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PROLOGUE


Virginia, outside Washington, D.C.

“You were two words short of giving the whole thing away. You do know that, don’t you, Zeke?”

Without breaking stride Anton Zeekowsky glanced toward Peter Quincy, his best friend and Chief Operations Officer, as they followed a sunny corridor toward his office.

He hadn’t known that. “Sorry,” he said briefly.

“Sorry? We’ve been preparing the launch of Z-Zap for nearly a year. A year. And you almost gave it away to that reporter. You’re the ultimate loose cannon.” Quince sighed. “God, I wish I could stash you on a deserted island for the next few weeks. I wonder if Elba’s available.”

What else could Zeke say, besides sorry?

I forgot?

That wouldn’t go over any better, since chances were good Quince already knew Zeke had forgotten Z-Zap was still a secret.

It seemed a really long time ago that he’d had the idea that became Z-Zap. It had absorbed him then. Now it fell into the category of done, solved, completed.

New problems, new challenges were interesting. Z-Zap wasn’t anymore.

Especially not the launch.

Which Quince also knew and also didn’t want to hear.

“Slow down, Zeke. We already worked out once today.” Quince heaved a gusty breath as Zeke slowed his pace. “Next time I’m going to work for a boss who’s not six-five.”

Zeke chuckled. Quince was six-foot himself. Besides, there wouldn’t be any “next boss” for Quince. They’d always worked together. Always would.

That thought triggered a vague, unsettling memory.

What was it Brenda had said? Something about Quince. Something…

His assistant’s voice spoke inside his head “You better pay attention if you don’t want to lose him, Zeke.”

“Who?”

“Quince.”

“Quince? He’s not going anywhere.”

“His job satisfaction is limping badly and if you don’t pay attention, you’ll be without a COO.”

Brenda was often right about things like that, as she never let him forget. But Quince? Nah. He’d never leave.

Still…

Zeke looked at him. “I am sorry about the interview. I know you worked hard setting it up.”

“I know you are.”

“I guess I should have been more aware when you handed that reporter off to Vanessa.”

Though she didn’t like interviews any more than he did, Vanessa Irish, Zeke’s partner and Chief Financial Officer, was brilliant with organization and finances, not to mention a heck of a lot easier to look at. Yet, for some reason, reporters wanted to talk to him.

All he wanted to do was work on the next puzzle.

“Handed the reporter off?” Quince said dryly. “Try unceremoniously yanked you out and shoved Vanessa in. No, don’t tell me. You were too busy being glad to get out of the interview to wonder why.”

This was the downside of Quince having known him from the first day of college.

“If I screw up and let it slip about Z-Zap, you still have another big launch to orchestrate with Z-Pix coming out, uh, soon.”

“October tenth, Zeke. October tenth.” The way Quince said it, Zeke knew he’d been told this before. Quince continued, “And don’t I know it that there’ll be more after that. So many that I’m exhausted. I wish you had a hobby or a vice or something so you couldn’t be so damned productive.”

Quince sighed again, this one so deep and heartfelt, that Zeke was reminded of Brenda’s warning about Quince’s job satisfaction — or dissatisfaction.

Zeke was frowning as they turned into his office suite. Brenda immediately stood and began spouting messages while she and Quince trailed him into his office.

“…and the last item is from your hometown—”

“Throw it out.”

“But—”

“From his hometown? What is it?” Quince asked, taking the paper from Brenda.

Zeke recognized that tone of voice and he didn’t like it.

“An invitation,” she started.

“To yet another reunion,” Zeke cut in. “Come on back to good old Drago High and relive those wonderful days when you were the geeky outsider ridiculed by the student body.” He dropped the sarcasm to add, “No thanks.”

“Doesn’t your mother still live in Drago?” Quince asked absently as he read.

“Yeah. I can’t pry her away. Not permanently. She’ll visit me, but just when I think I’ve persuaded her to move here, she announces it’s time to go back there.”

“He always makes her come here for visits, never goes home to see her,” Brenda volunteered.

“Thank you, Brenda,” Zeke said. “You can go now.”

She shrugged, and didn’t budge.

Quince looked up from the page. “This isn’t an invitation to a reunion.”

“Then route it to the foundation.”

“It’s not hitting you up for a donation, either. They’re inviting you to be Grand Marshall of the Drago Lilac Festival Parade, head judge of the Drago Lilac Queen Pageant, and guest of honor at the Drago Lilac Festival Dance. Got a few lilacs in Drago?”

A flash of memory came. Spring of senior year, standing a block away from the parade route, well back from the crowds along the curb waving at the bands and clowns and floats.

Something had drawn him there. Though he would not stand at the curb and gawk with the rest of them. He’d leaned against a tree with that block separating him from the parade and the crowd.

And then the float he’d been waiting for.

The one with the Lilac Queen and her court. Pale purple and white flowers everywhere, so many he thought he could smell them even from this distance. A flash of hair gleaming in the sun, faces smiling, hands waving. Then it was gone.

Abruptly, Zeke realized Brenda was watching him with interest.

But Quince was carrying on the conversation as he so often had for Zeke since the day Zeke had walked into a freshman dorm and found he’d been assigned Peter Quincy III as his roommate.

“The invitation’s signed by Darcie Barrett. Do you know her?”

Zeke felt a tug at his mouth.

Darcie, sitting across the chemistry lab table from him, grinning as she recited that poem — again — until he was about to go nuts.

“Darcie was a friend.” The only person in Drago he’d counted that way.

“Kept in touch?” Quince asked.

Zeke turned away, picked up the mail Brenda had opened. “No. She left town, too. She must have let them use her name for this festival.”

“How about Jennifer Truesdale?” Quince asked, rattling the letter. “She signed along with Darcie Barrett. It says they’re co-chairs of—”

Zeke didn’t look up. “You mean Jennifer Truesdale Stenner.”

“It just says Jennifer Truesdale.”

He snatched the paper from Quince. “Let me see that.”

Quince let it go willingly. Zeke was aware of him bringing a large screen on the wall to life, but his attention was on the paper.

Printed in black on white, then written in slanted letters: Jennifer Truesdale. No Stenner cluttering up the end.

Jennifer Truesdale had dumped Eric Stenner?

The couple of Drago High had split up?

She was … available?

Anton Zeekowsky, founder and owner of a technology company that not only had weathered every tech slide but came out stronger each time, couldn’t form any other coherent thought.

Jennifer Truesdale.

Available.

Zeke’s brain short-circuited the way it had in high school. A glimpse of her long blonde hair could put him out of commission for days.

“So, where is Drago?” Quince asked, looking at a map of Illinois on the wall screen.

“Southwest of Chicago,” Zeke answered automatically. “West of Kankakee, east of Peoria.”

“And this Jennifer Truesdale?”

“Nobody.”

Brenda harrumphed, hands on hips. “No matter who she is, what you should be looking at is the other letter that came in the envelope. From your mother. Asking you — begging you — to accept the invitation and finally come home for a visit. How you can treat that sweet woman this way, I never will understand.”

Before he could defend himself by reminding Brenda that he brought his mother here to visit as often as she would come, provided her with as many conveniences as she would accept, and called twice weekly, Quince crowed from behind him.

Zeke turned and saw that Quince had zeroed in on the dot on the map that was Drago, Illinois. No other dots showed anywhere on the screen.

“I think we just found your Elba, Zeke.”


CHAPTER ONE


Drago, Illinois

“Keep your hands up!”

“Officer—”

“Quiet. Now, back up toward me. Slow… slow…”

Darcie Barrett eyed the figure inching backward across the parking lot of the long-closed D-Shop discount store. Broad shoulders V’d to narrow hips.

A one-on-one tussle might be a tossup if this guy was in as good shape as he appeared to be. So she’d make sure it didn’t come to that.

Especially since she really should have waited for backup.

The driver had responded promptly to the flashing lights atop her patrol car by pulling into the empty parking lot — the dark, empty parking lot.

That might indicate this wasn’t the armed and dangerous kidnapper, last seen driving a sporty red or orange luxury car, possibly headed west on Illinois Route 285.

But if this was the car the APB had come in about, maybe this guy thought he could talk his way around her — best-case scenario — or pull something — not-so-good scenario.

All the while, a little girl could be terrified or hurt, and this could be the scumball who knew where she was. Maybe even in that car.

That thought had decided Darcie.
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She’d given the dispatcher her location and the plate to run — as soon as the computers came back up. And then she’d started the drill to get the guy out of his car and under her control. Hoping backup would get here. Because she was no hero. But if the girl was in the car…

She stayed behind her open car door, both for protection and so she could give chase faster if he dove back into his car and tried to make a run.

“Okay. That’s far enough. Get on the ground. Face down.”

He looked over his shoulder, squinting hard against the glare of her headlights, as if trying to see her. The effort twisted the quarter of his face she could see into a grimace exaggerated by the harsh lights and drastic shadows.

Why was he looking at her? Checking to see if she was alone?

“Officer, if you would—”

“On the ground! Now. Don’t turn around!”

He’d started to turn toward her. She sighted her gun on him.

Maybe he saw that from the corner of his eye, because he faced away from her and lowered himself to the ground without another word.

“Spread your legs and put your arms out straight.”

He complied.

She heard a siren coming nearer. The sound dipped, meaning the car was going under the railroad viaduct at Main Street. Another three blocks.

She should wait. A couple more minutes.

What if that little girl didn’t have a couple more minutes?

She eased out from behind the car door, moved quickly to his side, pulling out the cuffs as she put one knee to his back to control him if he tried to get up. He grunted.

“Hands behind your back — now.”

She slapped the cuffs on him — one, two — and checked them. Then she breathed. The siren cut off as her backup pulled in front of the suspect’s car to box it in.

“Okay, get up.” She tugged at the cuffs, then backed away to give him room and so she could keep the gun on him without being so close he could knock it away. “On the car — no, face the car.”

“Got him,” Benny said from off to her left.

“I’m going to pat you down,” she told the driver. “Do you have anything in your pockets I should know about? A gun? Anything sharp? A needle.”

“Officer, if you would tell me—”

“Do you have anything in your pockets? A gun, a—”

“No.”

She patted the front jean pockets over narrow hips, found nothing more than a key ring. Nothing in the waistband. Around to the back — a very firm back — she pulled out a wallet and put it on the trunk. Down the legs, around the ankles. Nothing.

Darcie was starting to get a feeling about this.

Another car came into the lot and stopped. The door opened and she could hear the radio squawking to beat the band.

“Okay, turn around.”

A part of her she’d thought had sunk into permanent hibernation noticed that the front was as good as the back.

Tall — a good six inches above her five-ten — and the kind of face where even with part of it in deep shadow, you could see the bones had been put together well.

“Darcie!” Sarge called from the newly arrived car. “This isn’t the guy. They got him and the kid at a motel out on I-55. The kid’s okay.”

Through the buzz of adrenaline and relief — the kid was okay — Darcie knew she needed to make an instant switch from tough, in-charge cop to charmingly apologetic public servant.

“I’m sorry for this, sir. There was a kidnapping this afternoon — a little girl and—”

“They finally got the computers back up and Corine ran that plate you gave her, Darcie,” Sarge was saying.

“Darcie?” The no-longer-a-suspect repeated.

She continued her explanation, “The description of the suspect’s car matched the—”

“It’s a rental.” Sarge called. “Rented to—”

“Darcie Barrett?” The man said. “It’s me, Zeke—”

“—car you’re driving,” she finished.

“Zeekowsky,” the non-suspect and Sarge ended together.


CHAPTER TWO


The voice was lower. The body was a whole different thing entirely, like a sapling that had turned into an oak.

The face had filled out, too, though Darcie now could recognize those strong bones as the stark ones she had first observed closely as her lab partner.

“Omigod! Zeke. How long has it been?”

Now if that wasn’t the most inane thing she’d ever said.

Like she wanted to bring that up — at all, much less first thing.

Besides, they both knew it had been the day they’d graduated from high school. More accurately, the night.

Unless he’d forgotten.

“I don’t know what to say,” she added, at a loss.

He chuckled. Dry. Assured. Even a little wicked. Quite unlike the almost always serious guy who’d been her lab partner. “Well, I do— Can you take these handcuffs off me?”

Oh, God. Oh, God.

She had put the Lilac Festival Grand Marshal, Chief Judge, Guest of Honor, and potential savior of the Village of Drago in handcuffs.

Not a great start.

“Hey, Zeke! Welcome back to Drago,” Benny said.

Right before her eyes, this new Zeke morphed into an echo of high school Zeke, who’d shut down when he had to deal with strangers.

“You wouldn’t remember Benny,” she said. “He’d graduated by the time we were in high school.”

“Yeah, I don’t remember you at all, but Darce here talked me into buying stock in Zeke-Tech when it went public,”

“She talked all of us into it,” said Sarge. “And she wouldn’t let any of us sell. Even when it dipped along with the rest of the market, she was a bulldog chewing on our tails to hold on. With that stock split last year it’s looking good to send my kids to college.”

Sarge’s long-windedness appeared to have given Zeke time to recover.

“I’m glad,” he said. It wasn’t eloquent but it sounded sincere, and when he shook hands with Benny and Sarge, he looked the other men in the eyes, and she could tell they were completely won over.

“Say, why don’t you come down to the department and take a look at our set-up,” invited Sarge. “We got the best coffee in town and doughnuts.”

“No, thank you.”

The abrupt refusal seemed to deflate the other two police officers, but not Darcie.

After that year as lab partners, she knew No, thank you was actually a big improvement on No, that’s wrong, which was a step up from You screwed that up. Again.

Zeke knew tech like nobody’s business. Tact? Forget it.

“Give the guy a break, Sarge. He’s just gotten into town. He probably wants to get home, see his mom, get some rest.”

“His mom’s not at home. She’s at bingo at St. Ambrose’s. It’s Monday.”

“Oh, right.” She was losing it if she’d forgotten bingo night. “And that means you can’t get in the house, Zeke. Unless you have a key?”

“No. I’ll go to St. Ambrose’s and—”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Darcie said, talking over hoots from Benny and Sarge. “It could be worth your life if you interrupt.”

“Couple years ago they had a fire alarm, and one woman whacked the fireman trying to get her out with her purse. Kept yelling she was one square away, one square away,” Sarge said.

“I’ll get some coffee at the café and—”

Darcie shook her head. “Closed on Mondays. Loris plays bingo, too.”

“Crenna’s, then.”

“Closed down three, four years ago,” Benny said.

“And Dairy Queen’s not open for the season yet,” Sarge added. “Like I said, best coffee’s at the police station.”

Zeke raised his hands in surrender.

“Why don’t you and Benny go ahead, Sarge. I’ll lead him back to the station,” Darcie volunteered.

After more hand-shaking, the other officers departed, leaving her face to face with Zeke in the gloomy parking lot.

He scanned her face, then down at the uniform that identified her as one of Drago’s finest. His brows lowered. “I never expected to see you like this. I guess this explains why your signature was on that letter.”

What did being a Drago cop have to do with being co-chair with Jennifer of the town’s biggest event?

“We better get going. If we don’t show up at the station soon, there’ll be another APB out, and this time it will be for you.”

She turned toward her car and took two steps when his voice came from behind her. “Uh, Darcie?”

She pulled in one long breath through her mouth, then released it slowly through her nose as she faced him. “Yes.”

“It’s good to see you, Darcie.”

“It’s good to see you, too.”

Now there was an understatement.

Considering what she hoped to get out of him during these next three weeks.
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“We’ve been having trouble with the darned things for months,” Sarge said, around another doughnut, jerking his head toward the bank of computers that Corine, the night dispatcher commanded.

Doughnut No. 2 left Sarge four behind Zeke. There was one thing that hadn’t changed about Zeke since high school.

Darcie’s shift had ended ten minutes ago. She’d put away her equipment, signed in her squad car and taken care of other details. When she’d returned to the bullpen housed in the basement of Village Hall, Zeke hadn’t budged.

She could have waved breezily and walked away. The sole reason she hadn’t was she didn’t want Sarge and Benny to mess up what she and Jennifer had planned.

“We’ve had experts out the wazoo crawling all over this system, but when we have a lot going on, like that APB tonight, it crashes. At the worst possible time.”

“Something could be drawing power all the time, but you only notice when they can’t respond.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Sarge said, with a wise nod.

Corine snorted. “I told you that the first night it happened, Archibald.” She was the only one who got away with calling him that. She’d been with the department longer than he had. She’d been with the department longer than anybody. “I’m thinking it’s a hacker. Maybe that Wellton kid. He’s always getting packages delivered to him. Off the Internet,” she added portentously.

Corine found anyone who ordered off the Internet inherently suspicious.

“A hacker?” Sarge scoffed. “You back on that? That guy from Chicago said no way. He said if there ever had been a hacker he was long gone and that wouldn’t still be bothering the system.”

“Not necessarily,” Zeke said.

“Hah!” Corine smirked.

Sarge spared her a half-hearted scowl before presenting Zeke with an expression of earnest interest.

“Really? No one would know better than the CEO of Zeke-Tech, that’s for sure. I bet you know a couple hundred terabytes more than that guy from Chicago. Say!” he said as if he’d just thought of the idea, when Darcie would bet her next six month’s pay that he’d been maneuvering for this since the moment he’d realized who Zeke was back there in the D-Shop parking lot. “Maybe you could look, see if you spot what’s wrong.”

“You are not going to ask the CEO of Zeke-Tech to fix our computer glitch,” Darcie said. “Do you have any idea what his time goes for? You’d have to cut your pension in half for him just putting his hand on the mouse.”

Sarge blanched. That’s what she’d thought — he’d been angling for a freebie. The old opportunist was not going to try to weasel time out of Zeke when Darcie had much bigger plans.

“I, uh, thought—”

“And surely you weren’t going to hit up Zeke for free work. Do you know how many requests he gets every week for donations, for assistance? An average of thirty-seven hundred — more than five hundred a day, including weekends.” She shook her head, which required no acting. She’d also shaken her head when she’d read that statistic. A man being asked for things that often would have to build effective defenses against it. “We invited Zeke to come home as the honored guest of his hometown for the festival. We’re not going to start after him for things. We’re just glad he’s home.”

She might have overdone the home stuff. Zeke swiveled his chair to stare at her. Not quite the intent look he used to give her in the lab when he was in Scientist In Command mode. Nor the even more intent look the night before he left Drago…

No, definitely not that look.

This was more the way he had looked at her in the parking lot earlier tonight when he’d squinted his gray eyes against the lights. Like he was trying to bring her into sharp focus.

She’d just as soon he didn’t succeed.

Sarge was falling over himself verbally to absolutely deny what Darcie had caught him at when they were interrupted by a new arrival.

“Hello.”

That’s all it took. No one moved, as if caught in a spell.

The husky voice came from the stairway behind them. “I heard at the club that you’d arrived in town, Zeke. What a pleasure it is to have you back home in Drago.”

Zeke rose and turned toward Jennifer Truesdale, who had stopped with one foot on the bottom step and the other a step above.

Darcie didn’t need to turn her head to know what he would see — blonde hair, smooth skin, big blue eyes, and a figure that might be even better than it had been in high school.

Instead, she watched Zeke light up as if he’d entered the Promised Land.

If they’d all still been in high school, Darcie could have — should have — hated Jennifer. Darcie had been everyone’s buddy. Jennifer had been everyone’s princess. No, make that queen — homecoming, prom, and, of course, Lilac Queen.

In fact, Darcie had tried to hate Jennifer when they were younger.

But even then she’d seen an innate niceness in the most popular girl in town.

In the past few years they’d become real friends. Now Darcie was one of the few who knew exactly how far Jennifer’s life was from the golden image most people had of her.

So she couldn’t hate Jennifer for causing that dopey look on Zeke’s face. Though she could still want to kick him.

“Zeke, is it really you? I can hardly believe it. I mean, we’ve seen pictures, of course, with those articles in the business magazines, but you look amazing. Doesn’t he look fabulous, Darcie?”

“Just great,” she muttered. Not that it mattered. Zeke had forgotten her existence.

Unfortunately Jennifer hadn’t, giving her an assessing look. Oh, hell.

“I’m sure Darcie’s filled you in on the festival schedule, Zeke, and—”

“Actually, we didn’t get around to that.” Darcie added quickly, to keep Zeke from mentioning drawn guns, frisking, and handcuffs, “We’ll get him a copy of the schedule in the morning and go over it then.”

“Good idea.” Jennifer slipped her coat off with the ease of a runway model, revealing a deep purple dress that shimmered subtly with every move. Its skirt widened before stopping above the knees, revealing nylon-clad knees and slender calves above delicate feet shown off by strappy black heels. Darcie knew Jennifer had been at Drago Country Club tonight, but only because her boss had invited her. “We can adjust some of the times if they don’t work for you, Zeke, because we want to make this fun for you.”

Jennifer continued talking about the festival with low-key cheerfulness. Darcie suspected she’d be great at selling real estate — if anyone around Drago had the money to buy a new house.

Darcie’s attention stuck on the picture Jennifer made standing there in that purple dress. Darcie knew the dress was more than a decade old, the wear hidden by taking in seams when Jennifer lost weight a few years ago on the going-through-a-bitch-of-a-divorce diet. And she’d been there when Jennifer paid six dollars for the shoes at a consignment store in Chicago.

Still, Darcie’s on-duty shoes had never felt clunkier, her uniform more blandly utilitarian — and designed for men to boot — her hair more brown and her body…

Oh, hell. She never had been in Jennifer’s class.

“Ashley?”

At Jennifer interrupting herself with that single word, Darcie jolted out of her self-absorption. She twisted around to see Jennifer’s twelve-year-old daughter coming down the stairs

Ashley was adolescent gawky, but the promise of great beauty showing in her bones had earned her the solitary Junior Princess spot on this year’s Lilac Festival court. An honor that had gained Jennifer major headaches with her previously shy and well-behaved daughter.

“What are you doing here, Ashley?” Jennifer asked.

Color flooded the girl’s cheeks, her chin came up and her mouth set with the mulishness Jennifer had been sighing over to Darcie two days ago.

“I wanted to see if he—” Her gaze touched Zeke, then bounced away, though she didn’t meet her mother’s eyes, either. “—had really come.”

“My sister sent her to find out,” said a new voice. A voice crackling and popping between childhood and adulthood.

A stocky figure stood behind Ashley. From the way everyone else peered into the shadows, she wasn’t alone in having overlooked thirteen-year-old Warren Wellton.

Now Darcie had a good idea what happened.

Cristina Wellton, Warren’s older sister, a contender for the title of Lilac Festival Queen, and Ashley’s hero at the moment, had wanted confirmation of Zeke’s arrival, along with a scouting report. But Cristina knew, or feared, Jennifer would be on hand and it was against the rules for contestants to meet judges outside official events until the queen was chosen. So she’d sent Ashley as her proxy.

But how had any of these people known Zeke was in town, much less that he’d ended up here in the police bullpen?

“Hello, Warren,” Jennifer said. “How did you get here? It’s late and…”

“Mrs. Wellton drove us,” Ashley said.

“But—” Jennifer started.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Stenner. She’s okay,” Warren said, coming down three hesitant stairs.

Benny and Sarge frowned at him, still outraged that last summer he’d broken into Benny’s patrol car and somehow rigged the radio so it only received a hip-hop station. That had infuriated Benny. Sarge had laughed about it until the cost to replace the radio unit came out of his budget.

But Warren wasn’t the lost cause her fellow cops thought he was. Darcie was sure of it.

Her heart twisted for him, because he had to assure people his mother was okay to drive, and, especially, because his mother wasn’t always okay to drive.

“I hope my daughter didn’t inconvenience your mom too much — or you,” Jennifer said to the boy with a warm smile.

“It’s just Warren,” Ashley started in apparent disgust at her mother’s concern for his convenience.

Zeke interrupted. “My God, she’s your daughter, Jennifer?”

Ashley preened a bit — something Darcie had never seen her do before. No doubt she’d interpreted Zeke’s expression as amazement at her beauty.

But Darcie suspected Zeke’s reaction instead resembled her own amazement that anybody their age could have a kid who was almost a teenager when Darcie didn’t feel any older than that herself.

Zeke turned from Ashley to Jennifer, and Darcie knew it didn’t matter why he was astonished.

He still looked at Jennifer with awe.

At some level, Darcie heard Jennifer confirming that yes, Ashley was her daughter. But her thoughts were otherwise occupied.

What had she expected? That everything had changed in the past sixteen years?

Darcie was proud she’d matured enough to see the good in Jennifer, to become her friend. But expecting Zeke to stop being gaga over Jennifer was foolish.

She’d known that in high school. She’d known on their graduation night exactly how things stood.

She’d still jumped him.

“What’s going on here?” The deep voice of the latest newcomer to the doorway at the top of the stairs — this place had never been so popular — boomed the demand through the bullpen.

Corine spun her chair back to the console, Warren shrank against the wall as much as his solid build would allow, Darcie wished she’d left on time, and Sarge and Benny launched into overlapping, hurried, and self-exculpatory explanations of the evening’s events.

Chief Dutch Harnett had arrived.

Great, just what she needed. The hard-nosed outsider who’d taken over Drago’s police department almost a year ago, and who showed no sign of being a big Darcie Barrett fan.

“So there was no sense,” Sarge was saying, wrapping up his explanation, “in Zeke going home—”

“My mother’s house,” Zeke said under his breath.

“—since she’d be at bingo. So we brought him here to give him a cup a coffee and some doughnuts to relax after…”

Sarge trailed off with an apologetic look at Darcie.

She stood at attention. “After I stopped his car as matching the APB—” No need to explain that. Chief Harnett seemed to hear every scrap of radio traffic, no way would he have missed that APB. “—and put him in handcuffs.”

That drew a wide range of responses. Jennifer gasped. Ashley gaped. Warren laughed. Zeke said, “No big deal.”

None of those reactions particularly surprised Darcie. The one that did was the chief’s. His brows drew down in a scowl and his mouth was straight, but she could swear his eyes glinted with amusement.

He cleared his throat. “As long as there’s no harm done and Mr. Zeekowsky doesn’t want to file a complaint…”

“No. I’m glad Darcie was looking for the guy.”

“…Then, since bingo broke up nearly half an hour ago, I’d say it’s time for Mr. Zeekowsky to go home — to his mother’s house,” the chief corrected, proving he’d heard Zeke. “Barrett, accompany Mr. Zeekowsky.”

“Why? His car runs fine, and he knows how to get there.”

“Officer Barrett—” No twinkling this time in the chief’s eyes.

“I’m off duty,” she grumbled.

“There’s no need,” Zeke started.

“Officer Barrett will accompany you,” the chief said, without looking away from Darcie, “to ensure nothing untoward happens.”


CHAPTER THREE


Darcie had had better shifts, she acknowledged as she trailed Zeke’s car through Drago’s quiet streets.

Putting handcuffs on one of the New Technology’s best minds — or so said Time magazine — in the mistaken fear he might be a child kidnapper and molester was not the sort of thing that made it onto a list of career highlights.

Add in that she had designs on this particular mind along with its wallet, and this was not the best start.

All of which wouldn’t have been so bad if that best new mind and its wallet hadn’t belonged to someone she hadn’t seen since graduation night.

Which wouldn’t have been so bad if on that same night she hadn’t given her virginity to the guy in the backseat of his parents’ sedan.

Which still wouldn’t have been so bad if he hadn’t been wishing at the same time that he’d been losing his virginity to someone else.

The someone else who had walked in to the police station just now looking even better than she usually did.

Now that was a bad shift.

Darcie parked at the curb in front of the tidy, white frame house with green shutters and got out, but left the door open, looking over the top of her car at Zeke. He’d pulled into the driveway and gotten out of his snazzy rental.

“I’ll say goodnight and—”

“Wait a minute. I’ve got something for you.”

Not waiting for an answer, he turned, flipped the front seat’s back down and bent in, reaching across to the other side of the minuscule backseat.

She closed her car door softly so as not to disturb the neighborhood, and walked up the driveway.

Zeke’s position pulled his jeans taut across his hard butt. Her palms tingled. She knew how hard because she’d felt it.

Oh, only in passing, and at the time it had been totally businesslike. But she’d taught herself to mentally record everything that happened during a stop like tonight’s so she could replay details later, for reports and in court. The prosecutor loved her.

At this moment, however, she wished she had an erase button on her memory —especially her tactile memory — because the tape of a certain few minutes was replaying entirely without her permission.

His upper body was hidden from sight in the dimness of the car. Didn’t matter. The tape zoomed in on the broadness of his shoulders, on the line of muscle under her hand as she’d brought his arms together to clap on the handcuffs, on the way the V of his arms echoed the shape of his torso.

He shifted and the porch light shaped and sculpted his butt almost as lovingly as—

No. Think of something else. Like how he’d looked at Jennifer.

Yeah, that was good.

Back in high school, she’d blamed Jennifer. Now she knew there was no one to blame, not even Zeke. Despite all his brains, he was a man, and they were programmed so perfection like Jennifer’s short-circuited their wiring.

Zeke slid one knee onto the car seat, emphasizing the muscles in his other thigh. She’d felt their ropey solidness when she’d patted him for weapons, checked his pockets.

Oh, God, how sad was this? She was getting retroactively turned on.

“How long is this going to take?” she asked.

“Keep your pants on.”

No.

He hadn’t said that.

He couldn’t have said it.

At least he couldn’t have meant it.

If he’d meant it that way he would have said, Take off your pants.

He hadn’t said Take off your dress graduation night. He hadn’t had to. After they had turned the front seat of his parents’ car into a hormonal sauna, all he’d had to say was, “We could get in back.”

Not even a question.

“Hey, you okay?”

She jumped at the warmth of a large hand cradling her elbow.

He’d emerged from the car and she hadn’t even noticed.

“What? Yeah. Fine. I’m fine.” She stepped back from his touch. “Tired. It’s been a long day.”

“Okay. Well, I wanted to give you this.”

She automatically took the small item he held out. “A thumb drive?”

“Thought you might be interested.”

“Uh, sure. Thanks.”

His expression closed then — oh, yeah, she remembered that patented Zeke Do No Enter expression — and she felt like a jerk for her lack of enthusiasm. She cleared her throat. “As I said, it’s been a long day — and longer night, so—”

“Sorry if you get in trouble over stopping me.”

“I’m always in trouble with Chief Harnett.”

“Yeah? It was, uh, an interesting way to see you again.”

She manufactured a grin. “Got right past the awkward part, right?”

He studied her before saying, “When I first heard your voice, I had this kind of—” He hesitated, as if searching for an unfamiliar word. “—feeling.”

Was that why he’d peered into the light toward her? Seeing him only as a suspect she’d interpreted it at the time as checking if she was alone, but he could have been straining to recognize her. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“You didn’t seem to be in a listening mode.”

“If you’d said you were Zeke, I would have been.”

“I couldn’t know that until I knew you were you, and that situation was the last place I would have expected to find you — at least here in Drago.”

Find her? Right. As if he’d ever looked.

“Why? Drago’s my home. And yours.”

His gaze shifted as if focused on a distant street lamp, his expression impossibly neutral, except that old trick where his facial muscles seemed to turn as hard as the bones. Had she forgotten how quickly he could withdraw?

“It is not my home,” was all he said.

“Okay. You have a new address. Fine. This is still your hometown. You can’t change that. It’s still where you were raised and went to school and—”

“Anton!”

In the instant before he turned toward the voice that had called out, his face softened — as much as that stony architecture ever softened. “Ma.”

He took the two steps in one stride, and encircled the small woman who stood on the porch. He so towered over her that all Darcie could see of her were her arms wrapped around him.

Darcie could step back into the dimness quietly, be in her car and pulling away from the curb before either of them noticed.

She’d done her duty, followed the chief’s orders to deposit Zeke at the front door of his childhood home, and saw man and mother reunited. The shift from hell was finally over. She needed to go home, curl up with a book, maybe have a glass of wine…

“Darcie? Ah, Darcie, it is good to see you. You want the tea?”

Too late.

She’d been spotted. “No, thank you, Mrs. Z, not tonight.”

“You know my mother?” Standing beside his mother, who didn’t quite reach his armpit, Zeke kept an arm around her while he faced Darcie.

“Yes,” she said as if it were a defiant declaration. “Mrs. Z is one of the most generous sup—”

“Oh! Anton!” His mother’s quick squeaks got his attention. “Darcie came to help me when the car — I told you — hit the fence. I remembered her from your class.”

Darcie had been surprised then that Mrs. Zeekowsky had immediately called her by name. Although not as astonished as Zeke appeared to be now.

“How?” he asked, clearing up any doubt that he could have mentioned her to his mother back in high school.

Mrs. Z chuckled. And didn’t answer directly. “Of course, I know Darcie. She’s a good girl.”

Darcie felt her cheeks heat. Which was stupid. Mrs. Z didn’t mean it that way, and even if she had…

For heaven’s sake, she was thirty-four years old and being a good girl hadn’t been among her ambitions for a long, long time.

“It’s great seeing you, Mrs. Z. Welcome home, Zeke.”

She’d backpedaled down the driveway while she spoke, so she could give a final wave, a good-night and escape into her car.

But as she drove away, she couldn’t escape the question: had she gotten out of there because of guilt over Mrs. Z calling her a good girl?

Or because she feared Mrs. Z might pick up on her thoughts about giving up her good girl status in the back of the Zeekowsky sedan all those years ago?

Or because Zeke showed no sign that he remembered that event at all?

[image: *]*

Zeke crossed his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling.

How the hell had he slept in a bed this narrow?

Of course he’d been narrower then. So narrow he hadn’t had much trouble making love with Darcie in the back seat of his dad’s old Pontiac.

His first time. Their first time, he’d realized afterward — and would have realized beforehand if he’d been thinking about it. But he hadn’t been thinking. Not with his head, anyway.

Funny. All these years, and yet when he’d heard a voice ordering him to get out of his car with his hands up, his first reaction had been That’s Darcie. When she’d come closer something else he couldn’t pin down had made him even more certain.

But he’d told himself it couldn’t be. Darcie, a cop? In Drago?

She looked good.

Even in the harsh glare of the headlights, after she’d known who he was and she’d stepped forward, she’d looked really good. It had been a jolt not to see her long hair at first, but he’d been relieved when they got to Village Hall to see she had it pinned up, not cut off.

And the welcome home she’d given him…

He chuckled into the silence. Handcuffs.

She hadn’t been in a laughing mood tonight, but if she was still the Darcie he’d known, she would laugh about it before long.

Was she the Darcie he’d known?

A lot of years had passed, a lot of things had happened to him, that was for sure. That’s probably why he’d had that spur-of-the-moment urge to give her the spare thumb drive with the pre-release version of Z-Zap. Just to show her an example of what he did these days.
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