
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Darcy

Quarry Hall, Book Four

––––––––

Michelle L. Levigne

[image: A mountain with trees and a logo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

––––––––

www.MtZionRidgePress.com



  	
	    
	      Also by Michelle L. Levigne

	    

      
	    
          
	      Book & Mug Mysteries

          
        
          
	          The Unwelcome Wagon

          
        
          
	          Dancing on My Grave

          
        
          
	          Brighten Your Corner

          
        
          
	          Skeletons in the Cellar (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Quarry Hall

          
        
          
	          Joan

          
        
          
	          Anne

          
        
          
	          Kathryn

          
        
          
	          Darcy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sarai's Journey

          
        
          
	          Heretic's Daughter

          
        
          
	          Inn of the Healer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tabor Heights, Year 1

          
        
          
	          The Second Time Around

          
        
          
	          Detours

          
        
          
	          White Roses

          
        
          
	          The Family Way

          
        
          
	          Forgiven

          
        
          
	          Firesong

          
        
          
	          Behind the Scenes

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Christmas In Ohio Anthology Collection

          
        
          
	          Christmas In Cadburn Township

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Match GIrls

          
        
          
	          A Match (not) Made In Heaven

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Do Yourself a Favor: Tips and Quips on the Writing Life

          
        
          
	          Crooked Creek: Fun Fables About Critters and Kids

          
        
          
	          For Sale: Wedding Dress. Never Used.

          
        
          
	          Christmas Fiction Off the Beaten Path

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Michelle L. Levigne’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Mt Zion Ridge Press LLC

295 Gum Springs Rd, NW

Georgetown, TN 37366

https://www.mtzionridgepress.com

Copyright © 2014 by Michelle L. Levigne

ISBN 13: 978-1-949564-35-8

Published in the United States of America

Publication Date: April 27, 2019

Editor-In-Chief: Michelle Levigne

Executive Editor: Tamera Lynn Kraft

Cover Art Copyright by Mt Zion Ridge Press LLC © 2025

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the publisher.

Ebooks, audiobooks, and print books are not transferrable, either in whole or in part. As the purchaser or otherwise lawful recipient of this book, you have the right to enjoy the novel on your own computer or other device. Further distribution, copying, sharing, gifting or uploading is illegal and violates United States Copyright laws.

Pirating of books is illegal. Criminal Copyright Infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, may be investigated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and is punishable by up to five years in federal prison and a fine of up to $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination, or are used in a fictitious situation. Any resemblances to actual events, locations, organizations, incidents or persons – living or dead – are coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

Welcome to Quarry Hall, where the wounded find shelter and healing, and train to share that healing and the lessons they have learned with other hurting souls.
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If this were a life-and-death situation, Vincent would have died ten minutes ago.

He stumbled backward, his foot turning as his heel jammed between two workout mats. Joan acted before consciously registering her teacher's uncharacteristic clumsiness, lunging and bending low, to catch him around the knees with one arm, turning with all her body weight and yanking his legs out from underneath him. Vincent tumbled backward with a muffled shout, eyes widening in surprise.

Joan flung herself back, out of arm's reach, fully expecting him to slash upward with his legs, vault back to his feet and tackle her in a move too rapid to see. Instead, Vincent slammed into the mat with a loud smack-thud... and stayed flat, spread-eagle, staring up at the drop ceiling of the basement workout room of Quarry Hall.

"Are you sick?" she asked, when Vincent took his time sitting up and stayed sitting, his expression bemused.

No, not bemused, she decided a moment later—distracted.

"A thousand miles away," he said, and rubbed both hands over his shaved head, wiping away sweat.

"Please don't lecture me that I should have followed up on that. You're close to freaking me out. You've been distracted ever since we came down here to work out."

"You're right." He got to his knees and stood, moving slowly, but showing no signs of any damage from his rare fall. No stiffness, no limping. 

He glanced over his shoulder at her once as he crossed the tile floor to the racks of equipment on the far wall—hand weights, jump ropes, bamboo poles, bokken, and various other bits of martial arts equipment. Joan didn't react, although in the year-plus since she had joined Quarry Hall, her sparring sessions and self-defense lessons had yet to include any of that equipment. She suspected sometimes Vincent hung it on the wall just to play with the minds of his students. 

Her companion, Ulysses, did react when Vincent reached up and took down two of the six gently curved wooden practice swords, bokken, in dark-stained wood. The big, dark gray Akita let out a snort and put his head back down on his extended forelegs.

"Since when do you use any weapons?" Joan asked.

"Uh, yeah, I use weapons. Despite what the other troublemakers around here say, we wouldn't have any of this stuff here if we didn't use it at some time. I just haven't taken your training in that direction." Vincent tossed one of the swords to her, underhand.

Joan stepped forward, reaching to catch it. The smooth wood smacked into her hand with enough force to make her palm sting.

"Ready, Inigo?" He cocked one eyebrow at her and stepped up onto the practice mat again.

"Only if you're the six-fingered man." Joan resisted the temptation to make a fancy, silly bow, slashing down with her sword. After more than a year of tutelage with Vincent in self-defense, she knew better than to split her attention for even a few seconds. She grinned, as lines from The Princess Bride flashed through her mind. Vincent had joined her, Kathryn, Su-Ma and Jennifer in the TV room two nights ago to watch the silly movie. Having him point out all the errors in the fight scenes just added to the fun, instead of ruining the experience.

She saved the question for later, of why Vincent would be thinking now of Inigo Montoya and his quest to avenge his father's death. Somehow, it made no sense for a fantasy-adventure movie to influence his self-defense lessons.

However, influence coming from whatever had distracted him a few minutes ago did make sense.

"Are we going to Japan soon?" she asked, poised to jump out of the way when Vincent made his first move.

"Samurai, we are not," he muttered, and drew back with an elegant economy of movement that told her Vincent and the wooden sword were old friends.

"Going for sushi?"

A snort and a flicker of one corner of his mouth rewarded her effort.

"Connor MacLeod of Clan MacLeod?"

"Remind me to lecture you later about how much force would be necessary, as well as the sharpness and strength of the blade, to lop off someone's head with one swipe like they did in those totally unrealistic movies."

"Uh, excuse me, but haven't you ever heard of fantasy?" Joan stuck her tongue out at Vincent's sardonic, raised eyebrow.

She knew better than to react to his preparations, because whatever move she made, Vincent would know how to counter it. Trying to predict his attack and prepare for it was wasted effort. Better to stand where she was, both hands on the sword, holding it out in front of her at waist level, parallel with the ground. She wondered if she should even try for the clichéd smack between the legs if he came at her. Not that she would succeed, but the audacity of trying might distract Vincent enough to let her ward off his next blow. Sometimes it seemed four-fifths of self-defense was psychological.

Ulysses let out a grumbling sigh. Amazingly, Vincent glanced slightly at the big dog, both corners of his mouth twitching. Joan swallowed down a warrior's cry—he had pounded into her, literally, the harsh lesson of never warning her opponent that she was about to attack—and leaped.

She swung upward with her sword, aiming for his hands rather than the wooden curve of blade. Vincent hesitated. Now she knew something was definitely wrong with him. In that split second her blade hit its mark. He let out a grunt, part shock and part pain. The wooden blade went flying. Joan hit him high in the ribs with her elbow. Vincent grappled at her and they went down. She twisted, turning and drawing up her legs as they fell, raising her arms to ward off his arms sliding around her in his trademark stranglehold. Her sword went flying, tossed away to leave her hands free for defense. Her knee hit Vincent’s hip and she flexed her leg, pushing away from him. She hit the practice mat on her side and slapped her hands down hard, pushing in an attempt at a somersault. The angle was wrong and something strained and tried to pop from wrist to shoulder in her left arm. Joan rolled away and braced for Vincent to pin her to the mat in a lightning-swift wrestling move.

Nothing happened. She twisted around, getting to her knees and staggering up to her feet and turned, to find Vincent lying on his side, shaking his head and grinning, just watching her. Ulysses got up and crossed to the mats and bent down to lick Vincent's head.

"Now that's adding insult to injury," Vincent said with a groan, raising his hands to ward off the big dog.

"What's wrong?" she asked. "I know there's no way I'm that good. Really, are you sick?"

"Feeling old, I guess." He stretched out on his back, gaze on the ceiling panels. Again.

"I'm calling Brooklyn." She didn't move, except to drop to one knee on the edge of the mat.

"My past is catching up with me, that's all." Vincent pressed his arms and hands flat on the mat, then inhaled sharply, flung his legs upward, twisting into a backward somersault and landing on his feet. He winked at her. "Don't worry about me."

"Easy for you to say."

"What you need to worry about is this morning's board meeting." He gestured with his chin at the clock on the far wall by the stairs. "Might want to make a good impression, starting with a shower."

Joan stuck her tongue out at him again, only slightly reassured when Vincent let out a bark of laughter. She headed for the stairs, Ulysses at her heels, while he retrieved the wooden swords. At the top of the stairs, Joan bent to look down and shivered a little at the sight of Vincent just standing there, staring at the swords resting across both hands, a distant expression on his ebony face.

"Okay, Lord, I don't know what's going on, but please... If something bothers Vincent, it has to be bad." She sighed as she hurried up through the multiple staircases of Quarry Hall to her room in the former servants' wing of the house. "If not bad, then at least weird."

Then she didn't have time or energy to think about the puzzle of what could distract Vincent. After a year of lessons, going out on the road to help with assessments, handling the records and paperwork and learning all the procedures and rules of the Arc Foundation, she was about to meet all the current members of the Advisory Board at once. More important, they were about to meet her—Harrison Carter's long-lost daughter and future leader of the foundation. True, she had met several of them over the past few months, but her father hadn't told anyone she was his daughter, the answer to their constant prayers. Today would be the official "unveiling." She knew she had the financial and intellectual skills and understanding to handle all the work that came with running the philanthropic foundation her father had started. The problem, and what made her feel uneasy, lay in the personalities who would assemble in the main library in a little less than an hour. 

She expected them to be cautious, reserving judgment until they got to know her. The ones who had met her already would likely be upset that they had been deceived about her identity. Certainly they would have reacted differently to her if they knew she was the heir and future leader, rather than just the newest recruit. That was part of why she had met them as an Arc Foundation employee. People were more natural in their actions, reactions and attitudes if they thought the person working with them was an equal or an underling. Knowing she would be their superior, possibly seeing her as a threat and interloper, would change everything.

Joan hoped most of them would be happy for her father and have the common sense to trust Carter's judgment. However, Kathryn and several other Quarry Hall "daughters" had dealt with misogynistic  and power-hungry members of the board in the past. Some of the troublemakers remained on the board, despite the purging that had occurred while dealing with problems they had caused. Joan expected several to be opposed to her inheriting leadership someday because she was illegitimate, and female, twisting some biblical teaching to justify their refusal to grant authority to a woman. Her father had warned her of the attitude and found some amusement in it.

"They don't seem to realize their illogic, their bigotry. We are not a church, nor associated with any specific denomination. Your authority is not dependent on having the 'right' gender. And if anyone should be censored for immoral actions, it is me," Carter had said just two weeks ago, as they started preparing for today's meeting. 

"I wonder what they would say if you told them you had already handed the reins over to me, based on the fact that you are morally corrupt," Joan had said.

That had been one of her father's good days, and he had been able to laugh long and loudly without breaking down coughing.

Joan went over the biographies of the Advisory Board members in her mind as she showered and dressed and debated how much or how little makeup she needed to use. Elizabeth, her stepmother, had been a treasure trove of wisdom and insight over the last year, teaching Joan elements of dress, makeup, jewelry, and deportment, using them as weapons in the refined warfare of social interaction.

Today, she chose a long, pale gray shirt-dress with a stiff collar and three-quarter sleeves, sedate silver studs in her ears, and a thick silver ring with a diamond set in an oval of ebony, a smaller copy of the ring her father always wore. Joan smiled as she put it on, remembering that first flash of understanding and pleasure that washed through her when she opened the box at Christmas. She wondered how many members of the board would even notice the ring, much less recognize the significance.

"Please, God, guide my tongue today. Help me speak with wisdom and tact and not leap over the table to give someone a good right hook," she whispered as she studied her reflection in the dresser mirror, trying to decide on which shade of face powder to use.

Ulysses walked at her side when she left her room, rather than going ahead of her, claws silent on the thick carpet runner down the center of the hallway. The massive neo-Tudor mansion seemed to hold its breath as Joan walked from her wing, across the upper level of the house, then took the main staircase down to the ground floor. She glanced out the narrow strips of window, filled with antique, amber-tinted, wavy glass, as she descended. No signs of cars approaching the long, tree-lined driveway from the main gate. She supposed no one else was eager for this watershed meeting, either.

Stepping into the library, she found that assumption was wrong. A husky, broad-shouldered man, standing a good head taller than her, was already in the room. The cut of his tan suit, slightly pulling across the back, fit the stereotype of a Texas millionaire, five generations away from riding the range. When he turned around and she saw the insets of contrasting material on his lapels, she muffled a chuckle at this confirmation of her assessment. Where was his ten-gallon hat? Any chance his car had a wide set of horns affixed to the front grill? 

The momentary startled pause, and then the head-to-toes glance the man gave her, accompanied by a slight curling of his upper lip, warned her what attitude he had brought into the room. His gaze barely flicked across Ulysses before dismissing the dog's presence. That made him one of those Advisory Board members who thought the presence of the guardian dogs was a waste of resources and caused more problems than they solved. Adding that to her assessment, Joan guessed he had come early to choose a strategic spot at the long table. Today was a day for political maneuvering. She wouldn't be surprised if he greeted everyone who walked in, taking on the position of host even though this wasn't his house or his foundation.

She mentally matched a more jovial photo with the wary, cold, assessing expression facing her now. The biography sheet that accompanied the photo flashed through her memory. Rance Pendergast, chairman of a major Protestant, interdenominational defense organization. They funded lawsuits to protect the rights of parents to home school and to keep the government from imposing humanistic curriculum on private schools and church schools, among other endeavors. Joan put him in the "women should be seen only rarely and not heard at all" category.

"Well, that didn't take long." Pendergast dropped into a chair at the end of the table closest to the door.

Joan wondered if he chose it because it let him see everyone as they came in, or because the chair at the other end of the table was her father's. Or rather, it was usually her father's. Today, Carter had awakened with an aching in his legs that usually meant a rough day, so he would spend it in his wheelchair to avoid strain. An empty place to the right of the head chair indicated where he would sit, and Joan would take his usual chair, as they had agreed.

"Make yourself useful, honey, and get me some coffee, 'kay?"

She wanted to slap that good-old-boy genial grin off his face and ask him if that molasses-and-cornpone accent was real, or part of the mask he wore to try to disarm his opponents before he got nasty. Joan kept her hands hidden in the folds of her full skirts and stepped around Pendergast to the intercom sitting two places further down on the table. There was another intercom at the other end of the table. She chose to ignore the urge to walk all the way down there, putting the length of the table between them.

"Brooklyn, is the coffee ready for the meeting?" she asked, pressing the button for the kitchen intercom.

"Now lookee here, I could have done that," he blurted, over Brooklyn's response.

"Yes, you could have. I'm sure you've been here often enough, you know how the intercom works, and that the refreshments will be delivered before anyone else arrives." Joan found it easier to hold a calm, pleasant expression on her face than she originally thought possible. Maybe that bubbly sensation in her gut was amusement when Pendergast's face took on a reddish tint. She pressed the button again. "How soon will it be here? Mr. Pendergast is thirsty. It must have been a long trip." She met his gaze and fought down a bubble of laughter when he flinched, startled that she knew his name.

People like Pendergast, she realized, didn't like being behind on knowledge. She knew just from the way he scowled at her, he didn't realize yet who she was. Joan made a mental note to ask, later, how many other daughters of Quarry Hall had attended the Advisory Board meetings and were treated like second class citizens, maybe even treated like they were invisible. Unless someone gave them orders, to fetch and serve. She knew no one would dare such tactics when Elizabeth attended the meetings. How exactly did her stepmother manage to deflate these self-important, sexist windbags, without having to say or do anything?

"Five minutes. Ten, tops," Brooklyn said, her voice rich with laughter. "Still taking the muffins out of the oven."

"Please tell me you made the cranberry orange ones?"

"Now why would I waste those goodies on a bunch of men who don't appreciate the finer things in life?" A ripple of laughter was abruptly cut off as the intercom connection closed.

Joan suspected Brooklyn had heard Pendergast's harrumph of wounded pride at her words.

"Run on down to the kitchen like a good little girl and get me some coffee," he said.

"By the time I get to the kitchen, the cart will be halfway here. Waste of time and energy." She gave him a smile that she hoped was a fair imitation of the gracious, cool smile Elizabeth deployed more effectively than a guided missile. She saved it for self-important politicians and various religious leaders in the surrounding counties. To a man, they thought they could declare their titles and Quarry Hall would open its doors and provide whatever they wanted, including unthinking, instantaneous support for whatever was on their various agendas.

Pendergast didn't growl, but Joan sensed it in the air as she turned her back on him and walked around the table. He harrumphed again when she stopped at the tall, French Provincial secretary, pulled open the angled top, and retrieved her leatherbound folio and the stack of collated and stapled papers, containing the information the board would deal with today. Joan felt his gaze digging into her back as she continued to the other end of the table.

"That's not real hospitable of you," he finally said.

"Hospitality is a two-way street. There are codes of conduct and decorum for both the host and the guest." She put the stack of papers down to the left of her chair and made a production out of tapping them into place so they made a neat pile. "It might be interesting to find out from the rest of the board where that dividing line is, the point at which a guest goes too far and the host no longer owes him civility."

Then she tugged the chair out from the head of the table and settled into it, carefully smoothing her skirts out underneath herself. 

"Now see here, girly, I don't know who you are—"

"That is very obvious," Carter said from the doorway.

"Carter, this new girl doesn't know her place." Pendergast got up from his seat, gesturing at Joan while taking a few steps toward him.

"No, actually, she knows her place quite well." He glanced over his shoulder into the hall, and in the moment of silence, Joan heard the rattle and chime of the tea cart, loaded with refreshments for the meeting. Carter pushed the toggle of his wheelchair and rolled into the room, making room for Jennifer, who had volunteered to help in the kitchen today.

Pendergast scowled, dropped into his chair again, and turned his head away from Jennifer as she approached the table, with her Dalmatian Puck close on her heels. Lidded carafes of tea and coffee filled the top level of the tea cart, while trays of cups, sugar and cream and spoons filled the shelf underneath it, and baskets of muffins and nuts sat on the bottom. She deftly slid a tray or basket from each layer of the cart and set them on the end of the table in front of Pendergast, then moved to the center of the long table, repeated the process, and put the last set of trays and baskets on the end in front of Joan. Puck sat down on the edge of the carpet, his unblinking gaze fixed on Pendergast. Jennifer wore that slightly wide-eyed expression she had perfected for giving troublemakers enough rope to hang themselves. Kathryn had labeled the expression, "I'm so cute I'm going to die of sugar overload."
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Chapter Two
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Joan knew Jennifer had volunteered to take care of refreshments for the meeting because Pendergast would be there. The man loathed her, yet he had no right to make any complaint about her. Joan didn't have all the details of the story, other than Pendergast had decided to take a private tour of Quarry Hall several years ago, and ignored the discrete signs indicating the private living area of the mansion. Despite the clear statement that only residents were allowed past that point, he walked through, opening doors and investigating whatever he wanted. He walked into Jennifer's bedroom while she was getting dressed. Puck had barked loud enough to break glass, according to Kathryn, and hit the man hard enough he stumbled across the hall before slamming into the wall. Pendergast hadn't seen anything he shouldn't have, but instead of apologizing and admitting he was in the wrong, he tried to twist the incident around to put the blame on Jennifer. Supposedly, she should have known there were strangers in the house and locked her door when she was "indecent."

"She hopes to provoke him into exploding and maybe even quitting," Kathryn had said, when she related the bare bones of the embarrassing, amusing incident to Joan. "While he was still stunned and on the floor, he called her the Whore of Babylon, parading around naked—she wasn't—to tempt good Christian men. Uncle Harrison decided to laugh, and the other members of the board who were here laughed at him so long, he gave up on that accusation. Honestly, why do the really hardline sexist jerks hang on and the only mildly irritating creeps go away when you want them to?"

Now Joan fought hard not to laugh, remembering Kathryn's words, but it was hard, watching Jennifer flutter her eyelashes as she went about her duties. Looking at Pendergast wasn't any better. The man sat taller and stiffer and his face got darker with red. She thought about a scene she had read in an old novel once, describing someone as being apoplectic and the heroine wondering if his head would swell up like an enormous blood blister and explode.

That didn't help her self-control either. Joan turned to her father, who had wheeled around the other side of the table and came up to the empty spot to park his wheelchair.

"Coffee or tea, Dad?" Joan carefully did not look at Pendergast as she got up to pour for her father. 

His muffled gasp was loud enough to be heard at her end of the table. Was he upset that she served Carter but not him? Or had he caught the word "Dad" and realized who she was? Did he understand how badly he had started out?

"Tea, please. Brooklyn finally found that container of the holiday tea she hid so well nobody could find it."

"Oh, yum. Tea for me today, too." She picked up the carafe and poured for both of them. The rich black tea, heavy with cinnamon and nutmeg, dried apple, cherry, and orange bits had become her favorite. She hoped Brooklyn had saved the treat for their end of the table, and it wasn't being wasted on Pendergast and his ilk.

"Extras," Jennifer said, wheeling the cart around to tuck into the nook between two bookcases right behind Carter's wheelchair. "Do you need me for anything else?"

Joan glanced down to Pendergast's end of the table. He was finally pouring for himself. His hands shook so she could see the carafe going up and down.

"Try to feel sorry for him," Carter murmured. Then louder, he said, "No, that seems to be it. Run for your life."

Jennifer laughed and scurried down the length of the table to the door out of the library. She paused in the doorway, waiting for Puck to leave the room. Holding the library door open, she looked back to say, "They're hee—er," pitching her voice just slightly like the little girl from the first Poltergeist movie.

Pendergast didn't seem to catch the reference at all. He tore open four sugar packets and dumped them into his coffee, scattering crystals across the table. Jennifer vanished through the doorway, and a few seconds later four more members of the board walked into the library.

Joan mentally matched them with their photos and bios and classed them as allies when all four greeted her by name, welcoming her to the meeting. Pendergast grumbled and snorted when two of the four remarked they were delighted to finally meet her and said they had been praying with her father for years now, that she would be found and join the Arc Foundation.

~~~~~
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"NOT AS BAD AS WE FEARED, was it?" Carter said, six hours later. The final echo came down the hall as the massive door of Quarry Hall closed behind the board members.

"Exhausting, definitely." Joan tugged the tea cart out of its nook and started gathering up the dirty cups and spoons. "You're pleased?"

"Oh, absolutely. I wouldn't call it a moment of triumph, but definitely a high point, when Wallace and Hanes spoke up at almost the same time, telling Pendergast if he didn't want to play nice, he should take his ball and go home."

"Meaning resign from the board, I hope."

"Believe it or not, he really is a good man. A reliable ally. He just has some old-fashioned ideas, and an inability to admit when he's wrong or apologize when he's wronged someone. Some misguided belief that it's weakness to acknowledge his flaws. God is slowly tearing down some of his long-held beliefs, though. I hope by the time I have to turn everything over to you, he'll be your friend."

"We should both live so—" Joan fumbled a stack of cups. "Sorry, Dad. I didn't—I'm tired. My head hurts."

"We should both live so long?" Carter shook his head, his smile wry. "Most of the dead wood, the poisonous element on the board, has been driven away. Believe it or not. Looking back, I can see how the Lord was protecting us, using small, embarrassing, uncomfortable problems to drive away some people before they became loud, visible problems that would destroy our effectiveness." His gaze went distant and he nodded slowly. "A severe mercy."

"C.S. Lewis, in his letters to Vanauken," she offered.

"Hah. We're starting to think too much alike." 

His eyes sparkled, and Joan felt that momentary heavy, sharp, dropping sensation that hit her at the oddest times. These glimpses of the sharp-witted, energetic man her father had been just emphasized how little time she had left to get to know him, to learn to carry on the legacy he had built specifically to put into her hands.

"It's a good thing I'm sending you out on the road. You need some fresh air, test your wings, and a couple more metaphors I'm too tired to think of right now."

"Dad—"

"There's a file in the top drawer of my desk. Get it for me?"

Joan hesitated a moment, then nodded, put her load of dirty cups and empty baskets on the tea cart, and stepped over to the massive desk sitting in the nook at that end of the library. At that time of the day, it was awash in splotches of color from sunset spilling through the floor-to-ceiling stained glass window. The desk was old-fashioned, the drawers deep and made to hold hanging files. The front file was blue, indicating it was an organization or ministry needing funding or support of some kind. The Arc Foundation had to thoroughly investigate it before becoming involved.

"The Spike Center?" she asked, reading the tab, to make sure. When her father nodded, she pulled it out of the drawer and brought it back to the table.

"Vincent is especially interested in this one." Carter didn't open the file but rested his clasped hands on it.

"He isn't saying why, is he?" She thought about how distracted he had been during their workout that morning.

"Not yet, but I'm not letting him go out on the initial assessment visit until he does."

"And you're sending me out with him." Joan weighed all the things she could say in response to this unusual development. Usually, Vincent only got involved at the later stages of investigating an organization or worthy cause, such as when the companion dogs reacted to the presence of danger or duplicity. If Vincent knew the situation with this Spike Center was rotten from the start, he wouldn't let anyone investigate, and he would say so. Why the delay in revelation? She decided not to voice any of her theories, simply because Vincent was silent at this point. "Is he babysitting me, or am I babysitting him?"

That earned a snort from her father. He sat back in his chair and tipped his head to one side, studying her. His smile softened before he nodded and flipped the file open. Several photos filled the top sheet of paper. Two featured a massive, old-fashioned building that had probably started out as a warehouse or factory more than a century ago. A cluster of men in jeans and blood-red t-shirts filled the third. The fourth photo was of a family: bearded, stocky, graying man, white-blonde wife, in their late forties or early fifties, and a dark-haired young woman who had her mother's angular, elegant features.

Once Joan had a chance to look at all the pictures, her father turned the paper over, revealing an emblem that she realized was a close-up of the logo on the t-shirts. A white circle with a black spike slashing across it, and a single drop of blood hanging from the tip.

"Okay, I get the symbolism. I get the feeling it was chosen to catch the attention of some pretty rough elements. Judging by the building, a decaying part of town, big city?"

"The entire southern portion of the city is referred to as the Zone. Battle zone, most likely." Carter closed the file and sat back, clasping his hands in his lap. "The Spike Center started out as a rescue mission in a storefront, mostly offering hot food in the winter, a place to get out of the heat and have something cold to drink in the summer. Everyone who worked there was a volunteer, risking their own safety, investing their own funds in the work. When they started to make a difference, funds started trickling in and they got noticed. Bigger names decided they weren't a fly-by-night operation and gave their approval and support. They made more of a difference in the neighborhood, moved to bigger quarters, and started doing more for people. Beds, showers, daycare, job leads, basic medical help, counseling. Two years ago, the men in the picture put everything on the line and bought the warehouse, intending to turn it into a community outreach center. Adult education, clothes closet, free clinic, food pantry, women's shelter. You can do an awful lot with all that space."

"But?" Joan asked after he fell silent and rested his gaze on the closed folder.

"A month ago, the fall from grace began. Rumors only. Exploiting the girls who came to them for help. Misappropriation of funds. The usual accusations that are so much worse when aimed at people who are trying to do good."

"Anything that will make Christians look like hypocrites, you mean." She reached back to the cart and brought the half-empty carafe of tea to the table. When she gestured, Carter nodded and she filled the two remaining clean cups for them.

"Everything is still rumors, but the longer they circulate unchecked, the more people want to believe them. Funding has been withdrawn. Demands have been made that the leadership step down. The Clay family joined maybe two months ago and are considered uninvolved with the alleged problems. They are in essence holding everything together, keeping the renovations going, continuing the outreach efforts, until the scandals and rumors have been dealt with."

"So are we investigating the rumors?"

"We are, but you aren't." A smile crooked one side of his mouth when Joan didn't react. "One of the accused is cousin to a friend of Elizabeth's. You've met her, Saundra Ashmore. She asked if Arc would consider stepping in and helping. On the surface, we're only filling in the gap in funding. I've already contacted Xander and asked Sophie to start working her magic, investigating the accusations, digging into the histories and activities of everyone in leadership. However... Vincent has admitted he knows Rev. Clay, but nothing more. So far. I'm going to hazard that he knows him from the ‘bad old days,’ as he calls them."

"Uh huh. I'm guessing Vincent was in the office when Elizabeth got the first bundle of information. He took one look at the picture and went so quiet he seemed to be invisible. She noticed when nobody else would, and when she asked what was wrong, he wouldn't answer one way or another."

"If it were anyone else, I would accuse you of having a hidden camera in my office to spy on me." Carter picked up the cup of tea and swirled it around in his cup for a moment before taking a long drink.

"Maybe..." She bit her lip and slouched down a little in the chair, her thoughts swirling through one theory after another.

"What are you thinking?" he asked, his voice soft.

"How soon after the Clays joined the Spike Center did the rumors start up?"

"You're thinking Vincent's old friend is the source of the trouble. A power play, out with the old administration, in with the new. That was my first theory." He exhaled loudly, emptied his cup, and put it down on the table. "I'm afraid that is Vincent's first thought, too, and he's second-guessing himself."

"So I am babysitting Vincent, in essence." Joan fought a shiver that tried to work its way out of the core of her. The mere thought of Vincent being uncertain of his own judgment threatened the stability of the new life she had found at Quarry Hall. Vincent was as much a pillar of the household as her father, stepmother, and Brooklyn.

"Support. A sounding board. If you speak his doubts, you enable him to face the questions and examine the situation from all sides."

~~~~~
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"THEY REFERRED TO US as the Three Horsemen," Vincent said, coming out of the evening shadows around the lagoons in the lower level gardens of Quarry Hall.

Joan smiled, mostly because she had actually sensed him coming up behind her and hadn't been startled when he spoke. She had come out here to enjoy the twilight cool and let Ulysses run for a while after dinner. She had helped make dinner tonight, so someone else had clean-up duties. At Quarry Hall, everyone pitched in, sharing all the chores, avoiding the necessity of strangers coming within the walls. The old mansion was a sanctuary, shutting out the outside world as much as possible.

That was about to change. The outside world—specifically Vincent's dark, unspoken past—was coming in to fetch them.

"You ate the fourth Horseman?"

"Keep it up." He sauntered over to the bench sitting next to the little bridge that arched up over the channel leading from one lagoon to the next.

"So Rev. Joshua Clay was one of the Horsemen." Joan settled on the edge of the bridge. Ulysses trotted out of the underbrush on the far side of the lagoon and came over to settle next to her.

"He was... support staff. The three of us were Snow, Javelin," he tapped his chest, "and Shadow. The ones who recruited us tried to make us forget who we were, take away all our identities except our functions, our code names. Who Joshua Clay was before he became Daedelus... who knows? He was a loose cannon in a lot of ways, but I seriously doubt he's so reckless he would take back his original name."

"Daedelus? As in the Minotaur's labyrinth?"

"A genius engineer. You need to know how things are made, what makes them strong, before you can destroy them. That was his job, his talent. Midas was the fifth member of the team, and his job was to find money, conjure it up out of nothing, siphon funds away from the target to cripple them and finance our missions."

"Do you think Clay is behind the problems with the Spike Center?"

"It's possible. But Geneva... I can't see her either helping him do it or being so fooled by him she wouldn't notice."

"Geneva?" Joan thought back to the pictures in the folder. "His wife?"

"The woman I met in Afghanistan wouldn't be blind to this kind of long-term plan, if Daedelus is holding true to form. If he's still Daedelus. Her first husband died, Daedelus stepped in..."

"So the girl isn't his?"

"He's her father now." Vincent leaned back, staring up through the canopy of leaves. "Shows just how much I've changed, that I'm letting this bother me at all."

"You're trying to figure out if he's changed that much, too?"

"We're all hypocrites about something." He scrubbed his face with his palms, then met her gaze. "It's a shock when your hypocrisy smacks you in the face. If I can change, if the Lord can salvage the scraps of a soul remaining to me, why can't I accept that Daedelus is reborn, too?"

"Maybe you should stop thinking of him as Daedelus. I mean, you don't think of yourself as Javelin anymore, do you?"

Vincent's eyes narrowed and he tipped his head slightly to the side, an oddly birdlike mannerism that made Joan think of one of the little sparrows that congregated on the lower roofs of Quarry Hall in search of the birdseed and crumbs regularly strewn there. She had to fight not to laugh at that imagery. Something big and predatory, like a condor or even a pterodactyl would be more appropriate.

Then Vincent laughed. He sagged slightly on the bench, shoulders shaking, the sound soft, rippling through the gathering darkness.

"Okay, Joshua it is."

"When was the last time you saw him?"

"Afghanistan." He let out a long, deep sigh. "Funny... I was trying to earn my way into Heaven in those days. Risking my life to make up for all the truly evil things I did. Dae— Joshua came after me. At least, he started out coming after me. No one was supposed to leave our... our organization... alive. Somewhere along the way, hunting me, his soul started to come back to life, and he wanted out, too. Or so he claimed. I wasn't ready to believe him, and Geneva was part of the mix. He always had a weak spot for the ladies. I could believe he'd reform, or at least try to reform, to win her."
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