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About This Book


Carson is pleasantly surprised by the job Levi assigns him, until Carson hears all the details. An elderly friend of Ice’s believes someone is out to kill her. But she has no proof, no suspects, no motives. The police think she’s imagining things and won’t look into the case any further. However, after meeting this lady … and her granddaughter, Carson has his own suspicions.

Eva doesn’t want Carson in the house. She doesn’t want anyone in the house, if she were honest. As an artist, she loves her space, her freedom, and especially her privacy. This man is a distraction and soon could become so much more—her muse. And that is dangerous on various levels.

But, if his presence saves her grandmother, then Eva will do anything to keep her safe even put up with the man that makes her feel things she had never expected.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Once again in the massive dining room at their compound, Levi looked over at Tomas and Amber, sitting close together at the huge dining room table. “Ah, the magic strikes again?”

“Maybe,” Tomas said, with a nod. “Although I didn’t know anything about your matchmaking plans, so a little more warning would have been nice.”

“Nope,” Ice stated, as she joined them, walking from the big kitchen area. “It happens with or without warning. You just can’t escape it.” She looked over at Carson and grinned. “You are next.”

“Like hell,” he replied. “I just started working for you guys. I’m not next at all.”

“Yep, you are,” Levi confirmed. “It always happens, so you might as well just accept it now.”

“I haven’t met anybody,” Carson noted, shaking his head. “So it’s hardly an issue at the moment.”

“Well, you’re likely to, on this next job,” Ice added seriously.

He looked at her and smiled. “Oh, boy, what have you got planned for me?”

“Only the best for an old friend,” she teased, smiling back at him.

He groaned. “That could mean anything, though.”

“True,” she said, with a bright smile. “We’ve got an interesting case.”

He shook his head. “I’m not convinced. Sounds more like a job you’re just trying to give me to get me out of your hair.”

“If that were the case,” she said, “I would just put you to work out on the back forty. But, in this case, we have an old friend of mine. She’s local, so she’s in town here, but she thinks somebody is trying to kill her.”

He stared at her. “Do we do that kind of job?”

“Not often, but, like I said, we’re doing it as a favor for a friend. She’s eighty-two.”

He winced. “And?”

“I think she could be right.”

He stared at her in shock and asked, “What about the police?”

“She already talked to them. She has no proof, no motive, no nothing. There are no suspects and nothing for them to go on. I’ve been talking to the police myself,” she admitted. “They don’t know how they can help because they don’t have anything to go on with any of this. They can drive by her place every once in a while, but that’s it.”

“So, I’ll provide security to an eighty-two-year-old woman, who thinks somebody is trying to kill her?” he asked in horror.

“And her granddaughter.”

He narrowed his gaze at Ice. “What granddaughter?”

“Her name is Eva, and she’s an art student.”

“Great,” he replied. “That’ll get her a job and a steady income—not.”

She laughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t say anything about that until you see her art,” Ice said, with a bright smile. “But the bottom line is that they need somebody there to see if anything’s going on or not.”

“Somebody who’s not connected. A fresh pair of eyes, I presume?” Carson asked.

Ice nodded. “Exactly. So I said I’d send you in for a week, but, beyond that, I can’t do much more.”

“Even at that,” he noted, “that’s generous of you.”

“Like I said, she’s a friend. And her influence helps us quite a bit too,” she added. “I help my friends whenever I can.”

“Good enough,” Carson said. “How hard can it be?”

“I wouldn’t say that because it could be serious. She has a lot of money, and I don’t know if that has anything to do with the threats or not. I haven’t delved into her financials or anything else because she is such a good friend,” she explained, with a wry smile. “If you find anything or see anything that’s suspicious or if you think something’s going on that needs further investigation, you let me know, and I’ll be on it in a heartbeat,” she stated.

“And when am I going?” he asked.

“Now,” she said, looking at her watch. “By the time you get there and get settled in, you should be just in time.”

“For what?”

At that, Levi started to laugh. “I noticed Ice left this part to the last.” He looked at his wife affectionately, as she grinned.

“For the haunting,” she added.

“Haunting?” Carson asked.

“Yeah,” she stated, staring at him intently. “Apparently things go bump in the night. So I want you to find out what it is, who is behind it, and whether any of those bumps are intended to kill her.”

“If she’s that old, anything like that could cause a heart attack,” he noted cautiously.

She nodded. “And that’s for you to figure out. Oh, and, by the way, say hi to Eva for me.”


Chapter 1
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Carson Duggan drove up the long driveway through a big steel gate and on to the other side, feeling the might and the grandeur of the beautiful estate, although he didn’t see much in high-tech security at the entrance. And, if any were hidden along this driveway, how was somebody getting in and trying to kill the grandmother?

The case felt odd. A favor for a friend, yet someone eighty-two years old, possibly nervous and imagining things.

So was this for real, or was it more a case of paranoia? Could she just be making it up? For what though? Attention? It wouldn’t be the first time he had dealt with someone who had a mental disorder, and was likely not the last. Whatever it may be, he didn’t want to mention this mental health topic.

Not considering the relationship this old friend had with Ice.

Carson didn’t want to say anything before he had the lay of the land. According to Ice and Levi, this grandmother was in full command of her faculties and very sharp mentally. Yet, Carson was told, this had been going on for quite a while.

Apparently the police had investigated and found no evidence. While they wanted to help her, the lack of evidence was concerning.

As Carson drove up to the huge mansion, he was awed by the might and beauty of the place. Admiring the stately architecture, he pulled closer to the huge garage, out of the main accessway. He’d seen a lot of pretty impressive houses in his day, but this one was different.

It would have been an incredible house in its day, but now it had more of a faded-glory look to it, likely the home this woman had lived in for most of her life. Some people had these enduring lifestyles that Carson knew little of, personally. He had always moved from place to place, with plenty of ups and downs that he had shared with his family.

This was someone else’s life, and enduring stability was here, with an ageless quality to it. It was also stupendously gorgeous. As he stood in the driveway, he admired the place, looking around at the entire front of it, which had a massive entranceway. A series of long windows were on the left and on the right, before disappearing around to another wall which then jutted yet again.

It looked like the house was developed with a step design. The segmental layout gave it a different look, and, as he studied it closely, he noticed that all but one of the windows appeared to be closed.

He hoped some kind of security was on each one of them. He had already spotted cameras up in the corners near the main entrance. With that logged in his brain, he walked up and pushed the doorbell. It opened soon afterward, a striking young woman staring at him suspiciously.

He realized that she may have seen him pull up and may have also watched him standing here, staring at the house. He gave her a gentle smile. “Hi, I’m Carson. Levi sent me.”

She continued to frown at him. “I really think this is a fool’s errand,” she stated crossly.

“You must be Eva. So, you don’t think that your grandmother is in any kind of danger?”

She hesitated, then shrugged. “I don’t know about that,” she murmured, “but the police don’t seem to think so.”

“Or could it be that you just don’t want anybody up in your space?” Seeing the guilty look crossing her features, he nodded. “Listen. I get that nobody wants their life probed in such a manner, but there is also a cost for feigning ignorance.”

She flushed. “I’m not pretending, nor am I ignorant.” She shot him a flat look. “But I sure as hell hope this is nowhere near as severe as Grandma seems to make it out to be.”

“Do you think she’s making it up?” he asked curiously, finding himself more and more curious about Eva.

Eva seemed to think about it, then shook her head. “No, I guess not. It’s not really her style.”

“In that case,” he added, “maybe we should let her be the judge of whether this is a fool’s errand or not.”

Her gaze searched him; then she gave a clipped nod and stepped back slightly. “I don’t mean to make it sound like I don’t believe her,” she explained. “She’s a very special person, and I’ve never had any reason to doubt her before.”

“So, why do you doubt her now?”

She shrugged. “Because I also believe in the police, and they seem to think that nothing’s wrong.”

“And, in that case, I should put things to rest this week.”

“Be my guest,” she conceded, with a loud sigh. “After all, you’ll be living in our space.”

Such an obvious note of disapproval filled her tone that he couldn’t help but grin at her. “I’ll try to stay out of your personal space,” he stated.

She rolled her eyes at that. “Yeah, well, you must do better than this, but that’s not likely to happen.”

“Why is that?” he asked.

“Because what you’re trying to do is impossible,” she said. “No matter how much I don’t like it, staying out of my personal space isn’t very likely to happen, even if you try.”

He withheld his comment, as he stepped inside, then turned to look around. “How many visitors do you get?”

“Not very many. Mostly just deliveries,” she murmured.

“So just the two of you live here alone?”

She nodded, then shrugged. “Except for our housekeeper, who has been here since forever.”

“What does since forever mean?” he asked.

“Twenty-plus years, I think,” she murmured.

He noted that because it was rare for anybody employed that long to turn on their employer, unless some changes had been stirred up recently. In which case, somebody could be afraid of those new changes. People were always afraid to face up to change. “And who is the housekeeper?”

“Flora,” she replied immediately.

At that mention, an aged woman bustled forward and gave him a bright, affable smile. “I heard my name.” She looked Carson up and down, and then gave Eva a frown.

Eva rolled her eyes at that. “Okay. I know I promised I wouldn’t open the door, but he didn’t look suspicious.”

“You know full well that you’re not supposed to,” Flora reprimanded her.

“But I’m expecting a parcel,” Eva added, with a sigh, looking uncomfortable. She turned toward Carson. “So pardon me for being excited. Of course that’s the only thing that lets my guard down.”

“So, you aren’t supposed to open the door? Is that correct?”

“Yes, and don’t you dare make any more rules for me.” Eva glared at him. “They are hard enough to follow as it is.”

“Apparently somebody tried already, and it didn’t work,” he noted mildly, “so I’m not sure anything I say will make a difference.”

She stared at him in surprise.

“I’ll let it go, for now.”

“Good,” she snapped. “Then maybe we will get along better than I thought.” And, with that, she stepped to the door, looked outside once more, and groaned. “Where the hell is it?” She nearly bounced up and down with impatience.

“Is there no tracking on whatever you’re waiting for?” he asked.

“Yes, there is, and it was supposed to be delivered this morning. So far it’s not here.”

“Well, maybe give them a chance,” Flora suggested, with a cheerful smile. She motioned to Carson. “Come in. Come in now, so I can close the door. You don’t need to stand here in the entranceway,” she added. “You are expected, and Aida is waiting for you.”

He followed her a little farther into the hallway, where he put down his bag. “I’ll collect this later, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” Flora nodded, then looked at the bag. “It will be safe there. Chances are, I won’t lift it anyway.”

He smiled at her. “No reason why you should either.”

She shrugged. “In my day I would have, … but I’m afraid those days are long gone.”

“And again, not an issue,” he stated. “I can pull my own weight, while I’m here.”

“But there’s not a whole lot you’ll need to do,” Flora shared. “I handle the cooking, cleaning, and laundry, although, I must admit, we do have cleaners who come in to help once a week. That makes my job a whole lot easier.”

Considering the size of the house, he could understand that. “It is a large place and way too much for one person.”

“When I was young,” Flora added, “I could do most of it on my own, but the years do tend to catch up to us.”

He didn’t say anything but figured the woman in front of him had to be close to sixty, if not a few years older than that. He followed her into another room, what he thought would have been called the drawing room in the good old days. As he stepped inside, he noted an older woman, sitting at a big office desk.

He smiled at her and stated in a calm and amiable voice, “Carson Duggan, ma’am, reporting for duty.” She looked up and flashed him a smile that made him aware of an elegant passage of time. She clearly would have been a catch in her day, an absolute knockout.

She motioned him in. “Come in. Come in.” Then she turned to Flora. “Maybe some coffee, please?” Flora immediately nodded her head and disappeared.

Aida looked him over, once the housekeeper was gone. “I presume you drink coffee.”

“Coffee is fine,” he agreed. “I think everybody does, don’t they?”

“No.” She shook her head. “And I’m always quite suspicious of people who don’t.”

He burst out laughing. “Not a problem with me. Coffee is a mainstay in my world.”

Aida continued to study him thoroughly, her eyes taking on a sharp gleam.

Had she been forty years younger, he would have considered her motives, but instead she seemed to almost assess his capabilities based on his physical appearance and demeanor. “I can assure you that I am perfectly capable of doing the job, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he stated gently.

She beamed at him. “Good. I have yet to see you in action, but I must admit. You don’t look much … like a security guard.”

“I’m not,” he confirmed. “However, you matter a lot to Levi and Ice, so they’ve sent me to give you a hand.”

A charming dimple appeared. “Indeed. Ice is such a sweetheart, and, if I still had it in me, I’d give her a run for her money over Levi.”

Carson burst out laughing. “And I suspect she’d run you right out of town,” he teased, with a big grin.

The dimple appeared again, and this time she laughed herself. “Isn’t that the truth? Still, it’s nice to know that they are around, looking after me as best they can. And I do understand that they can’t do it for very long. I mean, a huge cost is involved in keeping you here.”

“It’s not so much that, but what if I can’t solve it within this week? They’ll be more than a little disappointed in me,” he noted, trying to engage in small talk. In the back of his mind, he knew that honesty would matter the most. “They want to ensure we get to the bottom of whatever is going on here quickly, so we can get it resolved.”

“And I would love that more than anything,” she agreed, now looking angry. “I’m not sure what’s going on myself, but it’s getting worse—the noises here and the sense of someone following me when I’m out and about.”

Just then Flora arrived, pushing a tea cart, laden with a big pot of coffee and cups. Something was very old-worldly about the way she poured the two cups, handed one to him and then placed one on Aida’s desk. He realized he had moved into a completely different world from the one that he knew.

Seeing the house from the outside was one thing; seeing it and being with them on the inside was a completely different thing. Yet now? He felt almost an eerie feeling to it.

As soon as Flora left, Aida turned and looked at him expectantly.

He nodded, then pulled out his notepad and began. “I have the file from Ice and Levi. I’ve also read the police file and the threatening email and the letter you shared with them, plus saw the photos of the dead birds found on your doorstep. And, while that is good to a certain point, I do need to hear, from your perspective, just what you think is going on here.”

“I think somebody is trying to kill me,” she stated immediately.

“How so?”

She stopped, considered him, and asked, “I presume we’re talking motive?”

“Yes. What motive would someone have for killing you?”

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I have made a few enemies over the years. I didn’t think I had any who were intent on revenge or whatever until recently, but, then again, no one was trying to kill me before.”

“Okay, that’s a good place to start. How have you made enemies?”

“It’s my work. I have a charity that I run,” she murmured, “and a lot of money passes through my hands.”

“Money is always a great motivator, for good and for evil.”

She nodded. “The thing is, I don’t have any particular suspicions of who it could be,” she added. “I handed over the files of anybody we’ve had complaints from to the police and to Levi and Ice.”

“Good. I know that both the cops and Ice are working on that angle, running background checks on everything they can get their hands on. But, so far, nothing major has been found, so we’ve nobody to go after at this point. That is a problem, and it’s always distressing because we need a clear-cut idea of who’s doing this, if possible.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice,” she agreed bitterly, with more strength than he expected. “So, that’s your job now, young man.” She picked up her coffee cup. “Next question.”

“Here we go then. Who is set to gain from your death?” he asked bluntly. “Have you made any recent changes to your will?”

Her eyes widened. “You are a sharp nut.” She nodded. “I like that.”

Slowly he let out a breath, trying not to let her see that he was happy that at least he’d made the right call. “I tend to be clear and direct,” he told her calmly. “No point in doing this if we’ll only have half the information.”

“No, you’re quite right there,” she agreed. “You should know that I have made recent changes to my will. Basically the bulk of my estate goes to my granddaughter.”

“Are there other family members or friends who would not like that dispensation?”

“Not any close relations. My only son was killed in a car accident quite a few years ago,” she murmured, “and my granddaughter has been living with me ever since.”

“And when you say quite a few years, are we saying your granddaughter has been here since she was a child?”

“Since she was a teenager, I guess,” she replied, thinking hard. “Well, maybe when she was about ten or eleven, I think, when she started living with me.”

“So, your son died, Eva’s father, but what about her mother? Your daughter-in-law?”

“She was in a coma for a very long time. And, yes, I did pay all the medical bills associated with her care.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Any particular reason for that?”

“Because she was my daughter-in-law,” she stated equally bluntly. “I had the funds, and my son was a fool who didn’t have enough medical insurance. The costs of keeping her alive all those years … were pretty expensive,” she admitted. “She passed away a few years ago.”

“Was there any animosity from her—or Eva’s other grandparents—that you still looked after your granddaughter for all these years?”

“Eva’s maternal grandparents died long ago. So, if my daughter-in-law didn’t like the arrangements I had made, she never said anything to me,” she murmured. “But, of course, how do you ever really know what’s in the back of somebody’s mind?”

He had to admit that she had a point there. “Okay, and who else gets part of your estate at your passing?”

She looked at him and shrugged. “Obviously Flora, who was just here, is getting something. I mean, she’s been in service with me for a very long time.”

“And is it enough for her to retire on?”

She looked at him and then slowly nodded. “I guess, if she’s frugal with it.”

“Is that so?”

“No, I might need to change that,” she stated, looking thoughtful.

“Change what?”

“Well, you’re right. I don’t know if it is enough for her to retire on, and she needs to retire in peace. She’s done nothing but look after me for the last two decades—and has been taking care of my granddaughter since she came here. It would only make sense that she probably doesn’t have a whole lot of other money.”

“She might, or she might not,” he noted. “That’s not necessarily your responsibility.”

“No, it’s not, but you make a good point. That is something I probably should spend a bit of time considering in a little more detail. I would want her to live the time she had left, without scrimping.”

“And certainly now would be a better time to do it, if you seriously think that somebody is out there, trying to kill you.”

She stared at him directly, as she pulled down her reading glasses from atop her head, the chain dangling around her neck. “Young man, let’s get this straight. Neither of us would have gotten so far down this pathway if I didn’t firmly believe that someone was intent on killing me.”

“Good. I needed to hear you say that.”

She regarded him for another long moment, then nodded. “So that question won’t ever arise again, will it?”

He shook his head. “As long as you are objective, it won’t. No reason we should go there, but I can’t promise you will always like what I have to say.”

“We should be good there as well.”

And Carson realized then that, of all the things he’d said so far, she did believe that. “Your granddaughter doesn’t seem to think she is in any particular danger.”

“She’s young.” Aida gave an airy wave of her hand. “She also spends most of her time caught up in her art.”

“I understand that she’s a student.”

“Not for long,” she added. “She’s just completed her degree. Not that she ever needed a degree, and I did find it odd that she went ahead and got one.”

“Maybe it wasn’t so much to have a degree as much as to be on a path with some structure and to learn what she could out there in the world.”

“I don’t know, but you may be right,” she admitted. “Regardless, my granddaughter is very talented.”

He reserved judgment on that. In his lifetime, he’d certainly heard more than a few people raving with unapologetic bias about their talented someone, only to reveal ordinary results.

She looked at him, first with a laugh, then a smile. “You’ll see,” she stated serenely.

He nodded. “I suspect I will. What about any of her boyfriends?”

Aida rolled her eyes. “I have them thoroughly vetted by Levi. Even with that precaution, I find I can’t tolerate any of them. Luckily Eva is too devoted to her art to give them much time, so they don’t last long. Thankfully. However, I do believe Eva needs a social life outside of watching me work and Flora manage the household. So, in that vein, college was good for her.”

“Other than Flora, who else do you have in your bequests who I need to know about?”

“Just the charities. I run one huge nonprofit that involves many charities within its umbrella.”

“And, out of your estate, what percentage do the charities get?”

She stopped, thought about it, and shrugged. “Less than half.”

“Are there any particular charities that you think would potentially disapprove of that dispersion of your estate?”

“They should be glad they’re getting anything at all,” she snapped, looking at him over her glasses again.

“True, but that doesn’t mean someone doesn’t think they should have a bigger piece of the pie,” he argued, “particularly if there are those you’re personally involved with and who have no one else set to look after them, once you are gone.”

She thought about it, shrugged, and noted, “That might be something else I should look at as well, but I’m only really concerned about my granddaughter at the moment.”

“You don’t have any suspicion that she is the target here, or one of them, do you?” he asked.

She nodded. “I do.”

“I presume you have a reason for that.” He spoke cautiously, wondering why Aida would jump to someone trying to kill her granddaughter now.

“She’s my only living relative,” she said simply. “And I know that, when she’s off in her art, she can …” Aida stopped, hesitating, then continued. “She can lose track of time.” Worry now etched her features. “Eva can get very wrapped up in what she’s doing—to the point that she’ll often forget to eat, forget to do anything really.” Aida raised both hands. “I am very much a business-oriented person, and my granddaughter is … I don’t want to say the opposite of me, but, in that particular sense, she is definitely different from me.”

“Isn’t it nice that there’s room in the world for both?” he mentioned smoothly.

She looked at him and then started to laugh. “Very nicely stated.” She chuckled. “I didn’t realize diplomacy was an art of yours as well.”

“I don’t think Levi and Ice would ever consider that to be true.” He grinned. “Yet I can manage sometimes.”

She smiled, obviously enjoying their conversation. “Well, maybe I’m just being an overly protective mother hen when it comes to Eva. However, she must not be harmed in all this mess targeting me.”

Carson easily understood that perspective and nodded.

“We’ll show you to your room for now. I presume being on the first floor is the best option for you. Plus, you have access to the entire estate and whatever you need. However, please be aware that my granddaughter’s studio is out of bounds.”

“That’s not a problem,” he replied, “as long as I’ve still got access, when I need it.”

She stopped, frowned. “That could be a problem.”

“No point in having me here if I can’t access each and every inch of this place. I must check it all as I search for potential problems. If I can’t enter …” He stopped, only to continue after a moment. “If I need to see some room in this residence, I must have the freedom to do so.”

“I understand that, but she wants her privacy, and she wants nobody in her space,” Aida stated.

“I’m all for giving her that,” he noted, “and I have no intention of barging in on her, but I can’t have any doors off-limits. I can inspect her area while she is there, if that is the only way I am allowed to.” He needed to make Aida acknowledge the importance of this, and he would not give an inch. The conversation continued for a while but had diverted to the main charity she ran.

A few minutes into the conversation, Eva walked in, noticed the coffee, and smiled. “I do love that there’s always coffee,” she stated warmly, as she stepped over, kissed her grandmother on the cheek, and then poured herself a cup.

“As if you need anything else to stimulate you,” her grandmother murmured, with an eye roll.

“Hey, it’s not my fault I’m a bit on edge over my first show,” she admitted. “You know that’s big for me.”

“It is big,” Aida murmured.

At that, Carson turned and addressed Eva. “What’s big?” Eva frowned, and he shook his head. “No, no secrets,” he declared. “I don’t know if this part of your life affects your grandmother—and neither will you—until we sort it out.”

Eva glared at him, and Aida chipped in a bit sharply, her facial expression soft, but her voice took on an almost pestering tone. “Come along, Eva. Be nice.”

Eva groaned. “I still don’t like the idea of having anybody in the house.” She looked back at him and glared, but Carson just smiled.

“I am fully vetted,” he shared. “I guess I can understand you not wanting strangers living here, even temporarily, but, if not me, you might want to consider having somebody else or even the police.”

She shook her head immediately. “I’m just not comfortable having strangers around.”

“Understood,” he murmured, “and I’ll stay out of your way as much as possible, but that won’t be an option all the time.”

She snorted at that. “Just having you around will make life difficult.”

“I’ll try not to disrupt your work as much as I can.”

At that, she stopped and stared. “You better not disrupt my work at all.”

He was somehow amused by her antics, tried not to laugh out loud, and didn’t say anything more, just sipping his coffee as he looked from one woman to the other.

Aida smiled at her granddaughter and asked, “So, did your delivery arrive?”

“No,” she replied crossly. “I just phoned the courier company, and apparently they wrote down part of the address wrong.”

“Oh dear,” the older lady murmured. “Isn’t that frustrating?”

“It’s a contract for my first showing.” She looked over at Carson. “Since it really doesn’t apply to you, no need to worry.”

He stared at her, his gaze flattened, dark, and then he gave a quick nod. “Right. I may well not need to see the details of the show, depending on when and where it’s happening and who might be attending.”

She stared at him in shock. “That has nothing to do with this. I don’t have anything to do with my grandmother’s world at all.”

“Except that part about you being her only living relative and that you are a major part of her life and that you have lived in the same home with her for sixteen years or so,” he argued smoothly, “and are the major benefactor in her will.”

“That’s a low blow.” She glared at him.
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Something was intensely disturbing about having this man around. Eva didn’t want anyone here, but this one was too large, too dominant, too … just too much male.

She had tried hard to talk her grandmother out of having anybody here, but, when it came to her grandmother’s security, Eva didn’t want to buck the system too much because what if she were wrong?

She sighed, then looked over at her grandmother. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Not at all,” Aida admitted, “which is why we have help.”

Eva nodded at that. “I understand that. It’s just very distressing to think that anybody could ever want to hurt you.”

“And you’re living in denial,” her grandmother teased. “And I understand that too. I really do. It’s much easier to live in denial, but, when something goes wrong, the shock can be really devastating. Followed by the guilt.”

At that, Eva winced. “You mean too much to me to have anything like that happen.” She walked over and gave her grandmother a gentle hug. “You know how that would completely devastate me, right?”

“I know that, child,” she said, patting her awkwardly. “And that’s why Carson is here.”

Eva nodded, looking at him. “I sure hope you are good at your job.”

“I am,” he stated smugly, studying her. “Yet I’ll also need your cooperation.”

“Of course you will,” she said. “However, I’ve already given the police my cooperation. So I’m sure that anything you need from me, you can get from their files.”

“I already have that,” he noted, “but some information is lacking.”

“Like what?” she asked, not liking his tone.

“Your personal life.”

“And what’s that got to do with anything?” she asked.

“If somebody removes your grandmother, there’s just you left to inherit,” he explained. “And money is a very powerful motivator.”

She stared at him, nonplussed. “And what? You actually think somebody would kill my grandmother so that I could inherit more?”

“I don’t know if you would inherit more,” he replied immediately, “but you would inherit whatever you’re set to inherit. Would you not?”

“I don’t know if I would or not,” she stated crossly. “I really don’t like discussing anything like that.”

“And like your grandmother just noted, denial won’t work in this instance.”

Eva placed down her coffee cup and faced him. “I’m out of here.” She gave him an awkward wave. “You do your investigation, but you better stay away from me.”

Carson couldn’t contain his laughter. “I’ll be up to check out your studio in a little bit.”


Chapter 2
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Eva stopped, then spun around to look at him. “What?”

“I need to be familiar with all corners of this property,” he explained. “There are no locked doors while I’m here, and I need to know the nooks and crannies, the panic rooms or secret places that others would be most likely to hide in.”

Her jaw dropped, and she turned and stared at her grandmother. Aida, however, dropped her gaze to the desk. “Seriously, Grandma?”

Her grandmother looked up and nodded. “Yes. Seriously. If this is what we must do for one week to ensure our safety, then so be it.”

Eva stared, shaking her head. “That doesn’t put me in a very good spot, does it?” She turned and looked at him. “Nobody goes in my studio.”

“I will be going in your studio,” he declared, with no easing of his inflection. “No way to do my job properly otherwise. I must map out all rooms in this place. I don’t know where the threats are coming from, but, in my experience, most come from within,” he explained quietly. “I have no interest in your art and certainly not in your life—except to the extent that it becomes part of my investigation. It’s not my intent to interfere, yet your life holds the key to solving this as much as Aida’s life. So I need to determine the origin of the threats. And, while we’re at it, as I mentioned before, I also need to know everything about your personal life.”

She shook her head. “Oh my God!” With a horrified expression, she turned and walked out to stand in the hallway. Behind her, she heard him say, “That went well.”

Her grandmother burst out laughing. “No, it didn’t. And I do understand both sides of it,” she murmured, “but I don’t really want to leave this world just yet. I think Eva could use me a little bit longer.”

“And I presume that’s the only reason she hasn’t had a full-blown hissy fit.”

Eva turned back to see her grandmother give him a quirk of a smile. “Yes, exactly that.”

“I’m really not trying to make her life a mess. I’m just trying to protect yours.”

“And again that’s why she will cooperate in the end, though she won’t like it.”

With a nod, he stood and stepped out into the hallway and caught sight of Eva.

She took slow deep breaths, trying to control her temper, then moved on him. At the same time, Flora barreled toward Eva, a package in her hand. Eva halted.

“Is this it?” Flora asked, holding out the delivery with both hands.

“Looks like it,” Eva said, with a bright smile. She checked the sender’s name on it and nodded. “This is it, which almost makes him sufferable.” She darted a glance at Carson.

“Well, as long as you remember why he’s here,” Flora reminded her in a commiserating voice.

“Oh, yeah, I get that part, but he’s demanding access to my studio,” she complained, looking at Flora with an expression of horror.

“I don’t think that he really cares about what you’re doing in there,” Flora suggested, trying to console Eva. “He just needs to know how this place works. It is a very large property, and you know yourself there’s an awful lot to learn about it.”

“I still don’t understand why he has to have access to my studio,” she argued, then she shook her head. “No, of course I do, and that’s for Grandma, so fine, whatever. … I just don’t like it.”

“And we understand,” Flora replied, with a bright smile, “but we also don’t want anything to happen to Aida.”

“No. God no,” Eva murmured, and then, with a shudder, she announced, “I’ll be up in my rooms for the rest of the day.”

“As long as you come down for dinner,” Flora added. “I can’t imagine Mr. Carson will take kindly to tracking you down.”

Eva glared at Flora. “I know what you’re saying, but I won’t be on somebody’s time frame.”

“And I wouldn’t want you to be,” Flora tried again.

To Eva, it felt like being kicked to the curb. The worst thing in her world was to have anybody disrupt her work and her freedom; yet, at the same time, she also knew that some of this must happen. If she wasn’t up against a deadline and struggling to get her last piece done, she wouldn’t be so snappy. But she was …

“Fine. Text me when dinnertime is closer.” She turned on her heel and walked away to her studio. “What has happened to my life?” she asked no one in particular.

There weren’t any answers here, not easy ones anyway. Somebody was after her grandmother—or at least her grandmother believed that was so. Surely dead birds were found on doorsteps all around, right? And the email? Well, other than being in her grandma’s in-box, it was fairly generic as threats went. Still, Eva wouldn’t bet her grandmother’s life on these events, no matter how removed any danger felt.

Thus, for the time being, they would all just deal with it—and Carson. Eva hated it and almost felt like life was tinkering with her.

She didn’t disbelieve her grandmother, and, if anything was going on, she didn’t want to make the wrong call here. Only her grandmother was in Eva’s world, and she absolutely adored her. Eva was also a little bit of a control freak with her artwork and so very opposite to everything about Grandma.

Clutching the package tightly to her chest, Eva bolted as fast as she could up to her suite. There, she locked the door, and, as soon as she heard the lock snap, she grinned. Carson hadn’t arrived yet. Her space was her own, at least in her mind.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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