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CHAPTER 1
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Eyes locked in a stalemate, the young unseasoned officer, representing Portland’s finest, refused to give way.

“This is a crime scene, no civilians allowed.”

“I’m telling you for the last time, let me through.”

“And I’m telling you, you’re not—” The terse response came to a sudden stop.

“Jackson, let him pass. I’ll vouch for him.”

Officer Jackson straightened at the sound of his senior partner’s voice. The civilian gave a curt nod of thanks and hurriedly ducked beneath the yellow crime scene tape. He gazed at the body lying on its side, blood congealing underneath on the cold concrete floor of the parking garage.

Jackson’s partner approached him. “HB. You know him?”

Cursing under his breath, HB turned away from the body and acknowledged the officer. “I do.” He briefly closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I can identify him.”

He steeled himself to look at the body again. Ringing in his ears masked all other sounds as he tried to comprehend the scene. It took great effort to concentrate on the questions coming at him. For twenty minutes, he answered one and all as best he could but finally he reached his limit.

“Listen, you’ve got all I can tell you. There’s someone I need to inform.” To himself he wondered how he could ever break this kind of news to her.

“We know where to find you, man. Good luck.”

HB nodded his understanding and returned to his car. In his mind, he tried various ways to frame the news he needed to relay. Today he regretted the police scanner he monitored on a regular basis. Not given to emotion, he felt like he’d been sucker punched in a bad fight, and he didn’t relish being the bearer of such horrific news.

Drumming his fingers on the wheel and impatient with too many red lights, he finally parked in front of Maxwell’s Bar and Grill located on the waterfront of the Willamette River. A decent crowd was inside, judging from the parked cars, and HB knew Max Dennehy would be enjoying his barkeep duties. Dread tugged at his insides, knowing his news would destroy Max’s day.

Laughter and music greeted him as he entered the restaurant. The pounding beat from background music added to his growing headache. Behind the bar stood a tall, hefty man. In his mid-sixties, he still commanded a presence. One beefy hand covered the tap handle as he pulled a draft for a customer. HB steeled himself and moved toward him.

He made it right to the massive polished oak bar before being spotted.

“HB, wasn’t expecting to see you today. What’ll you have friend?”

“Can I have a word with you, in private?”

Max hesitated at the solemn look on HB’s face. “Let’s head upstairs. It’s quieter there.”

He maintained a large office and guest apartment above his establishment. The two men went outside and up the stairs.

“What’s this all about, HB? You look like you’ve lost your best friend.”

HB swallowed and sucked the air through his teeth. “I came to you first, Max. I can’t go to Dorothy with this alone.”

A chill ran down Max’s spine and he braced himself. “Spit it out, man.”

“It’s Paul. He’s been murdered.”
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“No, I don’t believe you. They’re on their way to the convention today. It can’t be true.”

But as a former cop, Max Dennehy knew all too well HB spoke the truth, whether he liked it or not.

HB stood ashen-faced before him. “I wish it weren’t true, but I’ve just come from the scene. Looks like he was mugged and maybe fought back. I told the cops I’d let next of kin know, but I just can’t be the one to tell Dorothy.”

At the mention of her name, the burly man leaned his full weight against the wall. His shoulders sagged. “My poor darlin’, she’ll be heartbroken.” He rubbed his hand over his face, gathering his thoughts. “No, you were right to come here first. I’ll be the one to tell her, God help me. She’ll want details, so you’d best come as well. I’ll let them know downstairs I’m done for the day. Can you drive?”

“Car’s right outside. I’ll wait for you.”

***
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Holden Bartholomew, or HB as he preferred to be called, ranked as lead investigator at Quail International ~ Investigations and Security. The company name had recently changed from Dennehy Security and Investigations, where HB had been since its early days. His background was sketchy, but on the recommendation of Max Dennehy, he’d been hired by his daughter Dorothy, owner of the investigations company. Devoted to Dorothy, HB would do anything for her.

A light drizzle started while he sat in his car, waiting on the man who’d given him a second chance at life. His thoughts dwelt on the past several months, back to when a new client had entered the picture. Paul Webster, a successful Portland businessman, had taken them on a wild ride, involving smuggled artifacts from China and industrial espionage with an import and export company. HB always had Dorothy’s back when danger threatened, but it was Paul she turned to for comfort. They’d decided to pool resources, not just in business, but sharing a life together.

The passenger door opened, shaking HB from his reverie. Max looked anguished, red-rimmed eyes betrayed his crying. Fastening his seatbelt, he turned to face HB. “How am I going to tell her, how do I tell her the man she loves has been murdered?”

The pain etched on Max’s face was foreign to HB. The usually stoic and rock steady Irishman was crumbling before his eyes. “Hey now, Max, you need to keep it together for her, you know.” HB paused. Not a man given to many words, his expertise with offering sympathy was skimpy at best. “Not sure how she’ll handle this, but we can’t sugar-coat it. She needs to know upfront exactly what’s happened. I’ll find out who’s in charge of the investigation. Maybe I can get some answers.”

Max wiped at his eyes with a white handkerchief then blew his nose. “You’re right, I need to calm down and just be her father. Let’s get on over to the house.”

During the ten-minute drive, HB shared more details of the crime scene.

The older man had settled somewhat, handkerchief put away. “Thanks, son.” He sighed and shook his head. “Bloody shame, you know. By now, they’d have been on their way to the airport. She was looking forward to the convention where she could introduce Paul as her new partner.”

As they swung into the driveway, the front door opened and a smiling Dorothy greeted them. Walking toward his daughter, Max spoke under his breath. “Let me handle this, HB. My little girl is about to be hurt real bad.”

“Dad, HB. This is a nice surprise. I thought you were Paul. He should’ve been home by now. He ran out of here a few hours ago after a phone call. An old army buddy needed to see him right away.” She glanced at her watch, “But I’m not impressed. He’s cutting it close. We should have left already for the airport. And I can’t get him on his phone.”

Max and HB stood silent.

Dorothy looked at both of them. One eyebrow raised in puzzlement. “What’s going on with you two? As much as I’d love to visit, there’s not much time. We’ll have to move the moment he arrives.” Her eyes glanced up and down the street as if willing his car to appear. “It’s not like him to run so late.”

The skies opened up and the rain started in earnest.

“Well, don’t just stand there you pair of chattering fools, come on inside before you’re soaked.”

Still not willing to utter a word or start the dreaded conversation, the men appeared to be more interested in the luggage waiting just inside the door and making a fuss over the small amount of rain they’d received.

Dorothy stared at her father and HB. She smiled tentatively at them. “Is it a problem with one of our cases? Dad, you can help HB surely?”

“Well, of course, darlin’, but this isn’t about a case we’re working on. It’s something else. Come and sit down so we can talk.”

“But I’m leaving.”

Max saw the confusion in his daughter’s eyes. He steered her into the living room while HB made a beeline for the cabinet where he knew Paul kept his liquor. A bottle of brandy materialized and three glasses.

“You two are awfully mysterious. Are we celebrating something?”

Max pulled Dorothy down onto the sofa beside him and held her hand. “We’re not celebrating, darlin’, but you might want a wee brandy when I’ve told you why we’re here.”

HB fumbled with the decanter and ended up sloshing some of the amber liquid on the table.

“What on earth is going on? You’ve something to say, say it already.”

“Sorry, Dorothy. I—I’m not usually this clumsy. I’ll get something to mop this up.” HB moved off to the kitchen, leaving father and daughter alone.

“For goodness sake, Dad, let it out. You and HB are making me nervous. Has Victor Lau escaped from prison? Is Alanna all right? I know she went for her yearly physical last week. Don’t tell me she’s had bad news.”

“No, no, Victor is still locked away and Alanna’s right as rain. It’s bad, my darlin’. There is no easy way to tell you this so I’ll just say what’s happened. It’s Paul,” Max swallowed hard. “Sweetheart, he’s dead.”

HB stood, rooted to the spot, and listened from the kitchen. He heard no exclamation, scream, or cry from Dorothy. He moved toward the living room and found Dorothy staring straight ahead. Max motioned for him to sit with them.

“It’s a terrible shock, darlin’. We’ll tell you the little we know.” Max reached for one of the brandy glasses. “Here, sweetheart, have a sip or two of this fine brandy.”

“Brandy? No thanks, I’ve never liked brandy.”

She stood up abruptly and made toward the stairs. “I have a few more things to pack. Do you think you could make a cup of tea, Dad? Let me know when Paul arrives.” Dorothy left Max and HB staring at her with their mouths open.
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HB gathered his wits first. “Is she in shock? It’s like you never said a thing about Paul.”

“I’ve seen this before. She’s in shock all right. Subconsciously she heard what I said but her mind doesn’t want to register the news. I’m going to take her some tea and just talk quietly and see how it goes. We may have to call a doctor for some advice if she continues like this.”

HB slapped his hands on his legs and jumped up like a sprung wire. He began pacing across the room. He’d been more than a little in love with her since they first met and not being able to comfort her tore at him. “How can I help? The cases we have right now are under control, and I’ll supervise the rest of the agents. I’ll ask around at headquarters and talk to the detective assigned to the case if possible. There’s been a shakeup in personnel and some new faces.” He scratched his head. “It’s hard to take in. Can’t be detached when you know the murder victim. Even saying it is awful.”

HB’s rambling threatened to go into overdrive.

“Take a deep breath, son. Listen, if you ID’d him at the scene, I doubt Dorothy will be needed. Go find out what you can. If we’re lucky, the detective in charge may be someone we know. Alanna and I’ll take care of my girl and help her through this.”

Dorothy’s indispensable agent downed the rest of his brandy and put the glass down hard. His face reddened but not from the brandy. His anger was palpable. “She didn’t deserve this, Max. Paul was a decent guy and he loved your daughter. We have to find the scum responsible.”

Max nodded his agreement, holding his emotions in check.

HB pulled car keys from his pocket. “I’ll be on board the Private Aye after I finish downtown. Dorothy wanted me to stay there while she and...well, while she was away. Although I could pick up Alanna and bring her back here first.”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate it. I’ll call her in a little bit. She’ll be devastated with this news. But wait till I call you first. I need more time with Dorothy before the world descends on her.”

The Private Aye, a houseboat moored on the Willamette River near downtown Portland and not far from Maxwell’s, was Quail International headquarters. HB’s expertise with technology meant the agency benefitted from the most up to date computer and surveillance equipment available. All housed within the unassuming houseboat. Dorothy worked hard to ensure its true nature remained hidden from all but a select few. At times the Aye had served as a second home for her when she needed space away from the apartment she’d shared with her father. At least until she became involved with Paul.

After HB left, Max sat for a few minutes and swallowed more of the brandy. He moved to the kitchen and prepared a tea tray. The fridge was all but bare except for some milk he used for the tea, and he found a tin of cookies. With a heavy heart, he walked up the stairs to find his daughter aimlessly rearranging items on her dresser.

“There you are, love. I’ve a pot of your favourite Earl Grey and some cookies.”

They sat on a small sofa in the bay window while he poured two cups of tea.

“We’ll just sit here and chat awhile.”

***
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Max talked for an hour. He reminisced about Dorothy’s childhood, how the loss of her mother at a young age had affected her. The holidays they’d had together over the years. He told her how proud he’d been when she joined the police force and the way she’d handled the fallout after the shooting death of her husband in self-defence. They discussed the reinvention of her life when she moved to Portland, became a private detective, and started her own business. Anything but Paul’s murder.

Life returned to her face as she began to respond to his nattering and her voice grew steady. “Thanks, Dad. I can see what you’re trying to do. I do know what you said. But, what happened? Was he in an accident?”

Tears spilled down her cheeks as reality set in. She could no longer pretend it hadn’t happened. Max held her until she stopped sobbing.

With a shudder, she looked into his eyes and calmly said, “Tell me everything.”

Max searched her face and stroked her long red hair. “Go wash your face, love. I’ll meet you downstairs with another pot of tea—or something stronger if you like. I’ll answer as many questions as I can.”

While Dorothy freshened up, Max called his wife Alanna. After he’d calmed her down, he asked her to pack a bag and bring a few groceries to the house. He said HB would pick her up shortly. Max was tempted to have another brandy but decided to return the bottle back to the cabinet.

He’d just finished making a second pot of tea as his daughter entered the kitchen. Her freckles had faded into the paleness of her face, and she kept biting her lower lip, as if to stave off another round of tears. She needed no encouragement this time to drink the tea and downed a cup in silence. Max let her be.

The rain had stopped but it was overcast and dull. They sat at the kitchen table, neither speaking. Max waited to take his cue from her. A sob escaped her as she struggled to stay in control. Her eyes were wide and she pushed the tea cup away from her. “Talk, Dad.”

Max relayed what he’d heard from HB. Details would come later but he gave her the bare truth.

She blanched as his words registered. “Murdered, Murdered? No!”

Max had no solace to offer as he watched anger and confusion vie for prominence across her features.

“Why would anyone want to murder Paul? I can’t believe it.”

She burst into tears and once more Max held his daughter while she wept, deep wracking sobs which seemed to come from the depths of her soul. Max, his own eyes full of tears went to get her a brandy. He waited while she drank it and was gratified to see her calm down.

Dorothy gained her second wind as she began to think like an investigator and not as the fiancée of the murdered man. She wiped her tears and sat up straighter. “Do the police have any witnesses?”

“Darlin’, for now, all I know is what HB was able to tell me. Like I said, he was found in the underground parking of his old office building. Apparently, a mugging went wrong. Looks like Paul may have fought back, which comes as no surprise.” His cell phone beeped. “Ah, I’ve been expecting this text.”

“What is it, Dad? Information?”

“HB says a Detective Mike D’Amico is on his way. Do you know him?”

Dorothy shook her head. “This is a nightmare. I can’t even think straight.”

She pushed away from the kitchen table and moved to the living room, where she collapsed onto the sofa. Clutching a down filled pillow to her, Dorothy rocked back and forth.

Before Max could sit, the doorbell chimed. “Rest there a minute, sweetheart, while I answer the door. It’ll be the police. I’ll have a word with them first and bring them through.” Max stroked his distraught daughter’s arm and left the room.

He opened the door and as predicted, two plainclothes officers stood there. Badges at the ready, the heavy set and older of the two men began the process familiar to Max from his many years on the force.

“Sir, I’m Detective Michael D’Amico from the Portland Police and this is my partner, Detective Stuart Brickle. We need a few words with Ms. Dorothy Dennehy, if she’s home.” As if in afterthought he added, “And you are?”

But even while the detective spoke, he never made eye contact with Max. Instead, he peered around his shoulder to look deeper into the house. He’d boldly taken a step closer into the entrance. His junior partner added, “Sorry, sir. We know this is a bad time.”

Max was astounded at the way the senior detective spoke and acted. Not an ounce of empathy, all business. The younger one at least had some manners. “To answer your question, I’m Maxwell Dennehy and Dorothy is my daughter. She’s been informed of Mr. Webster’s murder and, as you can imagine, is quite distressed. I’d ask to you bear this in mind when speaking with her.”

“How was she informed?”

“Holden Bartholomew, one of her employees. I believe he identified Mr. Webster at the scene. He gave us the news. If you’re going to give her details, please go gently.”

“You don’t need tell me how to do my job, Mr. Dennehy. Now show me where I might find your daughter. Time is of the essence, in case you didn’t know.”

The man began to push his way in, and Max wanted to stand his ground, but had to relent. His Irish temper bubbled just under the surface. Pompous arse. He’ll get up Dorothy’s nose right quick.

Dorothy rose from the sofa as her father approached. He moved protectively to her side and introduced the detectives. “They’re here to have a word, darlin’. All routine.”

“We’ll take it from here, Mr. Dennehy. I’d like to speak to your daughter, alone. I’ll call you in if and when I need to speak with you.”

“In fact I do mind,” Max said, squaring off with D’Amico. “Dorothy, do you want me to stay?”

D’Amico sniffed and took a menacing stance, feet slightly apart and arms crossed.

“Dad, it’s fine. Why don’t you go and wait for Alanna? I’ll shout if I need you.” She managed a small smile as he kissed her on the cheek and reluctantly left the room.

When he returned to the kitchen, he found HB and Alanna, providing a much needed distraction. They’d come in the back door. Alanna stopped unpacking groceries to turn and greet her husband.

“Thank goodness you’re here,” said Max. “You’ll need to help me keep my blood pressure down.”

Alanna put her arms around him and told him to sit. All her expertise with make-up couldn’t disguise the tears she’d shed after hearing the news. “HB’s filled me in. I’m in shock, and I can’t imagine what Dorothy’s feeling. Where is she? I need to give her a hug.”

“Later dear, later. Damn detectives are here right now and are talking to her in the other room. They won’t even let me be with her. One of them has a royal attitude and pretty much demanded he talk to her alone. I can’t imagine why. You’d think she was a suspect the way he’s going about this.”

HB’s face distorted with animosity. “D’Amico,” he growled.

“Do you know him?”

HB sat busy with his phone and, when he looked up to answer Max’s question, his face was flushed with anger. “I’ve heard rumors and none of them good. He has a reputation, so I’m not surprised at your reaction. I don’t have to meet him to know I don’t like him.”
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Dorothy resented the dismissal of her father and fought her instinctive dislike of the senior detective. Her guard was up.

“What was Mr. Webster doing downtown today, Ms. Dennehy?” Detective Brickle had been given point on the questions. His partner was more occupied in looking around the room and observing Dorothy.

She steeled herself against emotion, a battle she was on the edge of losing. “All I know is, about six hours ago, he received a call on his cell phone. Said it was an old army buddy he needed to see before we left.”

“Does the army buddy have a name?”

“He never said. But he was in a rush because, you see, we were getting ready to go away.”

D’Amico paused in his snooping to address Dorothy. “Yes, I noticed the luggage at the front door. Where were you going? Was this a planned trip?”

“Of course it was planned. What’s your point?” Dorothy’s tears had dried and she was ready to give back as good as she got. “Do you have any leads on my fiancé’s killer?”

“No point, just asking. We’ll discuss witnesses later.” D’Amico looked at her and his glance lingered. “Don’t I know you from someplace?”

“No, Detective, I don’t think so. Can we please get back on track?”

D’Amico blatantly eyed Dorothy up and down. He cleared his throat. “You look familiar to me. However, to get ‘back on track’ as you say, I’ll be the one asking the questions.”

Dorothy caught the wince Brickle had made behind D’Amico’s back and surmised this was not an equal, or amicable, partnership.

“Once again, where were you going?”

Dorothy gritted her teeth and resolved to give bare bones responses. She’d have her own ways of finding out the information she needed and wasn’t about to share details about her former life as a cop. She knew she’d never handle an investigation the way D’Amico had begun. “Paul and I planned to attend the Association of Private Investigators Conference in New York City. We were to fly out this afternoon and be booked into our hotel this evening for the next week. And, yes, it was a planned trip.”

Brickle pounced on the name of the convention. “You’re a private investigator?”

“Ah, sorry, Stewie, forgot to share this little tidbit about Ms. Dennehy. Pulled it off the internet on the way over. Yes, she is an investigator, of sorts.”

Dorothy bit the inside of her mouth and told herself to keep quiet. Her emotions were raw, but she had enough control to know this was not the time to tear a piece off D’Amico. She glanced at Detective Brickle, and his tightened lips. She guessed he didn’t much care for the nickname or being made to look inexperienced.

D’Amico carried on. “She and Webster have their own little agency, you see, and like to offer their assistance when the department is not quite up to par.”

Dorothy refused to react to the sarcasm.

Brickle ignored the dig from his partner. “We’ll need to have a list of any recent cases then. As good a place as any to start for suspects.”

“HB, my senior investigator, can have a list of names to you as soon as possible, Detective Brickle. I’ve probably made a few enemies over the years, but Paul had only worked one major case with me.” She turned her head toward D’Amico. “Perhaps you’re familiar with Victor Lau, and Dominic and Lily Qu? The FBI was also involved with the case and was a tremendous help to your department.”

Brickle made notes, but Dorothy didn’t miss the slight grin and felt she’d made an ally.

“Let’s get back to why your fiancé was downtown. Did you overhear any of the conversation from the army buddy?”

“No, I don’t make a habit of listening in on calls which don’t concern me. As I already said, he flew out of here a few hours ago to meet an army friend and said it couldn’t wait till we got home from our trip. He promised he’d be right back.”

D’Amico pounced on her words. “How much is a ‘few hours’ and was anyone else here with you to vouch he left here alone?”

For the briefest of moments, it was if she’d been discussing a case not involving anyone she knew, but then the horror of what had happened hit her full force again and her knees buckled.

Detective Brickle grabbed her arm. “Here, please sit. We are both sorry for your loss and I know this is a hard time to be asking questions, but you do understand it needs to be done.”

“I’m sorry, too. I know you’re only doing your job, but I don’t think I can answer any more questions right now. Can we please do this later? After all, I won’t be leaving town, now.” Dorothy willed herself not to cry, especially in front of D’Amico. “And, besides, I’m sure you can trace the call made to Paul’s cell phone and determine the time of the call yourself.”

Brickle responded. “We’ve yet to locate his phone. Would he normally carry it with him all the time?”

She nodded. “I’m sure it will turn up, perhaps he left it in his car? Anyway, I’ll have HB gather you a list of our client names and anything else he thinks might be helpful.” She took a deep breath. “If I’m not a suspect, then I respectfully request we continue this later.” She raised her voice, “Dad?” Instantly he was at her side. “The detectives are leaving. Can you show them out please?”

As they turned to leave, Brickle offered a small smile. “You have enough to deal with right now, so unless it’s urgent, we’ll hold off more questions for a few days.”

“Thank you, Detective Brickle, for understanding. However, I do have a question before you leave. I want—I need—to see Paul. Can it be arranged?”

D’Amico pulled a card from his jacket. “Call this number and get your questions answered.”

She took the card with a simple thank you, and sank back onto the couch.

Alanna rushed in at the sound of the front door closing and wrapped her arms around Dorothy. “My poor girl. I have no words, other than to say I’m so, so sorry.”

“There are no words, Alanna. I feel sick to my stomach and I’m mad. I’m so mad this would happen. I will find out what happened, and before D’Amico can, if I have my way.”

“What can we do for you?”

Dorothy sighed. “I don’t even know where to begin. I have to see him first. Dad, can you call this number and make arrangements?”

Max took the card and went to make the call and returned a few moments later. “We can go right away, darlin, if you want me to come with you?”

“Thanks, Dad. Can you drive my jeep please?”

“Is there anyone I can call while you’re there?” asked Alanna.

HB stood off to one side. He fidgeted with his phone. “Listen, I’ll be off to dig for a list of cases for D’Amico
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