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      This book is dedicated to the two wonderful women who raised me. First, for my mother, Kathleen, who showed me how to open your home and your heart to help those who need it. Second, to my Aunt Molly, who showed me how to be independent and take care of myself (all the unique swear words and, well, let’s just call them colorful, expressions she also dropped on me along the way were simply a bonus).

      

      I miss you both so much and carry a piece of each of you with me every day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Damn, Maddie, Doug is so hot!” Angie Carson practically drooled as she watched Doug Barnes, shirt off and sweat gleaming on his chest, unload the explosives from the back of a van.

      “Um, Angie, that’s a little gross. He is my brother, you know.” Maddie sipped from the cup of iced tea Angie handed her. She knew the beverage had been an excuse for Angie to leave her serving station at the food tent in order to watch Doug as he unloaded the van and prepared for the fireworks show that would officially kick off Candlewood, Connecticut’s annual town festival. For the last six months, the poor girl had had such an obvious crush on Maddie’s older brother. But at fifteen years old, Angie wasn’t anywhere on twenty-six-year-old Doug’s radar.

      “I’m glad he’s not my brother,” Angie sighed. “Do you think he’ll dance with me tonight when the band starts?”

      “I think you better ask Charlotte White that question.”

      Angie twisted her lips into a pouty scowl. “Is he still so serious about her?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Maddie kept her tone neutral. Being only nine years older than Angie, Maddie remembered all too well how powerful a teenage crush could be.

      Angie eyed Doug as if he were a glass of water and she was stranded in the middle of the Mojave.“Maybe if I can get him to dance with me, he might change his mind.”

      Maddie didn’t know whether to laugh or be shocked at the girl’s chutzpah. “Angie, you really ought to think about dating someone closer to your own age. I’ve noticed Blake Girard watching you lately.”

      Angie tore her gaze away from Doug. “Blake Girard? Really?”

      “Yep. Haven’t you noticed him hanging around the food tent all day?”

      “Well, yeah, but I figured he was just hungry. He’s the school’s best linebacker. Big guys like him always eat a lot, don’t they?”

      “I suppose. But it looked to me like he was talking to you more than he was eating anything.” Maddie was surprised Angie hadn’t noticed this herself. The girl wasn’t dull by any means. Apparently her crush on Doug blinded her to the attentions of anyone else. “I don’t think it’s the food he’s really interested in.”

      Angie looked back toward the food tent, where Blake was still hovering. He’d been joined by a few of his fellow football players. They were laughing and jostling each other, but Blake’s eyes returned to Angie every few minutes. He blushed when he saw Maddie and Angie watching him, but gamely gave Angie a big smile.

      Angie smiled back before returning her attention to Doug. “Blake’s okay, I guess,” she allowed, but the pink tinge to her skin gave proof she was pleased with the young man’s interest. “He’s probably not much of a dancer, though.”

      “I don’t know,” Maddie drawled. “I bet he can manage the slow dances pretty well.”

      Angie cast another sidelong glance at Blake. “Maybe. I guess he’s all right. If Blake asks me to dance with him tonight, I’ll give him a chance.”

      Maddie bit her lip to keep from smiling. She’d make sure to let Blake know he should ask Angie for a dance.

      “Hey, Angie!” Doug’s cheerful voice cut across the grass. “Am I gonna get one of those iced teas or what?”

      Angie’s face lit up like a sunbeam. “You bet!” She hurried over to Doug and handed him the other cup she held. Doug took it and downed the contents in one long gulp. “Ah, just what I needed. Would you be an angel and get me another one?” He brushed his index finger under her chin.

      Maddie thought the girl might melt into the ground. “Of course, Doug,” Angie all but moaned at the attention. She took the empty cup and hurried back to the food tent, not even glancing at Blake, thereby completely missing the scowl the young man threw in Doug’s direction.

      Maddie walked over to help her brother unload the van. “You need to watch it with Angie, Doug,” she said.

      “What are you talking about? She’s a sweet kid.”

      “Who’s got a ginormous crush on you.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, don’t pretend you haven’t noticed.”

      Doug gave her a look of genuine perplexity. “What? I mean it. She’s a nice kid. I know she likes me, but I didn’t think it was anything big.”

      “Well, it is. She’s besotted. And because of it, she’s ignoring boys her own age. Blake Girard’s got it bad for her, and she barely notices him.”

      “Huh. Okay, I’ll start talking up Charlotte whenever Angie’s around. She’ll lose interest pretty quick. Especially when she hears that Charlotte and I are engaged.”

      “You’re that confident Charlotte will say yes tonight?” Maddie teased. She really didn’t doubt it. Anyone who saw Charlotte and Doug together knew how deeply in love they were.

      “Yes, I am. Charlotte’s no dummy. She knows what a catch I am. And when I tell her that Angie is waiting to snatch me up, it’ll really be a no-brainer. She’ll be all to eager to stake her claim for the Douggie-love.” He waggled his eyebrows up and down.

      “Eeww,” Maddie laughed. “You’re such a dork. It would serve you right if Charlotte said no.”

      “Maybe, but she won’t.”

      “Arrogant loser.”

      “Jealous brat.”

      A woman’s soft laugh had them both turning around from the back of the van. Mrs. Hunnicutt, their housekeeper and friend, stood there with her hands on her hips. “Are you two ever going to outgrow the name-calling stage?”

      “Probably not. Besides, Maddie’s just jealous. She could be as happy as me and Charlotte if she stopped being such a fool about Ian.” Doug hoisted a box on his shoulder and headed toward the staging area for the fireworks display, sneaking a quick kiss on Mrs. Hunnicutt’s cheek as he passed her.

      Mrs. Hunnicutt shook her head as he sauntered off. “That brother of yours. Always the charmer.”

      “Yeah. Too bad the big doofus knows it. If his head swells any more, he’ll never be able to wear a hat.” The words were said brightly enough, but on the inside, Maddie’s heart fought off the pain Doug’s remark caused. She loved Ian beyond reason, but they were never going to be able to be together.

      “He wouldn’t want to cover up all those gorgeous blond curls anyway. It’s one of his main attractions.”

      “Et tu, Mrs. H? Don’t tell me Doug’s got you under his spell.”

      “I’m not too old to notice these things,” she said primly. “He’s hot enough to turn any woman’s head, no matter her age.”

      Maddie was uncharacteristically at a loss for words. She’d come to think of Mrs. Hunnicutt as a surrogate grandmother. Of medium height, the woman was slightly plump with a round face and a cap of gray curls. She wore wire-rimmed glasses, and not even the small but distinct crescent scar by her mouth could detract from her Mrs. Claus-like appearance. The last thing Maddie ever wanted to do was have a conversation of a sexual nature with the woman, especially about Doug.

      “But never mind your brother,” Mrs. Hunnicutt went on. “What’s going on with you and Ian? You haven’t said a word since he went back overseas last week. I thought you two had worked everything out.”

      Maddie shrugged. Mrs. Hunnicutt had only jumped from one uncomfortable topic to another.

      “Well, what was Doug talking about? Did Ian propose again?” Mrs. Hunnicutt persisted.

      “Not since the one time he asked me years ago.”

      “I still don’t understand why you turned him down in the first place.”

      “He was proposing for the wrong reasons. He just wanted to get me out of my father’s house.”

      “And that would have been a bad thing?”

      Maddie nodded absently as she watched Angie hurry down to the barge after Doug with another cup of iced tea. “Yes. I want what any other woman wants. To be proposed to because the man wants to spend the rest of his life with me, not because he was about to leave for boot camp. Ian was proposing out of desperation, trying to protect me, which is not what I needed. I can take care of myself.”

      “Anyone who knows you knows that. I don’t know why you feel you have to prove it all the time.”

      Maddie shrugged again. Mrs. Hunnicutt had come to work for them six years ago, the year after Ian had proposed, and just months after Maddie and Doug’s father had been arrested and convicted for setting a bomb that killed five people. Mrs. Hunnicutt hadn’t been there through the years when Fletcher Barnes had indicated Maddie could never do things he and Doug could do. Her father had never embraced equality between the sexes, and after the death of his wife from an aneurysm when Maddie was twelve, he’d been the only parental influence she’d had. Maddie had grown up trying to prove to her father— to everyone— she was just as capable of anything as any man. It was a hard habit to break.

      Mrs. Hunnicutt pulled her into a quick hug. “Cheer up, sweetie. You and Ian are going to be fine. I know it.” She stepped back. “How about you let me buy you some lunch?”

      “I really should go help Doug. One of the crew called in sick, so we’re short-handed.” Maddie and Doug had a lot riding on this fireworks show. Their father’s actions had all but destroyed the Barnes’s family fireworks business.

      “You can help him after lunch. I know you skipped breakfast this morning. C’mon, and we’ll order a burger for him, too.”

      Used to Mrs. Hunnicutt’s gentle bullying, Maddie allowed the woman to lead her to the food tent. Her stomach was growling, and there was a lot of work left to do this afternoon. Mrs. Hunnicutt was right. Food first.

      Halfway to the tent, the deafening sound of an explosion ripped through the air. Maddie whirled around to see flames leaping up from the fireworks barge. Black smoke poured into the sky. “Doug!” she screamed and ran toward the dock. Others joined her, but the heat drove them all back. “Doug!” she screamed again.

      “Angie!” Blake yelled.

      Maddie’s stomach dropped as she remembered the young girl heading after Doug. Dear God, let them both be okay.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. Maddie screamed their names until she was hoarse, but neither Doug nor Angie appeared or answered. Desperate and near hysteria, Maddie lunged toward the barge, only to be pulled back by other onlookers. “It’s too late,” one of them said quietly.

      “No, let me go. They need our help. Let me go, dammit!”

      The firefighters arrived and battled the inferno. It seemed the whole town had gathered to watch. Angie’s parents clung to each other, Blake sunk to his knees next to them.

      It seemed like forever before the firefighters brought the blaze under control, and at least another eternity before the fire chief approached Angie’s parents. Angie’s mother let out a keening wail as he sadly shook his head. Her husband hugged her, sobbing his own grief against her shoulder.

      The fire chief turned to look at Maddie. “No, no, no,” she whispered, shaking her head and backing away as he approached. “Please, no.”

      A gentle hand touched her shoulder, and Maddie whirled into the arms of Mrs. Hunnicutt. The woman’s own sobs mixed with Maddie’s as the crush of reality hit them both.

      Maddie pulled away, and Mrs. Hunnicutt stuffed a paper napkin into her hand. She mopped her eyes and looked around, not knowing what to do next. A large crowd surrounded Angie’s parents. Taking a deep breath, Maddie took a step in their direction. Blake moved forward, blocking her path.

      “Stay away from them,” he hissed.

      “Blake! What are you doing?” Mrs. Hunnicutt said. “Get out of her way.”

      “No,” he snarled, his tear-streaked face a mask of hate. “Haven’t she and her family done enough? Don’t they get tired of killing people with their bombs?”

      Mrs. Hunnicutt gasped, and a slice of pain ripped through Maddie so fast and so harsh she thought for sure she would fall to the ground in two pieces.

      “Oh, yeah, I know all about it,” Blake went on. “I was just a kid, but I remember what your old man did, and I remember how your brother always said his father was a hero. Well, he wasn’t. He was a crazy murderer and your brother is too! I’m glad Doug blew himself up. But Angie didn’t deserve this. I hope your psycho brother rots in hell!”

      Rage replaced the pain in her gut, and Maddie pushed at his chest. It barely fazed the six-foot-three linebacker. He raised his hands to push her back, but bystanders intervened, seizing both of them around their waists and pulling them away from each other.

      “It’s not true,” Maddie yelled. “Doug didn’t do this!”

      Mrs. Hunnicutt put a comforting arm around her and convinced the others to let Maddie go. “C’mon, sweetheart, let’s get you home. You can talk to Angie’s parents later.”

      “No! You stay away from them!” Blake shouted as they walked away.

      The crowd parted as she and Mrs. Hunnicutt headed for the parking lot, and Maddie felt as much as saw how they looked at her. A few people appeared genuinely shocked and sorry, offering their condolences as she passed. But mostly, people were looking at her in anger. A low muttering began at the back of the crowd and grew steadily as she walked.

      She knew it was coming, but when a lone voice finally spoke out, the virulence of it shocked her to the core anyway.

      “That fucking Barnes family. They’re all a bunch of murderous lunatics.”
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        * * *

      

      Five years later…

      “There he is.” Excitement hummed through Maddie Barnes as she stood in a dark, recessed doorway and watched Artie Pugliesi walk out of Club Trouble, the latest Manhattan dance spot frequented by the children of the obscenely rich and often famous. Club Trouble was just the kind of place Pugliesi liked to find new clients — bored kids with too much money to burn and too little common sense.

      Just seconds after Pugliesi, Fitz emerged from the club. Maddie’s fellow OASIS operative removed the black baseball cap he’d been wearing pulled low on his forehead and stuffed it into his back pocket. Yes! The hat removal signaled that Fitz had been able to get pictures of Pugliesi selling drugs. Actual evidence they could give to the police.

      “I’m going to grab him.” Maddie said, slipping out from the doorway, fighting the urge to yell with delight.

      “Not yet.” Reeve Buchanan, positioned in a black SUV parked down the street from the club, gave the order. “We don’t want him running back inside. Wait until he gets close to the parking garage. Then we’ll nab him.”

      “Then I’ll nab him,” Maddie hissed into her phone. “I don’t want anyone to touch him but me.”

      “Relax, Maddie. We all know how much this means to you. It’s your takedown. Ian, Fitz, and I are just here to watch your back. But you know it will be better to do it away from the club. That way he can’t get lost in the crowd in there, and he can’t grab a hostage, either.”

      “Stop mansplaining. I know what I’m doing.”

      She followed Pugliesi as the dirtbag ambled toward the parking garage where he’d left his bright blue Corvette Stingray just an hour before. She would have taken him down then — foregoing getting pictures and relying on the fact that he was more than likely in possession of enough illegal drugs to get him arrested — except a group of girls who looked barely old enough to be driving, let alone drinking at a club, had barreled into the parking garage and screeched to a halt beside the drug dealer.

      Two of the girls had tumbled out of the vehicle, greeting Pugliesi with enthusiastic squeals and kisses on the cheek. The other girl parked the SUV — a shiny red Maserati Levante — and joined her friends. The four of them linked arms and headed down the street and into the club together.

      Maddie had wanted to take those girls and shake them. She’d never understand what would possess girls like that, girls who lacked for nothing, least of all a good education, to spend time with such a sleazeball. Artie Pugliesi was not their friend. He was a low-life drug dealer who wore the right clothes and drove a slick car. As far as he was concerned, those girls were just customers. If they couldn’t pay him for his poison, he wouldn’t give them the time of day.

      And heaven forbid they somehow wound up owing him money. The bastard was ruthless in his manner of collections. Tabitha Spencer and her family found that out in the most horrific way possible. Pugliesi had kidnapped Tabitha, and then sold her to a sex trafficker who murdered her and threw her body in a dumpster. Although the Iceman had been killed while trying to kidnap another woman, Tabitha’s parents were steadfast in their determination to see that Artie Pugliesi paid for his participation in their daughter’s murder.

      For their sake, Maddie was determined to see Pugliesi brought to justice. If she hadn’t screwed up, Tabitha might still be alive.

      No time for that now. Focus. The bastard’s alone now, and it’s time to bring him down.

      She hurried after her target, passing Reeve and Ian seated in their SUV. She briefly caught their eye, and they nodded at her. As she entered the parking garage, she heard their vehicle doors open.

      Pugliesi was nearly to his Stingray, and she picked up her pace. Rage at what this man had wrought, both on her personally and on the Spencer family, roared through Maddie’s veins. With a guttural cry, she launched herself on his back. The two tumbled to the ground. Maddie made sure she landed on top, letting the lowlife take the bulk of the fall to the unyielding concrete.

      “What the fuck?” Pugliesi grunted as they hit the ground.

      “Surprise, numb nuts,” Maddie said, grabbing Pugliesi’s arm and twisting it behind his back. She deftly unclipped her handcuffs from her belt with her other hand. “I’m placing you under citizen’s arrest. New York’s Finest will be here in a minute.”

      “Screw that!” Pugliesi bucked up, getting his free hand beneath him and pushing himself up further. Maddie was nearly thrown off, but she clenched her knees tightly around his waist. She quickly snapped one cuff on his wrist and then fastened the other cuff to his belt loop at the center of his back.

      As he pushed himself to his feet, Maddie unclenched her legs and slid off his back. He whirled around to punch her, but she ducked and he kept going, spinning around and careening into a parked car, unable to keep his balance with one arm literally tied behind his back.

      He straightened up and finally took a good look at his assailant. Recognition dawned, and he gave a derisive snort. “Well, well. If it isn’t the wannabe big-shot private investigator. Thinks she can play with the big boys.”

      “Oh, I can play with the big boys, all right. But in your case, it’s only a matter of babysitting an insignificant man-child.”

      “Bitch, I’m more man than a dyke like you could ever hope for.” He stepped toward her. “And don’t forget how I already kicked your ass once. Even with one hand, I can do it again.”

      “You think so? Then bring it, Sasquatch.” She folded her arms and tilted her head to one side. “Or are you just gonna wait for the cops to get here and protect you?”

      He charged her, but she nimbly jumped out of his path, kicking his ass as he passed. Spinning around, he faced her with a darkening fury. “Oh, hell, I’m going to enjoy pounding you into the ground.”

      “Talk, talk, talk. That’s all guys like you can do.”

      “It wasn’t talk last time, bitch, remember? I only regret I didn’t take your sorry ass to Iceman, too.”

      “But you didn’t. That was a big mistake because not only did you really piss me off, you made me look bad to my boss. So now I’m going to enjoy kicking the crap out of you.”

      He laughed and then charged — and missed — her again.

      “You’re going to have to be faster than that.”

      His face grew red, but Maddie wasn’t sure if it was from anger or exertion. And she didn’t really care. “Getting winded, big guy? Smoking too much of some of your products, maybe?”

      “I’m going to fucking kill you, bitch,” he wheezed. He lunged at her a third time.

      “Bor-ing,” she trilled as she sidestepped him yet again. He whirled around and came at her again, but this time feinted to one side before quickly correcting his direction as Maddie moved to the side. She danced back a few steps, ready to taunt him again, when her foot slipped on a small patch of motor oil. She stumbled backward and almost fell but managed to straighten up just as Pugliesi grabbed her with his free hand.

      He slammed her against the wall and pinned her there. With a crazed look in his eye, he pulled his cuffed hand away from his pants, his face twisting with effort. He ripped his belt loop and brought both hands up to Maddie’s neck, leaning his face in close to hers. “I’m going to enjoy watching you die, bitch.”

      Maddie snaked both arms free from between their bodies. She didn’t waste time trying to break Pugliesi’s hold on her throat, and pressed her thumbs into his eyes.

      With a howl, Pugliesi reared back before she could exert any permanently damaging pressure. His hold on her throat loosened, and she brought her hands together and raised them between his arms and then forced them apart. He released her neck, and she threw an elbow to his face. Pugliesi staggered back a few steps as Ian, Reeve, and Fitz raced toward them.

      “I’ve got this!” Maddie shouted. She lunged toward Pugliesi, and he swung a fist at her. Grabbing his wrist before he connected with her face, she kept moving forward, going under his arm and then forcing his wrist and arm up. Utilizing her momentum, she gave his arm a tremendous twist, forcing him into an aerial somersault.

      Pugliesi landed hard on his back, his breath leaving him in a mighty whoosh and his head smacking the pavement. His eyes went a little glassy. Maddie rolled him onto his stomach and extended her arm out toward Ian. “May I borrow your cuffs, please?” she asked calmly.

      She restrained Pugliesi’s hands as a siren sounded in the distance. Running her fingers over the back of his head, she felt a small lump where he’d hit his head. The bastard started screaming about suing her for brutality, and the strength and clarity of his threats relieved any worry that he might be seriously injured. She wouldn’t have cared, except for the extra paperwork it might have caused. Still, they would convey to the police that he should receive medical attention.

      Maddie got to her feet and joined her coworkers as two squad cars roared into the garage. The next hour was spent giving statements and sharing the pictures and videos Fitz had obtained inside the club. Between that and the incredible amount of illegal substances found on Pugliesi’s person, Maddie was confident it would be quite a long time before the son of a bitch would breathe free air again.

      “Feel better?” Ian’s voice broke into her thoughts.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Maddie bounced up and down on her toes. “I’ll feel even better when he’s arraigned at night court and we call the Spencers and give them the good news.”

      “Want to go celebrate after we’re done at court?” Ian smiled at her, his slate-blue eyes glowing with an all too familiar warmth.

      A pang of longing swept through her, and she once again wished their time together on the night of Fitz’s wedding had never happened. She had no one to blame but herself, but she’d be damned if she let Ian know that. “How many times do I have to tell you? We…are…not…a…couple.”

      The warmth fled his eyes as if an arctic frost descended in them. “I wasn’t asking for a date, Maddie. Even though you took Pugliesi down on your own, this is still a big night for all of us. I was asking if you wanted to join your team in a celebratory drink. But you don’t want to be part of a team at all, do you? Not even for a drink.”

      He stalked away before she could respond. Which was probably just as well because she didn’t know what to say. Reeve walked over to her. “I guess you heard all that,” she said.

      “Yep.” He put a brotherly arm around her shoulders. “Forget it. He won’t stay angry with you for long. He never does. Come with us to celebrate after court. And I’m buying your first drink. You just helped me take another step toward putting that whole debacle behind me.”

      Maddie smiled. Reeve had had an awful time dealing with guilt since the Spencer case, just as she had. She was glad she helped him get some closure, and the truth was she did feel like celebrating. “Hell yeah, I’m coming.” She’d buy Ian a drink and find a way to apologize for jumping to conclusions.

      And she would do whatever necessary to make herself forget she’d really like to jump his bones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      ROT IN HELL BITCH!

      Maddie stared at the note for the umpteenth time, hating it for spoiling her good mood this morning. Pugliesi’s arraignment at night court had been a thing of beauty, and she’d still been riding high about it even now, a week later. The extensive charges leveled against him — possession, possession with intent to sell, kidnapping, and accessory to murder — had prompted the judge to set an exorbitantly high bail. Pugliesi could not meet it. His curses and threats, all directed at Maddie, had been music to her ears.

      But now this. The note didn’t frighten her as much as it annoyed her. Why were there so many angry people in the world? And why did so many of them spew their vitriol at her?

      “Whatcha got?” A hand snatched the note from her fingers.

      “Hey! Give that back!” Maddie lunged for the note, but Ian held it back and up in the air, his six feet, two inches a distinct advantage over her own five feet, six inches. “For Pete’s sake, what are you, nine? Give it back.”

      “It’s your own fault. You never should have let me get it away from you in the first place. You were so wrapped up in it you never even heard me coming. That’s the first rule of taking care of yourself. Always be aware of your surroundings.”

      “I don’t need a lecture from you. Now give it back.” She extended her hand.

      “Fine. Here you go. But I’m glad we got to have this little review lesson. Can’t have you getting all cocky after your excellent takedown of Pugliesi. You never know where the next threat will come from.” Ian’s lips lifted into a dimpled smirk as he teased her.

      “Yeah, well, so far, the only threat in the vicinity is you. And frankly, you’re not a threat I need to take seriously.” She took the note and slipped it into her open purse.

      They fell in side by side as they walked to the elevator. “What’s got you in such a great mood?” Maddie asked.

      “I don’t know. Just one of those days when I woke up, the weather is great, we got some justice recently, and generally I’m just happy to be alive and living the good life. Don’t you ever have days like that?”

      “I guess. Sometimes.”

      “Well I thought for sure you would still be in a great mood today. I know how much you wanted to get Pugliesi in front of a judge.”

      “True. But now it’s time to move on. We’ve still got a lot of work to do to help put all those bastards on the Iceman Tapes behind bars.”

      “But Pugliesi was important. He was the first tile in the domino of events that got us involved in the Iceman Tapes.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Maddie said, forcing a smile and wishing that stupid note hadn’t put a damper on her good mood.

      They reached the elevator, and Ian pressed the call button. The doors slid open, and a young woman carrying a large cardboard box emerged. As she moved past them, a corner of the box snagged on Maddie’s purse strap, pulling the bag from her arm, its contents spilling to the floor.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” the woman gasped. “Let me help you.” She made to put down the box, but Maddie waved her away.

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ve already got your hands full. The big guy here will help me.”

      “Thanks. I’m already running a little late. But I really am sorry.” She hurried off into the bowels of the parking garage.

      Maddie stooped to join Ian, who had already started collecting the fallen items. Too late, Maddie saw that the note had landed face up, right next to Ian’s shoe. He picked it up, stared at it for a moment and then looked at Maddie. “What the hell is this?”

      “It’s a note.”

      “No shit. Where did it come from? Who sent this to you?”

      “I don’t know and I don’t know.”

      “This isn’t a joke, Maddie. This is a threat.” All of his teasing good humor had fled, and his eyes went the color of steel. “We need to find out who sent this to you.”

      “We don’t need to do anything.” She grabbed the note back.

      “You can’t just ignore it!”

      “I didn’t say that I would. But it’s not any of your business.”

      One after the other, anger and pain flashed across his face. She hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but it was done now, and it really wasn’t any of his concern. She would take care of the note sender herself, once she figured out who it was. And she would figure it out. She did not need Ian to get all macho and protective about her. Especially not since what had happened after Fitz’s wedding. Best to nip any ideas about that in the bud.

      “When did you get it?”

      “I got the first one a few days ago. This one was on the windshield this morning.”

      “The first one? How many have you gotten?”

      “Four,” she muttered, mentally kicking herself for letting that slip. She stuffed the note back into her purse and jabbed the elevator call button, reopening the doors. “I mean it, Ian. Butt out. I’ll take care of this myself.”

      They stepped into the elevator car. “Why do you have to be so difficult?” he asked.

      “Just because I want to handle things my own way doesn’t mean I’m difficult. This is not a company matter. It’s personal.”

      He looked at her as if she had two heads. “How do you know it’s not a company matter? As long as we’re pursuing the Iceman Tapes, all of us are making enemies of some very powerful people.”

      “Exactly. They are not the kind of people to send threatening notes. They use lawyers to make threats.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, even if you’re right and it’s personal, don’t you get how much everyone here cares about you? If they know someone is threatening you, they will move heaven and earth to get to the bottom of it.”

      “Don’t you dare tell them.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “That’s all I need — all you macho SEALs carrying on like I’m some damsel in distress. I won’t be able to keep working here if they don’t think I’m up to it. If they think they have to protect me.”

      Ian shook his head. “Oh no you don’t. You don’t get to act like you’re discriminated against here. No one in this organization has ever treated you that way. They all have a boatload of respect for you.”

      “Yeah, right,” Maddie scoffed. The elevator doors opened, and she stalked straight to her office, Ian right on her heels. Of course. She knew he wouldn’t let this go.

      “What? Are you saying anyone here has treated you with disrespect?”

      “No.”

      “And I know you’ve been given your fair share of assignments.”

      “Never as the team leader.”

      “That’s because you’re the latest to join the team. You need to get experience.”

      “I’ve been here long enough. I’m just as capable as any of you to lead an assignment.”

      “Then that’s something you need to take up with Tobie. If you think you’re ready, go talk to her about it.”

      “What about you, Ian?” She planted her hands on her hips. “Do you think I’m ready?”

      “Honestly? No, I don’t. Not the way you’ve been behaving for the last several months.”

      She walked to the door of her office. “I think you’ve just proved my point. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got some work to do before the weekly meeting.”

      He glared at her, and she put a hand on his arm as he strode out of her office. “I mean it, Ian. Don’t tell anyone about the note. It’s not a big deal, and I will take care of it.”

      His expression remained sullen. He left the office with a sharp curse, and it tore at her conscience. Her mind was made up, but she hated being at odds with him.

      Ten minutes later, Maddie walked down the hall to the conference room. Reeve Buchanan and Jake Hooper were already there, chatting about last night’s ball scores. They grinned at her as she walked in.

      “Hey, Wyle E! How are things at Acme?” Jake teased.

      Maddie scoffed. “I’m better than the coyote. Up against me, that bird wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “Beep beep!” Reeve said. “I don’t know, the bird always seemed to get the last word.”

      Maddie flipped him off and they all laughed.

      “What did I miss?” Fitz asked as he walked in.

      “Maddie was telling us how she can outsmart a cartoon character,” Jake said.

      Fitz looked at her with a tilted head. “Tweety Bird, maybe.”

      Maddie sighed. “It’s a shame grown men like yourselves can’t seem to break the cartoon habit.”

      Tobie Armstrong strode into the room. “Really, guys, she’s right. You’re not going to be able to recapture to your lost youth no matter how many kid shows you watch.” She sat down at the head of the conference table and flipped open her red leather portfolio, pen poised over the yellow legal pad within. “Where’s Ian?”

      “Right here,” Ian said as he walked in and sat down. Maddie tried to gauge his mood, but he refused to look at her. He said nothing else as the meeting progressed unless asked a direct question about the cases he was working on.

      Aside from the few new cases they’d taken on — mostly doing security research for Fortune 100 companies that paid very well — the majority of the meeting focused on the frustratingly slow progress of bringing the men on the Iceman Tapes to justice. Maddie fumed as they discussed how these obscenely wealthy, powerful men were using that wealth and power to avoid suffering the consequences of their heinous acts. But the good news was that two of them had finally accepted a plea deal and were giving evidence on some of the others. That was all the encouragement the team needed to keep going with their investigations.

      “Also,” Jake said as he was wrapping up his report, “I’m still looking for a pattern in the calls made on Buzz Kruger’s burner phones. Nothing concrete yet, but two of them bounced off a tower near Greenwich and two of them near midtown Manhattan. Other than that, they are all over the tri-state area. I’ll keep working on it.”

      “Please do,” Fitz chimed in. “Erienne is worried sick about that missing canister of CS180. And to be honest, I am too. I saw that stuff kill Buzz in minutes. We’ve got to get it back before someone unleashes it on the public.”

      “Agreed,” Tobie said. “We’ll keep doing everything we can.”

      Throughout the rest of the meeting, Maddie snuck periodic glances at Ian to find him looking into the distance with an intense scowl on his face. She was jittery, nervous that he was going to speak up about the notes, and she was thankful when Tobie closed her portfolio, a clear indication the meeting was drawing to an end.

      “One last thing,” Tobie said, “I’ve got some bad news. Artie Pugliesi made bail.”

      “What?” Maddie nearly shot out of her seat. “He didn’t have that kind of cash. Who bailed him out?”

      “I don’t know. He was released a few days ago. I just found out right before the meeting. Jake, I want you to dig into that. Find out where he got the money.”

      “You got it,” Jake said.

      “And Maddie, I want you to be on your guard. He made direct threats against you,” Tobie said. Maddie nodded her agreement.

      For the first time since the meeting started, Ian met Maddie’s gaze, his look all but shouting she speak up about the notes. Her responding glare demanded his silence.

      “Okay, everyone, that’s it for now.”

      The team dispersed, and Maddie made a beeline back to her office. Ian was right on her heels, in the room before she could close the door. “I don’t want to talk about it, Ian.”

      “Dammit, Maddie! Pugliesi got out of jail the same time you start getting these threatening notes and you don’t want to talk about it?”

      “Keep your voice down!” she hissed as she closed the door. “I told you, I will take care of this myself. Besides, I doubt the notes are from him.” He folded his arms and raised an expectant eyebrow. “Think about it,” she went on. “He publicly threatened me. Do you think he’s going to try something the second he’s released? And leave evidence of notes to boot? C’mon, Ian, even Pugliesi’s not so stupid as to make himself an instant suspect as soon as he’s released.”

      “You’re practically half his size and still managed to kick his ass in front of three other guys. He’s not going to act rationally with that kind of injury to his pride.”

      “For the last time, I will take care of this myself. I’m not discussing it with you any further.” She opened the door and gestured for him to leave. With a final glare, he stormed out, his anger palpable. He’ll get over it. A few seconds later, the slam of his office door sounded from down the hall. Maybe not.

      Her phone dinged with an incoming text from Tobie. My office. Now.

      “Oh great,” Maddie muttered. “Now what?”
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      “Maddie Barnes is a murdering whore. You need to know who you’re working with. She’ll get you all killed. And I’m sure your clients won’t want to put their lives in the hands of a murdering whore. Get rid of her! She doesn’t deserve a life when others are dead. Get rid of her, or I will!”

      Ian gritted his teeth as he stood in the doorway of Tobie’s office. He’d come to tell her about the note Maddie received, only to find Maddie already seated opposite Tobie as their boss played that awful message. His heart pounded as he listened to the distorted mechanical voice hurl threats and accusations against Maddie.

      “Any idea who’s behind this?” Tobie asked Maddie once the message ended.

      “President of my fan club?” Maddie said lightly.

      “Not funny.”

      Ian agreed with Tobie. Maddie was not taking this seriously enough. “She’s been getting notes, too,” he said as he walked into the office.

      “Shut up, Ian!” Maddie’s glare was like a sword.

      “No. You said you have this under control. Clearly you don’t.”

      “You knew about this?” Tobie tapped her pen on her desk blotter. “And you kept it to yourself?”

      “Only for five minutes. I just found out about the notes.”

      “But you were thinking of not telling me, weren’t you?” Tobie blew out a small sigh as she shook her head. “You know, I’ve come to expect this sort of behavior from Maddie, but not from you, Ian.”

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again, no matter how much she tries to convince me otherwise.”

      “If you two are finished discussing me as if I’m not here, I’m going back to work,” Maddie snapped.

      “No you’re not,” Tobie said. “Until we’ve figured this out, I’m placing you on restricted duty. You will focus on helping us find out who’s threatening you. Until we know who that is and neutralize the threat, a member of the team will be with you at all times. Ian will take the first shift.”

      “I can take care of this on my own. I don’t need a babysitter!” Maddie tossed a mutinous glare in Ian’s direction.

      Tobie leaned forward slightly, placing her elbows on her desk and her chin on her clasped fingers. “Sometimes I wonder.”
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