside the entrance of Greenbelt Townhomes. He’s rifling through my friend’s car.” He rattled off his address and thanked them.

      Baloo’s head slid underneath her hand. He always seemed to sense her emotions and track her down when she most needed comfort. Victoria patted his head in appreciation. Baloo’s giant tail smacked the wooden lamp off the end table.

      Victoria picked up the lamp, thankful it was still one piece, and gave Jeff a sheepish grin. “If you could help me grab that evidence, I’ll give my story to the FBI, and be out of your hair.”

      He stared at the dog. “That simple, huh?” He slipped the phone in his pocket. “They’re on their way. If you’re right and Wagner’s responsible, we need to get to the office now. He typically arrives by six a.m. Since your car is being ransacked at the moment, let’s take mine.”

      She warred between embarrassment and anger at his reaction. He was telling her to hurry now? She followed Jeff downstairs, past a small room that held no furniture. Snowshoes, skis, fishing equipment and camping gear lined the walls. Baloo seemed to sense her anxiety as he trotted behind her. Her mouth dropped open at the sight of Jeff’s car. A silver Honda S2000 convertible—a beautiful sports car but with no room for a massive dog, especially with the top up.

      He frowned. “Sorry. There are only two seats. I’m afraid Nana will have to stay here.”

      “Baloo,” she corrected. Her dog sniffed, as if indignant. “And it’s a he.”

      “He looks like the dog from Peter Pan.”

      “Same breed as Nana.”

      He grinned. “You must like Disney movies.” He leaned down and patted Baloo’s head. “As long as you trust him to stay here, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      Victoria looked back hesitantly. Her dog’s concerned face mimicked her own. Baloo’s ears pressed backward, and he lifted his nose up in the air. She stared back into the dog’s eyes, racking her brain for another solution. She didn’t have a choice, though.

      Without waiting for her answer, Jeff walked back into the apartment and picked up a bowl from the camping dinnerware. He walked through another door to his right and emerged with a clean bowl of water. She stood, frozen in place, as she watched him care for Baloo. The kindness may have been directed at the dog, but the gesture took her off guard. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

      She’d only seen him dress casually once before—at the department Christmas party he’d hosted at his place. And now, wearing dark jeans, a checkered navy flannel button-down shirt, and brown hiking shoes, he looked more like Baloo’s owner than she did. He must be a true outdoors man. No wonder all the ladies at work flirted openly with him.

      Except her.

      She knew how to weigh men like numbers, and it didn’t matter how nice a guy he might be. She could identify a risk or safe investment within minutes of conversing. And she’d already pegged Jeff. A ruggedly handsome and charming man was high risk, pure and simple. Asking for his help, though? Well, that was an entirely different matter.

      After Baloo seemed content and settled, they returned to the convertible. Jeff turned off the lights to the garage, kept the car’s headlights off, and slowly backed out of the townhouse driveway.

      “Shouldn’t the police be here by now?”

      Jeff shrugged. “I certainly would’ve thought so.” He pressed on the brakes. “I’m tempted to drive over there.”

      “Please, don’t.” Her hand jutted out and touched his shoulder. “I don’t want him to see us together. He torched my house. I can’t stand the thought of him targeting you because of me. Let’s hurry. This is our chance while he’s busy.”

      Jeff considered her for the briefest of moments and then glanced down at her hand, still on his shoulder. She pulled her hand back and stared out the window. If only she could crawl underneath the chair and hide. Less than an hour alone together, and she was already sending him the wrong message. There had been no need to put her hand on his shoulder, a surprisingly muscular shoulder.

      Jeff swung the car in the opposite direction, and once on the street, flipped on his headlights. “I’m confused how we gather evidence if someone’s already changed your files.”

      She rifled through her purse and pulled out her security badge. “I saved a copy of my original report somewhere different. It’s on the office server underneath a miscellaneous receipts file. I’m hoping no one’s found it yet, but it wouldn’t take much searching if someone knew what they were looking for.”

      They rode in silence the short distance to the office. Jeff parked the car at the far end of the company lot. “Do you want to wait here and send me in for it?”

      Her neighbor’s clothes were not only big on her but also outdated in style, and not very flattering. She wore a pink cardigan with pearl buttons, brown dress pants, and black loafers. “I’d be lying if I said no, but I think it’d be more efficient if we went together. Do you have a flash drive we can use in your office?”

      “No, but I can email it somewhere else.”

      Victoria shook her head. “You can’t email a file like that. It’ll get filtered. Anything over twenty-five megabytes gets blocked.” She flicked her hand in the air. “Believe me, I already tried.”

      “I can burn it to a disk. We haven’t completely phased out CD-ROMs yet. I’m hoping to get you somewhere safe and still have time to go back home and change before the official workday starts.”

      “Got it.” If she couldn’t find the evidence, then her behavior would effectively prove to Jeff that she was a crazy flake. She’d been there, done that. She couldn’t afford to lose her reputation and, most likely, her job. How would she ever get hired again? This was her last chance.

      He leaned over and pulled his office badge out of the glove compartment.

      She pressed her back into the leather seat at his sudden nearness. A whiff of pine trees and cedar caught her unaware. Why’d he have to smell so good? She exited the car and pulled her purse over her shoulder. They stepped inside the glass lobby and strode to the automatic sliding glass door.

      A security guard at the oval station gave Jeff a nod. He gestured to the elevator. “Go on up. I know this guard. He might have seen the Range Rover yesterday. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.”

      Victoria wanted to object but followed his gaze. She recognized the guard, but doubted he remembered her. She gave a thumbs-up and held up her badge to the keypad that opened the elevators. It made a high-pitched sound, followed by an off-pitch buzz. Her face heated, and she could feel the guard’s eye on her. “That’s weird.” She held up her badge again, only to produce the same horrible sound.

      “Maybe we’re not allowed in until our shift?” she asked, realizing how silly her question sounded.

      Jeff shook his head. “No. I’ve been here before on a Saturday to catch up on work before. I’ve never had an issue.”

      The security guard left his station and walked up to them. “What seems to be the problem?”

      She wondered if Jeff could see the panic in her eyes. He responded by smiling at the guard. “Hey, Charlie. Victoria’s badge isn’t working. Can she use her driver’s license instead?”

      The guard shifted his lips to the side in an odd grimace. “As much as I’d like to do that, I can’t. There’s quite the process if your badge doesn’t work. Did you bend it, snap it?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Her heart raced. Had Wagner already fired her? He had told her she’d regret not meeting him after work.

      Charlie looked between the two of them. “I’ll see what I can do, but I might need to call a higher-up.” He waved them over to his station and opened his hand. Victoria handed over the badge, and he slid it underneath a stationary scanner.

      The high-pitched buzz echoed around the glass walls. “Well, that’s strange.” He peered over his glasses at her. “Says here that your account doesn’t exist.”

      “What?” Jeff leaned over the counter. “That’s got to be a mistake. She was working here just yesterday. I’m her supervisor in the…”

      “Oh, I haven’t forgotten who you are, Jeff,” the guard interrupted, fingering her badge. “And I haven’t forgotten Victoria here either. She’s the one always leaving homemade fudge for me and the guys in the break room.” He flashed a smile. “You didn’t think we were going to let the chef of those goodies remain a secret, did you? Got too many retired police detectives in our department for that.”

      Her stomach flipped. Not so much from the guard’s good-natured ribbing, but more from Jeff’s surprised stare. Apparently, she wasn’t that adept at doing a good deed in secret, no matter how hard she tried. Victoria shrugged. “I like to cook. I just don’t want the temptation to eat it all.”

      Charlie held up his closed fingers. “She makes peanut butter fudge so smooth, it melts on your tongue. Even wraps it up in fancy homemade boxes that the wife loves to keep.” Charlie sighed. “But, I’m afraid that without a call to my supervisor, I can’t help you.” He lifted the phone to his ear. “It’ll be a few moments, folks.”

      Victoria held her hand out toward Charlie’s arm. “Would you mind if we just waited until normal business hours? I can stay here while Jeff checks on a very important report for me.”

      Charlie looked between the two of them and hung up the phone. “I can do one better. There’s no rule against Jeff signing you in as a guest.”

      “Oh, that would be great. Then, we can go home and change and deal with this mess when I get back. Right, Jeff?”

      “Well,” Charlie mused, “this isn’t my normal shift, but I’m sure I can leave a note for the next guard on duty.”

      She smiled sweetly. “It’s okay. I don’t mind going through it all again. No
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