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Chapter One
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Sheriff Dale Shriver raised his head at the noise erupting from the police precinct reception. Thrusting a hand to his forehead, he swept it from brow to jawline. What the heck was causing this disturbance now?

He soon found out.

Rising from his desk, he marched toward the door, almost to have it smack him in the face as it swung open, missing him by half an inch. “Sheriff, pardon the intrusion, boss, but it’s Morton Freeling from Freeling Fishing Supplies. His plate-glass window has been smashed again, and nothing I can say will calm him down.”

“Just let him through, Marty,” Shriver said tiredly. “I’ll see to him.”

“He’s wilder than a rattlesnake in a cookpot,” the hapless civvy receptionist remarked, turning back and no doubt glad to be rid of the overwrought complainant.

Rattlesnake in a cookpot? Shriver shook his head, blew out his cheeks, and awaited the wrath of Morton Freeling, who, but a few seconds later, barreled into his office and stood over him, large hands splayed across the front of his desk.

“My plate glass window has been smashed yet again,” the burly, bald Freeling yelled. “It’s these louts who frequent the Sandy Bay Club. I’ve told you before.”

“Hold on, just hold on ...” Shriver thrust a hand to stop the torrent of words gusting out of Freeling’s mouth, along with the bad breath that went with it. Of course, it didn’t work, not until the store owner had expended his limited vocabulary, at least.

“Now, we don’t know for certain that the Sandy Bay patrons are responsible, or do you have definite proof, Morton?”

“Well, no ...” Freeling blustered, “but ain’t that your job? Ever since that place opened up, I’ve had nothing but bother ...”

“Alright, alright.” Shriver nodded. “I’ll initiate extra patrols, particularly late evening and weekends, and, of course, we’ll prosecute any offenders.”

“See that you do.” With that, Freeling stormed out with as much venom as he’d blasted in, and Shriver sighed.

Truth be told, he wasn’t at all sure that the Sandy Bay Club was to blame for the increasing lawlessness in the Sandy Bay area. From what he’d observed, the patrons were an easy-going, mild-mannered, and law-abiding lot. Fact was, though, crime was on the rise all over the island, and with his limited manpower and resources, he was increasingly pressured to keep it in check.

Which conjured up thoughts of her – the beautiful powerhouse, Betty McCloud – or Amanda Thornton,  to use her government alias. Amazingly, almost single-handedly, she’d swept aside the lawlessness on the island and established comparative calm before she left.

To be honest, he’d resented her interference and, to some extent, still did. Given time, he’d have steadied the ship, so to speak, and gained the upper hand. Fact was, he’d never gotten the chance because she’d arrived. Attractive and alluring despite those muscles. So much so that he’d lost his heart to her before she’d left, even if fragments of resentment still lingered.

She’d come out of retirement for her Porter Island assignment and had hinted to him that she might return if that retirement became permanent.

Well, he couldn’t help hoping that would be the case. He’d missed her. That was for sure.

“Got time for a coffee break, boss?” Bob Sanders, his number three, poked his head in the door, yanking Shriver from his thoughts. “No, and neither have you ...” but the straight face that Shriver had planted relaxed into a half-smile. “Go on; we’ll see if the new machine is any better than the last.” 

Sanders was gone for a couple of minutes before reappearing with two cartons of machine-manufactured coffee.

“Where’s the new deputy today?” Sanders asked, placing the coffee in front of Shriver.

Shriver shook his head. “Called in sick.”

“Again?”

“Again,” the harassed sheriff confirmed. “Third time in six weeks, not to mention the leave he’s already taken.”

“Makes you wonder,” Sanders said, gulping his coffee and wincing.

“I guess the verdict is no,” Shriver said, prodding his coffee carton, “judging by your reaction.” Shriver tentatively raised the vessel to his lips. “Ugh! The answer is definitely no.” He placed the cup down, sat back in his chair, and drummed his fingers on the desk.

“Deputy Channing bothering you?” Bob Sanders asked, ever astute.

“Not as much as the rising crime rate,” Shriver said, “but that’s the point, isn’t it – I mean, how can we keep up with insufficient manpower and a key man regularly missing?”

“Maybe it’s time to haul him in,” Sanders suggested, raising his fair brows.

Shriver thought about that. “Maybe it is.” He knew that Sanders, his number three, was keen on a step up. He’d been overlooked for the deputy post – Shriver hadn’t committed on that score. Sanders was a good man and a promising cop, but at just turning twenty, he had plenty to learn, and Shriver was reluctant to push him forward too quickly.

As for Deputy Channing, he’d been recommended by admin, having been aware that Shriver’s deputy had retired, and with decent references and apparent experience in another state, Shriver had seen no reason not to employ him.

Now he wasn’t so sure. He’d monitor him closely, and maybe young Bob Sanders would get his chance.

With Sanders back to his duties, Shriver grabbed his white Stetson from the peg and set out on patrol, wondering if there was any chance of the magnificent figure of Betty McCloud re-entering his life.
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Chapter Two
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Betty McCloud placed a golf ball on the tee, glanced at her friend, Debbie Langton, and then cast a look around at the crowd who’d gathered to watch her tee off from the eighteenth hole of the Corrisville Golf Club. It was the annual mixed event, the Corrisville Grand Cup, where the leading men and women competitors came together to settle the main championship. 

Betty had missed the previous year, having been busy with events on Porter Island, but in the two previous years, she’d finished runner-up to Thomas Dyson. This year, however, conditions were in her favor. A gale-force headwind blew straight down the five-hundred-and-twenty-five-meter final hole. It was a tricky hole as well as a long one. The fairway hooked right on approach to the green. Ordinarily, nobody would chance to take on the shortcut across the lake to the fairway, particularly not with the force of the wind.

However, the fact was that Betty McCloud was not ordinary.

“Go for it, Betty, Debbie Langton urged, a hand clasped on Betty’s powerful shoulder, as her friend flexed her muscles and prepared for the drive.

The crowd hushed, the only sound generated by the wind whistling through the pines back to her right. And then Betty struck the ball, a mighty sweep of her arms sending the ball blasting through the air, hurtling out over the lake, defying the wind, propelled by Betty’s massive power.

The gathering couldn’t see where the ball landed, but judging by the applause carried on the wind down by the green, they had a pretty good idea. Because only Betty McCloud could drive a ball over five hundred meters into a gale. When her strength came into play against a gale-force wind, there was only one winner.

Her.

Okay, she wasn’t the greatest putter, and in average conditions, not always consistent, but in conditions like these, she didn’t need to be.

Betty strolled down the fairway, Debby caddying alongside. The ball had landed on the green, a mere seven meters from the hole. Okay, she double-putted, but the eagle she’d earned through her power had won the match and, to widespread applause, the championship.

She smiled and, acknowledging the applause, took the cup, entered the clubhouse, and checked her phone.

Betty glanced at Debbie and then back at her phone. “Just give me a minute, and we’ll celebrate in the restaurant.”

“Work?”

Betty nodded, but left it at that, bound for the confines of the cloakroom.

“Mike, you called?”

“Yeah, and I guess you know what about,” came her FBI boss’s gravelly voice.

Betty thought she almost certainly did. In fact, she’d been expecting the call for some time. So, this was the moment she needed to choose between remaining in the staid life of a town she’d already tamed or ...

“It’s Porter Island,” Anthony confirmed, filling in the gap left by Betty’s silence. “As anticipated, things are going downhill. A rogue police data analyst has revealed an alarming rise in the crime rate, which had dropped markedly following your visit.” Anthony paused, an irritating habit of his. Get to the point. “However, at forty-six ... I realize you’re not getting any younger, Betty, so if you don’t feel up to it, I can write you out of ...”

“Nice try, Mike, but there’s no need for the wind-up routine, I’m in.”

“Good, we’ll see you here then for the pre-briefing as usual on Tuesday next – it’s best if we move swiftly on this.”

Betty’s expression darkened. “If there’s only me, then ...”

“You’ll not be alone, Betty.” The sudden drop in Anthony’s tone caused Betty’s dark eyes to flash. She suspected what was coming.

“You’re not going to tell me that ...”

“If the name on your lips is Stapleton, then yes, Betty. I’m afraid that it is.”

“Then I retract my ...”

“Hear me out, Betty.” Anthony’s tone changed again, practically pleading this time as if he’d anticipated this moment.

“I know the chemistry between you and Stapleton is somewhat sour, but you must surely concede that she has her uses, although, of course, they’re nowhere near comparable with yours. As such, her role will be subordinate to yours, and I’ll see that she knows as much.”

Anthony’s attempts at buttering her up were laughable if they weren’t also annoying. But rather than reiterate her threat to withdraw, Betty held back. The surge of adrenaline she’d felt during Mike’s call wasn’t entirely at the prospect of being called to action. No, it was conjuring thoughts of a certain sheriff and the likelihood of renewing her acquaintance.

But that probability brought a dampener with it. Because she’d be returning not to settle down there, as Betty had hinted she might, but to subdue and stamp out the increase in lawlessness that appeared to be encompassing the island.

Which meant likely clashing with Shriver. It would be far from the return for which he’d probably been looking.

“So what’s it to be?” Betty could hear Anthony’s pen rapping on his desk and knew he was becoming impatient. She’d let her mind wander, and now it snapped back to the present.

“So help me, if that woman steps on my toes, I’ll crush every ...”

“Is that a yes, then?” Anthony cut in.

Betty heaved a breath. “Yes, darn it. Tuesday, then.”

Betty clicked off the call and strode into the golf club’s reception, her short, pleated white skirt swirling around her strong, shapely thighs. Debbie was waiting, having stored away Betty’s golf clubs. She frowned. “You look a little flushed, unusually so. Was the call not to your liking?”

Betty’s dark glare at her friend answered that question, but seeing Debbie’s discomfort, Betty slapped her wrist. “Come on. I could do with a drink, and so could you after all that caddying.”

***
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“So, as you’ve no doubt heard me complain before, Shonda Stapleton thinks herself a lady. If you’ve ever watched films of the British aristocracy, the gold and silver-haired older lady, all high and mighty finery, then you have it.” Betty paused, sipped her merlot, and glanced around the partly-filled bar area. “Thing is, though, it’s all show. But she’s good at it ...”

Betty’s fist tightened on the glass, and her biceps flexed hugely. “Careful ...” Debbie hurriedly prodded Betty on her arm. “You’re going to crush that.”

“I’m going to crush her if she’s not careful.” But Betty unclenched her fist and took a breath. “Anyway, I’m away Tuesday next for the foreseeable future. Wish me luck.”

“Luck, though I doubt you’ll need it, being the mighty ma’am you are.”

Betty smiled, crinkling her laughter lines. “I’m not sure if that was a compliment, but I’ll take it as one.” Betty slapped her friend on the shoulder and finished her drink.

Luck had played a part on Porter Island last time out and would likely do so again. Luck played a part in everyone’s lives, after all.

Betty acknowledged the folks who congratulated her on her tournament win as she left the clubhouse, her mind already settling on Dale Shriver and how he’d receive her return.

***
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“Betty, come through.” Mike Anthony extended a hand as Betty strolled into his office. “You’ll be pleased to know you’ve passed the medical with flying colours. Not that I had any doubts.”

Betty smiled but remained silent as she slipped into the chair beside Anthony’s desk.

“Now, I was hoping that Shonda would be here, but she’s been delayed ...”

“Again,” Betty finished for him.

Anthony twisted his lips, a curious habit when presented with a particular situation, Betty observed, her dark eyes staring unblinkingly back at him. “Try not to let this animosity erode the efficiency of this mission.”

“Then you could have picked someone less infuriating,” Betty uttered through clenched teeth.

“Look ...” Anthony leaned forward, elbows on his desk, fingers interlocked beneath his chin. “It’s imperative that we get this damned island sorted out once and for all. Shonda, despite her ways, has a way of integrating with society’s higher echelons, thus opening avenues for you to exploit.” Anthony sighed. “I’m sure you get my meaning.”

Betty could only nod, albeit reluctantly, because what Anthony said was true. By virtue of her airs and graces, Stapleton was adept at mingling with the most influential figures and extracting seemingly innocuous information that nonetheless yielded results. Finding common ground with her was next to impossible, but she would have to try.

“So,” Betty forced herself to a change of direction, “are Porter Island’s powers that be aware we’re coming?”

Anthony shook his head. “No. I would like you to assess the current situation. The authorities there might well try to cover up and pressure the community if they know you’re coming. We don’t want to take that chance. You’ll be using The Hurst, like last time, as your base, with the same staff. Hands will once more be your driver, and he’ll take you there ...” Anthony paused, noting Betty’s expression of surprise. “Well, the old colonial house belongs to us, and while this isn’t such a covert operation as earlier, The Hurst is the most practical form of accommodation.”

Great, Betty mused, Stapleton will be in her element again, ordering everyone about. She shook the unpleasant thought off, concentrating on the assignment specifics. “Fair enough, but where do we start? Have we anything to go on regarding this crime wave other than a bunch of figures?”

“No.” Anthony sat back in his chair, fingers to his forehead. “Just a concerned police data analyst, who, for whatever reason, chose to inform us rather than the Porter Island hierarchy. And, as I say, owing to this island’s notorious past, we need it handled once and for all.”

“In plain terms, this data analyst suspects a crooked cop,” Betty said flatly. “Just come right out and say it.”

“If you want to use that phraseology, I suppose, yes.”

“Mike, quit with the dribble.” Betty rolled her eyes. “If there’s nothing further, I’ll leave you to it.”

“You’ll liaise with Shonda, of course,” Anthony called as she was about to step out.

“No, I will not,” Betty snapped back as she hastily shut the door before Anthony could get another word in, though she knew she’d have to, whenever the annoying woman decided to show up. No matter what sour taste it would leave in her mouth, Betty needed at least to try to be civil.

Stapleton made her appearance later that evening when Betty was dining in the headquarters’ restaurant. Tall and slender, Shonda Stapleton exuded every sign of bearing her age gracefully. This evening, wearing a sleek blue chiffon dress that fell to her calves and her silver-blonde hair styled in a chignon, she exuded elegance. Only when she drew back a chair and sat nose in the air did her complexion reveal the age-related cracks in her skin that make-up couldn’t quite cover.

Betty, dressed casually, as was her norm, in a black T-shirt and blue jeans, raised a smile, wholly artificial, and she thought Stapleton knew it.

Betty felt Stapleton’s keen eyes on her and waited for the opening salvo.

Sure enough, she didn’t have to wait long: “My, your muscles seem to have grown a tad bigger, if that were possible. My dear, you really must try to avoid working out so profusely. Or is it the steroids?”

“Nice to see you too,” Betty answered calmly, though inside she was already beginning to boil. “And no, as the whole department knows, including you, I don’t take steroids. Anyhow, hello again.” Betty stretched out a hand for Stapleton to take. “I guess we should shake on another partnership,” she said, forcing the words to sound meaningful.

Stapleton tilted her chin up and shook her head. “No, I think I’ll pass on that.”

“As you wish.” Betty retracted her arm. Stapleton, she knew, thought that Betty intended to impose her physicality, though that had not been her intention. At least, not this time.

“Though I must concede that our partnership does yield results,” Stapleton began, her elbow resting on the arm of her chair, fingers tapping her cheekbone. “After all, I’m the brains, and you’re obviously the muscle. I’m the elegance, while you’re the power, the brawn if you like. A bit like the prince and the pauper, really.”

Betty felt her jaw tighten as she struggled already to suppress her mounting anger. Stapleton’s tone had been deliberately demeaning, and Betty wished she’d dressed differently now, knowing that with her looks and physique, she could dress to eclipse and visually overpower Stapleton and just about any other woman she wanted.

Instead, she’d given Stapleton what amounted to a free shot. But if she could take a male fist to her stomach and shrug it off, then she could certainly do that with Stapleton’s words.

“Well, let’s hope you don’t have to rely on these arms to get you out of a hole like last time.” Betty’s ebony eyes bore into Stapleton as she flexed her biceps, sent them surging, and then got up. “On that note, I’ll leave you to your supper. You look like you need it.” Betty smiled and left the table, satisfied at leaving Stapleton speechless.

Stapleton would remember ‘last time’ well enough. The woman had insisted on walking through a shady-looking Porter Island back street and flaunting her ‘superiority’, leaving Betty to deal with the resident thugs and save her face.

Betty reached her room, worked out for thirty minutes, and then showered and undressed for bed, Porter Island and a certain handsome sheriff prominent on her mind. 
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Chapter Three
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Deputy Channing shut his locker door and turned to see Sheriff Dale Shriver standing in the aisle, hands on his hips. 

“Deputy Channing, a word in my office, if you please.”

“Sure,” the new deputy mumbled and followed Shriver out into the corridor. Shriver pushed his office door open, his new deputy’s unenthusiastic response and subsequent sigh reinforcing his desire to lecture the newcomer on the precinct’s rules and regs.

“Come through and sit down.”
Channing, clean-shaven, lean, and looking immaculate in his beige uniform – on that, Shriver couldn’t fault him – eased into a chair opposite the sheriff’s desk.
“Departmental rules, Deputy,” Shriver began, pulling back his chair and sliding into it. “I was rather hoping you’d read through the handbook before commencing your employment with us.” Shriver leaned forward, arms folded across the desk. “Notification of absence on day one, fine, you did that, but further notification on day three of continued absence, you did not. It’s been five days, Deputy, since we’ve ...”

“My apologies, Sheriff,” Channing cut in. “My landline’s been playing up, and I left my cell phone in my locker and only just retrieved it.” Channing held his phone up as though it were evidence, although to Shriver, it meant nothing. Still, he’d delivered his rebuke, though whether Channing had heeded it, Shriver didn’t know.

“Just remember, in future,” Shriver said, waving Channing away, “and read the goddam handbook.” Shriver looked up from his desk and found Channing hadn’t budged.

“What?”

Channing slipped his phone into his uniform pocket. “That old colonial building – the one you told us to keep an eye on?”

Shriver nodded. He felt his pulse rate quicken.

“Well, I passed there on my way in. The gates were open, and someone was moving in. A tall silver-haired woman, while another with long, jet-black curly hair was carrying luggage up the steps.”

Now Shriver’s heartbeat accelerated big time. The rising crime figures: what if they’d been leaked? The colonial building, The Hurst, was a government building that they – the Feds – had used before. Without a doubt, Shriver knew they were back, and the FBI would be looking over his shoulder the way he hated. But more than that, from Channing’s description, it meant that she was back. Amanda Thornton, real name Betty McCloud. The incredibly strong but beautiful agent he’d so longed to see again, though not in her official capacity. He’d hoped she’d retire, settle here – with him, but no, if Channing’s report was anything to go by, Betty McCloud was back on government business and hadn’t even had the courtesy to warn him that she’d be stepping on his toes. And that was the deep cut. They’d been on the verge of forming a relationship; he just knew it. Yet, instead, she’d come here –

“Are you okay, Sheriff?” Channing’s eyes had narrowed; he was looking at him strangely. “You’ve suddenly gone pale – well, paler than the norm, anyway ...”

“Alright,” Shriver mumbled, shell-shocked but struggling not to show it. “Quit  with the observations.” He sighed. “Get yourself ready, Deputy. We’re paying The Hurst a visit.”

***
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“So ...” Betty sat cross-legged on a couch in The Hurst’s expansive main lounge, addressing Shonda Stapleton and Ted Hands, their driver. “Shonda, your role differs from our first visit, though it’s not that dissimilar. During my investigation, I’ll seek to create avenues for you to mix with the more influential community members, no doubt helping us to get to the bottom of the troubles here.”

Stapleton raised her chin, regarding Betty with an air of disdain, which, Betty knew, was her norm.

“Shouldn’t I be responsible for creating my own avenues?” the older woman questioned in her haughty voice, her fair eyebrows rising. “After all, such activity requires brainwork, which is surely my forte rather than yours.”

Betty’s interlocked fingers clenched tighter at Stapleton’s remark, and her biceps swelled, forcing back the short sleeves of her T-shirt. “There is nothing wrong with my intelligence level, Shonda, as you well know. You have been given specific instructions by Mike Anthony on how to execute your role. I’m merely emphasizing our respective roles. This is my operation; you are subordinate to me. Thus, that is the way things will play out.”

Stapleton said nothing to that. There wasn’t anything she could say, but her icy stare told Betty that the woman had her own ideas, setting them on a collision course, though she’d deal with that as the situation demanded.

“Now,” she said, forcing her thoughts into perspective, “I’ll begin by reintroducing myself to the sheriff and get his reading of the general picture ...”

“Oh, I bet you will,” Stapleton cut in, an unpleasant twist to her lips. Betty followed Stapleton’s eyes to the grounds and driveway out front. “But you needn’t bother. He’s already here.”

Betty sighed inwardly, not about to let Stapleton detect any emotion. She’d anticipated an unpleasant encounter but hadn’t expected it quite so soon. The lawlessness might be getting out of hand here, but there was clearly nothing wrong with Shriver’s surveillance.

“Are you going, or shall I?” Ted Hands asked across from her.

“I’ll go.” Betty managed to leave the room as though it was simply routine, though once in the foyer, she tensed, her muscles stiffening and her heart gaining momentum. She rolled her shoulders and pulled back the double doors.

Silence stretched for several seconds as their eyes locked, and then Shriver sourly said, “So, you’re back,” stepping inside as Betty let him through and then adding, “though not in the way I would have liked.”

Betty sighed. This was going to be tough, and she didn’t want any quibbling in front of Stapleton or Hands. “I have orders,” Betty said quietly, meeting his accusatory brown eyes, although aware that in the foyer’s lofty spaces, the slightest sound carried.

“Come through.” But instead of the main drawing room, Betty led Shriver to a left-sided corridor and into the library, where she closed the door. “You could have declined your assignment,” Shriver grumbled, taking a seat in the furnished area between shelves, “yet not only did you accept it, but you’ve not even had the courtesy to advise me of your return.”

“Not my call to make,” Betty said abruptly, remaining on her feet.

“But coming here was?” Shriver persisted, tilting his head, his strong jaw set firm.

“Yes,” Betty was forced to admit, though she held her head high.

“But not to advance our ...”

“If you’re going to say relationship,” Betty interrupted, “I did not commit to that.”

“No,” Shriver uttered, his teeth clenched. She’d hinted it, though, he thought. Maybe not in so many words, but at least that had been what her expression had suggested.  

Now, he removed his hat, though only to sweep back his blond hair. He’d normally remove his Stetson the moment he stepped inside, but to Betty, Shriver’s lack of manners only underlined his frustration. 

“Instead, you’ve committed to interfering with my operations,” he added through a tight jaw.

Betty glared at him, folding her arms across her chest. If he wants to play that way: “I’m the one who restored order to this island, and I’m back to re-establish it. It appears to have been allowed to slip back into lawlessness.”

“Huh!”

Betty sensed the disdain in Shriver’s voice and saw it in his eyes as he swung away and then back toward her. “Might I ask how you drew this conclusion?”

Betty’s dark eyes drove into him. “I’m not paid to draw conclusions about events I can’t see unfold. Folks higher up the tree than me have eyes and ears. I’m merely sent to act on what I see while I’m here, and this operation’ll go a whole lot more smoothly if we get along and quit bickering.”

“Fine!” Shriver snorted. “But from now on, you’re just an interfering madam that I’ll interact with professionally ’cause I have no choice, but that’s as far as I go.”

“Fine by me!” Betty smarted at Shriver’s petulance but brushed it aside. “Now, I suggest we meet up later this afternoon, and you fill me in on what’s been happening around here – if you’re not too busy.”

“My office, then, 15.00 ... and I’m always busy.” Shriver turned and stomped out, having seemingly undergone a complete character change since Betty had last seen him. Though, of course, she understood why. But Betty considered that she was trying to remain professional and civil in the face of Shriver’s open hostility. Not that she didn’t have it on all sides: with Stapleton’s arrogance and haughtiness – it was enough to make her want to snap. But Betty knew her inner strength had to match her physical side. She needed to hold it together – and the assignment had hardly even begun.

Betty breathed deeply to compose herself before returning to the drawing room to find Stapleton staring at her with undiluted venom. “That must have been a cozy conversation you had with the sheriff,” Stapleton began, brushing a hand unnecessarily through her immaculate chignon and glancing sideways at Hands, the driver. “So much for teamwork. It seems you intend to conduct this operation very much on your own terms, with total disregard for the unit.”

Betty felt like clamping her hand around Stapleton’s throat, drawing her up one-handed and dangling her in midair, but apart from a demonstration of her power, it would achieve nothing positive. Stapleton would merely claim the moral upper ground and derive great satisfaction in witnessing Betty losing control.

Instead, Betty matched Stapleton’s stare, her inky eyes every bit as penetrating. “My discussion with the sheriff was brief and did not involve assignment specifics. As a matter of fact, regarding that, I have arranged to meet him at 3 PM in his office, and, of course, I suggest you join me.”

That ought to have satisfied Stapleton, but instead, a knowing smirk crossed her sharp features. “So, the sheriff’s visit was personal. It is no secret that there is unfinished business between you.” And with that remark, Stapleton swept out of the room.

Ted Hands brushed his chin with his palm, watching Stapleton go. “You don’t do yourself any favors, you know. Reading between the lines as she did, Stapleton knew it was a personal matter. You walked right into it.”

Betty shrugged, sitting across from Hands. She hadn’t always seen eye to eye with the craggy driver, though they got on well enough these days. Considering his position, Hands seemed to know a lot more about operations than he should, and Betty often suspected there was more to his responsibilities than even she was aware.

“I thought, on the whole, that I handled it quite well.”

“Meaning you resisted breaking a few bones,” Hands said with a thin smile, “Which would have gotten you fired.”

Betty matched his smile. “I’m on a one-assignment-at-a-time basis these days, anyway.”

“Sure, but there’s always the pension,” Hands reminded her, straight-faced, now.

“Yeah.” Betty nodded. It was a pertinent reminder to keep her cool because Stapleton would dearly love to have the last laugh.

***
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Shriver marched back to his car. She was as attractive as ever, damn her, no matter what she wore, and her presence was every bit as powerful. The ultimate combination of beauty and muscle.

But she’d riled him big time, and the insolent look on his deputy’s face now did nothing for his mood. “I’d like to know why you saw fit to leave me in the car,” he said with a scowl, “because what was the point
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