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Sydney

 

Salem, Massachusetts

 

Home.

I was home.

Or at least the place I considered home.

As I turned off the SUV, the headlights disappeared, which left me alone in the dark of the night. The drive to Maine had been long, but I’d needed to spread Grandpa’s ashes in the place where he’d done the same with Grandma’s fifteen years earlier.

I let out a deep, tired sigh, releasing some of the stress from the last few days while I watched the glow of fireflies in the yard behind the vet clinic.

Grandpa had died two weeks earlier from a heart attack. There had been no time to say good-bye. He had simply been there one day and gone the next.

My parents had died two years ago in a car accident with a drunk driver. Now I was here… alone.

“I miss you, Grandpa.”

Every summer since I was a little girl, I’d traveled from the West Coast to Salem for six weeks to spend time with Grandpa. It was where I’d developed my love for animals and the desire to become a vet. In two days, I planned to reopen the practice, which had been closed since Grandpa’s death.

His death.

I shook my head, unable to comprehend that he wasn’t in his apartment, waiting up for me to come through the door like I had on the countless nights when I’d visited from New York, where I’d gone to college.

Another deep sigh interrupted the quiet.

“I wish you were here to fulfill our dream of working together.”

In his will, he’d left everything to me—the veterinary practice and a house he’d bought a few months earlier. I’d had no idea about the property until I’d read the will.

So many of the decisions I’d made felt foolish now.

I’d wanted to make it on my own.

I’d wanted to prove my worth as a veterinarian.

I’d wanted to explore the unknown and take chances.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I shrieked as the knocks on my window interrupted my thoughts. A flashlight shone through the glass, nearly blinding me.

“Ma’am, I’m Officer Murphy.” The words were muffled with the window up. “Is everything okay?”

The deep voice silenced my cry, but I held my hand to my racing heart. “You scared me. Who are you again?”

“Officer Murphy with the Salem PD.”

Officer Murphy? The name wasn’t familiar. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the patrol car.

“Ma’am, is everything okay? Could you step out of the car?”

My heart still beat rapidly in my ears. Having lived in the city for most of my life, I was leery of getting out of my car at night with a stranger. “I’m going to verify you’re a cop first.”

“What?”

The window was still up, so I raised my voice. “I’m going to call Doug to verify you’re a cop.”

“That’s fine, ma’am.”

Ma’am? How old does he think I am?

Salem had a small-town feel where everyone knew everyone. I probably had nothing to worry about, but it was late at night and I’d never heard of Officer Murphy. Although a lot could have changed in the three months since I’d visited last. When I was here for the funeral two weeks ago, I had been in a fog.

With the beam of the flashlight still shining inside the car, I grabbed my phone and dialed. Doug was the chief of police in Salem, and I had his number. He picked up on the first ring.

“Sydney, is that you?”

“Hey, Doug. Sorry to call so late at night. I’m outside the clinic. An Officer Murphy is outside my car window. Is he part of the PD now?”

Doug had been a longtime friend of Grandpa’s. As a kid, I had been best friends with his daughter, who had mysteriously disappeared without a trace nearly seven years earlier. We’d been inseparable during the summers and had written and called through the months I was home in California. Vickie had only been twenty-two years old when she disappeared. The case was still unsolved.

He chuckled. “Oh, that’s Mike. Yeah, he’s new. I asked him to keep an eye on your place since I didn’t expect you home until tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Doug. I was ready to get back.”

“I’ll call him real quick. He was one of those big-city cops looking to slow down. Sometimes he forgets we’re not all out to cause issues. Mike wasn’t here for the funeral. He had to go back home to see his mom.”

“I get it. Thanks again. I’ll have to bring you some of my homemade fudge soon.”

Yelling away from the receiver, Doug said, “Gladys, Sydney is going to bring us some of her homemade fudge.” I chuckled while they bantered back and forth because Gladys couldn’t hear Doug. He came back on the line. “Gladys wants you to come over for tea when you bring the fudge.”

“I will. Have a good night, Doug.”

“You, too, punkin pie.”

My throat tightened at the nickname Grandpa had given me when I was five. He’d called me that until the day he died, and it had stuck with some of his friends.

I grabbed my purse and my duffel bag. For the time being, I planned to stay in the small apartment at the back of the clinic where Grandpa had lived until I looked over the house he’d bought. I had been numb when I read the will, and few of the details had stuck.

As I opened the door, Officer Murphy’s phone rang. The moon was only a sliver in the sky and didn’t offer enough light to illuminate the man’s features.

“Hey, Doug.” Given the dark, husky voice and broad shoulders, I could have only imagined how handsome he was. “Yes. I will. Thanks.”

Nothing else was said. My eyes began to adjust to the darkness, but I could only make out an outline of the man. “I’m Sydney Burch.”

“Yes, ma’am. Doug told me. Sorry I scared you. I was keeping an eye on the place since you were still supposed to be out of town.”

Something about his voice intrigued me. I squinted harder, trying to align the features of the man with the voice. Checking out Officer Murphy in the light of day had officially jumped to the top of my to-do list.

“Sydney?”

Oh shit.

I’d spaced out for a second while thinking about him. “Umm… thank you for keeping an eye on the place. I came home early.”

“You’re welcome. Let me walk you to your door,” he said.

The presence and size of Officer Murphy further frazzled my thoughts. I tightened my hand on my bag to focus on something other than Officer Murphy.

Exhaustion. It had to be exhaustion. I decided I was going to blame my thoughts on being worn out from the drama of the last two weeks.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes.” My response came out quiet. A bit stronger, I said, “Yes. I’m tired. It’s been a long trip.”

After the first step, the next became easier. Officer Murphy’s flashlight was pointed at the ground, illuminating our path. I wondered if it would be weird to glance his way.

Yes. Yes, it would. Get inside the house and go to bed.

When we were nearly at the door, I took out my keys. “Thanks again, Officer Murphy. Have a good night.”

“You, too, Syd.”

Syd.

No one had ever called me anything but Sydney or punkin pie.

I opened the door and flipped on the light. When I turned around, all I saw was his retreating back and dark hair. I waited at the door longer than I should have to see if he turned around.

He didn’t.

If I’m still standing at the door gawking when he gets in his car, I’ll look like a loser.

On that thought, I quickly closed the door, rested my forehead against the wood, and closed my eyes. I needed sleep stat so that my rational mind could return to me.

The two-bedroom apartment was small and homey. Grandpa’s room was to the left and mine to the right.

Without even flipping on the bedroom light, I kicked off my shoes and crawled into bed, still fully dressed. A dreamless sleep claimed me before long.
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Sydney

 

The early morning sun shone through the windows, filling the room with bright light. I hadn’t closed the blinds when I’d gone to bed. Glancing at the clock, I saw that it was after nine.

Oh man, I slept in late.

Normally, I hit the running trails around six.

The plan was to meet my childhood friend Wesley Youngsten for lunch. Every summer when I came to visit Grandpa, Vickie, Wesley, and I had been thick as thieves. Now he was a successful lawyer in Salem and had handled the probate for Grandpa’s will.

While I’d been on the road, Wesley had called to tell me there were a few papers that still needed to be signed. My appointment with him had been for the following morning. However, on my way back, I’d asked him to move it up a day to get everything settled.

I stretched my limbs and tried to prepare myself for how empty the apartment would feel without Grandpa. Life would never be the same again. His death was still hard for me to comprehend at times. The fact that I had no family left stung and was a little scary. I had to remind myself I had friends who were like family. I wasn’t alone.

Tossing back the blankets, I decided I most definitely needed a run.

The trails behind the clinic were peaceful and my favorite place to escape. I found my running gear in my duffel bag. There were more clothes in the dresser to tide me over until the moving truck came along later in the week. At that moment, my life felt like it had been turned upside down and inside out.

Up until the day he died, I’d thought I had plenty of time before I moved to Salem and joined the practice with Grandpa.

I shook my head. No regrets. Live each day with no regrets. All the decisions I’d made had led me down the path I was meant to follow.

The pavement of the trail called to me, so I donned my running shoes, hoping to leave all the thoughts of what would have been behind me.

I felt more rested than I had been on my trip to Maine, though I still had dark circles under my eyes. Running would help. I tightened my blond hair in its ponytail before I headed out the door.

The fresh air invigorated me as I stepped onto the wet grass. It must have rained overnight. At nine fifteen, the sun was halfway up the sky, and I stepped beneath the tree canopy that shaded the trail, where it cooled down five degrees from what felt like the upper sixties.

After stretching, I took off at a steady jog to build my pace. This was exactly what I needed. The constant pounding on the pavement in rhythm with my breathing centered me. Like anything else in life, I would tackle one thing at a time.

Meet with Wesley.

Go see the property Grandpa bought.

Get ready to open the clinic tomorrow.

Figure out what I’m going to do next.

The last task daunted me the most, and I wasn’t sure why. I had so many plans for the clinic and my life.

One step at a time.

The trail curved to the left, and I kept my focus on the pounding of my feet and my steady breathing.

“Syd?”

That voice. That voice. It was the voice from the night before, coming up from behind me. Officer Murphy. Oh shit. I had been a complete idiot last night. And I’d pushed the incident to the far recesses of my mind, hoping to never have to think of how I must have come off in my mute state while he’d talked to me like a normal person.

What do I say to him?

Oh shit. I was doing the same thing I’d done the night before.

“Syd?” The voice was closer and slightly out of breath.

Do I pretend I can’t hear him? I kept my pace steady, my breathing even.

There was a cough behind me, and it sounded like he was right behind me.

Is he sweaty? Will I be able to put a face to the amazing voice?

On that thought, my feet got caught up in invisible strings, and I toppled to the ground. I threw out my hands to take the brunt of the impact.

“Ouch!” I hit the ground and quickly rolled to a sitting position.

“Hell, are you okay?”

I closed my eyes and dropped my forehead to my knees in humiliation. “Yes, I’m okay.”

A shadow fell over me as I mentally gathered myself. Peering up, I saw concern in his deep blue eyes.

I gulped. I seriously gulped. “Officer Murphy. Nice to see you again.”

Nice to see you again?

Okay, it had apparently been a while since my lady parts had gotten a workout from the opposite sex. A good, long while. Longer than I cared to admit after my last breakup. And even in my nonbreakup state, said lady parts had not been satisfied.

“You sure you’re okay? That was a nasty fall.”

I felt his hand on my elbow, and the tingles nearly had me gasping in shock. “I’m sure. Probably still tired.”

Hell, Sydney, how many times can you use the tired excuse?

“Let me see your palms.”

The Adonis in front of me squatted to my level, popping out his calf muscles in the process. I only imagined what his thighs looked like. And those abs. Oh, and that ass. I would have bet he had one of those asses that curved inward at just the right spot.

Oh my gosh! Get a grip, Sydney! Get. A. Grip!

With gentle hands, he turned mine over. “Nothing too serious. You didn’t break the skin.”

“I probably should have slept a little longer.”

He gave me a wink. “Probably. Doug told me you went to Maine. I’m sorry for your loss, Sydney. I hate that I missed the funeral. I had to go home and help my mom.”

I powered through it, though part of me wanted to cry. “Thank you. I hope your mom is okay. Yes, I went there to scatter his ashes in the same place he took my Grandma’s. That was where they met for the first time.”

“She is, thanks.” Officer Murphy held out his hand to help me up. I had two options: take his hand to ensure I got up, or try on my own, which most likely would end up with me flat on my ass again.

It was a no-brainer.

I put my hand in his as he helped me up and felt the same pulse between us at the moment of contact. Unable to meet his gaze, I glanced down as I retracted my hand and kicked at an invisible rock. My foot nearly caught on the invisible string again, and I wavered. With lightning speed, he caught me by the shoulders.

“Steady there.”

Do not take another step while he is here.

I gave a smile. “Thanks, I’ve got it now. Sluggish feet are the worst.”

Not to mention a short-circuiting brain due to testosterone overload.

I brushed off my hands gently after he released me. “Thanks again, Officer Murphy. Come by the clinic sometime if you ever need a vet.”

What. The. Hell?

If you ever need a vet?

For the most part, I was a fairly intelligent individual. But this man turned me into a babbling, tripping goober.

“Mike.”

“Mike? Is that the name of your dog?”

He barked out a laugh. “No, that’s my name. Please, call me Mike. I’m only Officer Murphy when I’m in uniform.”

After this, I needed to have a serious talk with myself.

“Mike? Is that the name of your dog?” A person should only be allowed so much humiliation in one day.

I tried out his name, which came out sounding like a question. “Mike?”

“Yes, Syd?”

Oh hell, he thought I was asking him a question. What do I say? “Oh, I was just trying out your name to see how it felt on my lips.” Think fast.

“I was saying it out loud to commit it to memory. You know they say if you say a person’s name while looking at their face, it helps you remember.”

I mashed my lips together, forcing myself to stop talking. Maybe Mike would walk away, thinking I was too crazy to talk to. Or he’d move away from Salem altogether to save me from remembering these two wretched incidents every time I ran into him in the future.

But no, he smiled, and dammit if he didn’t have dimples. I was so royally screwed. “I’m glad you want to remember my name. Do you want me to walk you back?”

“No!” I nearly screamed it, and Mike took a step back. “I mean, no thank you, I’m not done yet. I use my running as time to get my thoughts all aligned. My very, very tired thoughts.”

Stop digging a hole, Sydney.

More grinning. “Well, I’ll leave you to sort out your very tired thoughts while running with your sluggish feet. They may need a little caffeine.”

“Oh, yeah. Maybe that’s what’s wrong. I need to get some caramel creamer. I don’t have any at the house right now.”

Aaaaand that was random. I wanted to pretend this conversation never happened.

He shook his head. “I think Salem just got a bit more interesting.”

“Umm… I guess tired thoughts and sluggish feet can make any town more interesting. Who would have known?” I was grinning now, too.

Still facing me, he started to jog backward. “Be careful. Until later, Syd.”

“See ya.” I gave an awkward wave and then sighed when he turned around and jogged the other way. The muscles in his calves contracted. His shoulders were broad and strong. He had perfect form.

Sigh.

For a few minutes, I waited in that spot before taking off at a snail’s pace to avoid running into him again. I needed to get my wits about me before the next time I ran into Mike Murphy, the sexy cop.

No, no, no sexy cop. Just Mike Murphy, town cop. There, that’s much better. Well, not really.

It wasn’t that I wanted to avoid guys. Things with Henry had ended fourteen months ago as cordially as they had begun nearly two years ago. No fizz. No fire. Just safe and blah.

Mike Murphy… he was different.
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Mike

 

I tried to ignore the buzzing feeling that was still bouncing around in my body after touching Sydney. It only got worse the more she spoke.

“Mike?”

My name came out sounding like a question. I had to force myself not to laugh.

“Yes, Syd?”

She stared at me again. Her mind appeared to be racing before she finally spoke. Damn, just her voice made my body come to attention after a very long dry spell.

“I was saying it out loud to commit it to memory. You know they say if you say a person’s name while looking at their face, it helps you remember.”

She pressed her mouth tightly shut, as if willing herself to stop talking. My God, she was the most adorable woman I had ever met. Not to mention gorgeous. From what I’d been able to tell the night before, she was pretty. Seeing her in the daylight now, pretty didn’t even begin to describe how beautiful she was.

Smiling, I said, “I’m glad you want to remember my name. Do you want me to walk you back?”

Sydney yelled, “No!”

I took a step back, thinking maybe I’d somehow scared her.

“I mean, no thank you, I’m not done yet. I use my running as a time to get my thoughts all aligned. My very, very tired thoughts.”

There she went again with her tired thoughts. I couldn’t help but smile. I’d never met a woman who made me want to lean down and kiss her like Sydney Burch did. From the moment she’d informed me she was calling my boss to see if I was a legit cop, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her.

“Well, I’ll leave you to sort out your very tired thoughts while running with your sluggish feet. They may need a little caffeine.”

“Oh, yeah. Maybe that’s what’s wrong. I need to get some caramel creamer. I don’t have any at the house right now.”

This woman was unlike any other woman I had met before in Chicago, and I wanted to get to know her better. “I think Salem just got a bit more interesting.”

“Umm… I guess tired thoughts and sluggish feet can make any town more interesting. Who would have known?”

Then she smiled, and I felt a weird flutter in my chest. I needed to leave before I really did lean down and kiss her. “Be careful. Until later, Syd.”

“See ya,” she called out with a wave.

I turned and started back to my house. My mind swirled with thoughts of Sydney. No woman had ever had this effect on me. My father had always told me, “When the right one comes along, you will know it immediately because they’ll constantly occupy your thoughts.”

Laughing to myself, I took the steps up to my front door two at a time. “That’s insane. The right one,” I muttered to myself as I unlocked the door to my house.

“Morning, Officer Mike!”

With a wave, I called out to my neighbor, “Good morning, Mrs. Nelson. How are you today?”

“I’m doing well, thank you! You know, you don’t have to lock your doors. This isn’t California you’re in anymore.”

I smiled politely. No matter how many times I’d told the older woman I was from Chicago, she kept saying California. I’d stopped correcting her about three weeks ago.

“Heard you met Sydney Burch last night.”

My jaw dropped. “Um, where’d you hear that, ma’am?”

Mrs. Nelson gave me a smile that said I really should know this by now. “Oh, word gets around in a small town, Officer Mike. She’s an awfully pretty little thing, isn’t she?”

Oh no. I’m not getting pulled into this.

I gave my door a push, and as it opened, I said, “Yes, ma’am, she is. If you’ll—”

“Did you ask her out? I’m sure she’d like a nice evening out with her grandpa passing and all.”

I stopped halfway into my house before I retreated and looked at my sweet neighbor.

“Um, no, ma’am, I did not ask her out.”

She frowned. “Well, that’s a shame. Next time you’ll get her, sweetheart.”

And with that, she turned and walked back into her house.

After a quick look around at the other houses, I laughed and walked inside. I locked the door after I shut it—a habit I would probably never break—and headed to the bathroom. I needed a shower and something to eat before I headed into work for my shift.

Once the hot water hit my body, I relaxed some. I’d been in Salem for two months and had to keep reminding myself that it was a small town. It wasn’t Chicago. Back home, if my neighbor had spoken to me, it was only because they wanted me to arrest the guy next door for having another party with music that was, in her opinion, too loud. No one had cared if I was or wasn’t dating. And my elderly neighbor would never have thought of trying to play matchmaker.

Laughing, I soaped up and couldn’t help but think about Sydney. The way her blue eyes had sparkled when she smiled at me earlier. The cute way her lips pressed together when she forced herself to stop talking. Damn, they looked soft. I let myself wonder what they would feel like when I kissed them. What she would taste like. Would she twist her fingers in my hair while I kissed her or would she place her hands on my chest and moan into my mouth?

“Jesus, Murphy, knock it off and stow the damn thoughts,” I said as I reached over and turned the water over to cold.
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Once I was in my squad car and heading to the station, I was able to clear my thoughts of one Sydney Burch and concentrate on my shift. That was until I was stopped at a red light and saw her hugging Wesley Youngsten outside his office building. As I waited for the stoplight to turn green, I watched them carefully. They looked like they knew each other well. Very well.

An instant rush of jealousy zipped through my body. With a nod of my head, I tried to shake away the intense feeling.

“You’re being ridiculous,” I said, my eyes locked on the two of them. No matter how hard I tried to look away, I couldn’t.

When they walked into the building, his hand on her lower back to guide her, I faced straight ahead again and gripped the steering wheel.

Are they an item? I needed to find out.

When I walked into the station, I went right up to the one person I knew would have all the answers I needed.

Louise. She was one of the station’s dispatchers.

“Hey, Lou, how are you today? I brought you your favorite iced coffee.”

She glanced up at me and smiled. Her husband, Bill, was also a police officer and worked the same shift as I did. He was a nice guy, born and raised in Salem, as was Lou. They were trying to have a baby, and he wasn’t shy talking about the… positions… they had tried while attempting to make that happen. I quickly learned what not to say to avoid that topic.

“I’m doing well. Heard you ran into Sydney Burch last night.”

My jaw fell open in shock.

Small town, Mike. Small. Town.

“Um, yes I did.”

She smiled. “She’s a sweet girl, and we’re all happy she’s back in town. It’s a shame, though, she won’t be practicing with her grandpa. It was a dream of his.”

I nodded, remembering my conversations with Virgil about his granddaughter. We’d met the first time I went into Brewer’s Coffeehouse. We’d hit it off and talked almost every morning. He’d said he couldn’t wait to introduce me to Sydney. My heart broke for her. My grandfather had been like a second father to me growing up. There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t think about him. I missed him like crazy.

“You should really get to know her better. Maybe ask her to lunch.”

My brow rose.

She winked. “I’m just saying she’s a pretty girl; it wouldn’t hurt you to get to know her. After all, she is running Burch Animal Clinic now. You said yourself you need to meet more of the business owners in town. Did I mention she’s a sweet girl?”

I let out a chuckle. “I believe you did mention that. Sydney isn’t seeing Wesley Youngsten?”

Laughing, Lou waved her hand at me. “Goodness, no. They’ve been friends since they were little. Thick as thieves, those two.”

I smiled, and Lou leaned in closer to me. “You are interested in her! I knew it! That smile tells me that little bit of information is what you were looking for, coming over here and buttering me up with iced coffee. Have you no shame?”

With my hand to my heart, I said, “Why, Lou, you got me all wrong.”

“Mmm-hmm. I’m sure I do. You better get yourself on out of here, Officer Murphy, before I stick my nose in more.”

“We wouldn’t want that.”

She flashed me an evil little smile. “You clearly haven’t been living in Salem long enough, Mike. It’s my duty to butt into other people’s business and pass it along.”

“That’s my cue to leave.”

“I thought so. Have a safe shift, Officer Murphy.”

Smiling, I waved good-bye to Lou and attempted to push Sydney Burch from my thoughts.
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Sydney

 

At the conference table, I pushed my burger to the side, completely stuffed. Wesley sat across from me with a healthy salad. He had always been my sensible friend, talking me out of things that might get us into trouble. I’d often wondered if he’d ever done anything without thinking about it. He always had a plan. And his plan had a plan.

“I’m glad you’re living in Salem now. I’ll have my best childhood friend near to keep out of trouble.”

I rolled my eyes at his words and laughed. “You make me sound like I’m reckless. I simply like to live life to the fullest. It’s too short to second-guess everything. Then second-guess the second guess. And have a contingency plan to the contingency plan.”

It was Wesley’s turn to roll his eyes. “You make me sound like a stuffed shirt.” On cue, he adjusted his perfectly pressed navy, pinstriped, three-piece suit.

“You’re not a stuffed shirt. You like order and purpose to everything you do. It’s what makes us the best of friends. I’ve never seen someone outline details like you.”

Seriously, his outlines had outlines. It was a headache to read through them when he detailed something out.

“True. My job requires it. It’s important I stay prepared. In the end, it can mean someone’s life or death.” Considering the crime rate in Salem wasn’t high, that seemed to be taking his job a little too seriously. However, that was how Wesley was.

He moved his plate to the side and pressed a button on his phone. Within seconds, Margaret appeared to whisk away our lunch.

Margaret had always been like a second mother to Wesley after he lost his own in a freak accident twenty years ago. His father had left as soon as Wesley went to college. The man had always been cold and distant. I had a feeling he hadn’t approved of our close-knit friendship.

I stood to give Margaret a hug. “It’s good to see you. I hope Wesley hasn’t been giving you too much trouble.”

With a flick of her hand, she responded, “Of course not. If he did, I’d bend him over my knee, even though he’s twice my size.”

That earned a chortle from me.

“It’s good to have you here permanently, Sydney. I know Virgil was looking forward to when you moved here for good.”

I pushed past the lump that formed in my throat. “It’s good to be here.”

“I’ll let you two finish. You have another appointment in thirty minutes, Wesley.”

“Thanks, Margaret. We’ll be done by then.”

After the plates were taken away, Wesley pulled out a file folder. “To finalize everything, I need a few signatures.”

With perfectly efficient precision, he explained all the papers, and I signed where he indicated. Grandpa having taken care of everything made it easy. I had to choke back tears as Wesley restated all my assets. I had already been set because of my parents’ estate, and now this made my future even more secure. My father had been a successful computer programmer in Silicon Valley. I’d never have to worry about money. But I would trade it all to have my family back.

I laid down the expensive fountain pen after I scrawled my last signature.

“So, what are you plans now, Sydney?”

“I think I’m going to go through with the clinic expansion next spring. In the meantime, I’ll work on getting quotes. I ran the numbers, and as long as I can stay within the budget, the new area will be turning a profit within six months. As a fairly new vet, it’s going to be stressful.”

For a year, I had been working on expansion plans to include boarding, grooming, a boutique, and a doggie day care. The change in business model structure would make Burch Animal Clinic a one-stop shop for all animal needs. The other clinic in town had opened in the last year and had more of a corporate feel. The people of Salem wanted to have the small-town, personal feel when bringing their beloved pet to a vet.

Wesley opened the file I’d sent him to get his feedback on my analytics. “I looked it over and agree with your projections. Have you started working with any contractors?”

Running a business alongside treating animals was easy to talk about. I loved the thrill of an uphill battle. “No, I plan to tackle that after I determine a few more things. I don’t want to rush any decisions since I’m several months out from starting.”

“Sounds good. If you need any recommendations, let me know.” He closed the file folder and placed it to the side.

“Of course I will.”

He slid another file toward me. “This is something your grandfather dropped off at my office to add to his will about two months before he passed.”

I opened the manila folder to find a large sealed envelope with my name scrawled on it in Grandpa’s writing. It was heavy, and something slid around inside when I picked it up. “Do you have any idea what it is?”

“No, I figured it was a letter to you.”

Curiosity piqued, I opened the cream-colored envelope with the Burch Clinic logo on it. A medallion on a thin chain fell out. The coin spun on the table a few times before settling. The side facing up had an odd symbol on it, and there was an A in the middle of the coin.

Pic of medallion with an A inside of a circle.

It was a beautiful light gold. I picked it up to get a better look at it. It definitely wasn’t a government-issued coin. It was a little larger than a half-dollar and looked almost handmade. On the back was an inscription in a circle around the name Alchemist.

Insert pic of medallion.

I read the words aloud. “We are united with no beginning and no end.”

“What did you say?”

I must have mumbled the words as I read the old coin. “It’s on the inscription on this medallion. Does it sound familiar?”

Wesley reached across the table, and I handed him the gold coin. With a furrowed brow, he examined it closely, flipping it over a few times to get a good look. “This looks like an antique for sure. I haven’t heard of anything like this. It looks like it could be a collector’s item.”

He handed the coin back to me, and I flipped it over again as I considered what I knew about alchemists. Primarily, an alchemist was a person who who were able to transform something through a seemingly magical process.

Interesting.

I opened the note from Grandpa.

Here’s an adventure I found for you. It seems like the ultimate scavenger hunt. I miss you, punkin pie. Remember to live each day with no regrets.

Love,

Grandpa

Behind the letter was another envelope, which was worn with age. It looked like it had been cut open with precision.

Wesley watched raptly as I inspected the envelope. I was about to open it when Margaret’s voice came over the intercom and almost scared the bejesus out of me.

“Mr. Youngsten, your one o’clock is here.”

I gathered my things. I’d read the note later when I wasn’t interfering with my friend’s schedule. “Thanks for fitting me in, Wesley. We need to do dinner sometime to catch up.”

He stood and buttoned his suit jacket. “I’m looking forward to it. It’s been too damn long since we hung out.”

“I agree. Let me know when you’re free.”

“I’ll text you later.”

After hugging and exchanging good-byes, I made my way to my car. Another task down, a few more to go.
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Sydney

 

I was filled with jittery excitement at the prospects of what was written in the letter as I drove across town. It helped push away the sadness.

An adventure I found for you…

First, I needed to meet Peggy at the house Grandpa had bought. She had the keys. When Wesley had told me the address as I drove over to his office this morning, I’d nearly run off the road. My entire life, I’d loved the house at 26 Charter Street. It was in the most historic part of Salem. On Charter Street, there was the Burying Point, the first hospital, and the Pickman House. I loved this part of town. The Salem Witch trials happened only a block away.

There was something magical about the house. I sensed it.

Many a scavenger hunt had occurred in that area when I was growing up. That was one of the ways Grandpa had taught me about the history of Salem.

I put the car into Park when I pulled up in front of the house. It was only then it sank in that the red-bricked, three-story building with white trim was mine. When I was young, Grandpa used to bring me down to this part of town at night and weave tales of history.

Peggy Murdock had lived in the house for as long as I could remember. It was the place she had been born. After exploring the downtown with Grandpa, we used to stop by her place to eat milk and cookies with her and her late husband, Wilbur. Those were special memories I would treasure always.

Peggy came out of the front door, walking with a cane. Some time ago, she’d fallen down the steps in her house and broken her hip. Afterward, she’d moved to the first floor because stairs were too difficult to manage. I had no idea she’d sold the house to Grandpa. When did they do this?

Peggy appeared to be getting around better, but I imagined steps still gave her trouble.

“Sydney! My word, you get prettier and prettier every day.”

“Thank you, Peggy. How are you doing?”

“Well, I miss our dear Virg. But I bet he and Wilbur are discussing the best way to grow tomatoes now. They always got along like peas and carrots.”

“Yes, they did.” I looked up at the house. “I can’t believe he bought this house.”

I felt her hand on mine. “He wanted to give this to you when you moved here. I told him I wanted to sell, so he bought it.”

“I have always loved this house.” I was still in awe that it was mine.

“I know. It’s why I turned down the big corporation’s offer of nearly five times what Virg and I agreed to.”

Gaping at Peggy, I tried to imagine what that amount could possibly be. No doubt it was more than a couple million. “Peggy…”

She waved her hand in the air. “Fiddle-faddle. I have more than enough to live on with what my dear Wilbur left me. I cut Virg a deal. Anyway, Wilbur and I always wanted a family to live here. I had such a wonderful childhood here myself. Wilbur would have wanted you to have the place.”

Peggy and Wilbur had never been able to have children, which was a shame. They would have been great parents.

“I promise I will make this a home. It may take me some time to establish a family in it but… one day, that’s my dream.”

And it had been one of my dreams—to get married and raise children in Salem with a doting husband. The first problem was finding a doting husband who was looking for an ambitious, adventurous wife who wanted to live each day with no regrets. I’d dated some men over the years. The problem was they always wanted to change me. I wanted someone who accepted all of me.

“Oh fiddle-faddle. You’ll have a family someday. You’re only twenty-seven, my dear. Don’t settle. Find the right man. And Lou called me. She said that an Officer Murphy was over at your place?”

I felt my cheeks grow warm at the memory of Mike and the complete and utter fool I’d been. “Yes, he was keeping an eye on it since I was out of town. He seems nice.”

“Yeah, he’s from Chicago. He’s not used to us small-town folk yet. But he will be. He’s a nice-looking man.”

Oh, dear.

It was time for a subject change. “How’s your hip?”

Really, let’s bring up the reason she had to sell the place.

Peggy winked. “I get you don’t want to talk about it. But man, he’s a good-looking tyke.”

Tyke? He was anything but a tyke. He was… wowzer.

“I’ll spare you this time.” She pointed her cane at the front door. “Shall we go see your new home?”

Thank goodness the conversation had moved on. “Yes. I still can’t believe it.”

My new home. The concept still hadn’t fully sunk in.

We entered the house, and for the second time that day, I gasped. The entire house had received a makeover. There was fresh paint on the walls. The wood floors had been refinished. The metal light fixtures gleamed with a fresh coat of polish.

“Peggy, I’m speechless.”

“Virg wanted to restore the house to its original glory for you while keeping everything as authentic as possible. The only updates were in the kitchen. He planned to give it to you on your next trip from the city.”

And I would have moved here and practiced with Grandpa. If only I’d come sooner.

Off to the right was the kitchen, which was my first stop. The room was bright in the afternoon sun, and the state-of-the-art, stainless-steel appliances gleamed at me. “I don’t know how he kept this a secret.”

“I don’t either. Virg was a terrible secret-keeper.”

I giggled as I thought about the countless times Grandpa had let my surprises slip. As a graduation gift, he’d bought me a ticket to explore Europe for a month. I’d had the time of my life. However, he’d let it slip within twenty-four hours of buying the tickets, nearly four months before I graduated.

The rest of the house had been carefully restored. It was ready for me to move into as soon as my stuff arrived from New York. “I will treasure this place forever.”

“I know you will. That’s why it was an easy decision to sell to Virg.” She checked her watch. “I’ve got to run. My bingo match starts in thirty minutes. I need to show those other whippersnappers a thing or two.”

I hugged Peggy tightly. “Beat ’em all, Peggy. Show them who’s boss.”

“You bet your ass I will. Here’s the keys. Have me over for dinner sometime when you’re settled so I can see the place.”

“Of course. I’ll make Grandpa’s famous pot roast.”

“Now you’re talking. And your fudge.”

“You bet.”

Peggy handed me the keys, and the closing of the door signified I was alone. In my house. My house. The words still felt odd. In New York, I’d rented a small, one-bedroom apartment that was barely larger than the living room here. Now I had a three-story house all to myself. My dream house.

“Thank you, Grandpa. I love it. I wish you were here to hug.”

Thinking about Grandpa, I remembered the note he’d left for me. I dug it out of my purse, walked to the old stone fireplace, and sat on the hearth. From the time I’d spent over here with Peggy and Wilbur, I knew the fireplace was part of the original house, which was built in 1866. The stone had been worn smooth over time, and every chip and imperfection had its own story to tell.

As I pulled out the letter, the coin fell out into my hand. What’s the significance? Alchemist. I needed to research the word, see if there had been any coins crafted for alchemists as a group.

I opened the letter.

My Dearest Ayana,

Our lives are in danger. I implore you for help at once, my old friend. My beloved has taken ill. I fear if we do not move on soon, we will surely be found. I would never forgive myself if the truth were taken with us. For surely if discovered, they will bury us without regret.

The one who eliminates for them follows closely behind us. So close I can almost hear his breathing at night. It is with great need and urgency I beg for your help. I need the medallion. It is the only thing that will save us.

To find us, you must follow my path. But know in doing so, you will discover things that are unimaginable. Things that have haunted my days and my nights. Truths we thought we knew are nothing but lies woven together to make us think we see what is truly not there.

You must go to the stone hearth flanked by the two brass lights Mother received from her father. Start the fire and look to your right, for hidden in the pecan bookcase is what you seek. You must find someone you trust, my brave, dear friend. Only someone you trust. Your life will depend on it. My life will depend on it.

The letter will start you on your path to us… to me.

Be sure to hide the medallion on your person and do not show it to anyone.

God speed, my dearest beloved friend.

Q

I read the letter again. And again.

Who is Q? A path to who? Why hide the medallion?

Is the coin I’m holding the medallion?

I turned it over and looked at it closely. A million questions flitted through my head. There were no details except a location within a house. I looked at the envelope again. The writing had all but faded except the last part of Massachusetts.

So this was in the right state, at least. I read Grandpa’s note again. It said he’d found the letter. But where?

From my purse, I grabbed the compass Grandpa had given me when I was a child. It was a symbol to remind me to never lose my way in any adventure, whether it be life or a scavenger hunt.

The familiar excitement of finding something sizzled beneath the surface—an ultimate scavenger hunt.
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Sydney

 

I needed coffee. I’d forgotten to get caramel creamer the day before. That, combined with the fact that I’d stayed up too late researching the damn letter and the coin, made me very, very tired.

I hadn’t found out anything except that Ayana meant “beautiful blossom.” By the way the letter had been signed, I thought it might be a nickname. But the letter gave me little to go on.

No names.

No address.

No date.

The only thing I had was a description of a hearth, which sounded upscale for the time period. From the wording of the letter, I assumed it was late nineteenth or early twentieth century.

But with regard to the coin, I had nothing. It was like there were no records of a coin or medallion like it ever being made.

Clear it from your mind.

I needed to focus on the clinic.

The moving company confirmed my things would arrive the next day. It was perfect timing to move into the house. I had to go through all of Grandpa’s things and decide what to do with everything. It all seemed too quick. Maybe for now, it would be fine to leave everything as is until it was time for the clinic remodel.

I unlocked the front door to the clinic and turned on the OPEN sign, letting out a bittersweet sigh. My first day in my own practice. A dream come true. I hated that the day was tinged with sadness because my grandpa should have been there.

In the tank along the wall, the Oscar fish swam back and forth. “Morning, Ragnor.”

I took a few pellets from the food bag and dropped them into the tank. Nearly three years old, Ragnor measured almost fifteen inches long. One summer morning, we’d found him on the front porch of the clinic, which happened from time to time when people wanted rid of their pets. Grandpa had taken him in, and Ragnor became our office mascot, of sorts.

The door chimed as Marie walked in with a basket of goodies. “Morning, Sydney. I made some chocolate chip cookies.”

The sweet smell of chocolate filled the air. “Morning, Marie. Thanks for holding down the fort while I was out.”

“Oh, pish posh. It’s my job. Are you sure you don’t need a little more time off?” Marie was in her late fifties and kept the clinic in perfect running order.

I took my white coat with the paw print above the left pocket off the hook and put it on. “I need the distraction. It will be good to get back into a routine.”

Seemingly satisfied with my response, Marie moved on to business. “I kept the schedule light for the next week while you get situated and moved in.”

“Perfect. That will help. Thanks, Marie.” Halfway to the kitchen to get a plate for cookies, I asked, “Did you know about the house on Charter Street?”

Marie put a hand on her curvy hip and gave me a wink. “Nothing gets past me in this office. Virg tried to hide it, but he was too damned excited. The whole town knew. Now let’s have a cookie for breakfast and celebrate.”

“Sounds like the breakfast of champions to me.”

The door chimed again, halting my quest for a plate. A puppy came running in.

“Well, aren’t you adorable.” I crouched down as the cute little boxer puppy ran to me. “Yes, you are. What are you doing here? Are you here for your shots?”

I looked at Marie, who shrugged. “I don’t have a boxer puppy on the books today.”

“I found her on the side of the road.”

That voice. Smooth as sex yet rough. Don’t look up. I couldn’t look at the floor the entire time. I had to look up. Stay strong. No mental meltdowns.

My eyes drifted up as the theme to Jaws played in my head. Shit. He had on ripped jeans. Those thighs held the fabric perfectly. Please don’t let him have a tight T-shirt on. My eyes roamed a little higher. Double shit. He had on a tight gray Salem PD shirt.

A man of the law. Sigh. I knew this, but the reality of seeing him dressed as a causal lawman sizzled my bacon. Sizzled my bacon? Oh hell, my IQ dropped and my brain turned to mush around this man.

“Sydney?”

Have I been slowly checking him out? Oh no, no, no! I’d spaced out not once, not twice, but three times around this man. My eyes jerked to meet his baby blues. The dimples were out in full force. Something short-circuited in my brain, and I lost my balance, face-planting on the hard tile. The boxer puppy barely escaped being squished. Pain shot through my face before a rush of warm liquid filled my nose.

“Ouch!” I rolled to my back and held my hands over my face.

Voices and noises overlapped each other. Footsteps ran to me. I was quickly hoisted into his strong arms. It took everything in me not to nuzzle into his chest.

“Take her to exam room one. I’ll get some towels,” Marie called.

I tried to mumble that I was okay, but the angle only made me sound like a strangled cat. My back gently met the cold metal of the exam table. Mike looked at me, concern evident on his face.

“Let me take a look.” Warm pressure brought my hands away from my face. “It doesn’t look like your nose is broken.”

That was a plus. Having a purple, swollen nose sounded miserable.

Marie walked in. “My word, Sydney. What happened?”

Oh, just Mr. Sexy Pants sizzling my bacon.

Again with the bacon?

I had lost my damn mind. “My arms were tired?” Remembering I had already used such winning reasons as “a tired mind” and then “tired feet,” my eyes grew wide. “I mean, I lost my balance?” Why am I asking questions? “I lost my balance.”

I chanced a glance at Marie, and her mouth turned up in a devilish grin. Oh hell. Mike took the towels from Marie. “It’s not bleeding too bad. Hold your head back and put some pressure on your nose.” I followed his instructions. “How are you feeling?”

“Like a klutz. You catch me at very inopportune moments.”

His face broke out in a full grin. “Or maybe they’re the perfect moments.”

“Maybe.”

Behind me, Marie sighed, and my heart followed suit.

Our eyes searched each other’s. “When we get the bleeding to stop, you can have the caramel coffee I brought you.”

He’d brought me coffee. Caramel coffee—my favorite. Through the towel, I said, “Thank you. That was really sweet.”

Marie gave another sigh, and I think I let one slip, too. Now we‘re sighing at his every word? Hell, even Marie went a little cuckoo around this man. Marie handed me a new towel then discreetly helped me out of my white coat. As I took it off, Marie stood in front of Mike and mouthed, “It’s not very sexy with blood on it.” I gaped at Marie as she left.

“You doing okay?”

“Yes. I think you need one of those warning bells to let me know when you’re in the vicinity.”

“What?”

Oh, shit. Did I say that out loud? What is wrong with me?

I glanced at him and his flirty smirk. “No way am I repeating that.” I needed to change the subject. “Wait… did you mention coffee?” Before Mike could answer, I jerked to an upright position. “Double wait… you had a dog. Is he or she okay?”

Light pressure on my shoulders pushed me back down. “Marie has her. She’s fine. Let’s make sure the bleeding has stopped first.”

Two nosebleeds in one day would not have been good. “Where’d you find her?”

“Outside the coffee shop on the side of the road. Figured since I knew the vet, I’d bring her in. It might win me some brownie points.”

Heat quickly spread to my cheeks. “Saving a dog definitely gets brownie points. The coffee is a bonus.”

“That’s what I hoped.”

He hoped? Wow.

Something started to shift between us, and the intensity increased. If I wasn’t careful, I’d fall off the exam table and blurt out how he was buttering my bread. Oh hell, I needed to focus. I pulled back the towel and dabbed my nose with a fresh spot—no more blood.

I pushed myself to an upright position. “Let’s take a look at the puppy.”

No thoughts of bacon or bread are allowed.
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The beautiful boxer puppy licked me as I checked her over. No tag. No chip. Healthy. All vitals and responses were normal. “She’s in great shape. We can list her as missing on the local community boards and on a few forums I know. I don’t know of any local families who had boxers eight to ten weeks ago.”

“I found her hiding underneath the bench. When I squatted close to her, she ran into my arms, shivering. By the time we got here, she seemed fine. She looks like she’s purebred.”

“I agree. Someone probably paid a lot of money for her because of her markings.” The little boxer had a perfect white stripe down the middle of her head and four perfect white socks on her paws.

Mike took a few steps back to lean on the counter. The little boxer whined while trying to escape my arms, apparently not happy with him walking away. It was precious—it appeared as though she’d latched onto him. Testing my theory, I set her down on the floor. She nearly lost traction on the tile as she scampered to his leg. Before she had a chance to whine a little more, Mike picked her up. I knew what those arms felt like, and a twinge of jealously went through me.

For goodness’ sake, it’s a dog.

“It’s all good, little girl. Syd will take good care of you,” he cooed.

The dog snuggled into him. I wanted to swoon again but stayed steady on my feet. I had already fallen way too many times around Mr. Sexy Cop. Stop calling him that. I bet he smelled heavenly. If only my nose hadn’t been bleeding, I might have been able to sniff him. My eyes widened in horror at my thoughts. I’d hit a new low, for sure.

Mike cocked his head to the side. I straightened and plastered on a pleasant, professional smile, feeling like a complete idiot. Why does this man affect me so? It was like I had been on a deserted island my entire life and this was my first encounter with a man.

“So when do you move into your new house?” Of course, Mike knew about what Grandpa had done.

“The movers arrive tomorrow to unload everything.”

He shifted the puppy in his arms. “Do you need any help?”

“The movers are doing everything. All evening, I’ll be unpacking boxes. If you want to save me from the monotony, feel free to stop by.”

The puppy’s head lulled to the side, and she gave a little snore.

“I think she likes you,” I said.

“I like her, too. I used to have a boxer. They’re incredible dogs. Anyway, I better head out. Sorry your coffee is cold now.”

I wanted to put that easy smile back on his face. The furrowed brow bothered me more than it should. “The coffee will definitely be reheated.”

A gross look passed over his face. “Syd, that’s stooping pretty low, even for coffee.”

“It’s been two days since I’ve had some. I need it. Even reheated, it will be glorious.”

He gave a chuckle, and the wrinkle lines faded. Carefully he transferred the puppy to me. “Here she is.”

“I’ll tell her you said bye.”

I got a wink in response. Mike reached for the door, and the puppy woke up and began to wriggle and whine. “Shh… it’s okay. We’re going to find you a home.”

The dog became more agitated to be set free, so I put her down. At top speed, she took off toward Mike. In one fluid movement, he scooped her up, instantly calming her.

“I think she wants to stay with you.”

“I work crazy shifts. Sometimes I’m gone eight to ten hours at a time. I can’t leave her alone that long.”

I wanted Mike to be able to have this puppy. Something told me they needed each other more than I could have possibly known. Without thinking, I offered to help. “Good thing you know a vet. I can watch her on the days you work, and she can stay with me until we find the owner.”

“Is that what you want to do, little girl?” Mike got a lick in response. “Okay, let’s go home.” From behind the front desk, I pulled out a bag and packed it. “Here’s some food and basics you’ll need until you can get to the store. If you need anything else, let me know.”

“What do I owe you?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

“Thank you, Syd. That’s awfully nice of you.”

“You’re so welcome. I really appreciate the coffee and helping with my nose since my arms were so tired.”

I needed to slap myself. Stop with the tired body parts!

He gave me an incredible smile before taking the bag and walking out of the office, leaving me with my frayed thoughts. I wanted him to stay. Be quiet. Don’t say a word.

“Ooh la la. Copper is hot for you.”

My eyes shot up to Marie. “What? No, he’s not.”

“Oh yes, and I think you’re hot for him, too.”

Changing the subject, I said, “Let’s see who we have on the schedule first.”
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Mike

 

I put Maggie Maye down in the living room and watched her race around, exploring every little nook and cranny. Part of me was happy she was a girl. Maggie Maye had been my grandmother’s beloved dog when I was a kid. I loved that dog. With a smile, I walked into the kitchen and pulled out a bowl from the cabinet to fill with water and then another for the puppy food Sydney had given me.

A short bark caught my attention, and I turned to see Maggie Maye racing into the kitchen. The moment she saw the food, she attempted to stop but failed. The back door stopped her momentum. Once she saw the large backyard through the glass, she started barking.

“Okay, okay, little one. Let’s go exploring.”

The moment the door was open, she was off. I made a mental note to pick up some toys for her. Searching the yard, I found a small stick and played fetch with her. She reminded me so much of my childhood dog, Rus. He was a boxer and had been my best friend. When my mother and father divorced and we moved to Chicago, that dog got me through the worst of it as I adjusted to a new school and made new friends.

My cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I smiled when I saw it was my mother.

“Hey, pretty lady.”

“Oh, Mike. How are you, sweetheart?”

“Doing well.”

Maggie Maye barked, clearly impatient that I hadn’t thrown the stick for her.

“Is that a dog?”

“Yeah, she’s a puppy I found outside the coffee shop here in town. No tags or chip. Sydney is going to check around to see if she was reported lost.”

“Who is Sydney? I haven’t heard you mention him before?”

With a grin I couldn’t control, I said, “Sydney is a woman. She’s one of the veterinarians in town.”

“Is that so?”

I instantly heard the hopefulness in my mother’s voice. As the youngest of her three children, and the only one unmarried with no kids, I knew she wanted me to meet someone and settle down. I wanted that, too. I simply hadn’t met the one yet. My brother, Darrin, was the oldest and was a police officer in Boston. He was married to Lynn and they had two kids—Aaron and Lucy. Then there was my older sister, Karen. She still lived in Chicago and was a nurse. She had recently gotten married and was expecting her first child with her husband, Joe.

Before I had a chance to reply, my mother went in for the attack.

“Tell me all about her! What does she look like? How old is she? When did you meet? Why didn’t you tell me you were seeing anyone, sweetheart? Text me a picture of her!”

I rolled my eyes, picked up Maggie Maye, and carried her back into the house. She started right in on her food while I made myself a quick snack to hold me over until lunch.

“Mom, my gosh, take a breath, will you?”

“I’m sorry I’m interested in my son’s life.”

“While I appreciate the… interest, I’m not dating her.” My mother was more than interested in her children’s lives. I was pretty positive she had somehow convinced Darrin and Lynn—through some weird telepathic communication—to have kids right away.

“Oh.”

With a laugh, I threw some fruit into the blender along with some protein powder. “Don’t sound so devastated. She’s a nice woman, and I wouldn’t mind getting to know her better. She’s a breath of fresh air after all the women in Chicago.”

“Oh!” she squealed. “Tell me more!”

“Mom, don’t get your hopes up.”

“Don’t get my hopes up? Michael Murphy, the last time you were even remotely interested in a woman was years ago!”

I rolled my eyes and poured some almond milk into the blender. “It was more like ten months ago, Mom.”

“Lori?” She scoffed. “Oh, please, Mike. Even I know that was a booty call.”

My eyes widened in horror as I held my finger over the button to blend my shake.

“What did you just say?” I asked.

“Nothing, nothing. Moving on. Now, what has made you not ask Syd—”

I hit the button on the blender, drowning out my mother’s voice. “Sorry, Mom. I can’t hear you right now.”

She simply spoke louder.

“Blond hair? Dark hair?”

I pushed the next button, and the blender got louder.

Finally, my mother stopped talking, and I stopped blending, removed the pitcher, and poured my protein drink into my Yeti cup.

“Ha-ha. I know what you were doing, Michael.”

“What do you mean?”

“Fine, we don’t have to talk about her. You will let me know when you ask her out though, won’t you?”

“Mom, was there a reason you called other than to check in and say hi?”

“Yes. Actually, there is.”

Her voice turned grave, and my heart felt like it stopped for a quick moment. “Is anyone—”

“Everyone is fine. I thought I should give you a warning.”

“Okay,” I said, sitting down and tossing the stick Maggie Maye had brought into the house with her. It probably wasn’t the best idea to play fetch in the house, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

“Your father, well, he’s learned how to text.”

I smiled and shook my head. My parents had divorced when I was seven. There had been no animosity between the two of them. They separated as best friends. They had gotten married too young and had grown apart, but they continued to be friends. We had spent Christmas every single year with both of our parents. Dad would either fly to Chicago, or we would go back to Boston. The strange thing was, neither ever remarried.

“So, that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

She laughed. “Oh, dear. I would give anything to be in the room when you get that first text. Darrin and Karen already received one earlier today. When your dad told me Darrin was teaching him to text, I was impressed. You know how he is with technology. Hell, he just got a cell phone a year and a half ago, and that was at my urging.”

Smiling, I nodded and tossed the stick again. Maggie Maye took off barking.

“I’m sure he’ll get the hang of it.”

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it away from my ear to see my father’s name. “Looks like mine just came through.”

Mom laughed. Again. “It probably took him a few hours to type it out!”

This time she laughed so hard she snorted. “I’ll… let you… go…”

Another round of laughter caused me to laugh as well. “Okay. You doing good with everything? Karen feeling good, not working too hard?”

Mom was still giggling when she replied, “I’m wonderful, honey. Karen is feeling amazing. She’s starting to show and is the cutest thing ever. Joe spoils her and doesn’t let her do a thing.”

“Good, he should spoil her.”

“I’ll let you go so you can read your father’s text. I’m still planning on coming up to see you in a couple of weeks.”

“I can’t wait to see you, Mom. I miss and love you.”

“Miss you and love you, too.”

Hitting End, I opened up my father’s text message and stared at it for a few moments before I started to read it.

Dear Mike,

The weather has been unseasonably cool. I know you know this, since you are in Salem.

Darrin stopped by yesterday and showed me some fancy features on this silly phone your mother talked me into getting. Apparently, I can write you a letter and it will automatically deliver to your phone, no need for stamps. Not sure what in the hell the post office is going to do now. I plan on discussing it with my Sunday men’s club after we play a round of golf.

I’ve been keeping busy, being retired has its ups and downs. I’m trying to eat healthier, per your mother’s request. The woman is constantly in my business, and I have no earthly idea how she knows I’m eating at the Cheesecake Factory once a week. Then there are times she will ask me why I’m not home because it is so late. I’m beginning to think she has someone watching the house or talked Darrin into putting a camera in here somewhere. She worries about me still, you know. I love her, but there is a reason we got divorced all those years ago.

How is the job going? I don’t suppose it is very different in some respects, and in others, very different. I checked the crime rate there, much better than in Chicago. If only I could talk your mother into moving back to Boston.

Have you met anyone? Don’t rush into a relationship, son. Plenty of time for that.

I’m going to sign off, I’m getting a headache from trying to look at this tiny typewriter.

Write when you can.

With love,

Dad

I continued to stare at my phone, wondering how long it had taken my father to type that all out in text message. Then I laughed so hard I got a cramp in my side. Maggie Maye jumped up on me, barking, before she ran to the back door.

“Good girl!” I said, still chuckling. “That’s a smart girl. You’re going to get a treat for that!”

I made a mental note to ask Sydney what the best treats would be to buy for Maggie Maye. Then I sent my mother a text.

Me: You’re tracking Dad, aren’t you?

She replied back almost instantly with a winky-face emoji followed by a laughing one.

Me: He’s going to be upset when he finds out, you know.

Mom: That is what makes it so much fun! Karen tracks him, too! He won’t find out for months!

With a smile, I just shook my head. My poor father. I could have only imagined what trouble he would get himself into next.

I watched as Maggie Maye ran around the yard chasing a butterfly. Deep inside, I hoped like hell Sydney didn’t find anyone missing the pup. I’d already fallen head over heels for her, and I knew I would be screwed if Sydney found her owners.

Maggie Maye stopped and looked at me as if she knew I was thinking about her. She started running full speed toward me and then tumbled over her paws, rolling a few times before landing on her side.

“Mags! Are you okay?” I asked with a chuckle.

She stood, shook it off, and made her way over to me. I couldn’t help but think of Sydney.

“Mags, I hope you didn’t love your previous owners because if we find them, there might be a legal battle.”

The pup barked and jumped up at my face. Then she fell back, doing an impressive somersault.

“I think you took lessons from Syd, didn’t ya, girl?”

Maggie Maye barked again and then licked my face. Grinning, I made a mental note to get Sydney’s phone number.
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Sydney

 

After an early morning at the clinic, I went to the house to meet the movers. Thank goodness I had Marie. Even though I’d had my degree for three years, running a business on your own was more daunting than I’d imagined. Thankfully, Grandpa had kept me involved for years, so I understood most of the ins and outs.

Marie suggested we pack up everything of Grandpa’s for now as opposed to waiting. I agreed it would be easier to not see everything exactly as he’d left it. Later, I could go through it to determine what to keep when his loss wasn’t so fresh. That made sense.

I glanced out the window and stopped short when I saw a man who looked like Mike. When he turned, my shoulders sagged. It wasn’t him.

Mike Murphy.

Talk about a hormone booster. Seriously, the man was good looking, nice, and short-circuited my brain. If I kept this up, I’d have broken bones soon and not an ounce of pride left. The ridiculousness of my thoughts and actions went beyond normal, even for me.

Maybe I need to see someone about this. My subconscious answered back. No, let Officer McHotty give you a good plunging with his night stick.

My eyes widened, and I looked around, making sure I hadn’t said that out loud. I breathed a sigh of relief when it was clear I hadn’t.

Thinking about all the humiliation I created for myself made me groan. A good plunging. With his night stick. Maybe he had a small dick. A teeny, tiny one.

Riiiight.

I took the last box from the living room to the garbage out back. He’s just a man. A sexy man. A man in uniform. With dimples. And blue eyes. Sigh.

“I have to stop this. I’m going certifiably insane.”

The sound of the doorbell had me nearly jumping out of my skin, and my hand hit the counter. Hard.

“Ouch!”

Maybe I should invest in a padded suit to wear while thinking about and interacting with the hunky cop.

I opened the door, a little disappointed and trying to hide it. Wesley greeted me with flowers. It was wonderful having my good friend so close again and a nice distraction from he who shall not be named dominating my thoughts. “What brings you to this part of town?”

Wesley held up a wine bottle in his other hand. “I came to celebrate your new domicile.”

“Domicile?” I giggled. “How lawyery of you.”

“Lawyery? We went from a too-proper word to not a word at all.”

“Basically.” In sync, we laughed. “Come on in. I think I know where the glasses are.”

I’d lit a fire in the fireplace though it was summer. The flames dancing around relaxed me.

Wesley took off his suit jacket and laid it on the back of the couch, leaving him in his navy, pinstriped pants, vest, and tan shirt. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

The living room was my favorite room, with the large bookshelves flanking the fireplace and large windows. I loved this house. “My bedroom and the living room are unpacked. The rest of the house… not so much. I’m glad I’m somewhat of a minimalist when it comes to decorating.”

“It’s coming together. Virg did a great job with the restoration.”

“It’s perfect. I’ve loved this house for as long as I can remember. I can’t believe it all worked out.”

Wesley took in the room again. “Virg told me about the higher offer. I think things worked out the way they were supposed to.”

I beamed. “Me, too. Let’s go to my messy kitchen to see if I can find the corkscrew and glasses.”

Luckily, I found both. With the ease of an expert, Wesley opened the bottle and poured us each a small glass. As we walked to the living room, he raised his glass for a toast. “To new adventures.”

“To new adventures,” I echoed. We clinked glasses, and I took a sip, enjoying the sweetness of the wine. “Hmm… this is good.”

“Good. I got the best Moscato they had at the store. How about a tour of the rest of the place?”

I showed Wesley the house and explained how I envisioned each room. In the next couple of days, I’d be done. Another item checked off the checklist.

It was nearly seven when he glanced at the time. “I have to meet some colleagues. I may have to go out of town and do some work at the main law office in Boston.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“Not too long. They would like me to start coming more frequently.”

I frowned. “Well, let me know. I definitely want to get together more now that I’m here.”

He stood and held out his hand to help me off the couch. “It’s good to have you back. Maybe dinner at A Mano Italian Kitchen?”

A Mano Italian Kitchen was one of the nicest restaurants in town. “Sounds great. I haven’t eaten there in a while.”

We made our way back to the kitchen, and Wesley placed his wineglass in the sink. “What are you going to do tonight?”

“I’m tired. I’m going to grab my laptop, go to bed, and research the letter a little more.”

“Letter?”

We were almost back to the living room and Wesley was putting on his suit jacket. I’d forgotten I hadn’t read the letter to Wesley. “The ultimate adventure from Grandpa. It was the letter with the medallion I showed you.”

At the mention of the coin, Wesley nodded. “I remember now.”

“There was a letter with a clue leading to more letters. Now, it’s just about finding the home referenced in it. There were no names mentioned. Only nicknames. It’ll probably take me the rest of my life with nothing to go on.”

He chuckled. “You always were a sucker for a tricky scavenger hunt. Good luck with that. I remember you used to drag me around with Virg every year when he made you one.”

“Those were good times. I hope this one takes me a long time to solve. It’ll be like holding onto Grandpa a little longer.”

“I do, too.” At the door, he turned and said, “I’ll catch you later, Sydney.”

“See ya.”

After Wesley left, I started another load of dishes in the dishwasher. My stomach growled, but I was too tired to fix anything. I was about to head upstairs when my doorbell rang again.

Looking at the peephole, I saw nothing, but I heard a dog barking. I opened the door, and the little boxer puppy Mike had found sat on my front porch, wrestling with a Kong filled with peanut butter. “What are you doing here?”

I looked around but saw no one. Finally, I heard a bell ringing from the side of the house. Mike stepped onto the porch, holding his phone in one hand and a pizza box in another. “This was the best I could do as a warning bell on short notice.”

I burst out laughing. “You must think I’m crazy.”

“Or adorable.”

My grin widened. “I think I much prefer that adjective.”

Do not fall. Do not fall. I repeat—do not fall.

“Maggie Maye and I thought you might be hungry after moving all day.”

On cue, my stomach growled. “I think you two might be right.” The boxer took off inside. I raised my eyebrow. “Maggie Maye? You named the dog?”

“Yeah, I’m screwed.” Mike laughed, running his free hand through his hair.

I never thought I’d want anyone to be separated from their pet, but I hoped we never found the little boxer’s owner.

He took a deep breath. “Have you heard from anyone about Mags?”

At his question, Maggie Maye looked up at me.

“No, nothing. We’ve called the local hotels, too. And no one has checked for her at the local shelters, either.”

Seemingly satisfied with my response, Maggie Maye picked up her Kong and took it in front of the fireplace where she kept chewing on it to get at the peanut butter inside. “Come on in.”

We walked into the living room, and I pointed to the table. “Things are still a mess, so ignore that. Let me get some water. Or do you want wine? I don’t have much and tomorrow I plan to go to the grocery store.”

“Water works great.”

I found two clean glasses and filled them from the fridge dispenser. Mike followed me into the kitchen where he got paper plates and napkins from the counter.

The pizza smelled delicious. “Perfect timing. I was starving.”

“And my warning bell worked. So far today, you’ve had zero accidents in my presence.”

I threw my head back. “I’m never going to live down the last few days, am I?”

“Nope.”

“Good thing the most embarrassing things have stayed put in my mind.” My eyes widened, and Mike cocked his head to the left. “Forget I said anything.”

He leaned in. “I’ll let you in on a little secret…”

“What’s that?” My voice was barely a whisper.

“I’m just as affected, Sydney.”

We grinned at each other. He felt it, too. “That’s good to know.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

The air became ripe with sexual energy, so I took another bite of my pizza. Mike looked around the living room. “Virg mentioned that you’ve loved this place since you were a little girl.”

“I have. I used to come here to see Peggy and Wilbur. They were like grandparents to me. You’ve probably met Peggy.”

Mike nodded. “Yeah, she’s part of the Red Hat Society. I swear those women are trouble.”

“For sure. You might have to arrest them at some point.” We laughed. Then I asked, “How well did you know Grandpa?”

Mike looked around the room a moment or two longer before his eyes settled back on me. “As well as you can get to know someone in a couple of months, I guess. We shot the breeze at the coffee shop a few times a week. He told me about you and this house. Said he couldn’t wait to introduce me to you. Having come from Chicago, it was a nice change of pace.”

I wondered why Grandpa never mentioned Mike. Not that he said a ton about who he talked to, but I figured his name might have come up at some point. I had my suspicions that Grandpa might have had a matchmaking scheme up his sleeve and had planned to introduce us.
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Sydney

 

We were nearly done with the pizza—only taking an occasional bite here and there—and were still talking. “What made you decide to leave Chicago?” I asked.

“I needed a fresh start, a change of pace.”

“Does your family live there?”

“Dad lives in Boston and retired a number of years ago after being a police officer for twenty years. His father had made some good investments, so it was easy for Dad to step away from the force when things started to change too much for him. He worked part time at his best friend’s hardware shop mostly to keep himself busy until recently. Mom lives in Chicago. She and Dad divorced when I was young, and Mom moved us to Chicago to be close to her family. Dad’s been trying to talk my mother into moving back to Boston. They never remarried but stayed the best of friends. Mom’s even mentioned moving back to Boston someday. They worry about each other, but my older sister, Karen, is expecting her first baby, so I doubt Mom will be leaving Chicago anytime soon. Karen’s husband might be getting transferred to New York City, though. We’re keeping our fingers crossed. It would be nice to have her close by. Mom and Dad always told us they were too young when they got married and drifted apart. They both seem pretty happy, though. That’s what counts.”

“It sounds like it all worked out in the end. I bet your dad is happy to have you closer.”

“He is. My brother, Darrin, lives in Boston, he has ever since he graduated college there. He’s married, two kids. Aaron is two, and Lucy is five. Dad gets to spend a lot of time with the kids, which makes him happy and Mom jealous.” Mike took another bite, then asked, “What about you?”

I launched into my childhood history of coming to Salem each summer. My love for history and scavenger hunts. Even if Grandpa had already shared these details with Mike, he seemed thoroughly interested. “I’m sure Grandpa told you… well maybe… I don’t know. But I lost my parents a couple of years ago in a car accident. So it’s only me now.”

“I’m sorry, Sydney. I can’t imagine.”

“Thanks, it’s hard knowing I’ll never practice with Grandpa, but I have a wonderful legacy to carry forward. Today, I got a letter he left for me. There was another letter and a coin for what he called the ultimate scavenger hunt.”

“Can I read it?”

I took out the journal I used for notes from its spot on the bookshelf. The letter was safe between the pages. I handed him the medallion first. “This was with it.”

“Alchemists? What does that mean?”

I shrugged. “I have no idea. I haven’t been able to find anything on the internet.”

“We are united with no beginning and no end,” Mike read from the inscription on the coin then flipped it over to look at the symbol. “It seems handcrafted. From the detailed workmanship, I would say it’s from the 1800s.”

“How’d you know?” I’d planned to stop by the jewelers over the weekend to see if they could help me identify the coin or at least try and determine when it may have been made.

“I had a case in Chicago where rare and exotic coins were stolen. Solid gold coins weren’t made until almost 1800, and this isn’t cast.” He examined it more closely. “There’s no seam. And the die axis looks right for that time frame. I might be wrong, but this coin probably came from the 1800s. A collector might be able to narrow it down more. Of course, it looks like it was a custom order, so that may alter my time frame. I’ve got a history degree, so I love this sort of thing.”

Oh my word. He was super uber sexy when it came to macho-man police stuff. Like “move over, sizzling bacon, and make room for the hot tamale.”

Oh hell, here I go again.

My silence apparently made Mike a little nervous. “Sorry. It’s hard to switch out of cop mode sometimes.” I was still speechless. “Sydney?”

“Something like that requires warning bells. You really need to warn a girl. Like… whoa.”

“Duly noted,” he teased with a full-fledged smile. “What else do you know?”

I handed him the letter so he could read it. “I know that an alchemist is a person or persons who can transform something through some seemingly magical process. I’ve looked up magicians through that time and found none named Alchemist. The woman named Q addresses the letter to Ayana, which means beautiful blossom. I’m sure they’re nicknames for each other. The letter was meant for someone in Massachusetts. Now I just have to find the house—if it’s still standing.”

Mike read the letter again. “What are you going to look for?”

“First, find out if I can isolate the era within the 1800s for the coin. Then look up houses during that time frame and see if any are still standing. Hopefully, the house has been kept up like this one has. The stone fireplace and pecan bookshelves are supposed to be part of the original house.” I paused and reread the letter. “You must go to the stone hearth flanked by the two brass lights Mother received from her father. Start the fire and look to your right, for hidden in the pecan bookcase is what you seek.”

My eyes flew up to the fireplace again. An electric current raced through me as I bolted to my feet. “What if the two brass lights have been removed?” I peered closely at the stone and found a filled-in spot. “Mike, look.”

He walked up to the fireplace and peered at the spot I pointed out. “Yeah, something hung there at one time.”

The other side of the fireplace had the same plugged-up hole. I grabbed Mike’s arms. “What if…?”

He appeared as enthralled as I was. “What does it say again?”

“Start a fire and look to your right.”

The fire was already going. We stood back and looked to the right. I saw nothing. Is the fire supposed to reveal something? Maybe it was to protect Ayana from being noticed. Or maybe this was just hopeful thinking. The likelihood was slim, but still…

Mike peered at the bookshelf. “I don’t see anything from the fire.”

“Me, either.” I remembered Grandpa telling me about hidden compartments. Some of the women who’d been accused of being witches and had been burned in Salem had built hidden compartments in their bookshelves. I pressed against the panels, but nothing happened.

My pulse sped up when my fingers brushed against an indentation just about the right size for a forefinger. It refused to budge. “Can you see if this moves? It needs a little elbow grease.”

“Of course.”

I placed Mike’s hand where I’d felt the groove. “Do you feel it? I think it might slide.”

“Okay. Stand back.”

I took a few steps back, and Mike pushed until his muscles bulged. He grunted with the effort before looking back. “I think it moved, but I’m afraid I might be breaking it.”

“It’s fine. I’ll have it fixed.”

“Okay. Wait, do I need to play any warning bells? I’m trying to figure out when I have to play them to keep you from getting hurt.”

I laughed and gave him a playful punch in the arm. “Show me your muscles already.” Oh geez, that sounded sexual. I groaned in frustration. “Please don’t let me continue—bring a gag the next time.” A gag? Double oh geez, I sounded like some BDSM girl with a gag fetish. “I’m going to stop talking now.”

“You’re a breath of fresh air, Sydney Burch.”

“With a case of Tourette’s… at least around you.”

He cupped my cheek and gently caressed my face with his thumb, eliciting a shiver from me. “It’s worth it, considering how you make me feel. I think you need to know that because I don’t want you avoiding me when you’re nervous. I like you just the way you are.”

Oh my. “That would have been a good time to ring your bell. Thank you. Most people don’t like my lack of filter.”

“I’m not most people.”

Now, I’m an egg on a hot sidewalk, frying from extreme heat.

He grinned, and in an attempt to save my dignity, I added, “You may not be able to take me in public. Seriously, I start babbling about sizzling bacon, ball gags, and night sticks.” I gasped and put my hand over my mouth. Ducking my head, I said, “Ignore that. Just ignore all that.”

“Consider it ignored.” He winked. “I’ll bring a foghorn in case you get a case of Tourette’s and there are children around.”

“I think that sounds like a good idea.” Once again, we were both grinning like buffoons. I waved my right hand in the air. “Show me those manly muscles.”

With another husky laugh, Mike went to the shelf and pulled with all his might. I heard a crack, and then another, louder one, and my heart plummeted. I was wrong about the bookcase.

Mike shook his head. “Shit, what are the odds?”

“What?”

Mike stepped away to reveal a handful of papers tied together with twine.

“Mike, this is… we found…”

On the front page, the initials QS were written in an elegant script. On the next page it read, The Diary of Quinn.

I gasped. “Mike, what are the chances? Q! That’s Q!”

“I don’t know. This is amazing. Truly amazing.”

I grabbed his hand and led him back to the couch. Maggie Maye jumped on the couch next to him, and I began to read.

 

July 8, 1883

I cannot seem to shake the feeling of unrest that has shadowed me for the past month. My father is due to arrive home from his trip abroad today. His coldness to me before he left still haunts my dreams. His eyes looked upon me with what I can only describe as hate. Now I know why, for I learned the truth last night.

After receiving a letter from James Hathorne during my mother’s dinner party, I requested Timothy Hues escort me outside so that I might take in some fresh air. I implored him to accompany me on a visit to Mr. and Mrs. James Hathorne immediately. Once we arrived, we found Mr. Hathorne in the company of Jonathon Young, a man to whom I must confess I am very much attracted. It was then that Mr. Hathorne forewarned me that he had news that would change my life and perhaps could lead me to danger. His words piqued my interest greatly while leaving me shaken. He told me that for nearly eighteen years, he kept his silence and he could no longer allow himself to do it. His daughter was in danger. You see, this was a great surprise to me, as Mr. Hathorne has but two sons. Or so I thought. He also has a daughter.

I am that daughter.

This should have come as a shock to me, but strangely, it did not. His announcement answered many questions that I had been asking myself. It explains my mother’s longing gazes toward James Hathorne. My father’s hatred toward me. And the unease I have been feeling the last few days.

Mr. Hathorne believes the man assumed to be my father, Captain Robert Soloman, has somehow discovered that my mother and James, my true father, have been having a secret love affair since before my birth. Mr. Hathorne believes his entire family is in grave danger, for he has stumbled upon something so disturbing, he called for Jonathon’s father to come to Salem at once in an effort to help him. Sadly, Jonathon’s mother has turned ill and his father is aiding her. Therefore, Jonathon has agreed to help protect me. They will not tell me what it is they are protecting me from. I only know it has something to do with the trials and a secret society.
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Sydney

 

I flipped over the page, but there was nothing else. The desperation to know what happened was tangible.

Quinn was in trouble. But where was the danger coming from? Were the Alchemists trying to kill her? Or was it something else? I assumed it had something to do with them because of the coin. But maybe it was a rival group? Questions, questions, and more questions. This was the part of the scavenger hunts I loved. Unraveling the mystery.

I wondered if Grandpa had thought I could find the journal when he’d come across the letter.

The thrill of the chase hummed through my body. I jumped around, unable to contain it. “Mike, do you know what this means?”

“You have a lot of research on your hands.”

I grabbed his arm and squeezed while bouncing like a maniac. “Yes! I have names! Lots and lots of names! I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I have names!”

A deep rumble of laughter resonated from him. He laid his hand on top of mine, causing the opposite bicep to bulge, straining the T-shirt that clung to it. If I’d had a genie in a bottle, I’d wish to be his shirt.

Hello, sexiness.

“You are so strong. Like whoa strong.” My eyes widened again, and his grin grew bigger. “Why do I keep doing this?”

My cheeks heated. And like an idiot, I kept my hands on his arms. Release him, Sydney. Let go of him. Don’t be a freak.

When I had calmed myself down enough to actually hear myself, I pulled back, but his hand held one of mine in place and he said, “Have dinner with me.”

“Dinner? Like food?”

Gah, like food? Am I for real?

I had a doctorate, for Pete’s sake, and when I was around this man, I acted like a preteen girl with a crush.

“People do eat. I figured we could do it together.”

I dropped my head and gave it a shake. “With my luck, I’d probably end up accidently stabbing someone with my fork or causing a fire somehow.”

“Or we could have dinner and sit on opposite sides of the restaurant?”

I pushed against his chest playfully with my free hand. Yes, yes, yes, his chest feels as amazing as I imagined. Hello, sexiness overload.

The air grew tense as Mike’s gaze pierced mine. And damn it, my lady parts tingled. They screamed for a workout. Down, girl. I wanted him. Badly. Like crazy bad, but I wasn’t a one-night stand kind of girl.

The heat of his body seeped into mine. My nipples hardened.

“Have dinner with me. Let’s explore what this is.”

Unconsciously, I licked my lips. “Explore?”

“Are you going to answer every question I ask with another question?”

We moved closer together. I responded, “Maybe?”

When barely an inch separated us, I held my breath and prayed he’d close the gap.

Crash!

A loud noise outside the window made me jump, and Maggie Maye barked.

Mike was instantly on alert. “Grab the dog. Go down the hall.”

My pulse skyrocketed. “Mike, what’s going on?”

His hands went to my face. “Let me check it out, okay?”

“Okay.”

I grabbed Maggie Maye and took her into the hallway. She whimpered and wiggled to get down. “Shh… it’s okay. Your daddy is checking it out.” I stroked her fur and murmured to her softly.

Mike appeared from around the corner. He shook his head, clearly agitated. “Damn cat.” I remained frozen. “Shit, I’m so sorry, Syd. A cat knocked over your plant outside. I saw the culprit on the sidewalk before he ran off.”

I let out a breath and leaned against the wall. Maggie Maye squirmed until I released her, and she settled at Mike’s feet.

He stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets, looking a little embarrassed. “Some habits die hard. The area I worked in Chicago was kind of rough, and I was constantly on edge.”

That made sense. His initial reaction had seemed a little over the top. “It must have been pretty bad.”

“It was.” There seemed to be more to that statement. For a moment, his eyes seemed haunted.

I took a step closer. “Is everything okay?”

He blinked and the sadness was gone. “Yes. Glad the place is behind me.” He picked up Maggie and turned her to face me. Hiding behind her head and speaking in a cute puppy voice, he said, “Have dinner with Mike. Please.”

Those puppy dog eyes undid me. I put my hands on the sides of her face. “He better give you an extra treat when I say yes.”

She licked my face, and I laughed.

“She approves.” Mike’s pager went off, and he scowled before reading it. “I need to go to the precinct. Do you mind watching Maggie Maye? If not, I can run her home.”

I petted her soft head. “She can stay the night with me. I have some supplies in my car. I’ll bring her into the clinic tomorrow.”

“Thanks, I don’t know how long I’ll be.” His pager went off again. Mike kissed the top of Maggie Maye’s head, and instantly, I was jealous of the puppy. Like really jealous. Would it be weird to intercept the kiss? I only pondered that craziness for about half a second before I mentally slapped myself.

“Lock the door after me, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow. You girls sleep good.”

“We will.”

I closed the door and peered through the peephole. Mike stood there until I set the lock. It was sweet that he was so concerned. He wanted me safe. That thought made me wonder what had happened in Chicago.

Maggie Maye whimpered. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Your daddy is going to pick you up tomorrow. We get to have a sleepover tonight.”

A lick and wagging tail told me she approved. After turning off all the lights and taking the dog outside in the backyard one last time, we headed to bed. Figuring Maggie Maye would feel safer in a strange place next to me, I put her on the bed. She cuddled up to me.

My phone vibrated.

Unknown Number: Hi. It’s Mike. Everything okay?

Me: How’d you get my number? Everything is great. We’re about to go to bed. Maggie Maye is snuggling with me.

Mike: I may have bribed Lou with coffee and donuts for your number.

Oh man, Lou was a sucker for donuts and coffee. Before I was able to respond, another text appeared.

Mike: It’s official. I’m jealous of my dog.

I giggled and saved his number.

Me: I felt the same way earlier this evening.

Mike: When?

Me: Oh no, I’m not divulging. It looks like I can control myself via text.

My phone rang. I smiled when Mike’s name flashed across the screen.

“Hey there.”

I heard the sound of a blinker in the background. He must have been driving.

“Hey there. I thought I might see if I could get you to tell me. Texting doesn’t work. Maybe my voice will.”

Little butterflies danced around my stomach. “It seems I’m immune to your charm over the phone, too.”

Not really. I was sixty seconds away from cracking. Remain strong.

“When were you jealous of Maggie Maye tonight?”

I bit my lip to stifle the giggle. “Night, Mike. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Forty-five seconds. Keep your filter on, Sydney.

He let out a deep chuckle. “I see how it’s going to be. I’ll be prepared.”

Thirty seconds. I’ve got this.

“We’ll see. Bring your A game. I’ll bring mine.”

Oh yeah, I can feel the crack in my defenses widening with his sexy voice.

“Oh, I will. You’ve been warned. Night, Sydney Burch.”

Fifteen seconds.

“Night, Mike Murphy.”

The line clicked off and I squealed, shaking my legs excitedly from the feelings coursing through my body. Maggie Maye looked up at me like I was crazy. “It’s your daddy. He does this to me.”

She wagged her tail three times before closing her eyes again. I petted her soft head. “He’s something else, Maggie Maye.”
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Mike

 

I couldn’t hold back the smile on my face as I put my phone into my pocket.

“That’s an awfully big grin on your face, Officer Murphy.”

Lou stood before me, her arms crossed over her chest and a knowing grin of her own on her face.

“I’m in a good mood. Nothing wrong with that.”

Her brow lifted. “Mmm-hmm. It doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that you got Sydney’s number from me five minutes ago?”

“No, it does not.”

Lou’s husband, Bill, came around the corner, a grim look on his face. “Murphy, we need to check out this call. Someone called in stating they think they heard a girl screaming from the old witch house.”

I was instantly on high alert. “The old witch house?”

“Oh yeah. Sorry about that. Old habit. The address is 310 Essex Street.”

“The museum?”

Bill nodded, kissed Lou on the forehead, and motioned for me to follow him.

As Bill and I headed out to our squad cars, Lou called out, “I am not letting this go, Officer Murphy.”

Lifting my hand in a wave, I replied, “I didn’t think you would.”

Bill and I pulled into the parking lot of the museum. The place was pitch black, but I swore I saw something move across the window. Pulling out my gun, I spoke into my radio to Bill, who was now walking up the steps of the museum.

“Movement in the upstairs window.”

“That’s probably one of the ghosts.”

I stopped walking and stared at him as he tried the door. From his lack of entry into the house, it had to be locked.

“Did you say ghosts?”

“Go around back, take the left side of the house. I’ll go right. And yeah, Mike, haven’t you done any research of the area like Doug said? The old Corwin house is haunted. Very haunted.”

I rolled my eyes as I made my way around the house, listening for anything unusual.

“Sorry, Bill. I don’t believe in that sort of stuff.”

“Trust me, you will.”

We met up at the back of the house. I reached down and pulled on the doors for the cellar. They were locked.

“Back door is unlocked,” Bill said quietly. I quickly made my way over to him so we could enter the house together.

“Do we know who called it in?” I asked.

“Not yet. Lou, can we get more info on the caller,” he said into his radio.

“Ten four. The alarm company said the alarm hadn’t been activated.”

Bill and I exchanged a look before I stepped into the house.

“Salem PD!” I shouted.

Bill came around my side. “This is the police. Come out slowly with your hands up.”

A loud crash came from around the corner. Bill motioned for me to head in that direction. With our guns drawn, we turned the corner and found a black cat sitting on the dining room table. I breathed out a sigh of relief.

“Where the hell did that come from?” Bill asked.

“Does the museum have a house cat?” I asked, shining my flashlight around. My eye caught something in the far corner of the room, up in the exposed beams.

“I seriously doubt it with all the antiques here. Let’s go upstairs and check it out.”

“Salem PD! If you’re in the house, you need to make yourself known.” Bill shouted as I walked closer to the beams and shined my light there again.

“Mike, you find something?”

“No. No, sorry.”

I quickly headed to the steps and searched the entire second floor only to come up with nothing. The black cat followed us the entire time we were in the house.

“Do you ever have kids break in here and start trouble?” I asked as we made our way back down the stairs.

“No, not since they put in the alarm system. Someone must have forgotten to set the alarm and lock up.”

I nodded. “Pretty big mistake with all this expensive furniture and historical artifacts.” I pressed the mic on my radio. “Lou, any information on the person who called in?”

“No. She said she was afraid to give us any more information.”

“What was the number that came up?” I asked.

“It was a cell phone.”

“Shit. Maybe it was a prank.” Bill said.

I pressed the mic and spoke again. “Lou, we’ve got a cat here in the house. We need to find it again and get it out if it doesn’t belong here. Not sure how it got in.”

Lou replied, “Maybe some teenagers brought it in there? I wouldn’t think the museum would have a cat.”

“Maybe it went out. I’ll search outside; you look around in here. It was all over us upstairs,” Bill said, heading back out of the house.

I walked back into the dining room and shined my light around to see if I could find what had fallen and broken. Then I heard something, and I swung my flashlight. The black cat was sitting on top of the old fireplace, looking up at the beams. I remembered something had caught my eye earlier. I walked over to get a better look at it. There was something carved into the wood. I pulled out my phone, held the flashlight up to the wood, and snapped a picture. The cat meowed and took off running.

“Hey! Come here, kitty, kitty!” I said, following it through the dark house.

“It ran out of the house!” Bill called.

“I can’t find what broke,” I stated as I pulled the door shut behind me. “We aren’t going to leave it open, are we?”

As I said the words, a car pulled up in front of the house.

Lou’s voice came over the radio.

“Wesley is there with the keys to lock things back up,” Lou said.

I gave Bill a questioning look.

“He’s the chairman of the Historical Society board of directors. He would have access to the house.”

“Maybe he knows why the place was left unlocked,” I said.

Wesley came walking around the house, his flashlight marking the way for him.

“Good evening, officers.”

“Evening, Wes. Sorry to drag you out. It looks like everything is okay. We heard a crash but didn’t find anything broken.”

Wesley smiled and said, “It’s most likely Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth?” I asked.

“The wife of Sam Corwin.”

I sighed. “A ghost? That’s what you’re saying made the noise? Was she also the one doing the screaming?”

Wesley laughed. “This is one of the advantages of living in Salem. You’ll get used to it, Officer Murphy. Did anything else look disturbed?”

“No, with the exception of the cat. Lou said the museum did not have a cat. Are you keeping a cat in the museum now?”

Wesley frowned. “No. There shouldn’t be a cat. The woman who manages the museum is allergic.”

“Well, there was one in there, but Mike got it to run out.”

“I very much appreciate that,” Wesley said as he headed up the steps. “I’ll take a look around to ensure nothing is missing. I’ll advise if anything is disturbed after I lock up and set the alarm.”

“Why wasn’t the alarm set?” I asked.

“Probably the last employee forgot to turn it on. It happens every now and then.”

Bill seemed to be happy with that answer, so I was as well.

“Let us know if you find anything out of place, Wesley.”

Wesley raised his hand and gave us a wave as he called out, “I certainly will. Have a good evening.”

Bill and I headed back to our squad cars.

“I’ll write the report once I get back to the station. You gonna head out?” Bill asked.

“Yeah, I’ll take a drive around the area, make sure everything looks okay.”

He smiled. “See you back at the station.”

Once I got into my car, I pulled up the photo I had taken inside the house and stared at it in disbelief.

It was the same symbol that was on the coin Sydney had showed me earlier that evening.
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Sydney

 

“Looks like you had a visitor last night,” Marie said as I walked into the office and set Maggie Maye down. Marie waggled her eyebrows repeatedly, and I rolled my eyes and giggled.

Maggie Maye sniffed around the office. The cleaning crew had been there last night, and the smell of bleach permeated the air. She sat in front of the fish tank and watched Ragnor swim around in his lazy circles. A little growl grew in the back of her throat.

“That’s Ragnor. He’s the office mascot.”

She looked at me with her big puppy-dog eyes while she cocked her head. “Do you want to be an office mascot, too?”

I received a bark in reply. She was too cute.

Amazingly enough, she’d slept through the night and we had no accidents in the house this morning. I took out a rawhide and tossed it to her. So far, no one had contacted me about Maggie Maye. Once a full week passed, I imagined it would be safe to assume the likelihood of anyone showing was slim.

Marie asked, “Well, did someone come by?”

Nonchalantly, I shrugged. “Mike dropped by with a pizza. That was it.”

“Pish posh. There’s more to it, and you know it.”

I loved Marie, but she was also a huge gossip. She and her Red Hat Society women, which included Lou and Peggy, met every month and compared notes. If I revealed too much, I’d be featured in their conversations.

“I watched Maggie Maye for him last night when he got called away. We’re friends.”

The door chimed, and the little puppy took off. Mike gave me a million-dollar grin, which I returned. The Salem PD T-shirt was black this time. Why, cruel world, why? The material was thin, showing off every muscle, and I took a steadying breath.

I will not lose my composure. I will not make a fool out of myself.

“As promised, I brought coffee. I figured Marie would be here, too. Chuck at the coffee shop said Marie takes it black with a dash of sugar, and of course I know you like yours with caramel creamer, Syd.”

Marie took the proffered cup. “Oh honey, I wish I was younger. I’d chase you around this office.”

Mike laughed, but his eyes never left mine. Casually he stepped closer, and his extreme hotness nearly incinerated me.

Ruff. Ruff. Ruff.

Maggie Maye gave a series of barks at his feet.

“Hey there, Mags. Did you miss me? As soon as Sydney takes this coffee, I’ll pick you up.”

Shit, that was my cue. I took the coffee and inhaled its rich fragrance. “Thank you. Smells amazing.”

“Good.” He picked up Maggie Maye. She licked his face crazily—like it had been forever since she’d seen him.

My word. A man in a police T-shirt loving on a dog definitely had the lady parts screaming for attention.

“I need to mop. You two go back to Sydney’s office.”

I whipped my head around to stare at Marie. The office crew cleaned the night before. Their duties included mopping the floors. It smelled of bleach in the office. “What? They—”

Marie waved her hand. “Go. I need to get my chores done.”

Tilting her head, her eyes widened in a way that told me to just go with it. Mike’s brow bunched in confusion before he shook his head and chuckled.

“Out. Both of you. To the back. I need to hurry before our first patient arrives. Leave Maggie Maye with me. I need her help.”

This was beyond obvious. Maybe now was a good time to fall like I had before and escape the humiliation of Marie locking us in my office like a game of Seven Minutes in Heaven. “Marie, the floors are fine.”

Without warning, she grabbed my hand and pulled me into my office. Mike followed us inside and the door was promptly shut, leaving Maggie Maye with Marie in the waiting area.

I muttered, “I think you make every woman crazy.”

Mike gave no response, so I glanced up. The familiar tension between us grew, and I gulped. Yes, gulped. There was a hunger in Mike’s eyes I hadn’t seen before.

Think, Sydney. Think. “Umm, this is my office. Here’s my stethoscope.”

Mike didn’t move.

This was so awkward. I needed no help from Marie with this. I’d managed to get dates all on my own.

My nerves were rattled, and of course I kept prattling about. “This is the heart model I use to show the effects of heartworms. And this is—”

“Sydney.”

I looked his way. “Yes?”

“Why were you jealous about Maggie Maye last night?”

Oh hell. I was surely going to crack. Locked in a room with the mega hot cop. My defenses were going to fold like a cheap suit.

I licked my lips. “I think learning about heartworms would be better. We should definitely get Maggie Maye on preventative medicine if no one claims her in the next couple of days. And you should consider if you want to get her spayed. Accidental pregnancies can happen when she’s in heat.”

Accidental pregnancies? Maybe I should give myself a swirly.

He took a step forward. “I don’t think that would be better.”

I was filled with equal amounts of nervousness and anticipation. Of course, nerves got the better of me. “Maybe listen to my stethoscope? People love to do that.”

He took three measured steps, and I could feel the heat of his body next to me. My body called to be closer to his. My eyes drifted down to his feet.

I am so out of practice with this. Maybe the bookstore has a Dummies Guide to Dating.

Going to the bookstore was a must on my to-do list in the next couple of days.

With a gentle pressure from his finger under my chin, he pulled my head up to meet his gaze. “Will you please tell me?”

Please. My complete undoing. Damn you, sex-ridden brain!

“I was jealous she got a kiss good-bye from you.” Scared what he might think, I mashed my lips together. Of course, that only lasted two seconds. “I mean, I wanted to intercept it. But that would be crazy.”

The darkening of his blue eyes told me he liked what I’d said… maybe. Maybe I didn’t sound as crazy as I thought.

“How about I make it up to you with a good-morning kiss?”

Yes! Yes! Yes! His mouth was so close and his minty breath whispered over me. Oh, how I wanted to feel those lips. “I think that would help.”

Without another word, his lips pressed against mine. I let out a small sigh. Mike took advantage and slipped his tongue into my mouth. His taste was exquisite. One hand went to the nape of my neck and the other to the small of my back, pulling me flush against him.

Wow to the zer. The commanding feel of his mouth, combined with the possessive touch on my nape, had me nearly fainting. No, don’t faint! You can’t miss a second of this!

I moaned, and he pulled me closer to him, if that were possible.

Inside, I screamed for more.

Then he wrenched his mouth from mine, panting. “Fuck, that was amazing.”

I grinned. “Well said.” My brow furrowed. “Why’d you stop?”

“There’s someone in the waiting room asking for you.” At my look of confusion, he winked. “Cop ears.”

We walked to the door. Before he opened it, Mike turned to me. “I want to call in sick from work and kiss you all day long. How does dinner tomorrow night sound? I have to do some work tonight.”

“Like a date?”

“Yes, like a date.”

“Yes, I’d love to.”

“Perfect.”

We walked out into to the lobby to find Wesley with a bag of baked goods. “I came bearing gifts. Your fave from Chuck’s—chocolate croissants.”

“Oh yum. Thanks, Wesley.”

I took the bag and glanced at Mike, who was giving Wesley a hard stare. Oh, he had no idea Wesley and I were only friends. For all Mike knew, I acted like a crazy person for anyone with a penis. I never acted crazy in front of guys. Normally, they had zero effect. Which made it even harder to come to grips with my erratic behavior.

Motioning between the two men, I made introductions. “Mike, this is Wesley. Wesley, Mike.” Turning back to Mike, I said, “Wesley and I have been friends since we were kids.”

A little of the tension eased from his face, but not all of it. “Wesley.”

“Mike.”

Is that a guy thing? Did they already meet? I’d ask Mike later.

An awkward silence fell over the room. Wesley cleared his throat. “I wanted to see if you were available for dinner tonight.”

Beside me, Mike stiffened only slightly. If the roles were reversed, I wouldn’t want another girl inviting him to dinner without more explanation. I needed an excuse. “Sounds fun, but Mike and I have plans tonight. Maybe a rain check?”

Mike’s face relaxed, and he almost smiled. Until we had time to talk, I wanted him to understand that Wesley was simply a friend. Of course, I would never abandon my friend, but I wanted to explore what I had with Mike.

Wesley pulled out his phone. “What if we went out as a group? It might be nice. How about dinner at A Mano Italian tonight instead of later this week? Does seven work?”

Wesley wasn’t giving up, but that was normal. Once he had his mind set on something, it was rare he changed courses. I glanced at Mike, who nodded. “It does.”

I guessed his plans were changeable. Phew.

Wesley checked the time. “I need to run to a meeting. See you both tonight. I’m going to check if Leslie can make it.”

Leslie? Who’s Leslie? I shrugged, figuring I’d find out soon enough. I waved. “Bye, Wesley.”

“Bye, Sydney.”

Marie stood from where she’d been sitting at her desk. I had forgotten she was in the room. “I have some dusting I need to do in your office.”

As she left the room, Mike watched me. I touched his arm. “Wesley is just a friend. I promise.”

He nodded. “Okay. I won’t stop you from seeing your friends, Syd.”

I smiled. “I figured that. But I wanted to make sure you understood Wesley and I are only friends. I hope you’re not missing anything too important tonight. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

With each passing second, Mike grew more comfortable with me again. “I had some stuff to look into for a few cases I have, that’s all. I’d have to stop for dinner at some point.”

“Good. I’m glad it worked out. Do you know Wesley?”

Mike ran a hand down his scruff. “We’ve had a few disagreements with some cases. I’ve only spoken with him a handful of times. I’m sure he’s a great guy.”

Oh yeah, cop meets lawyer. Now I understood why there might be a bit of animosity. Hopefully, outside of work, differences would be put aside. Dinner was going to be interesting.
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Sydney

 

“So, Mike, how do you like Salem?” Wesley asked.

Mike finished his drink before answering. “It’s a great city.” He winked at me. “As of four days ago, Salem became my favorite city.”

I couldn’t help but grin as he stared at me, clearly indicating I was the reason why.

Thank goodness things at dinner between Mike and Wesley were normal. It had been an emotionally exhausting day at work. We’d had to let two families know that test results had determined their pets had terminal cancer. Losing a pet was the worst part of my job. I had known those two dogs since they were puppies.

Since then, my mood had remained sullen.

Mike had offered to pick me up from the clinic, but appointments had run late. So we met at the restaurant instead.

I motioned to the empty seat. “Is Leslie going to make it?”

“I hope so. Her meeting is running late.”

From what I’d gathered, Leslie and Wesley had been dating for a little over a month.

I took a sip of my wine, hoping that now Mike understood Wesley and I were simply friends. Nothing more.

A woman approached the table, and Wesley dabbed his mouth as he stood. “Hello, darling. Glad you could make it.”

She gave him a quick kiss. “Sorry I’m late. Things didn’t go according to plan.”

“I can tell. Come sit down.” Wesley pulled out her chair and helped her settle at the table. “Leslie, this is one of my oldest and dearest friends, Sydney, and her date, Mike.”

Since he was introducing her to me—one of his oldest friends—he must consider her more than just a romp between the sheets.

We exchanged pleasantries. Leslie was cute, with dark hair cut in a pixie style and warm brown eyes.

Leslie smiled. “I’m excited to meet you. Wesley said one of his best friends moved here. Hopefully, we can grab coffee sometime. You can give me all the dirt to hold over Wesley’s head.”

I laughed. “Sure thing. But Wesley is pretty boring. He was the one always keeping me out of trouble.”

Wesley rolled his eyes. “Only when you were impractical and could have gotten hurt.”

Cocking my head, I quipped, “Don’t be such a stuffed shirt,” and everyone at the table laughed. As we laughed, our server brought over steaming plates loaded with food. Mike’s steak looked mouthwatering, but one bite of my pasta convinced me I’d made the right choice. After we’d begun to eat, Leslie motioned with her fork between Mike and me. “How long have you been dating?”

I shook my head and laughed, knowing how crazy it sounded. “Like a day, maybe. I don’t know if it counts since we haven’t been on an official date yet.”

Beside me, Mike squeezed my leg. “A mistake I plan to rectify soon.”

Leslie sighed. “That’s so sweet.”

Leslie filled the silence with small talk about the town, her job, and her favorite shops. Eventually, Mike grabbed my hand; his thumb made small, soothing strokes on mine. The waiter came around, removing plates and asking about dessert.

Mike’s pager went off and he checked it as discreetly as possible. Regret was written all over his face when he turned to me. “I need to go. There’s been a break-in.”

“I think I’m going to head home, too. I’m exhausted,” I said. “Do you need me to get Maggie Maye for you?”

He placed his napkin on the table and motioned for the water. “I don’t think so. If I do, I’ll let you know. Are you good to get home?”

The waiter approached the table, and Mike handed him a card. Wesley said to Mike, “I’ll get dinner tonight. My treat.”

“Thanks for the offer. But I’ll get Syd’s and mine.”

Leslie gave a pouty face and said, “I wish you’d stay for dessert.” It seemed an overly exaggerated expression considering her age.

“Thank you. But I’m exhausted. We had to let two families know their pets were terminal today, and now they have to decide if they want to put them down. It’s been a rough day.”

Mike squeezed my hand, and I saw the sympathy in his eyes. Wesley nodded my way. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will, thanks.”

Across from me, Leslie persisted. “It’ll help take your mind off everything. Please stay.”

I stood with Mike as he signed the check. “Rain check. It was nice meeting you. Night, Wesley.”

Wesley stood. “Night, Sydney. Sorry about your day.”

“Thanks.”

There was a storm rolling in. Mike held my hand as we walked to my car. A dull headache throbbed at the back of my head. “I thought something was off. You need to talk about it?”

“No. It’s part of the job. It just makes for a sucky day. I’m going to go home, curl up in bed, and maybe research the letter.”

Mike leaned in to kiss my cheek. “I’ll make sure we don’t have any interruptions tomorrow night. There is something I want to talk to you about. It’s something I found in one of the houses here in town. It can wait, though. I’ll call to check on you later.”

“I can’t wait. Go catch some bad guys.”

That made him smile. “I will.”

I looked in the rearview mirror as I was pulling out of the lot. Mike had stayed until I was safely on my way.

When I was finally home, I put on my pajamas and settled in bed with my laptop and the notebook. I needed to research Quinn Soloman and her family to see what I could find out. As soon as I had some free time, I planned to stop by and see Beatrice at the welcome center. That was a great place to get information on the history of the town.

I held the compass Grandpa had given me as I searched.

There were no records of Quinn Soloman from Salem, Massachusetts. That wasn’t a surprise because records from the 1800s weren’t necessarily online. I searched the name Hathorne and found a Judge John Hathorne, who had been a judge during the witch trials. He’d had two sons and had regretted being part of the trials. I kept reading, wondering if there was any connection. Nathaniel Hawthorne had been a famous writer who changed his name almost a hundred years later in order to disassociate himself from the judge. This wasn’t much to go on. Maybe Beatrice will know. She was one of the most knowledgeable people in the area.

Ahh, the questions.

This was exactly what I needed after a yucky day.

My phone rang. Mike’s name scrolled across the screen, and I gave a little giggle seeing it. I was shocked at the time, though. Over three hours had passed since I arrived home, and I hadn’t noticed.

“Hello, Officer Murphy.”

“I thought I was Mike to you.”

“Aren’t you in uniform?”

For a moment, there was silence, and then Mike’s voice came back on the line. “Not anymore.”

“You’re naked?” I squeezed my eyes shut. “I mean… Don’t answer that. I don’t want the image of you naked. I mean… Yes, I do want the image. But no… no… no… this is going terribly wrong. I’m going to stop talking now.”

Laughter greeted me from the other end of the line. “I’ve put on a pair of sweatpants. I had to remedy being Officer Murphy.” Sigh… he wanted me to call him Mike. “Unless you want me to be naked.”

I froze. How am I supposed to respond to that? Hearing him get all bothered on the phone would be hot. Like whoa hot. But… but… but…

“Syd, I was kidding. Sweatpants will stay on. What are you doing?”

Thinking about you stroking your dick.

Wait. Did I say that aloud? I waited, but Mike didn’t react. No, I hadn’t. Phew. Focus. Mike had changed the subject, so I took that as an opportunity to do so, as well, and avoid any further humiliation.

“I’m trying to research the names we found in the letter.”

“What’d you find?”

“Nothing on Quinn or her family. I found some on the Hathornes, but I think it was because Judge John Hathorne presided over the witch trials. There’s no mention of a daughter.”

I scrolled and found nothing useful. “Gah! If only I was a detective. I feel like my Nancy Drew skills are broken. The internet is not my friend.”

“I’m coming over with Maggie Maye.”

“You are?”

“If that’s okay. I wanted to talk to you about what I found in the Salem Witch House Museum.”

“Yes, it’s fine.” More than fine.

I heard the sound of a door closing on his end of the line. “Admit it. You’re a closet scavenger hunt lover.”

“Hello, my name is Mike Murphy, and I love scavenger hunts.”

“Really?”

“Yes, it’s why I became a cop. The thrill of solving a mystery. And this is more exciting since it involves history.”

“Oh, yes, history buff. I don’t mean you’re buff. I mean you are a buff.” I groaned and dropped my head back against the headboard. “I’m going to stop talking now.”

He chuckled, and I bit my lip. I could head the crickets chirping loudly from Mike’s side of the call. I better get dressed. What should I wear?

There was a knock at my door as he said, “I’m here, Syd.”

“Wait—you’re here?” Still in my nightie, I threw on my robe and drew the tie tight. “How’d you get here so fast?”

“The house I’m renting is only two houses away.”

“Oh, so Mrs. Nelson is your neighbor. She’s a member of the Red Hat Society with Lou and Marie, which is otherwise known as Salem’s fastest gossip channel.”

“So that’s how everyone knew I’d stopped by the clinic.”

I giggled. “Exactly.”

“Are you going to open the door, Syd?”

Oh, right. He lived close. Two houses. Officer McHotty was only two houses away. Mentally, I fist pumped. I made it to the front door in record time but stopped to take a deep breath to appear unaffected.

When I opened the door, Mike put Maggie Maye down, and she scurried up the stairs. “Where are you going, Mags?”

“Probably to my bedroom.”

She disappeared at the landing, and I turned back to Mike. He pressed his lips against mine. “Hello, beautiful. I’m glad you gave me an excuse to come over.”

“You don’t need an excuse.”

“I like that answer, but you happen to have a detective a few houses from you that wants to assist your Nancy Drew skills. Where’s your computer?”

“Upstairs.”

He kissed me again. This time, I felt his tongue swipe against my lips. “I think we might want to start researching before things go too far.”

I blinked in confusion. “Too far?”

“I want to open your robe and feel what’s underneath, Syd.”

“Oh my.” Yes, open my robe and touch my nipples. Roll them between your fingertips as you ease your finger inside me. My hormones were out of control. I really needed to dust off my vibrator before I started to hump his leg.

Mike grabbed my hand and led me up the stairs. In my bedroom, Maggie Maye was already asleep on my bed. There was a love seat under the window to the right. I grabbed the computer and we settled there.

“See? What do you think?”
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I took the computer from Sydney and started to read through what she’d found.

“Have you seen anything with the symbol that was on the coin in any of your research?”

Sydney shook her head. “No, nothing.”

I handed her back the computer. The way she was snuggled up next to me had my body on fire. I wanted to slip my hands in her robe and explore every inch of her body, kiss every inch of her body.

Clearing my throat, I pushed my thoughts away before they started giving my dick any ideas.

“We had a call last night. A woman said she heard a female screaming from the Salem Witch House Museum.”

“Probably the ghost, Elizabeth.”

My mouth dropped open. “Jesus Christ. Not you, too?”

She smiled. “What? It is the second most haunted place in Salem. I think I’ve even seen a woman walk by the upstairs middle window.”

“Really? I think I did, too.”

“See! A ghost.”

I rolled my eyes. “Back to what I was saying. The door was unlocked and the alarm hadn’t been set, which I thought should be concerning since the place is filled with historical artifacts and antique furniture, but I keep forgetting this is not Chicago.”

Sydney smiled, and I felt a squeeze in my chest. She was so beautiful—even more so when her face lit up.

“Bill and I heard a crash in the dining room area. We found a cat in there but never did find anything broken.”

Sydney’s eyes widened as she whispered, “A ghost.”

Ignoring her comment, I kept talking. “When I was shining my flashlight around, I saw something on a wood beam, but I didn’t have time to really look at it. After we searched the house and found everything was okay, I went back into the dining room to find this black cat that had been in the house and following us around.”

“How did the cat get in there?”

“No idea. Maybe some kids let it in, thinking it was funny. Anyway, it was sitting on the fireplace mantel, looking up at the spot where I had shined my light.”

Sydney rubbed her hands together. “Oh, this is getting good! Maybe a ghost cat.”

“A ghost cat?”

She nodded and smiled.

“Okay… anyway. It gets better. Look at what was carved into the wood.”

I handed her my phone, and she stared at the symbol.

“Mike, this is the symbol that’s on the coin.”

I nodded. “I know. I didn’t want to say anything until I attempted to find something out about it.”

“Did you find anything?”

“No. I did, however, find an old blog that a woman here in Salem used to have. It talked about a secret society. I remembered that was what Quinn had said in the letter you found.”

Her eyes lit up. “Yes! Do you think the symbol is part of the secret society?”

With a half shrug, I replied, “I’m not sure. I even scanned the picture into the computer and tried to do a reverse image search, but I came up with nothing. Well, not nothing, I guess. It led me to that woman’s blog.”

“What was her name?”

“She never says her name. Her blog posts were sort of crazy and off the wall. She talked a lot about the witch trials and how it was all a conspiracy theory.”

“Conspiracy theory?”

“Yes, she hinted that the women’s deaths had nothing to do with them being accused of being witches. More like they knew things they weren’t supposed to know.”

Sydney frowned. “What kind of things?”

“Here, let me pull up her blog and show you.”

Sydney handed me back the laptop, and I couldn’t ignore the way my body felt when our hands touched. By the way she drew in a quick breath, I knew she’d felt it, too.

I typed in the web address I remembered from last night and waited for it to load. But all that popped up was a message that said the server couldn’t be found.

“That’s weird. Hold on. Let me look at my notes in my phone to make sure I have the right website.”

After checking the web address again, I looked at Sydney. “That’s weird. The site is gone now.”

Her eyes widened. “Do you think someone took it down because you were looking at it?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. If that was the case, I had a strange feeling that Sydney might have stumbled onto something not so innocent and fun. No, that couldn’t be it. There was no way Virgil would have ever put her in danger.

“What are you thinking about?” Sydney asked. “You have such a serious look on your face.”

My eyes met hers, and in that moment, I didn’t give two shits about symbols, secret societies, or why some nutcase’s website had been removed. It was probably a coincidence, anyway. The site hadn’t been updated in years.

I took the laptop and set it on the small table in front of the love seat.

“I want to kiss you, Sydney.”

Her tongue moved along her lips before she nodded.

Placing my hand to the nape of her neck, I pulled her to me and pressed my lips to hers. We both let out a soft moan when our tongues met.

The kiss started off slow and easy, but it quickly turned to more when I stood and carried her over to the bed. I pulled her to me as I laid back.

Shit, feeling her lying on top of me, knowing she had hardly anything on under her robe, had me hard in an instant.

“Mike,” she gasped when our mouths parted and she pressed against my hard length as she straddled me.

“I want to touch you, Syd, but I only want to go as far as you want.”

With a smile, she sat up and undid the belt of her robe and let it fall open to reveal the thin nightgown she had on. My fingers itched to lift her gown over her head and pull her nipple into my mouth.

I looked up to find her watching me. Her own eyes were hooded with lust.

“Touch me, Mike.”

I swallowed hard. Why in the hell am I nervous? Why does this feel so… different?

“Where?”

She removed the robe and lifted the gown over her head, giving me full view of her body. The only thing she had on was a pair of panties.

“Fuck, Syd.”

She had the most beautiful breasts I’d ever seen. I reached up and cupped them both, rubbing my thumbs over her tight nipples.

“Oh my.”

When she started to move her hips against my dick, I had to control the urge to flip her over and take her.

“Syd, how far?” I asked, my voice cracking.

“More. A little… more.”

Sitting up, I took her nipple into my mouth, sucking on it while I played with the other.

“Yes. Oh my, you have magic lips. And a huge—”

When she stopped short of what she was going to say, I pulled away and looked up at her. “A huge what?”

She blushed. “Zucchini?”

Laughing, I replied, “Are you asking if that’s a zucchini in my pants?”

“No?”

Lifting my hips, I flashed her a wide grin. “Trust me, it’s bigger than a zucchini.”

With a giggle, she rolled her hips against my cock and closed her eyes, eliciting a groan from both of us.

Fuck. If she came, there was no way I’d make it home fast enough to give myself my own release.

“Mike. Oh… yes.”

I took her nipple back into my mouth as my hand slowly slid down her stomach. I placed one fingertip into the waistband of her panties and moved it slowly.

“How far, baby? I need to know.”

Before she had a chance to answer, her doorbell rang.

We stilled.

Sydney groaned and said, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Maggie Maye jumped off the bed and went running down the steps as Sydney rested her forehead against mine. We took deep breaths to calm ourselves.

There was another ringing of the doorbell, and then a loud knock had her reaching for her gown and slipping it back on, followed by the robe.

“I better get it.”

“Yeah, you probably should.”

As she walked away, I cursed inwardly. Whoever was at the door was going to get their ass arrested.
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I walked down the steps as Maggie Maye jumped up at the door. Sydney pulled her belt tightly around her waist and peeked through the peephole. I sighed with relief knowing she didn’t just throw open her door to anyone.

She unlocked the door and opened it. “Wesley? What are you doing here? I wasn’t expecting you.”

My fists balled up as I watched him give her a once-over as she tried to calm Maggie Maye down.

Prick. It wasn’t like I had any issue with the guy. He had gotten a few people off on a lot less than they deserved, but he had seemed like an okay guy. Except for how he was looking at Sydney right now.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay. I was worried about you when you left. And with someone breaking into the museum tonight, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

Sure you were… dick.

“You’re so sweet, but I’m fine. Mike told me about that. I’m glad nothing was taken. It would be a shame to lose any pieces of the town’s history.”

Wesley sighed. “Me, too. I had something I wanted to talk to you about. Mind if I come in for a bit, maybe have a glass of wine?”

What in the fuck? Is he crazy?

“Hey, Wesley.”

The sound of my voice caused him to look up at me. He frowned as I descended the stairs. Then he forced a smile. “Mike.”

When he looked back at Sydney, she didn’t offer up any excuses why I was there or coming down from the second floor, most likely from her bedroom. I could still see the flush on her cheeks, and her kiss-swollen lips said exactly what we had just been doing.

“I hadn’t realized you had an overnight guest. My apologies.”

Sydney looked from me to Wesley. “Mike stopped by to help me research something, and he also wanted to make sure I was okay.”

Wesley sent me a look that screamed he was not happy I was there.

Friend only, my ass.

“Well, I knew you had a rough day. Are you doing better?” Wesley asked, a touch of bitterness in his voice.

“I am. Thanks for stopping by, but if you don’t mind, Mike and I were… ah… we were… um… making pizzas?”

I chuckled to myself. God, I adored this woman.

“It was great seeing you again, Wesley,” I said, walking up behind Sydney and placing my hands on her shoulders.

“You, too. Have a good evening, Sydney. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Wesley. We’ll talk tomorrow?”

“Of course. Good night.”

The moment she shut the door, she turned and sagged against it. “I’m so sorry he interrupted.”

I framed her face with my hands and kissed her. Her arms came up through mine and wrapped tightly around my neck.

When we withdrew, I smiled. “I better let you get some rest. You’ve had a long, emotional day.”

Her eyes filled with disappointment. I ran my fingertip down her cheek and along her jawline. “The first time I make you come, Syd, I want to be in a bed, with you naked, and my hands and mouth all over you.”

She gulped before she spoke. “I want to be your sucker.”

I frowned. “My sucker?”

“No, no. That’s not what I meant. I was talking about, you know… like how many licks would it take to get to…”

That made me raise an eyebrow.

“I’m going to stop talking.”

“Yeah, I think you probably should.”

Giving me a sexy smile, she said, “But I wonder how many licks it would take—”

I pressed my finger to her lips and shook my head. “Syd.”

She nodded.

With a wink, I removed my finger, kissed her lightly on the lips, and said, “I can’t wait to find out, lollypop.”

With that, I reached down to pick up Maggie Maye.

“Sleep good, sweetheart.”

She sighed as though I’d just said the most romantic thing ever to her. I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and said, “Lock the door behind me.”

“Okay.”

“Night, Syd.”

“Good night, Mike.”
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The next morning, I woke to Maggie Maye licking my face.

“Good morning, Mags. You have to go potty?”

She barked and bolted out of my room. I could hear her little nails as she ran down the steps and through the house to the back door. I couldn’t believe how quickly she took to house training. My little girl was a smart one.

Yawning, I stood and stretched. Then the memory of last night hit me all over again, and I felt a rush of warmth race through my body. This was a new feeling—nothing I had ever experienced before with a woman. I didn’t want to think too much about it, but I knew for a fact there was something different about Sydney Burch. Something that had me thinking about her nearly nonstop.

Maggie Maye barked, letting me know I was taking too long. I rushed down the stairs, forgetting to put a T-shirt on. Once I opened the back door, the pup ran around the yard, found her spot, and went pee. Then she took off after a bird, chased a butterfly, and stumbled over herself when she attempted to run by and grab a stick along her way.

I laughed. “I’m going to call you Sydney Junior. Come on, girl, let’s get some breakfast.”

As I made my way back into the house, I glanced at my laptop on the kitchen table. I’d lain in bed last night, bothered by the fact that the blog I had been on earlier had vanished.

Maggie ate her kibbles as I mixed up a protein shake and drank it.

The sound of the doorbell was unexpected, and I made my way through the house to answer it. I looked through the side window and saw Sydney standing there.

There goes that warm fuzzy feeling in my chest again.

She was holding two coffees and a little bag.

When I opened the door, her smile faded.

“Good morning, beautiful. To what do I owe this honor?”

Her eyes slowly raked over my body.

“Oh my… my… Oh my… wow… You can really see them all. Like… they’re so bumpy. And all the same size.”

I looked down at my stomach and laughed. “The same size?”

When she looked up at me, she wore a horrified expression. “Oh my gosh! Do over!”

She spun around and rushed down the steps of my porch only to turn around and come back up them again. This time, however, her eyes were fixed on her feet.

“Don’t look at them. Don’t look at them,” she mumbled as she stopped in front of me, looking at my feet now. “Good morning! I brought you coffee and a treat for Mags.”

“Wow, thank you.”

Her eyes jerked up, and she focused on the porch ceiling.

“Would you like to come in?” I asked, trying not to laugh, but loving that I had such an effect on her. If she only knew she had the same effect on me.

“Oh, sure. Yes, thank you.”

She held out the coffee while she lifted the other cup and proceeded to study the name Sydney written on it. I took the coffee and stepped to the side, allowing her room to walk in.

Rushing by me quickly, she stepped into the living room and scanned the entire place.

“It’s adorable in here.”

“Adorable wasn’t what I was going for, but that’s my mother’s fault. Thank you for the compliment, though. Let’s head into the kitchen; I take a bit of cream with my coffee.”

“Mmm-hmm, okay. Yep. Kitchen. I should go first, though, so I don’t stare at your back muscles.”

Sydney slapped her hand over her mouth and closed her eyes for a moment.

“I work hard for those muscles. Stare all you want.”

She shook her head as she walked by, saying, “You’re not helping.”

I started to follow her. Sydney turned around and held out her hand. Of course, I walked right into it. The feel of her hand on my chest drove me mad with desire. Her fingers flexed against my skin while her mouth parted slightly.

“Wow.”

“Syd.”

“It’s so hard.”

“Syd.”

Her eyes lifted to meet my gaze. “You should probably put on a shirt before I do something crazy like hump your leg.”

This time I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Taking her hand in mine, I turned her arm over and kissed her wrist.

“Seriously, after last night, leg-humping is likely in the foreseeable future.”

I handed her my coffee and headed back out to the living room and up the stairs to my bedroom. I grabbed the first T-shirt I could find and slipped it on over my head. When I walked into the kitchen, Sydney stared at me like I had grown a second head.

“No! Not the black Salem PD shirt. That’s just being mean.”

I glanced down at the shirt. “What’s wrong with this shirt?”

“Wrong?” she repeated with a laugh. “Oh, there is nothing wrong with it. There is really nothing wrong with it when you add in the lounge pants and the fact that I can see your… your… zucchini bulge.”

She dropped her head and sighed. “Seriously. I need something to shock me before I open my mouth again.”

Smiling, I took her into my arms. “My zucchini is happy to see you.”

She blushed. “I’m glad to know that. Seriously, though, you have to change, Mike. I feel like my body is going to explode with all this…”

I placed my finger against her lips. “I feel like there is another thought you’re trying to keep in your head that your mouth really wants to let loose.”

This time she giggled, and it was the sweetest sound I’d ever heard.

“I’m going to go change.”

After changing into jeans and a hideous, puke-green promotional T-shirt I got for free at some fundraiser, I walked back into the kitchen. Sydney was standing there, looking down at Maggie Maye’s food and water bowls.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She looked back at me and grimaced at the shirt I had on.

“Goodness, that thing is… not the black Salem PD shirt.”

“Nope, I thought this one might be a safer choice,” I replied, taking my coffee and opening the lid. I noticed Sydney had already added the cream for me. For some strange reason, that made my chest tighten, and a lump formed in my throat.

“Mike, we have a problem. Maggie Maye is eating and drinking out of your normal kitchen bowls.”

“How is that a problem?”

Her mouth fell open in shock. “What? Seriously? She can’t drink and eat from human bowls!”

I tried not to smile, but I couldn’t help myself, and I felt the corner of my mouth lift. “Why not? A bowl’s a bowl, Syd.”

She scoffed while picking up Maggie Maye. “A bowl’s a bowl? It’s okay, sweet girl. We will go right now to PetSmart and get you new bowls that are just yours.” She turned back to me with a frown. “Did you also know she had snuck in a stick and wanted me to throw it in the house?”

“Oh, yeah. That’s her fetch toy.”

This time her hand went to her hip while she cradled my dog in her other arm. “Her… her fetch toy?”

I nodded.

“You play fetch with her in the house… with a stick?”

“I’m going to guess you’re not a fan of that idea,” I said with a wink.

She rolled her eyes at me. “Mike, you have to play fetch outside. And you don’t want her chewing on a stick.”

Sydney held Maggie Maye up to her face and put their noses together. “We don’t want her getting an ouchy from eating sticks. Do we? No, we don’t. No, ma’am.”

Smiling, I took in the scene before me. I could get used to having Sydney here every morning.

I stopped short on that thought.

Holy shit, Murphy. Slow it down.

“Want to go to PetSmart with us?” Sydney asked.

“You don’t have any clients this morning?”

She shook her head. “Nope. I’m all yours for the entire morning.” Then her eyebrows pulled in. “I mean, unless you have to work.”

“I’m off today.”

Once again, I was graced with her brilliant smile.

“Then I say we see what sort of trouble we get into today.”

Staring into her sky-blue eyes, I replied, “You’re on.”
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“Oh, you love your pretty bowls, don’t you, sweet Mags.” I petted Maggie Maye’s head while she drank from her new bowl on her paw-print mat. The pink glitter on the bowl sparkled in the light. It was perfect for this sweet puppy.

I looked at Mike. “See? She loves it.”

“Syd, I just spent three hundred and fifty dollars at the pet store on teething stuff, toys, bed, and treats. She better love it.”

I whispered to Mags, “What your daddy meant to say was that he is so glad no one has claimed you, and he gladly spent all that money.”

So far, we had been lucky and no one had come forward. I had several people in line who wanted her, but if the prior owners weren’t found, Maggie Maye already had a forever home.

Mike grinned at me. “That works, too.”

Oink. Oink. Oink.

“Tell me that is not the noise of a toy we bought my dog?” Mike looked horrified.

I giggled as Maggie Maye squeaked her blue pig toy. “It’s cute. It’ll teach her to understand animal sounds. Pigs go oink. Cows go moo.” The song had played over and over again at the pet store, so I’d added the toy to aggravate Mike. “But what does the fox say? I don’t really know. That song never really cleared that up for me. Don’t you agree? Or should I play it again?”

Mike touched my face and stared into my eyes.

Oink. Oink. Oink.

Maggie Maye pranced about, squeaking her blue pig.

Oink. Oink. Oink.

His finger brushed against my lips, and I wanted to feel his lips against mine again. I wanted—no, I needed more.

In that moment, nothing else mattered except for him and me. He leaned in closer. “Will you come over the day after tomorrow? I want to cook dinner for you.”

When Mike greeted me at the door, shirtless, I’d nearly had a spaz attack. Watching him cook dinner for me might make me combust on the spot. “I’d love that.”

Hopefully we’re having zucchini for dinner.

I froze, waiting to see if I’d said that out loud. Lately, things slipped out of my mouth without any sort of warning. Normally, I had some sort of self-control. But not with Officer McHotty.

Crinkles formed at the corners of Mike’s eyes while he smiled, which meant he was laughing at something silently. Is it me? Maybe I had a booger. Gross. But if that was the case, he would probably have a look of disgust because, yeah, gross… boogers. Instead, the smile lines deepened.

“What are you laughing at?”

“What were you just thinking?”

Phew. I hadn’t said it out loud. I shrugged. “Nothing, really.”

Success! I had maintained control.

“I know you were thinking something. Your eyes got really wide like you were wondering if you’d said it out loud. Then they got even wider, and I’m guessing you probably thought of something else and went off on a tangent.”

Shit. Think. Think. Think.

Discussing zucchinis and accidental bats in the cave—aka boogers—probably wasn’t a good idea, so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Well I was going chirt, chirt, chirt, chirt, chirt in my head, thinking that might be what the fox said.”

Mike gave a deep laugh. “I don’t think that was it.”

I grinned. “Maybe not, but I have successfully filtered something from even you.”

Once again, we got lost in each other’s eyes. I felt like I was on cloud nine. Mike stared at my lips, and I licked them without thinking, feeling the heat begin to rise within my core. He leaned in closer, his breath tickling my skin. “I wish it was the day after tomorrow already, Syd.”

“Me, too.”

He closed the gap and brushed his lips against mine. They were so firm and commanding. I could feel his hunger for me. And I wanted him to devour me. Mike Murphy was becoming a need.

Ding. Ding. Ding.

My noon reminder was going off. I groaned at my alarm and put my head against his chest. “Why do we always get interrupted?”

His chest rose and fell as he sighed. “I don’t know. I wish you didn’t have to go to the clinic.”

It was so tempting to stay with Mike, but I had afternoon appointments. “Me, too, but I have to.”

“I know. What are you doing later?” He took my hand, lacing our fingers together.

“After the clinic, I thought I might go see Beatrice at the welcome center, see if she had any information. She knows so much of the town’s history. I thought she might be able to give us some insight.”

“I want to go with you.”

My heart sped up. Mike was actively trying to find ways to spend time with me. The feeling, of course, was mutual, and I loved every minute we had together. “Really? All my crazy slips don’t drive you insane?”

“Really. No, they don’t. What time can I pick you up?”

For the first time, I felt like a man had accepted me for who I was. I usually said stupid, awkward things that weren’t overly sexual. With Mike, I’d taken my slips to a whole new level. “How does three work?”

“Perfect. I’ll be there.” Mike gave me one last kiss before I left.

I was giddy with excitement. He asked me for another impromptu date! I couldn’t help myself, and I started fist pumping. Yes! Yes! Yes! Then I abruptly stopped, remembering I hadn’t made it very far and was still on the sidewalk in front of his house.

Do not turn around. With my head held high, I kept walking.

Five seconds later, my phone vibrated with a text.

Mike: What were you fist pumping about?

Oh no, he saw. I typed out the first thing that came to me.

Me: There was a bee.

Mike: A bee.

Me: Yeah, you might have an infestation. I’d check it out with an exterminator. Bees can sting and that’s no good at all. Ya know?

Mike: I’ll get on that. I wouldn’t want my girl getting hurt.

I squealed. My girl. I wanted to be his in every way.

Then I got another text.

Mike: I’m just as excited, Syd.

I turned around and saw him standing at the window, staring at me. I blew him a kiss and he caught it.

The entire way to work, I couldn’t stop smiling.

Mike Murphy had stolen my heart.
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After my last appointment of the afternoon, I updated the patient charts and put the files away. I’d heard from the families of the pets that had been diagnosed with terminal conditions the day before. Both families had decided to not euthanize their beloved pet until their quality of life deteriorated. I felt a sense of temporary relief; I hated this part of the job. But it came with the territory. And things would be busier next week as I increased my hours.

Whiz.

Grr.

Glrp.

What in the hell? My eyes grew wide at what sounded like a dinosaur coming to life. I spun around in my chair and moved toward the sound. Behind a box, there was a fax machine. How long has that been here? I thought Grandpa had gotten rid of that thing forever ago. Who still faxed?

As I watched with growing fascination, one sheet of paper, and then another, and then another slid into the receiving tray. I picked up the cover sheet.

 

To: Mike Murphy c/o Sydney Burch

From: Dex Murphy

Re: Correspondence on upcoming trip

Pages: 4 (including cover)

 

Is this from Mike’s dad? How did he get my fax number? I picked up the next sheet to read the handwritten note. Each letter was precise and neat. Impressive.

 

Dear Sydney Burch,

I hope this letter finds you well. My name is Dex Murphy. I am Michael Murphy’s father. Paula mentioned that Mike had become friends with a vet named Sydney. After some research on the internet with my son Darrin, he happened upon your site, and lo and behold, I noticed you had a fax number.

You, sir, most likely agree with me about all this new technology stuff coming our way. Sometimes I think going back to the telegraph and steam engine would be best, but I find I’m in the minority. Even though most people my age are more technically inclined, I never jumped on that bandwagon.

Have you tried this texting letter program? It’s quite cumbersome.

My children bought me one of those newfangled phones with the tiny keyboard to send what they call a text on, but the tiny keys are quite frustrating at times when I hit the letter F instead of the G or the L instead of the K. I guess my fingers are too fat for texting.

Anyway, I hope you don’t mind me intruding by faxing my son. We’re coming to visit soon, and I thought I would send some of the highlights of Salem I would like to see. Mike’s mother has convinced me that we need to visit our son together and make sure he’s settling down. We divorced many years ago, but remain the best of friends.

I’m glad he’s found a mentor who he can look up to. These young folks can be quite impressionable as I’m sure you know.

Thank you kindly for passing along to Mike.

Best regards,

Dex Murphy

 

I giggled at the most adorable letter from Mike’s dad. Then realization hit. He must have thought I was my grandpa. That brought on another round of giggles. We still hadn’t updated the website since Grandpa had died, and it had his photo and full name: Sydney Virgil Burch. I had been named after him, which always made me feel special.

The next page was a letter to Mike.

 

Dear Mike,

I found your friend Sydney’s vet clinic and invaded his fax. I hope he doesn’t mind. It’s wonderful you have found a mentor to help guide you. As you explore the next phase of your life (take your time), I think it’s always best to get many a perspective.

I’m looking forward to visiting you and seeing the new home you’ve made for yourself. Your mother states your place is “adorable.” I’m sure that is what you were striving for. (chuckle out loud) Darrin has been trying to teach me how emotions are communicated through texting. I figured I would try it in letters. Slowly but surely, I’m getting the hang of it. (chuckle out loud again)

On the next page you’ll see a list of historical sites I think would be nice to visit as a family. I’ve ranked them in what I think is historical importance.

Looking forward to it. Be safe, son.

Love, Dad.

 

This man was adorable—I just had to write him back. For some reason, I pictured him sitting at his fax machine, waiting for some sort of response. Thank goodness I’d been at the clinic when the fax had come through or we might never have seen these letters from Dex.

I wrote a letter, trying to keep my penmanship neat, and faxed it back.

 

Dear Dex,

This is Sydney Burch. I’m the granddaughter of the man you found on the internet and was named after him. He recently passed away, and I took over his veterinary clinic. It’s nice to meet you via the fax system. I had no idea my grandfather still had the fax machine but will be sure to keep it going so you are able to have another way to communicate with Mike.

I know exactly what you mean about the tiny keys for texting. I am always pushing the wrong button. It gets irritating.

I have enjoyed getting to know your son. While I was away, he helped watch the clinic for me. It was how we met. He’s quite a fine young man, and I hope I’m able to meet you and the rest of your family when you come to visit.

Before moving here permanently, I’d been coming to Salem since I was a little girl, and the places you have listed to visit will be amazing, and I believe you’ve listed them in a great order. If you have any questions or would like dining suggestions, don’t hesitate to ask.

All the best,

Sydney

 

I giggled at the idea that I was waiting for Dex to send back a reply. I was faxing my kind-of boyfriend’s dad. I doubted anyone these days even knew what a fax was. I had about twenty-five minutes until Mike arrived. I was ready to see him. This morning had been nice, but I was ready to see how things progressed. I needed an orgasm. My cheeks flushed at the thought of his mouth on my nipple and I fanned myself.

Good grief.

As I waited, I walked up to the fish tank and tapped on the glass. “Hey, Ragnor. You hungry?”

I gave him a small pinch of fish food. The fax machine came to life, and I dashed over to it, anxious to see what Dex had written back.

 

Dear Sydney,

My deepest apologies for assuming you were a man with a few years under his belt. No wonder Paula was excited about Mike befriending you. I had wondered what all the squealing was about when I saw the picture of your grandfather. (wink face)

I very much appreciate you lending me your fax machine. It’s very kind of you.

While we are in town, it would be wonderful to meet you. However, I understand you are a busy woman. It’s very admirable what you’ve accomplished. If you are free, it would be wonderful to have you join us on our excursions. I’m quite sure Mike would enjoy it, too.

For dining, I was wondering if there was a place that serves cheesecake. I’m especially fond of it, but I try to limit my Cheesecake Factory visits as Mike’s mom seems to know every time I visit. It has me quite alarmed, so I limit my going, especially since I’m supposed to be watching my weight.

Looking forward to meeting you.

Best Regards,

Dex Murphy

 

I wanted to squeeze him. I’d seen a couple of pictures of Mike’s family, but I would never have guessed how fun his father would be. I wrote another letter and fed it into the fax machine.

 

Dear Dex,

Oh, I would love to tag along some if my schedule permits. You have a wonderful son and I have enjoyed getting to know him. There are a couple of places that I would recommend their cheesecake so you should be all set. I’ll even try to sneak you some on the side. Haha!

I’ll be leaving the clinic shortly. If you send another fax, it might be tomorrow until you hear back. When Mike comes and picks me up, I’ll be sure to give him your messages.

Looking forward to meeting you, as well.

All the best,

Sydney

 

As the fax finished sending, Wesley walked in the door. I called out, “Hey, stranger.”

I finished the fax and put the papers in a manila folder for Mike.

Wesley was in his usual three-piece suit, looking dapper as always. He adjusted his cuff links. “Afternoon, Sydney. I saw your car here and figured I’d stop in to apologize for last night. I was worried about you.”

It had been awkward when Wesley showed up just as Mike and I were getting hot and heavy, but he had always been concerned for me, especially after Vickie had disappeared. I had been so frustrated I didn’t get my orgasm that I’d been a little cold, but I couldn’t fault my friend for being concerned. I waved off his apology. “No problem. I get that you were looking out for me.”

“Old habits die hard. And you’ve never had a boyfriend while in Salem. Again, I apologize. I wasn’t thinking.”

That was a true statement. “Let’s forget about it. Oh, do you want to see the plans for the expansion? I worked on them a little bit and wanted your thoughts. I might get your builder friend to take a look at them if the offer still stands. I do want to start in the spring. I don’t want the corporate competition to put me out of business.”

“Of course. All you have to do is ask.”

I pulled out the plans and we looked them over. Wesley had several good suggestions about how to use the space more “economically,” as he put it.

Once we’d gone over the plans, he checked his watch. “I better head out. I’m taking Leslie to dinner tonight.”

Leslie was a workaholic who rivaled my best friend in that area. “Are things serious between you guys?”

“They are heading that way. We shall see if things go according to plan.”

Of course he had a plan. I was happy for my friend and hoped someday I’d experience that same happiness. “Congrats. I’m so happy for you. Have fun. Tell her I said hi. We’ll have to do the double date thing again some time.”

If Leslie was going to be in Wesley’s life, I wanted to establish a friendship with her.

“That would be nice. I don’t think I’ve made a great impression on Mike. Considering he’s a cop and I’m a lawyer, it doesn’t necessarily put us on the same side every time.” He walked toward the door. “Let me know if you need anything. I’ll have Andy give you a call about a quote for the expansion.”

So, my guess had been right. The animosity I’d sensed between them had to do with work. They were big boys; they’d sort it out. “Perfect. See ya, Wesley.”

“Bye, Sydney.”

The fax machine came to life again, and I picked up the letter.

 

Dear Sydney,

Have a great evening with Mike. I am headed to the Cheesecake Factory and then stopping by a friend’s house to play some cards. Tonight, I believe I’m going to get the s’mores cheesecake.

I think I figured out where my ex-wife has hidden the cameras. I should be able to fool her tonight.

Best regards,

Dex Murphy

 

Mike’s mom is having her ex-husband followed? That made me pause for a second. As I was contemplating this concept, the door opened.

“What are you smiling at?”

I held the piece of paper up. “Your dad.”

His eyebrows pinched in confusion. “What?”

I suppressed a laugh. “He’s been faxing me. Well, he searched for the vet clinic after your mother mentioned me. At first, he thought I was Grandpa since his name is Sydney Virgil Burch. Then when I explained I was his granddaughter, he said that explained why your mother squealed.”

“You’re kidding.” Mike shook his head. “I can’t believe my father is faxing you.”

“He’s so adorable. Here are the faxes. There’s a letter to you as well as a list of historical sites he would like to visit. I’m going to be his tour guide.”

Mike scanned through the letters. “They’re coming the weekend after next?”

“Oh, you didn’t know?”

“No. They were supposed to come in a few weeks. All I can say is you cannot judge me by their crazy behavior.”

From the faxes, I already knew I was going to love them. “I do have a question. Why does your dad think your mom has a camera on him or is following him? That seems… odd.”

Mike burst out laughing. “So Dad got a new phone, and my sister and my mother made sure his location service is activated on the phone. So, they’re tracking him through some app, and he doesn’t know.”

I gasped. “No! Oh my gosh! I am now in love with your mom.” My earlier pause was gone. She seemed as crazy as I was. I imagined the family was quite the handful, but I loved it. I missed the feeling of loving chaos that came with a family. “Well, if you don’t mind, your dad invited me to hang out some.”

“I’d love that.”

I was excited. Until you had no one, it was hard to understand the lonely feeling. “I hope my lack of filter doesn’t scare them off.”

Mike grabbed my hand as we walked toward the door. “Trust me, my mother can rival anyone. She’s very vocal and let’s say tenacious when she makes up her mind about something. They’re going to love you.”

That sounded fun. Putting us together was going to be interesting and most likely hilarious. “I hope so.”

As long as I kept thoughts of Mike’s zucchini to myself, all should be fine.




 

 

[image: ]

 

Sydney

 

A half hour later, Mike and I walked into Salem’s unofficial welcome center. All the locals called it the Welcome Center because Beatrice knew more than the people hired at the official one. Many years ago, Beatrice had converted a private home into a place that held all sorts of historical information about Salem.

I waved at the older lady behind the counter. She was busy reading something, the glasses perched on her nose connected to a chain around her neck, and she looked every bit like the historian she was. Beatrice had been a friend of the family for as long as I could remember. Mike kept his hand on my lower back, which I loved.

I called, “Hey, Beatrice.”

The sweet lady looked up and gave me a huge smile. “Oh my, my, Sydney. You came to visit me. I was hoping I’d get to see you soon. I have missed you.”

I went around the counter and gave her a hug. “It’s so good to see you. Sorry it’s taken me a bit to get over here. It’s been a little hectic getting settled after Grandpa died.”

Beatrice held me closer. “I know, punkin pie. We miss him so much. He was such a special man.”

“Yes, he was. Thank you. It’s so good to see you.” That was all I could get out before I started to get a little choked up. So far, I had been doing fairly well dealing with Grandpa’s death. Moments like this made it hard.

She pushed me back as if to get a good look at me. “It’s so good to see you, too. I saw Peggy and Gladys and Patricia Nelson when we were meeting about to plan our Red Hat Society luncheon this weekend.” She leaned in close to me and loudly whispered, “I heard about your admirer. He’s quite the looker.”

Of course, Mike heard every word and gave me a wink. I whispered back, “Hopefully good things.”

“They were, dear.” She turned to Mike and spoke normally. “Officer Murphy, I’ve heard some rumors about you from Lou. I hear you’re sweet on our girl.”

Mike smiled as I walked back around the corner. He put his arm around me and said, “Sometimes, rumors are true.”

My heart skipped a few beats in my chest. He’s sweet on me.

“Well, what can I do for the sweet couple?”

I felt the heat in my cheeks. Don’t say something stupid. No word vomit. Focus. We’re here to see if Beatrice has answers. “Well, I was curious if you’d ever heard of the word alchemist in relation to the witch trials.”

Beatrice’s face went pale. “What word was that?”

“Alchemist.”

She shook her head. “That was the word I couldn’t remember. That was the word.”

The way she said it was concerning. Mike raised his eyebrow as he watched Beatrice. I asked, “Why couldn’t you remember that word?”

Her eyes became unfocused as if she’d gotten lost in a memory. “The night Vickie disappeared. She’d come in here asking me basically the same thing—if I knew about a secret society named the Alchemists. There was a man she mentioned. Let me think… it was Sala something. I told Doug she’d asked about a secret society and that name, but I was never able to remember that word—alchemist.”

Soloman. Oh my gosh.

Vickie.

For a second, I couldn’t move. Vickie. She’d been here talking about the Alchemists on the night she disappeared. A knot formed in my stomach. And she had asked about the name Soloman. I’d never heard Vickie mention the name. My muscles tightened. Mike touched my lower back, signifying he’d caught it, too. I felt like I had a mouth full of cotton, unable to speak. Mike picked up where I left off as my thoughts kept shifting to Vickie.

“What did you tell her?”

Beatrice gave a sad sigh, obviously lost in her own memories of being the last one to see Vickie alive. “I hadn’t heard of them. So I took her back to the special books I keep. Three hours later, I went to check on her and she was gone.”

Gone. Just vanished.

She’d disappeared without a trace, and no clues had ever been found.

My gut twisted as I remembered the moment Grandpa had called to tell me Vickie had vanished. I’d been due to visit three weeks later. I didn’t have the opportunity to say good-bye, just like when Grandpa died.

I missed my best friend.

“Was there anything else you can remember about that day?”

“I told the cops everything I can remember, Officer Murphy. It’s been so long. Vickie had said she was researching some stuff for a paper. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary that day, and I never saw a stranger in my welcome center. What are you searching for an alhemmy for? What was that word again?”

That wasn’t much help, and I wasn’t sure what to say. Mike leaned in closer and smiled at Beatrice. “I was brushing up on my history of Salem and found it in the museum. I’d never heard the word before. The witch trials have been interesting to learn about.”

“Oh dear, be careful you don’t disturb Elizabeth. If you’d like, you can take a peek at my books to see if you can find anything.”

Mike pressed his lips together, not saying anything about the ghost of Salem. I wasn’t necessarily a believer, but unexplainable things had happened. When you grew up around it, sometimes the only explanation for the unexplainable was a ghost.

I answered, “That would be amazing. Thanks, Beatrice.”

She grabbed her cane and walked to the back of the room. “It’s a bit dusty back here. But this is the section about the witch trials.”

“Thanks,” Mike and I said in unison.

“Anytime, dears. Let me see here… Oh yes. There’s the book Vickie was interested in. I showed Doug, but they weren’t able to find a thing in it.” Beatrice pointed to it with her cane, and Mike took it off the shelf. “Do you need anything else?”

“We’re good. Thank you so much for letting us back here.”

“Of course. Anything you need. I should really get my duster out.” When she was almost at the door, Beatrice checked the time. “Oh, dear, dear. I have to go get my hair styled at Deanna’s Twist and Curl Salon. I’ll be gone for a few hours. You okay to stay here and lock up?”

That was one of the nice things about living in a smaller town. “Of course. Thanks for letting us stay.”

“Oh dear, of course. I’ve known you since you were knee high to a grasshopper. Give Deanna a buzz if you run into any trouble.”

“We will.”

She leaned on her cane as she walked, and I followed her, remembering my manners even as I was trying to process the news about Vickie. “Beatrice, can I give you a ride to the Twist and Curl?”

Giving me a wink, she pointed to the car parked outside the welcome center. “Nah, Oliver is doing that. Just goes to show this girl still has a little magic in these hips.”

Oh my, well… At least she was still having fun. I thought it was cute that she hadn’t lost her spark. “Shake it, girl.”

“You know I will. Might want to take your own advice with that cutie patootie you got in there.”

I laughed. “I’ll try.”

I locked the door and went back to the room where Mike was thumbing through the book Vickie had been looking at before she disappeared. “Anything?”

“Not yet. It’s about the Salem witch trials.”

What were you doing here, Vickie? And why were you asking questions about the Alchemists.

I sat next to Mike as we read the pages together. It was more of a book of notes, observations, and thoughts about the area. He put his arm around me. “How are you doing? I know this must be difficult.”

Mike knew about Vickie since he worked for Doug. I never expected she’d been questioning the same thing I was.

“It’s a little weird knowing this was what Vickie had been looking at before she vanished. When I came home for the funeral, I never asked any questions. I mean, I knew Beatrice had been the last to see her, but that was it. I don’t know. Why was she looking for the Alchemists?”

“Hopefully, we’ll find the answers.” Mike had a questioning look as he was deep in thought. “Was Beatrice ever questioned?”

I remembered her crying in Grandpa’s living room. “Yeah, it tore her up. She’d been Vickie’s nanny growing up. There were people in the place to confirm that Vickie had come back into this room. Another group of people confirmed Beatrice walked back to check on Vickie and she’d been gone. It was tragic. It put a little bit of a black cloud over Beatrice for a while. Grandpa made sure to keep inviting her to everything. After a year or two, the town came around.”

“I could see Virg doing that. He was a good man.”

“The best.”

Why did Grandpa give me the coin and letter? It made no sense. This seemed more than a scavenger hunt. I wondered if he wanted me to solve the mystery of Vickie’s disappearance?

Mike flipped another page to find an underlined passage. “Wait, it says that the witch trials were believed to be a cover-up. People started to build hidden rooms in their homes to hide their daughters in fear of them being taken and accused of witchcraft. It was something families continued to do for years in fear of more witch trials. Some homeowners also built secret compartments to hide important documents that were only to be shared with other Truth-seekers.”

“Truth-seekers? Who are they? What were the witch trials covering up?”

Mike read some more. “It doesn’t say. It goes on to say how even Judge Hathorne believed the trials were wrong.” We already knew that from Quinn’s letters. Mike pointed to a drawing in the book. “Look at this symbol. It says this is how you recognize the wrongdoers from the Truth-seekers.”

“Truth-seekers? Are those the Alchemists?” I studied the symbol. It was made up of three rays leading up to a high point of three dots surrounded by three circles. I grabbed my phone and searched Truth-seekers symbols. The search returned an image that matched the one from the book. “Mike, look. This is the Awen symbol of truth.”

“Is that symbol anywhere on the coin?”

I took the coin out of my pocket and inspected it. “No. Maybe it was the Alchemists against the Truth-seekers? Or maybe they’re not related.”

Or maybe we’re making more out of this than it is.

We finished thumbing through the tattered book with no further insights. I stretched and walked around the room.

Truth-seekers. Alchemists. Vickie.

What’s going on?

I stepped around the shelves to find a little sitting area that hadn’t been used in quite some time. Against the wall was a fireplace. It was dusty and full of cobwebs. At some point, I needed to help Beatrice tidy up the place. The front area where the tourists came was clean, but I wanted to help preserve our town’s history.

I studied the fireplace for a second. Is there a chance… Maybe? I kept staring at it, wondering if I was going insane.

I heard Mike before I felt him behind me. “What are you doing?”

I pointed to the fireplace. “Do you think that might have a trap door. This building is old enough to have been around during the trials.”

“The chances are slim.”

I knew this, but I hoped there was some sort of explanation to Vickie’s disappearance. Mike walked over to the fireplace and inspected it. I loved that he indulged me as we looked around at the old masonry to find a sign of something, anything. “If there’s a lever, it will be small—like the little notch on the bookshelves.”

There was nothing on the old stone. Mike leaned under the fireplace and peered around using his phone’s flashlight. This would be a great place to hide a secret room. With a fire burning, people would keep their distance.

“Holy shit, Syd, look here.”

Inside the fireplace toward the front, there was a Truth-seekers symbol. “Mike, look! There’s a symbol on the lever.”

He blew some of the dust away. “Maybe if I pull hard enough it will move.”

After a few seconds of pulling, Mike let out a frustrated sigh.

“What if you pushed up?” I asked, peering up at the lever.

Mike looked at me and rolled his eyes. “Up? Why would it push up?” The second he pushed up,  we heard a loud crack come from beside the fireplace.

Mike looked at me with a shocked expression, and I smiled. The back of the wall moved, exposing a dark tunnel. An old, musty smell wafted into the room. It was like one of those creepy horror movies and had me leaning a little closer to Mike. But we had found something. And from the cobwebs when Mike shone his flashlight down the wood staircase, we could tell no one had been in there for years.

“Oh my word! Oh my word! Mike, we found a secret staircase.”

I jumped into his arms, and he spun me around. “We did. I need to get my gun and two flashlights from the car.”

My face fell. “Wait. What? A gun?”

“To be safe. We have no idea what we’re walking into.”

Is there something that might harm us on the other end of that tunnel?
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Sydney

 

The stairs were in decent shape—Mike tested them first, and then had me come down. At the bottom of the stairs was a narrow tunnel. It was filled with cobwebs that were illuminated by the glow of our flashlights. Mike cleared them as much as possible. Inwardly, I sighed at his chivalrous actions. It was cold and damp. The further we advanced, the more nervous I grew at what we might find. Mike was taking it slow, checking out everything thoroughly before we took our next step. There was something sexy about the way he held his gun and angled his body in front of mine. It sent a shiver through me how protective he was. Of course, he was a cop, so it was probably second nature, but I felt cherished.

Something scurried across the floor, and I screamed, grabbing onto the back of his shirt. “What was that?”

“A rat. I don’t think anyone has been down here in a long time.” Mike was intense and focused.

I hoped he was right. In the narrow passageway it was slow going, which only added to the creepy feeling. I kept imagining that something creepy was lurking in the darkness. I was glad Mike had brought his gun. After what seemed about thirty feet, we came to an old wooden door. I held onto Mike’s waistband and took a breath. What are we going to find? The door creaked open when Mike pushed it.

“Stay behind me, sweetheart.”

“That won’t be a problem,” I assured him. There was no way I was leaving his side.

He pushed open the door with his foot and stepped into the room with his gun drawn. The beams from our flashlights danced about the room. When the light shone to the left, I let out a scream at the sight of a skeleton laid out on the floor. It was nothing but bones, clothing, and cobwebs. Mike quickly shone the light around the room before putting his arm with the flashlight around me. He held his gun in the other. I buried my face in his chest.

“Mike…”

“I know, baby. There’s nothing else disturbed. We’re safe.”

I looked at the skeleton again. The clothing wasn’t old, but modern. There was an old, wooden desk, a bed, and a couple of gas lanterns around the room. None of that was in the best of conditions due to the moisture in the air.

I aimed my flashlight back at the skeleton. Mike put his gun back in its holster, and silently, we walked toward the body. Mike knelt to get a better look. “Appears to be a female. The coroner will have to do an age determination.”

I took another step and nearly slipped but caught myself.

Mike stood. “Easy there. The stone floors are slippery from the moisture. With the uneven surface, I don’t want you to fall. You good?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Mike turned back to the skeleton. “Syd, I need to call this in.”

I knew this was true. It was hard to take my eyes off the body. The light from Mike’s flashlight landed on her hand, and I gasped. “Vickie!”

“What?”

I swallowed hard, feeling nauseous. “I think that’s Vickie, Doug’s daughter.”

Mike swung the flashlight back to me. “Why?”

“The ring on her right hand. Doug gave it to Vickie for her eighteenth birthday. I’d recognize it anywhere.” My lip quivered as I gazed at the remains of my best friend.

Mike took out his phone. “This is a crime scene now. Don’t touch anything.” I nodded, unable to say much. “Lou? Lou? Hold on. Let me get a better signal.”

He stepped outside the door. “There, that’s better.” Mike began to give Lou the details of what we’d found.

A sense of urgency came over me. I needed to know what happened to my best friend. Aiming my flashlight at the ground, I carefully walked around the room. In the corner, a small piece of plastic caught my attention. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand. “A flash drive,” I whispered.

Maybe this would tell me what Vickie had been doing. I knew I shouldn’t take it, but if the police took it, I might never know the truth. Feeling a little guilty, I slipped it into my pocket. Vickie had risked her life to find out whatever this room was and she was also asking about the Alchemists. This had become more than a scavenger hunt. I needed to know what happened to my best friend.

I knew I should tell Mike. No. He’s in officer mode. Later. I’ll tell him later.

I was walking back toward the door as Mike came back in. He put his hand on my shoulder. “We need to go meet the police upstairs. I know you wanted to investigate it, but the officers need to process the scene.”

“I understand.” The guilt over the flash drive in my pocket began to grow. It felt like I was betraying Mike. Maybe I should give it to him. “Will you tell me if they find anything else?”

“If I can.”

I might not find out what happened to Vickie. That irritated me. We never would have found Vickie if it hadn’t been for the coin and letter my grandpa had left me. A sense of dread washed over me as Mike switched into cop mode. “And how are you going to explain why we were down here?”

“The truth, of course. I’ll tell them this started with the letter and the coin your grandfather left you.”

My mouth dropped open. I wanted the mystery behind Vickie’s death solved, but I wanted to be involved. She was my best friend. I stated, “They’re going to want to take them.”

The cops had not been able to find anything all these years. Why would I have confidence they would solve it?

“I’m sure they will. Syd, someone died here. This isn’t some silly scavenger hunt anymore.”

Now, I was annoyed. “Of course it’s not. I’m ready to go back up to the welcome center and wait for the cops.”

With each step back up the tunnel, I became more irritated. When we emerged back into the book room, Mike touched my shoulder. “I assure you, we’ll do everything we can to find out what happened.”

“We” does not include me. I nodded in response. If I said anything, I might say something I would regret. I understood his position, but it still pissed me off.

Soon the place was swarming with police. One guy kicked at a book in the back room, and I marched up to him. “Hey! This is Beatrice’s place. Treat it with some respect.”

The young cop that I hadn’t met before stared at me and began to say something. Mike put his hand on the asshole’s shoulder. “Easy, John. Sydney was with me when we discovered the body. We’re all a little on edge, but let’s be respectful.”

John narrowed his eyes at me, and I met his stare with my hand on my hip, challenging him to do something. “She needs to leave the scene so it’s not contaminated.”

Contaminated? Contaminated! I opened my mouth to give this jerk a piece of my mind when Mike spoke, “I’ll take her out front.”

At Mike’s words, I was consumed with fury. I felt like my body was vibrating I was so pissed off. I said nothing, and we walked out front because I might have contaminated something.

When we were out of earshot from Officer McAsshole, I turned to Mike and poked his chest. I raised my brow. “I might be on edge, but that gives Officer John no excuse to kick Beatrice’s book. And don’t treat me like some stranger who is contaminating the crime scene.”

“What’s going on here? Sydney, are you okay?”

I took a step back at Doug’s voice and turned his way. Before Mike could say a word, I walked up to Doug with a heavy heart. “Doug… I’m—”

John approached us. “She’s pissed I kicked a book.”

I sneered at the asshole. Doug was dealing with the loss of a child, and this man was acting like it meant nothing.

In a loud, booming voice, Doug said, “This goes to everyone here. Treat this place with the upmost respect and dignity. Beatrice is a long-respected member of this community.”

There were mutters of “Yes, sir” as the police kept working.

“Where are Gladys and Beatrice?” I asked.

This was going to be hard on Beatrice to find out Vickie had been at her place all this time.

“Peggy, Beatrice, Marie, and Patricia are with Gladys.”

This had to be so hard on Doug and Gladys. My heart broke for them. Without a care about how unprofessional it looked, I hugged Doug. “I’m so sorry about Vickie. So sorry. I can’t believe it. I never lost hope she’d be found. I’m so sorry, Doug.”

I knew sorry had changed nothing when I lost my family, but sometimes that was the only thing someone could say.

“Me, too, punkin pie. Me, too.” His jaw worked hard. “If it is Vickie, I’m letting Roger lead this. I don’t want there to be anything biased on the investigation.”

The image of her skeleton popped into my mind. Vickie had always been such a vibrant person and this was so hard. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Not right now. I know Gladys would appreciate a visit from you tomorrow if you’re able. We’ve always considered you one of ours, too.”

Doug and Gladys were amazing people and I loved them like they were family. “I’ll be by tomorrow.”

Roger walked over to where Doug and I were standing. “We need to question Sydney and Officer Murphy.”

In what seemed like an endless parade of questions, I answered truthfully about everything but the flash drive. Of course, they wanted to see the coin and the letter, which were then taken. I knew it was the right thing.

The cops would continue their investigation, but so would I—alone, if I had to. Thank goodness I’d taken pictures of the coin and the letter.

When the police were done with their questions and I was told I could leave, which actually felt like a dismissal, Mike came to the door. “Let me have someone take you home.”

I angled my body away from him. “I can manage on my own.” It came out harsher than I’d meant it to, but I had reached my limit.

Mike touched my shoulder. “Syd.”

I stopped with my hand on the door. “Yes, Officer Murphy?”

It was a bitch move, and I saw his eyes widen infinitesimally at my switch in tone.

“I’ll come by later so we can talk.”

“That’s up to you.”
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I pushed my way out the door and welcomed the fresh air as I walked away from the welcome center. Each step made me more irritated, but I also felt hollow inside. My best friend was gone. She’d never be found alive or surprise us by coming back. I hated death—hated it so much.

Oh my, Wesley.

He needed to know. I sent a text to him as I hurried my pace.

Me: They found Vickie’s body.

There was no response. I knew I should call him, but if I tried to speak in my current state, I might have fallen apart. My fury at Mike was the only thing keeping me from becoming a sobbing mess. I held on to it—fueled it, even. That wasn’t fair to him, per se, but I was upset.

I walked into my house and went straight to the couch where my laptop was. The jump drive was dirty. I took some alcohol on a cotton swab and carefully cleaned it, hoping it hadn’t corroded too much to be useful.

Please don’t be ruined. Please.

With a deep breath, I plugged in the jump drive, anxious to see if it would work. It loaded, and my heart began to beat double time.

There was one file folder:

Alchemist

I stared at the folder. My fingers shook as I moved my mouse closer.

Make a copy in case the cops need it.

I transferred the file to a miscellaneous folder on my desktop.

Make a hard copy in case they take your computer.

There had been some mention in the interview that they might need my computer. I hit the print button, and the printer began to spit out the pages. There were eighteen in all.

Maybe I should delete the file.

I hovered my mouse on top of the folder and decided to delete it permanently. My ex-boyfriend had been a computer programmer so I understood how to permanently get rid of files.

On autopilot, I grabbed the papers and put them in the back of a file folder with the clinic’s bills in it. Hopefully that would disguise them enough until I had a chance to look through them.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

I jumped and screamed, feeling like I had been caught.

“Sydney, it’s Wesley.”

“Thank goodness.” I let out a sigh as I walked to the peephole to verify it was him and then opened the door. “Hey.”

Wesley looked haggard. He wrapped his arms around me. “I saw your text and rushed over. Are you okay?”

I started to cry now that I had someone to lean on. Before Wesley arrived, I’d felt like I was all alone. “It feels so final now. I always held out hope we’d find her.”

“I know. I know, Sydney. Me, too.” My sobs grew louder, and Wesley guided me to the couch. “Let’s sit down.”

Wesley held me as I cried. For a while, he let me get it out. When I calmed some, he asked, “Have they said anything?”

“No, but I did something, Wesley. And you can’t tell a soul. But… I might need a lawyer.”

He looked at me with concern. “What did you do? And of course I won’t tell anyone.”

“I took a jump drive I found on the ground that I think belonged to Vickie. Mike was acting all cop on me, and I was afraid that it would be taken and no one would ever know what Vickie was up to. It was just an impulse, and now I feel terrible about it.”

“What’s on it?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. It was really dirty. It needs some TLC.” I wasn’t ready to divulge that I’d already cleaned it and printed what I found. For now, I wanted to do this on my own. I felt exposed after what had happened with Mike.

Wesley sighed. “Sydney, you know you need to turn that over.”

“I know. I will. I just wasn’t thinking clearly.”

For a second, he seemed to consider the situation, and I knew he was most likely wrestling with the line I’d crossed. Wesley was a very by-the-book kind of guy. “When you turn it in, I’ll be there to represent you in case they try to press charges.”

Press charges? My heart sank. “Do you think they would?”

“You tampered with a crime scene, Sydney. I understand that you know Doug and this town has a small-community feel to it, but what you did is against the law. If you turn it in quickly, I think I’ll be able to do damage control and you’ll be fine.”

I nodded. “I wanted answers. What started off as a stupid scavenger hunt has turned into so much more. Do you think Grandpa knew anything about this?”

“I don’t think so. If he thought it would lead to finding Vickie, I’m certain he would have turned it over to Doug.” That was true. Grandpa loved Vickie.

His phone vibrated, and he sighed as he looked at the screen.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, I forgot I had dinner reservations with Leslie.”

Oh no. I was wrecking his plans, so I stood and pulled him to his feet. “Go. Please. I don’t want anyone else’s night ruined. I’ll be fine. Promise.”

“Sydney.”

I waved away his concern. It would be nice to have some time to myself in order to get my thoughts together. “No, please go. I’m going to go to bed. I’ll be fine. I need some time alone to process.”

Finally, Wesley relented. “Okay, I’ll go, but if you need anything, call me.”

“I will. Scouts honor.” I gave a little salute.

Wesley walked to the door and opened it partially, but before he left, he looked back at me. “If you want me to have an IT person look at the jump drive before we turn it in, I can arrange that.”

“Thanks, Wesley. Let me have a few minutes to think. But I’ll turn it in with you as my lawyer.”

“Good.”

Wesley pulled the door completely and then took a step back in surprise. “Oh, Officer Murphy, I didn’t realize you were there.”

“Yeah. That happens.” The words were stiff and further fueled my aggravation. Why is he being a jackass to Wesley?

Wesley looked back at me, asking silently if I was okay, and I nodded. He allowed Mike to enter the room and then he left.

The irritation and antagonism between Mike and me were palpable. Our stances were stiff and angry. I crossed my arms over my chest and refused to say anything.

Mike finally broke the silence. “What jump drive, Syd?”

So, he had heard. “I’m not accountable to you, Officer Murphy.”

I felt bad knowing my words hurt him. He shook his head and ran his hand through his hair. “What is your problem?”

“My problem? My problem? You can’t be serious. Because I involved you in this, I had to turn over everything today. Things my grandfather had left me. In. His. Will. You and I both know something far deeper than we could have imagined is happening. And we just handed over evidence that we need to solve this. Who knows if these Alchemists have moles in the police department. The police haven’t been able to solve anything for years. I might have a chance to figure it out. Finally know what happened to Vickie.”

I took a deep breath, feeling more worked up than I’d been before.

“Fucking hell. There is a dead body. It takes precedence over your little scavenger hunt.”

It felt like he’d slapped me. “That dead body was my best friend! Of course I know this is more than a scavenger hunt, you asshole. I would have told the police at some point.”

“Like the jump drive?” he countered.

I pressed my lips together. I shouldn’t have taken it, but I was too emotional and overly worked up. I was growing even more pissed, and so was Mike.

“So, what are you saying, Syd?”

“That I should have never involved you in any of this. Because you’re a cop, it’s complicated everything. I’ll figure it out on my own.” I regretted the words the moment I said them.

Mike’s nostrils flared, and he threw up his hands. “Fine. Do this on your own, Syd. Have at it, Nancy Drew.” He turned and walked out without another word, slamming the front door as he left.

I stood, frozen in shock for a moment, and then I leaned against the couch, feeling like I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life.

Why didn’t I talk to him? The first tear fell… and then the second. The next thing I knew, I was sobbing. I sank to the floor, unable to stop it. What is the matter with me? My emotions were all over the place. I wanted to know what happened to my best friend. I wanted to make sure we figured it out.

A knock at the door startled me, but I kept crying. I couldn’t pull myself together.

“Syd, it’s Mike. I’m coming in.”

I furiously wiped at my face to hide the tears as the door opened. Mike rushed to my side, held my face between his hands with a possessiveness that sent tingles through me, and searched my eyes.

“I can’t leave you like this. You are the best fucking thing that has ever happened to me, and I just can’t walk away. Let’s talk this out.”

I threw my arms around him. “I don’t want to lose you, either. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking, and I let myself get all worked up. Of course you had to turn over the evidence.”

“Think about it, Syd. It could have cost me my job if I hadn’t called that in and turned everything over. Yes, I should have talked to you about it first, but I’ve never had to balance the two like this. I had no choice.”

When I thought about it logically, it made sense. “I know. I got too caught up in it all. And knowing it was Vickie made me feel like I had to know what was going on. I have a bad feeling about what she might have uncovered.”

“Me, too.” His thumb came out and wiped the moisture from my cheeks. “I want us to figure out a middle ground. The last thing I want to do is jeopardize my job. But I also want to keep searching for the truth regarding the Alchemists.”

That seemed like the right thing to do. “I’ll return the jump drive tonight. I don’t want to cause you issues with your job. Wesley said he would be my lawyer, and I’ll tell the police you had no idea.”

Mike nodded. “For this to work, we have to be honest with each other. We have to trust each other. And I will remember to talk with you instead of at you.”

That was a good start. “I can do that. I need to tell you something—off the record, if possible. I printed what was one the jump drive.”

Mike smiled. “I would expect nothing less. Why was Wesley here?”

I heard a bit of jealousy in his tone, and I wanted to reassure him. “He’s just a friend, Mike. Vickie was his best friend, too. We were inseparable as kids. I texted him on the way over here to let him know Vickie’s body had been found. As soon as he saw the text, he came over. And I know the other day when he showed up late seemed odd, but it wasn’t. Wesley has always been like a very protective older brother. I assure you; nothing is going on between us.”

“I trust you, baby.”

But I sensed Mike still wasn’t going to trust Wesley, which was probably normal, considering he was a cop.
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Sydney looked up at me, chewing on her lip. “I do need to call Wesley, though.”

Frowning, I asked, “Why?”

“Well, if I’m going to take the jump drive back, I need him there with me.”

I raked my fingers through my hair. I hated that she had to call Wesley. I didn’t like the guy at all. “Do you have a plan for how you’re going to do this, Sydney? Taking it could be considered tampering with evidence. If Doug wanted to, he could arrest you.”

She nodded. “I know. I think I’ve got it figured out, but the less you know, the better. You should probably head back to the station.”

“I told them I was coming to check on you.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

My head jerked back and I stared at her. “What?”

Sydney walked to her door and opened it. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

Part of me wanted to pull her into my arms and tell her we would figure this out together, but the other part—the cop in me—knew I needed to walk out the door.

Before I passed her, I leaned down and kissed her. “Be careful. Please don’t do anything without me. Promise me that.”

“I promise,” she said, reaching up and kissing me quickly.

After I made it back to the station, Roger McGregor found me. “I thought you left to check on Sydney?”

“I did, but she wasn’t home.”

The ease with which the lie rolled off my tongue made my skin crawl. The cop in me was pissed at Sydney for taking evidence from the scene. The man in me completely understood why she did it. We all reacted to situations differently, especially when emotions fueled the reaction.

Bill poked his head around the corner. “Mike, can you come with me?”

My stomach dropped. What if Sydney’s here and Doug is arresting her? Would he do that? I wanted to believe he would cut her some slack.

“Sure. What’s going on?” I asked.

He looked at Roger and then back to me. “Sydney just showed up with Wesley Youngsten. He’s acting as her representation.”

“What for?” I asked, standing.

Bill looked as if he didn’t want to say anything in front of Roger, who was one of the homicide investigators on the police force. Doug had wanted me to take on the role, as well, but I had investigated enough homicides when I was a detective on the Chicago PD. I was tired of seeing the ugly side of humanity, and moving to a smaller town like Salem helped me avoid that for the most part.

“Sydney took evidence from the scene.”

“What the fuck?” Roger said, pushing past Bill.

Bill frowned. “I didn’t want to say it in front of him, but he was going to find out.”

I nodded, rubbing the back of my neck. “Shit.”

“Yeah, you might want to be there.”

I followed Bill without saying a world.

We walked by the interrogation rooms, but I didn’t see Sydney. “Where are they?” I asked, expecting them to be in one of the rooms.

“Doug’s office.”

I hoped that was a good sign.

Bill and I stopped at the door, but before we could knock, it jerked open.

“Get in here, Murphy,” Roger bit out.

With a raised brow, I looked at Bill and then entered Doug’s office. It wasn’t like Roger to pull such a power trip. I understood that he was pissed; I’d been when Sydney told me, too.

Sydney was sitting in one of the office chairs with Wesley sitting next to her. Doug was sitting behind his desk, looking like he had been dragged through hell about ten times over. I felt sorry for the guy. I knew he wanted to grieve his daughter’s death, but he also had to make sure it was properly investigated.

“Sydney?” I asked, looking at her like I was surprised to see her.

“Hi, Mike.” Her response was soft and low. She wouldn’t meet my gaze at all.

“Did you know there was a flash drive on the body?” Roger asked me.

Sydney snapped, “It wasn’t on her body. I’ve told you this three times. Why are you twisting my words? It was across the room. I was upset, and I reached down and picked it up. I wasn’t thinking. Mike was outside the room calling the station. When Mike came back into the room, I was distraught. That was my best friend I was looking at. Mike said something about having to leave because people were coming. My head was spinning, and I had the jump drive in my hand.”

“You didn’t think to give it to your boyfriend?” Roger snapped.

“Roger.” Doug and I spoke at the same time. Doug gave him a warning look and shook his head. I wanted to punch the fucker.

Wesley interjected, “Let’s remember that we’re here in good faith. If you want to create a hostile environment, we can take this to court, which I’m certain will bog down this investigation. I suggest professional respect if we want to keep this informal. I will allow my client to clarify, but tread carefully, officers.”

Sydney waited for Wesley to give her the go-ahead before she spoke again. “Like I said, Detective McGregor, I was distraught. Not thinking clearly. Confusion, anger, fright—they were all swimming in my head. I don’t even remember slipping it into my pocket until I was walking home after I was released from the scene. The moment I figured out what I had done, I called Wesley because, believe it or not, I do realize it was an error on my part.”

“An error?” Roger’s face was red as he bellowed, “You took evidence from a goddamn crime scene!”

Sydney flinched. Wesley stood. “Enough. If you are going to treat her this way, we will leave—unless you intend to arrest her.”

“Why are you yelling at her?” I stepped in front of McGregor and lowered my voice. “You need to take a moment and pull yourself together, detective. It’s been a long night for all of us, especially for Doug and Sydney. We both know this type of interrogation isn’t going to work. So why don’t you take a breath and if you have to, step out of the room.”

Roger stared at me, an angry look in his eyes. Then he seemed to realize what he was doing. With a frustrated sigh, he turned back to Sydney. Wesley remained standing, ready to leave.

“Did you see what was on the jump drive?”

Wesley nodded again to Sydney as he lowered himself back in the chair. She took a breath. “No. The moment I realized I had it, I called Wesley.”

Then he looked at me. “And you didn’t know she had taken anything from the scene?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “If she had told me she found evidence, I’d have made her turn it over right away. Like I did with the coin and letter.”

Roger nodded and looked at Doug. “It’s your call.”

Sydney wiped a tear from her cheek and rubbed her hands together in a nervous gesture. “Doug, you know I would never do anything to jeopardize the investigation into what happened to Vickie. She was… she was…”

When she broke down in tears, I wanted to reach for her, but Wesley was there. He wrapped his arm around her, and she leaned into him. I tried not to let it bother me. Sydney said they were friends, and I had to trust her.

Doug slowly exhaled before speaking. “Sydney, I know. I also know it’s not every day you stumble upon a body, let alone the body of your best friend. You realized what you did and came to me. I’m going to take your word you didn’t make a copy of the drive and we are going to move on.”

Sydney let out a sigh of relief that turned into another sob.

Doug held up the drive before turning to me. “Mike, I’m going to ask that you take a step away from the investigation.”

“What?” Sydney asked, panic in her voice.

“Sydney,” Wesley warned.

She didn’t listen but kept talking. “Doug, what if there’s information on the drive? Something that tells us what happened to Vickie?”

“Then we will find it, Sydney. Mike isn’t our only officer. Roger is the lead on this, and if we find something, we will follow it to the end. You know I will do no less.”

She nodded. “Of course. I’m sorry, it’s been such an emotional day.”

Wesley stood and held out his hand to Sydney. “If that is all, I will need this letter signed stating you’re formally not charging my client with obstruction of justice in reference to removing the jump drive from the scene in a moment where she was emotionally overwhelmed and not aware of her actions.”

Doug reached for the letter, signed it, then handed it back to Wesley as his phone started to ring.

“This is Doug. Jack, what did you find out?”

I held my breath as Doug listened to what I assumed was the preliminary autopsy report. His eyes closed, and I turned my focus on Sydney. Wesley had reached for her again, but she stood and made her way over to me. She stopped in front of me and looked up into my eyes.

Smiling, I placed my hand on the side of her face. My heart ached at the pain she was in.

Doug hung up, and Sydney turned to face him.

The silence in the room was almost too much to bear.

Dragging his hands over his face, Doug took a few moments to compose himself.

“The unofficial findings from Jack say it is Vickie. From the evidence at the scene and on the body, he is pretty confident. Jack said it appears she most likely slipped and hit her head. He doesn’t suspect foul play but will know more when the full autopsy is done. The DNA results were sent to the state police lab and we should have the results back tomorrow.”

Sydney leaned back against me. I reached around and held her.

“An accident?” Sydney said.

Doug looked at her. “It appears so. My question is what in the world was she doing down there?”

I felt Sydney stiffen ever so slightly.

Doug stood. “And what in the hell where you two doing down there?”

Wesley took a step between Doug and Sydney. “I thought we had worked past being accusatory. Sydney has testified at the scene why she was there.”

I stepped forward to speak. “Like we said before, Sydney was looking for some information on the coin and letter. We had found that hidden panel in her living room and started looking around for another one. It was pure luck we stumbled upon it at Beatrice’s.”

Doug rubbed his hands over his face. “You always did like a scavenger hunt, Sydney. Virg knew that.”

She smiled. “Yeah.”

After a long pause, Doug exhaled a breath and said, “I’m putting this drive in the evidence room. Roger, you and I will look at it first thing in the morning. Right now, I need to go home and be with my wife.”

Roger nodded. “Of course, Doug.”

Next Wesley stood and reached out to shake Doug’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Doug. I know we were all holding out hope she would come back to us.”

His voice shook and I imagined it had to be hard on him, too. After all, Sydney said they’d all been good friends.

Doug nodded, unable to speak. He walked around his desk and out the door.

Roger looked at me. “Will you be in tomorrow in case we have any questions?”

“Yes, I’m working tomorrow.”

“Sydney, if I have any questions—”

“You can direct them through me,” Wesley stated.

Roger frowned but nodded. “Fine, then I guess we’re done here. You’re free to go, Sydney.”

She turned and wrapped her arms around me. I held her as Wesley stood by, waiting for the moment to end.

“Sydney, I can drive you home.”

“Thank you, Wesley, but I think I’m going to catch a ride with Mike.”

He smiled. “Of course. Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will, thank you.”

When Wesley walked out the door, I squeezed Sydney’s hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Mike, can I stay at your place tonight? I don’t think I can be alone.”

I kissed the top of her head and drew back to look into her eyes. “Of course you can. Mags will be happy to see you.”

As we walked out of the police station, I caught a glimpse of Wesley getting into his black BMW, his phone to his ear.

“I pulled him away from dinner plans with Leslie. I feel terrible. I hope she’s not too upset.”

I opened the door for her and held her hand as she slipped in. “I’m sure she understands. Let’s get you back to my place and settled in.

With a sweet smile, she nodded and then leaned her head against the seat. She had to be exhausted.

I would do whatever it took to make this woman feel safe.

Whatever. It. Took.
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It didn’t take Sydney long to fall asleep on the sofa with Maggie Maye snuggled up next to her. I finished a few things I needed to take care of and then sat down at my computer and typed in the word Truth-seekers.

The results of my search were varied. One site displayed a periodical that was published in the nineteenth century. There was also a plethora a groups and discussion boards for those seeking the truth about different things. Nothing came up with the symbol, though.

I leaned back in the chair and slowly let out a breath. “What were you looking for, Vickie?”

Sydney stirred, and Maggie Maye lifted her head to check on her. It warmed my heart to see them together. They looked so comfortable I decided to let them stay on the sofa. If I moved Sydney to the guest room, Maggie Maye would surely get excited and wake her up. A part of me was jealous Maggie Maye got to sleep next to Sydney. She had looked so damn sexy when she came down from my bedroom in my T-shirt. It had taken everything I had not to pull her to me and take her right there in my living room.

No. The first time we were together, it had to be perfect. She was unlike any other woman I had ever met. She deserved so much more.

I took the throw from the back of the sofa, gently laid it over my two sleeping beauties, and headed upstairs to my room. I set the alarm and crawled into bed.

I felt like my eyes had just closed for a few moments when the house alarm went off. I flew out of bed, grabbed my gun and my phone, and ran down the steps. Maggie Maye was barking, and I could hear Sydney cursing.

“Shit! Shit! Shit! Who has an alarm in Salem?”

When I got to the front door, I saw Sydney staring at the alarm. She was jumping around, making a motion with her hands that looked like she was trying to shoot the alarm panel.

“What are you doing?” I yelled over the blaring alarm.

She spun around and shouted, “Make it stop!”

Quickly reaching past her, I punched in the code and turned it off. Then my phone rang.

“It’s the alarm company,” I said.

Sydney rolled her eyes.

“Mr. Murphy, we’ve gotten notice that your alarm is going off. Is everyone okay?”

“Yes, all is fine.”

“May I please get your code word, sir?”

“Yes, it’s whippersnapper.”

Sydney’s eyes went wide and she covered her mouth to hide her giggles.

“Would you like me to clear the alarm for you?”

“No, I’ve got it. Thank you.”

Once I hung up, she dropped her hand and started laughing. “Whippersnapper? That is your code?”

I frowned. “Yes.”

She laughed harder. “Why?”

“It’s a long story. Why were you leaving? It’s only six in the morning.”

“I wanted to go home and get the information I pulled off the drive.”

This woman. She was exasperating.

“Now?”

“Yes, now! Mike, this is important to me.”

Pushing my hand through my hair, I sighed. “Will you at least let me get dressed and I’ll walk over there with you?”

“It will only take me a few minutes. I’m bringing Mags so she can go potty. Why don’t you start some coffee?”

“Breakfast? I make a killer French toast.”

She ran her tongue over her lips. “That sounds yummy! We’ll be back in a few.”

After getting dressed in jeans and the black T-shirt I now knew drove Sydney mad, I started the coffee machine and went about making French toast. I wondered what time Sydney had to be in the clinic. I knew she was going to visit Gladys at some point during the day.

With the French toast going, I walked into the living room to get my laptop and my cell phone rang. Seeing the station’s number, I quickly answered it. I wasn’t due into the station for another two hours, but anything could have come up.

“This is Mike.”

The front door opened and Sydney walked in carrying a bag. Maggie Maye flew past me into the kitchen where the food was cooking. She still had her leash on. Sydney laughed and set her bag on the floor before following the dog to take off her leash.

“Mike, it’s Roger.”

“Good morning, Roger. What’s going on? Anything new?”

“I need to know where you were last night. And if you know where Sydney Burch was.”

Frowning, I looked at Sydney. “We were both here, at my house. Why?”

“You were together? Are you able to confirm that?”

“Yes. What is this about, Roger?”

He blew out a long, deep breath. “Someone got into the evidence room last night and stole the flash drive, coin, and letter. Whoever did it had to have help from someone on the inside.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No. You understand I needed to check where you and Sydney were.”

“Yes, but you also realize that if she had wanted it, she would have kept it.”

Now Sydney was at my side, her brows pulled in tight.

“There are only a handful of people who know about the flash drive.”

“Yes,” I replied, “but plenty more knew about the other evidence. They could have been trying for the coin, thinking it was expensive or rare, and didn’t even realize the drive was in there when they took the other evidence.”

Sydney placed her hand on my arm. I looked at her and she mouthed, “What happened?”

I held up my index finger.

“Does Doug know?”

“Doug was the one who discovered them missing.”

“What about the cameras in the station? Surely they picked up something.”

“Someone hacked the system. The cameras were down for about thirty minutes. Along with some of the cameras outside the station. And all the traffic cameras in a five-mile radius of the station were hacked into and turned off.”

Holy. Shit.

Roger paused for a few moments, and then I heard a door shut. “Mike, who in the hell has that sort of power to bribe someone in the department and then can hack into multiple security systems and turn them off?”

“Shit. Give me an hour or so, and then I’ll head in.”

“I’ll see what I can do on this end until you get here.”

“Right. See you in a few.”

Roger might have been a bit hotheaded at times, but he also recognized that I likely had more experience in this situation. It wasn’t like Salem was a super-small town and didn’t have any crime. It did. But breaking into the police department evidence room, stealing evidence, and disabling cameras so as not to be detected… that was not something you would expect in Salem.

“Mike, what happened?”

“Someone got into the evidence room and stole the coin, letter, and flash drive.”

She gasped. “What? Why would anyone take them?”

I headed back into the kitchen to take the French toast off the stove. There had to be a mole in the police department. But who? “I’m not sure. How did this person manage to get into different security systems and disable them all while they pulled this off? And was anyone helping them from inside the department?”

“Do you think someone in the department let someone into the evidence room?”

Shrugging, I replied, “I really don’t know.”

Sydney took her laptop and a file folder out of her bag and set them on the table before she quickly fed Maggie Maye.

“Let’s look and see what was on the drive. I printed it out but deleted the file from my computer. That might give us some answers.”

“Sydney, maybe I shouldn’t know what was on the drive.”

Her eyes locked with mine. “You don’t want to know?”

“I don’t know.”

Her brow rose. “How about if I read it first, and if I think it is something you won’t feel obligated to turn over, then you can read it. Or I’ll just tell you what’s on it so you aren’t technically seeing the files. It’ll be what I think is on the drive. For all you know, I’m reading random things I found online and printed out.”

“Okay. That sounds fair enough.”

She giggled and opened the file on the table.

I set her French toast down in front of her along with butter and syrup. I headed back over to the stove but turned around to watch her pour the syrup as she read whatever was on the paper.

“Syd, you’re going to drown my French toast. I put a lot of love into that.”

“Oh! Right. Oops. Looks like the French toast got lucky. I mean, I’d love to be slathered like that.” Her mouth dropped open. “I mean, you know, it’s like peanut butter and jelly—they just go. The jelly wants some of that peanut butter because it loves the thick, creamy, nutty goodness.” Then her eyes widened in horror before she shoved a huge bite of French toast in her mouth, cutting off further communication.

“The thick, creamy, nutty goodness?” I asked while trying not to laugh. She shoved more French toast into her mouth. I watched as she ate and read. She was the most adorable thing I had ever laid eyes on.

Maggie Maye was under the table, lying at Sydney’s feet. My dog was quickly falling in love with Syd, and something told me I wasn’t far behind.

“These are handwritten notes from Vickie that she scanned into the computer and saved on that drive. It’s like a… journal of sorts. Oh. My. Goodness!”

“What!”

She slowly shook her head. “You know that blog you found?” she asked, glancing up at me.

“Yeah?”

“That was Vickie’s blog!”

“Vickie’s?”

“Yes. Mike, the witch trials. They were a cover up.”

“I’ve already read that. A lot of people think they were used to cover up something else.”

“Yes, but Vickie found out what they were covering up.”

I quickly tossed my French toast onto a plate and rushed over to Sydney. God, I loved a good mystery.

“Okay, I think it’s safe for me to know about this.”

She smiled. “Okay, hypothetically speaking… Vickie says she received an old journal that another Truth-seeker gave her after seeing her blog. She got in her car one day, and the journal was sitting on the front seat with a note that said ‘What you thought you knew is only what they wanted you to know.’ ”

“What did she think she knew?”

She held up a finger. “Hold on. I’m getting there. From Vickie’s notes, it sounds like one of the magistrates was having inappropriate relationships with some of the young girls in Salem. One of the girls threatened to tell everyone about it. This magistrate, along with a few of the other men, came up with the idea to use the recent hysteria over witchcraft to accuse the girls of practicing it. The girls met and told their stories of this man’s indecency, and the men used that meeting against the girls. They threatened to kill the girls’ families.”

She looked up from the laptop, and we stared at each other for a few moments. “It also says they also accused women who had no knowledge of the magistrate’s actions. They killed innocent girls to cover up one man’s disgusting atrocities.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “How did Vickie get involved with all of this?”

Sydney shrugged. “She was going to school for journalism—maybe that had something to do with it. She could have been researching a story and stumbled upon it.”

“Or she was a Truth-seeker,” I said.

“That as well.”

Sydney kept reading. “There isn’t much else except some notes I can’t make heads or tails out of. It looks like this was something she’d just started to discover. Wait. There’s an address that she has circled with a date next to it.”

I grabbed my laptop. “What is the address? I’ll look it up.”

“It’s 72 Commercial Street.”

“That’s it? No city or state?”

She shook her head.

“The first thing that comes up is a house in Provincetown, Massachusetts.”

I looked up, and Sydney’s face was white as a ghost.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“There’s a note to the side that said she’d planned to go to the house two days after she died. She was on to something, Mike. I have to go.”

I pushed my breakfast aside. I was already pulled into this thing, and there was no fucking way I was letting Sydney dig around without me there.

“We can go this weekend.”

Her eyes lit up. “We?”

I reached for her hand and squeezed it. “Yes, both of us. Let me cook you dinner tomorrow night, and then we’ll get up early Saturday and drive down to Provincetown.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I’m sleeping over again?”

This time, I gave her a wicked grin. “I don’t plan on getting much sleep, Syd.”

She swallowed hard and whispered, “I have a feeling the jelly is going to be really excited to meet the peanut butter.”

I chuckled and said, “The thick, creamy, nutty peanut butter.”

Her cheeks flushed. Before I could say anything else, my phone rang. “This is Mike.”

“Mike, it’s Roger. I thought you might want to let Sydney know they released the preliminary autopsy report. The death is being ruled an accident due to the blunt force trauma to her head and cervical spine. The coroner believes Vickie must have slipped and fallen due to the slippery ground. She most likely died instantly.”

Closing my eyes, I said a quick prayer for Doug.

“Thanks, Roger. I’ll be in soon.”

Sydney stared up at me. Her breathing had increased a bit and she seemed paler than before. I was positive she’d picked up on my reaction to the news.

“That was Roger. The preliminary autopsy is back.”

She stood. “And?”

“They’re going to rule it an accident. She must have slipped on the ground, and when she fell, she… she broke her neck.”

Sydney covered her mouth in an attempt not to cry.

I drew her into my arms. She buried her face in my shirt and cried. We stood there for a while until she finally got it all out. As she was wiping away the last stray tears, she froze for a moment, her head tipped to one side in confusion. “But then how did the fireplace get shut?”

That was something we’d wondered as well during the investigation of the crime scene. “It’s easy to close, and there’s a lever on the inside to open it. From everything we can tell, Vickie opened it, closed it, then fell once she got to the room.”

Stepping back, she ran her hand over her face. “I need to go see Gladys. She has to be hurting.”

“I know. Do you need any help? I can drive you there?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t have any patients until midmorning, I’ll be fine.”

“If you want to stay here and get ready, the house is all yours.”

A small smile appeared on her beautiful face. “Thank you. Do you need me to swing by and get Mags on my way to the vet clinic?”

Brushing the wetness from her cheeks, I leaned down and kissed her. “I’m sure she would love to hang out with you. I’ll come by after my shift and pick her up.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“I’m so sorry, Syd. I wish I could make it all better for you.”

She wrapped her arms around me once more. “You do make it better, Mike. Simply by holding me.”

“That is something I have no problem doing,” I whispered as I kissed the top of her head.

No problem at all.
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Beatrice opened the front door, her cheeks wet from crying. “Oh, dear, Gladys is going to be so glad you came. Come here.”

I hugged Beatrice. Vickie’s disappearance had crushed the community, and for weeks, people had followed false leads. Every time they’d found nothing, I’d seen the devastation chip away at Gladys and Doug. It was heart wrenching. But none of us had ever lost hope that someday, Vickie would be found and returned to us.

“I can’t believe she was at my place all those years. I had no idea that passageway was there. If I’d known…”

I patted her back. “I know, Beatrice. I know. This isn’t your fault.”

She sniffled. “And someone took the evidence. Why would they take the evidence?”

“They took evidence?”

Beatrice dabbed her eyes. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything, but I heard Doug get the call an hour ago.”

I had been with Mike when he got the call. It left me feeling unsettled and on edge. “That’s terrible. We need to focus on being here for each other. It’s what Vickie would have wanted.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right, dear. Come in. How are you doing?”

“I’m hanging in there as best I can.” The image of Vickie’s body laid out on the ground still haunted me.

Beatrice grabbed my hand and led me inside. After Vickie had disappeared, it had been hard coming to her home, but I’d forced myself. Her bedroom was exactly as she had left it—neat and pristine. It broke my heart knowing Gladys had kept it that way so when Vickie found her way home, she’d have all her familiar things around her.

We turned the corner, and my heart hurt at the sadness in the room. It made the situation feel so real. Doug’s arm was wrapped around Gladys as he whispered something in her ear. He must have left the precinct after getting the official report. Since the investigation involved the police chief’s daughter, they had escalated it to the top. At least Vickie hadn’t been tortured. At least she hadn’t suffered. If she’d been tortured and then killed, it would have shattered us.

Gladys noticed me and said, “Oh, my sweet Sydney. Thank you for coming. Come here.”

“I brought you a little comfort food. I know it might not be the best time, but I made some fudge this morning.”

It seemed a little stupid to bring fudge, but I’d had nervous energy to expel before I stopped by. Gladys took the tin and touched my cheek. “Vickie was so lucky to have you as a friend.”

“No, I was the lucky one.”

At least her death had been painless. That was what I had to tell myself to keep from letting the sorrow overtake me.

“Hey, Doug.”

“Come here, punkin pie.”

With the recent loss of my grandfather, the use of my nickname still made me ache. When I’d arrived at his house and seen his cruiser in the driveway, I’d thought about leaving. I wasn’t sure how mad he might still be at me for the jump drive, but it seemed like it was water under the bridge.

Doug released me and shook his head, fighting the emotion. “At least we know, right?”

“Yes, at least we know. Vickie would want everyone to have peace.”

The doorbell rang. Beatrice leaned on her cane as she stood, but I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’ll get it.”

“Will you stay for lunch? We want to share our thoughts about the funeral,” Gladys asked.

“Yes, as soon as I see who’s at the door, I’ll help get things set up.”

When I opened the door, Wesley was wearing a solemn look. “I heard.”

I stepped outside and shook my head. “Oh, Wesley, I hate this for them. For us.”

Wesley brought me close and kissed the top of my head. “I know. I still can’t believe it. What was she doing down there?”

For a second, I wanted to tell Wesley what I had found, but I kept quiet. Telling him only involved him and complicated matters with Mike. If Wesley knew that Mike knew and the truth about me taking the jump drive and copying it ever came out, it would cost Mike his job. That wasn’t something I was willing to gamble.

“I don’t know. If the police still had the jump drive, it might have the answers. But someone broke in and stole it.” I wiped a few tears away and took a step back. “Thanks for coming to my rescue last night. I was so stupid.”

Wesley cocked his head. “The jump drive was stolen? When? How?”

“I don’t know the specifics. I didn’t think it was the right time to ask Doug with Gladys there. They also took my letter and coin. Beatrice just told me.”

Well, Mike had told me as well, but I wasn’t sure if he was supposed to have said anything. Some lines had been blurred by our intense connection.

“Fuck.” Wesley ran his hand through his hair. “It would have been better if you made a copy.” Wesley looked at me, obviously hoping I had.

“I didn’t.” The lie rolled off my tongue easier than it should have. Before I disclosed it to Wesley, Mike needed to agree. And that required Mike putting a lot of trust into someone he didn’t like. I assumed my history with Wesley had little bearing on Mike’s opinion of him.

Time for a subject change. “Umm… was Leslie mad about the interruption last night?”

“No, not at all. She understands we’re close. She’s headed out of town for business. We got to spend some time together last night. All’s good.”

“Good. We’re about to discuss the services for Vickie. I know Gladys and Doug would want you to be a part of it. Come in and say hello.”

For a second Wesley didn’t move, and then he touched my shoulder. “Remember in junior high how I told you and Vickie that I would always be there for you?”

“Yes.”

“If you ever need anything, Sydney. I am here for you. Anything.”

I gave Wesley a hug. “Thank you. You’ve always been someone I could count on. Always.”

“And I’ll never stop being that person.”
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The afternoon at the clinic dragged on. I lay in bed that evening with a heavy heart. There was going to be a memorial service to Vickie the following Monday evening for close friends and family. Doug and Gladys didn’t think they could bear having a full-blown funeral. I completely understood their position.

At least the day is almost over.

Maggie Maye was curled up next to me, snoring softly. So far, no one had come forward to claim her, thank goodness. Since Mike was covering the evening shift for a fellow officer, I’d offered to watch Mags. I also believed Mike wanted some more time to investigate the jump drive’s disappearance. It bothered him that someone had been able to knock out so much security. For a town with a not terribly significant crime rate, it had rocked our community. The police hadn’t found any fingerprints that weren’t supposed to be in the area, which I knew had Mike questioning if there was a dirty cop working in his department.

My phone rang, and his name flashed across the screen. “Hey.”

“Hey, how are you doing?”

I snuggled deeper into bed. “Blah. It’s been a tough day. I’m glad I have Mags with me. She’s been giving me lots of love.”

“Good. You in bed?”

That was an odd question. “Yeah, why?”

“Will you come to your front door?”

I sat up, a smile instantly on my face. “Officer Murphy, are you on my front porch?”

“Come find out.”

I hung up the phone and raced down the stairs. Mags scrambled down in front of me. Peering through the peephole, I saw him standing there dressed in his uniform. Officer McHotty for sure. I opened the door a little. “Good evening, officer. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Mags squeezed through the side to get a peek at her dad. “Well, I brought something for my two favorite girls.”

That squishy feeling had me falling a little harder for Mike Murphy. I opened the door wider and saw that Mike was holding a dozen roses and a rawhide. He knelt to give the rawhide to Mags, who took off to the couch. Mike stood and stared at me, taking me in from head to toe. It was then I remembered I was still in my little cotton nightie that tied at the shoulders.

“Fuck, you are beautiful.”

The compliment made my cheeks heat and desire bloom within me at the same time. Mike’s eyes zeroed in on my chest, where I could feel my hard nipples pressing against the thin cotton, creating an outline against the fabric. Mike walked in and closed the door, setting the flowers on the table.

“Maybe I should put those in water?”

He swallowed hard. “Yeah… uhh… maybe.”

I walked into the kitchen and grabbed the vase from the top shelf. As I filled it with water, I could feel his eyes on me the entire time. Our next sleepover wasn’t going to come fast enough. I wanted—no, needed—to feel him inside me.

When I turned around, Mike took the vase from my hands and put it on the counter. Then he picked me up, placed me on the counter, and stood between my legs. His hands slowly glided up my legs, which opened wider, inviting him to touch me in the most intimate place. My core throbbed to feel his warmth. My breathing came faster. The moment was intense, and he hadn’t really touched me, yet I felt completely exposed to him.

Mike’s left hand brushed against my nipple, and I leaned back with a groan. The small touch sent an electrical current through my body. He placed his hand around the nape of my neck and brought my mouth to his. I wrapped my legs around his waist as our tongues danced in savage need. My body took over, my hips rocking ever so slightly against his cock.

He rolled my nipple between his fingers. Yes. More. Yes. The kiss slowed, and my body cried out in frustration.

Mike whispered against my lips. “I can’t wait to be inside you, Sydney.”

“We could just pretend it’s tomorrow. It’ll be our little secret.”

His thumb brushed over my nipple again, and I shivered in pleasure. “We could, but I want this to be perfect. Tomorrow, I’m going to make you mine, and I don’t plan on letting go. Let me make this special for you, for us.”

For us. I bit my lip and nodded. “Okay.”

Mike kissed me one last time. “Sleep well, baby, because tomorrow, it’s you and me.”
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I stirred the homemade spaghetti sauce and leaned down to inhale the fragrance of fresh basil, oregano, and thyme. The aroma filled my senses and brought back memories of my childhood.

My grandmother’s sauce was the best I’d ever had. I’d had to practically bribe my mother for the recipe when I moved to Salem.

The doorbell rang, and I put the lid on the sauce and grabbed a towel to wipe my hands. Throwing it over my shoulder, I opened the door to the sight of Sydney standing there with a grin, carrying an overnight bag. My eyes swept over her body quickly while a smile spread over my face. She was dressed in a soft pink sundress that matched the pink on her cheeks.

“You do realize that all the neighbors are probably on the phone right now, spreading the gossip.”

Sticking my head out the door, I looked to my left but didn’t see Mrs. Nelson outside.

“As long as Mrs. Nelson isn’t outside, we’re good.”

“Oh, she was. I spent the last ten minutes explaining to her why I was carrying an overnight bag and heading to your house. I think I just made her more suspicious with all my talk of recipes and cooking supplies. And how the items were too numerous—because you were a bachelor and all—that I had to carry them in my overnight bag, but it really just had things such as a julienne peeler and a melon-baller. I think she knows I’m coming over here for nookie.”

Laughing, I grabbed Sydney’s hand and pulled her inside my house. When the door shut, I pressed my mouth to hers. We were soon lost in the kiss until Maggie Maye demanded attention from Sydney.

Sydney slowly withdrew and closed her eyes, inhaling the delicious aroma before bending down to give Maggie Maye some lovins. “What are you making? It smells heavenly.”

I winked. “My grandmother’s secret sauce with a special type of spaghetti noodle in honor of you, Ms. Burch.”

“Wow, I’m impressed! What kind is it?”

“You’ll see. There’s also chocolate cake with raspberry filling topped with a raspberry sauce for dessert. I can’t take the credit for that one, though. It came from Caramel Patisserie.”

She tipped her head to one side as she looked at me. “I thought we might be having something else for dessert?”

My cock jumped in my pants. “You are the grand finale.”

She blushed. “I hope I live up to the expectations. That’s a lot of pressure.”

I leaned down and kissed her quickly once more. “Trust me, I’m going to make sure you see fireworks tonight. More than once.”

She ran her tongue over her lips, and I was pretty sure she let out a soft moan.

“I have some wine over there. Pick one out if you have a favorite.”

Sydney stared at me for a few moments. I wanted to laugh because I knew there had to be some crazy thoughts running through her head.

Finally, she snapped out of her musings and headed over to the wine refrigerator while I went back into the kitchen.

“It won’t be that much longer. I didn’t put any meat in the sauce—I hope that’s okay!” I called out.

“I think I’ll have plenty of meat la—I mean, no problem, I’ll have some later. I’ll swallow… no, I mean… um… wine opener? Where is your wine opener? Yes, wine opener. That’s what I need. I don’t need any meat. Vegetarian here.”

I laughed and shook my head. “In the top drawer of the little bar next to you.”

Sydney was mumbling something to herself, and Mags barked back her response.

I sautéed the zucchini noodles, added a bit of garlic, poured the sauce over them, and mixed everything together.

The oven timer went off for the garlic bread, and I pulled it out and set it on the counter to cool before I cut it.

“You look sexy in the kitchen, Mike Murphy.”

I waggled my brows and replied, “I feel sexy.”

She giggled, placing two wineglasses on the table.

“What can I do to help?”

“Will you take salad on over while I cut the bread? There is some homemade Italian dressing in the refrigerator.”

“Grandma’s recipe?”

“Nope, my mom’s.”

Sydney also grabbed the plates and silverware I had sitting out and placed them on the table.

“Go on and sit down. I’ll put some on your plate,” I said as I motioned for her to sit.

I piled some of the noodles on Sydney’s plate. Then I did the same for me before bringing the pan back over to the stove. I grabbed the freshly grated Parmesan cheese and set it on the table.

“Mike, everything looks and smells so delicious. You must have been in the kitchen all afternoon.”

Laughing, I shook my head. “Nah, it’s all pretty easy and quick to make.”

“So, will you tell me what type of noodles these are?” She took a bite and closed her eyes in delight. “Oh my gosh, it’s so good. It has a bit of a crunch!”

“Zucchini noodles.”

I watched as her eyes widened in shock. Then she covered her mouth with her napkin as she began to laugh.

“Good grief. Me and my slips. You are terrible, Mike Murphy!”

“I love your little slips.”

She smiled as her cheeks grew pink.

Taking a bite, I closed my eyes. “Damn. This sauce. I could eat it alone with a spoon.”

“It is good. I would have never thought to use zucchini noodles.”

“Trick I learned from my sister. She’s really into plant-based foods, so she gets pretty creative with her meals.”

“I’ll bet.”

“How was your day?”

“Better than yesterday. I swung by and checked on Gladys again. She said Doug went to the station today. Beatrice was there, keeping her company. I guess it’s probably good for Doug to stay busy. I asked Gladys if she wanted to help out at the clinic. I mean, we’re not busy, but it might give her something to do to keep her mind occupied.”

“Smart suggestion.”

She set her fork down and wiped at her mouth. “Any leads on who stole the evidence?”

“No. I did, however, look more into that house in Provincetown.”

Sydney sat up a little straighter, curiosity in her eyes. “What did you find out?”

“It was built around 1750. It has only sold two times over the course of its history, so there have only been three owners.”

“Wow. That’s impressive,” Sydney said.

I nodded. “I thought so, too. The last owners purchased it in 1995. They had a total restoration done that turned into a sort of archeological dig, if you will.”

“What do you mean?”

“From what I read, they stumbled upon a lot of historical finds that are now displayed in the house. There’s a problem, though. The house isn’t open to the public.”

“Oh no!”

“I sent them an email asking if they would be willing to give us a private tour. I might have read somewhere that he was a retired cop, so I sent it from my work email.”

The side of her mouth lifted into a smile that had my stomach flipping over like I was on a thrill ride at an amusement park.

“You little sneak. Did they respond?”

“Yes. They would be more than happy to give us a private tour. All we have to do is give them a few hours’ notice.”

“Mike! This is so exciting! Whatever Vickie was looking for has to be in that house.”

“Maybe, but don’t get yourself all worked up. We might not find anything.”

She nodded. “I won’t. I promise. Thank you for doing that.”

“There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, Syd.”

Her eyes burned with desire.

“You know, I have my own little surprise for you.”

I leaned back in the chair and took a sip of my wine. “Is that so? Do tell.”

Her cheeks turned that pretty shade of pink again. Christ, she was sexy as hell.

“Well, I’d much rather show you.”

“I really wanted to eat dessert first.”

Sydney’s whole body sagged with disappointment. “Oh. Okay. I’m full, but if you want dessert, you should have it.”

With a smile, I stood and reached for her hand. She seemed confused, but she placed hers in mine and allowed me to lead her into the kitchen.

“You want me to watch you eat dessert?”

“If you want to watch, I’m totally down for that.”

She scrunched up her nose in the sweetest way. My eyes roamed over her body. The moment she walked into my house with that little sundress on, I’d known what I wanted. Tonight was all about her, and I was going to make sure of that.

Sydney glanced over at the cake and then looked back at me.

“Do you want me to cut it for you?”

Moving closer to her, I slid my hand around her waist and pulled her to me. My hard cock pressed into her stomach and caused her throat to bob with a hard swallow.

I dropped to my knees and ran my hands slowly up her toned legs. “I think I’ll have my dessert on the kitchen island.”

“Okay,” she panted out, her breathing growing faster, and I was pretty sure she was catching on.

When I slowly pulled her lace panties down, her fingers sliced into my hair and she moaned.

“Are we still talking about the cake?” she asked in a breathy voice. “Please tell me we’re not still talking about the cake.”

Smiling, I stood, lifted her up, and set her down onto the granite counter.

“No, Syd,” I whispered, spreading her legs wider. “I’m not talking about the cake.”

Her eyes closed and she panted, “Thank goodness.”

“I want to taste you, Syd.”

She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I want that, too.”

I was about to lay her back when my phone rang. I looked over to make sure it wasn’t the station.

“Dad?”

Sydney glanced over at the screen.

“He’s FaceTiming me. Now!”

“Mike, you should get it. What if something’s wrong?”

With a frustrated groan, I answered it. The image on the screen was jumping all around. The ceiling, the floor, dad’s bed.

Dad’s bed?

“Dad? Dad?”

Then we heard mumbling.

“It sounds like he’s with someone,” Sydney said.

“For the love of all things, my dad butt-dialed me.”

Sydney covered her mouth and giggled.

“Oh, you look so hot.”

I froze.

No. No. No. No. God no!

“Oh my gosh!” Sydney whispered. “Your dad’s about to get lucky, too!”

Snapping my head around, I shot her a dirty look. “Don’t say that!” I hissed.

We heard a noise and looked back at the phone, which had apparently been dropped on the floor. It was facing up and I could see…

“What the fuck! Whose leg is that! Dad! Dad! Hang up the phone! For the love of God!”

Then it got worse. I heard my mother’s voice.

“That’s it, Dex. Oh, my nipples are tingling!”

Sydney and I looked at each other. I was horrified, but she had an amused look on her face.

“Did she say her nipples were tingling? Can you learn that trick from your dad?”

I jumped back, the phone still clutched in my hand. Why do I have the phone still in my hand?

“Dex! Dex, yes, that’s it!”

My eyes went back to the phone. Is that my dad’s ass?

“That’s it, Dex! Yes!”

Dropping the phone, I covered my ears and screamed, “Dad! What are you doing to Mom?”

Sydney got down from the island, picked up my phone, and ended the call. Then she looked at me and smiled.

“I think we know what your dad is doing to your mom.”

Covering my mouth, I gagged and ran out the back door.
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Sydney was still chuckling when I followed Maggie Maye back inside from the backyard. I’d needed fresh air and a moment to ask God to please make the images in my head disappear.

“I think it’s sort of cute, your parents having happy times together,” she said as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

“Happy times?”

“Would you rather me say sex?”

Gagging again, I shook my head.

“How long do you think it’s been going on?”

“I have no clue, and honestly, I need to forget about it, Syd. I heard and saw things I will never be able to forget. Ever!”

She tipped her head to one side and bit her lip. “I bet I know how to make you forget.”

And like that… the images were gone.

Smiling, I dipped my head and kissed those lips that drove me insane.

“Mike, I want you. Please. I’ve been waiting so long.”

I lifted her into my arms and headed for the stairs.

“I wanted to make this night all about you, Syd. Make you come, explore every inch of your body.”

“If you want to take those steps two at a time, I trust you not to drop me.”

How is it this woman can make me so happy and so turned on all by saying a few simple things?

When I pushed open the bedroom door, Sydney gasped.

“Oh my. Oh my. Oh my. Mike, how beautiful.”

My entire bedroom was filled with pink and white roses. Even the bed was covered with petals. I’d turned on some LED candles before Sydney had arrived and spread them around the room, just in case I hadn’t been able to slip up there first and set the mood.

I slid her slowly down my body and leaned in to kiss her softly before resting my forehead against hers. “I’ve been waiting so long for you, Syd. You have no idea.”

Her eyes met mine and something powerful passed between us. I couldn’t really say what it was, exactly, but I’d never experienced it with any other woman before.

“Make love to me, Mike.”

I ran my finger softly down her cheek. “Nothing would make me happier, sweetheart.”

She turned around so that I could unbutton her dress. My hands shook as I attempted to perform the simple act. Sydney and I laughed as I fumbled around with the buttons.

Finally, I got them all undone, and she lifted her dress over her head. My eyes took in her amazing body, naked but for the lace bra she had on.

Sydney reached behind her, unclasped the fasteners, and let the bra slip down her arms and to the floor.

“My God. You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

She took a step closer to me and unbuttoned my jeans. When she slipped her hand inside, her eyes widened.

“You’re not wearing underwear?”

I shook my head. “Less to undress.”

A wide smile curved her lips. She took me in her hand, and we both sucked in a breath.

“Syd, I need to be inside you because if I come in your hand, I’m going to be really pissed.”

Another adorable chuckle slipped from those lips. I needed to kiss her. Everywhere. Learn what turned her on. Memorize how she liked to be touched.

I wanted her like I had never wanted any other woman in my life.

Taking a step back, I pushed my jeans down while she fumbled with my shirt. Once I was completely naked, it was her turn to look me over. The way she dug her teeth into her lip and touched her own breasts nearly had me exploding. Then, in true Sydney fashion, she said exactly what she was thinking.

“I’m about to get zoodled.”

“Baby, you have no idea.”

Her smile erupted into a brilliant laugh. Cupping her face in my hands, I kissed her softly and whispered, “I’m falling so hard for you, Sydney Burch.”

She ran her hands lightly over my chest and abs before lifting her gaze to meet mine, which had my chest squeezing with that sensation only Sydney could bring to me. “I’m falling for you too, Mike Murphy.”

Kissing her once again, I stepped forward so she had to take a step backward. When her legs hit the bed, she sat down, breaking our connection.

“Slide back and lie down, sweetheart. I’m going to finish what I started downstairs.”

Sydney moved so quickly I almost laughed. I was obviously not the only one ready for this.

The moment I got another look at her, I nearly came. Her chest rose and fell as I dropped soft kisses up the inside of her leg.

“Mike.”

“Yes?”

“I… I can’t remember what I was going to say.”

With a smile, I slipped two fingers inside her, causing both of us to let out a moan. Sydney grabbed onto the comforter and lifted her hips.

“Do you want more?”

“So much more.”

I pressed my thumb against her clit, and her hips jerked. It wasn’t going to take long for her to come. She was soaking wet, and I was dying to taste her. I replaced my fingers with my mouth, and Sydney cried out my name. Her hands went to my hair, and her body began to tremble.

God, she was amazing. The way her body reacted had me so fucking hard it was beginning to hurt.

“Mike. Oh God, Mike. It feels so good. I’m so close.”

Lifting my gaze, I watched her back arch as she dug her fingers into my hair, pulling me closer to her.

Slipping my fingers back inside her, I worked her clit with my mouth, and she lost the battle. She cried out my name as I felt her pulsing against my fingers. I was more turned on in that moment than I had ever been in my life.

Hell, I wasn’t going to last two minutes inside of her.

When she finally stopped trembling, I made my way up her body, dropping light kisses over her skin. Reaching over to the nightstand, I pulled a condom out of the side drawer, ripped it open, and tried like hell to keep my hands from shaking. It felt like this was my first time all over again.

“I’ll never be able to smell roses again and not think of this moment.”

My body was over hers, her legs spread open and waiting for me to make her mine.

“Good. Then I’ll make sure you have fresh roses at the clinic every single day.”

She traced my jaw with her finger, her eyes filled with tears.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” I asked softly, kissing each corner of her mouth.

“I’m amazing. I’m wonderful. I’m blissfully happy. I hope this isn’t a dream.”

“It’s not a dream.”

She placed her hands on my cheeks and stared into my eyes.

Her mouth opened, as if she wanted to say something, but the words didn’t come. I positioned myself at her entrance and pushed slowly in, causing her to pull in a deep breath.

I kissed along her jaw and whispered in her ear, “Has it been a while?”

Her fingers moved lightly across my back. “Yes.”

“I’ll go slow.”

Inch by painfully slow inch, I guided myself deeper inside her. It took every ounce of energy I had not to thrust inside her in one fast movement.

“Oh, Mike. You feel so good.”

With my face buried in her neck, I worked myself in and out until I was fully seated inside her. I paused, feeling my entire body tremble as she wrapped her legs and arms around me, her heels pulling me in as deep as I could go.

“Damn it, Syd. I want to make this last.”

She giggled. “We could lie here for a few minutes without moving, but I think at some point we’ll both need more.”

I lifted my head and gazed into her beautiful blue eyes. Lacing my fingers with hers, I pushed our hands over her head and kissed her as I moved gently and slowly inside of her. Her movements met mine, and it felt like we had made love a thousand times before—we fit perfectly together. But it also felt completely new. So different from any other experience I’d ever had.

“Sydney, my God, you are amazing.”

Her eyes closed, and she arched her back. “Yes. Mike, don’t stop.”

When she shattered into another orgasm, I lost my control. Lifting up, I grabbed her hips and moved faster. Her hands grabbed at the bedding again, and she met me thrust for thrust.

The passion-filled sound of our bodies smacking together was one of the most erotic experiences of my life.

“Harder!” she cried out.

That was all I needed. I let go and gave her everything I had.

I could feel the sensations building. “Sydney, I’m so close.”

“Yes! Mike!”

When she reached between our bodies and played with her clit, I felt my cock grow harder.

With a grunt, I felt my release. “God, Sydney. I’m coming.”

Her own climax hit, and she cried out my name as we came together. When she unclasped her legs from around me, I slowly pulled out and dropped to her side as we dragged in deep breaths.

“I fucking saw stars, I swear,” I panted. “Syd, that felt so good.”

Sydney giggled. “That was the most amazing moment of my life. We need to do that again.”

Rolling off the bed, I pulled the condom off and tied it into a knot.

“Trust me, we’re going to do that as many times as humanly possible tonight.”

Her cheeks turned even more pink.

“Let me get rid of this.”

After discarding the condom in the bathroom trash, I got a washcloth and ran it under hot water. When I got back to the bedroom, I crawled onto the bed and spread Sydney’s legs.

“What are you doing?” she asked, leaning up on her elbows to watch me.

“Taking care of you. Are you sore at all?”

Her eyes got misty again, and I wanted to ask her what was wrong. But maybe nothing was wrong. Maybe everything was perfectly right.

“No, I’m not sore.”

She reached for the washcloth and dropped it to the side of the bed. Then she sat up, rolled me over, and climbed on top of me. When I felt her warm pussy rub against my cock, I moaned.

“Syd, I’m not sure I can this soon.”

She raised an eyebrow when she felt my dick coming back to life.

I closed my eyes and said, “Thank you, God, for this miracle you have given me.”

The sound of her laughter had me opening my eyes. I was hard. I was ready.

“Sydney, condom.”

She reached over and pulled one out. I watched as she opened the package, took the condom out, and ever so slowly rolled it on. When she positioned herself over me and sank down, I knew my life was never going to be the same.

Sydney Burch had ruined me for all other women. As she rode me, her hands on her breasts as she kept her eyes on mine, I knew. I was more than simply falling for this woman. I was already in love with her.
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I woke to a sound coming from downstairs. Sitting up in bed, I looked to my left to find Sydney missing. For a moment, I panicked. I wasn’t sure why—maybe it was from waking up and not knowing where she was.

Hearing another noise, I let out a breath, realizing she must be downstairs either dealing with Maggie Maye or making breakfast.

Then the bathroom door opened and Sydney came out in a black lace bra, matching panties, thigh-high black stockings, and red high-heeled shoes.

Blinking my eyes a few times, I gave her a wicked grin and forgot all about the noises from downstairs.

“I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

“My surprise from last night,” she said in a sexy voice.

I wrapped my hand around my hard length and moved it up and down slowly. Sydney’s eyes followed the action, her tongue coming out to wet her lips.

“Syd, you are going to drive me mad.”

She winked as she started to walk my way, her fingers rubbing over her hard nipples. We froze when we heard someone coming up the steps.

“Mike? Honey, are you up? I thought I heard voices.”

Sydney’s eyes widened in horror as I grabbed the sheet and pulled it up to cover my exposed dick.

Spinning around in circles, Sydney looked like she was trying to decide if she should run back into the bathroom or dive under the covers. By the time she made the decision, it was too late. My mother appeared in the doorway of my bedroom.

Her eyes bounced between me and Sydney, who was currently hiding her face in her hands, as if that would hide her from my mom.

“You must be Sydney!” my mother exclaimed with excitement. “I’m Paula, Mike’s mother!”

I groaned and fell back onto the bed.

“Oh, it’s so nice to… to meet you, Paula.”

Poor Sydney. I had to give her credit; she stood there like a trooper. I wondered if she knew exactly how well you could see through that bra and those panties. I wrapped the sheet around me, grabbed my robe, and walked over to where Sydney was standing. I quickly put it over her. I wrapped my arm around her waist and drew her close to me.

“Mom, what are you doing here? You weren’t supposed to be here for another week.”

She smiled, still staring at Sydney with this far-off look on her face that said she was already deciding what color yarn to use for the baby blanket she was going to knit for us.

“Your father and I wanted to surprise you.”

I huffed. “You already did that last night.”

Sydney jabbed her elbow into my side.

With a confused look, my mother focused back on Sydney. “I’m glad you had an extra pair of undies. I found your pink ones in the kitchen. I’ll hand-wash them later. They look delicate.”

Sydney’s legs buckled, and I had to hold her tighter so she wouldn’t fall.

“You kids get dressed! I’ve got breakfast going, and your father went to get some donuts. You know how he is with donuts.”

My mother turned and headed out the door. Sydney quickly broke away from me and ran to the bedroom window. She unlocked it and started to lift it up.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Running! Leaving! Mike, your mother saw me practically naked. She knows we had sex. She found my panties in the kitchen! What’s she going to think of me?”

She gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. “What if your dad was the one who found my panties?”

“Sydney.”

“Okay. This is what we’ll do. I’ll sneak out. I’ll go home to change and then come to the front door. Your mom will be confused, but maybe we can convince her it was all a dream!”

“Sydney! Do you like your eggs over easy or medium?” my mother called up from downstairs.

“Over medium!” Sydney called back and then slapped her forehead with a groan. “Shit! Shit!”

There was a soft knock on the door. “Here’s your bag, dear. You might need it to get dressed.”

Sydney and I watched in horror as my mother walked into my bedroom, stepped over our discarded clothes from last night, and handed Sydney her bag.

“Hurry now, I want to hear all about how you two met.”

After she left, shutting the door completely this time, I looked at Sydney.

“I’m pretty sure the dream idea is out the window.”
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Sydney

 

Deep breath in.

Exhale it out.

Deep breath in.

Exhale it out.

I was on the verge of panicking as I looked at the door in horror, recalling what had just transpired. It was like Paula hadn’t seen me in my black, barely there lingerie, getting ready to fuck her son.

“Sydney, listen to me.”

If she’d arrived two minutes later, I might have been riding him like a bucking bronco in a rodeo.

Shit.

“Sydney.”

My eyes drifted to the condom wrappers on the floor. Those must have been missed during our middle-of-the-night romps.

Double shit.

“Sydney.”

She was going to hand wash my panties.

Triple shit.

“Sydney.”

I felt like I was in some alternate reality.

“Sydney.” Mike shook me firmly, and I focused on him, aware but completely mute. “I know you’re freaking out.”

That was the understatement of the year. Now that the reality had set in, my palms were clammy and I felt nauseous.

“Syd, my family doesn’t necessarily understand boundaries. It’s...” Mike ran his hand through his hair. “Fuck, I don’t want this to scare you off. I know it’s… different.”

I laughed, astounded that he wasn’t as freaked out as I was. “Mike, your mom walked in here and caught us about to have sex. And she acted like walking in and finding a nearly naked woman in your room was a normal thing.”

Wait, is that normal for Mike?

I started to panic. Maybe I wasn’t as special as I thought I was. Maybe a nearly naked woman was a frequent occurrence. For a second, I had a horrific image of Mike sharing a night like we’d had together with another person.

Other people.

He put his hands on my cheeks, cupping my face. “Last night was special. Only you, Sydney. No one else has ever affected me like you do. And so you know, Mom has never caught me with another woman. Baby, she knows how happy I’ve been since I met you. It’s just who my mom is—in everyone’s business. Trust me, she’s probably dancing in the kitchen right now.”

She was sweet, but I wished we’d met under less awkward circumstances. But Mike’s words eased my nerves… some. “Really? Only Me?”

“Yes, sweetheart, only you. I’ll get the locks changed as soon as possible.”

I could see the humor once I got past the mortification. “I think that’s a good idea. A really, really, really good idea.” I massaged my temples. “She’s going to wash my underwear.”

Mike seemed to relax some. “I’ll snatch them back. It’ll be a covert operation. I am a cop, remember?”

“You better. Or your Mr. Winkie is going on bread and water like an inmate.”

Mike brushed his nose against mine. “I don’t think either of us would want that.”

My core clenched in memory of him inside me. I missed him already. “No, we wouldn’t. So you better be a really good undercover detective.”

“And if I get them?”

I reached down and stroked his cock through the sheet. “I’ll make sure to reward you.”

“Consider it done. Let’s get dressed and go have some breakfast. Operation Panty Snatch is underway.”

I smiled. “Let me change and straighten up the room. I’ll be down in a sec.”

Mike threw on some jeans, sans underwear, and a T-shirt. “Syd, stop looking at me like that or we’re going to end up having sex again.”

That would be a terrible idea with his parents in the house. I covered my eyes and turned around. “See, I’m not looking at you. Go. Go. No sex for you until they’re gone.”

The warmth of his fingers touched the nape of my neck. “Oh, I’ll be figuring out a way to be alone with you.”

“Good.” That was a promise I would hold him to. “Now go. I can’t control how I look at you.”

The sound of footsteps made me stiffen. “She’s coming back, Mike. Go!”

Mike left the room, closing the door behind him. I raced over to lock it. And I put my ear to the door to hear what Mike and his mom were saying.

“Mike, where’s Sydney?”

“Sydney will be out shortly, Mom.”

“Oh, I was going to ask her if she wanted some freshly squeezed orange juice.”

It was hard not to laugh. Paula was seriously going to come back for a third time. I leaned in closer to hear Mike’s response. “She takes coffee with caramel creamer. I have some in the fridge.”

“Oh, Michael Murphy, I knew I taught you how to treat a lady right. You know how Sydney takes her coffee. That’s so sweet.”

I leaned against the door and smiled. Mike had known my coffee preference since the first day I met him when I was running and fell with my tired feet. Since we met, there had been some sort of strange pull toward each other.

I pushed off the door and cleaned up the room before changing into the sundress I’d packed for today. Throwing my hair in a messy bun, I took a deep breath before heading down the stairs.

With only three steps to go, I abruptly stopped when I heard his mom.

“Oh, Mike, she’s so pretty. You guys will make beautiful babies. I need more grandbabies.”

I nearly tripped down the rest of the stairs but caught myself and froze.

Babies? Babies? Babies?

We’d been dating for about a minute and she was talking babies. I had to slow my breathing down.

Sit. Sit before you faint.

If I fainted with his mother here, she’d think I was pregnant. Mike seemed as stunned. Finally, he spoke. “Mom, let’s not put the cart before the horse. We need to get to an actual proposal.”

Thank goodness we were on the same page. The song we’d sang as kids went in an order for a reason.

First love.

Then marriage.

Then baby carriages.

Paula needed a reminder of that rhyme. A huge reminder. Maybe a neon sign might work.

The sound of pots and pans clanking together filled the room for a second. “Oh, you can’t turn your blender on now and drown me out. So, yes, I want more grandbabies. Don’t mess things up with her. She’s a vet, Mike. That makes her beautiful, smart, and a nurturer.”

“Let’s stop all the baby talk. Otherwise you’re going to scare her off.”

“What baby talk? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The woman was a riot. Mike chuckled. “That’s perfect. But seriously, Mom, Sydney is different. I don’t want to ruin things.”

“Just give her your heart, Michael.”

“I think I already have.”

I felt the same way. Mike Murphy was it for me.
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Mike

 

“I got donuts!”

Dad walked into the kitchen, a wide smile on his face. The kind of smile that screamed, “I got lucky last night!”

I shivered and tried to chase the memory away.

My mother took the donuts from my father, put them on the table, and then turned Dad to face Sydney. She had only walked into the kitchen a few seconds earlier.

“Dex, meet Sydney.”

My father pulled Sydney in for a hug. Her eyes went wide but quickly softened.

“This is our Sydney, huh?” Dad asked, giving her a once-over and then looking back at me. He winked, not even trying to hide it as he sat down at the table. “Beautiful and smart. You’ve got good taste, like your father.”

Sydney’s cheeks turned a slight shade of pink. God, she was so beautiful.

“Dex, do you have your list of places you want to visit?” Sydney asked, clearly changing the subject.

Mom huffed. “Does he have his list? He’s been talking about it for days. I have the damn thing memorized.”

The toast popped up behind me, and Mom quickly got to work putting Sydney’s plate together. Then she worked on Dad’s while I leaned against the counter and drank my smoothie.

“The Salem Witch Museum is a must.” Dad said.

Sydney nodded, taking a bite of eggs.

Dad took a few bites of food as he scanned his list. “The House of the Seven Gables. Paula wants to see that one, too.”

“Oh! The Witch House and the Dungeon Museum, too!” Mom added.

I couldn’t help but smile. Even I could hear the excitement in her voice. When I’d decided to leave the Chicago PD and move back to Massachusetts, I thought my mother would be upset. She had been sad, of course, but now that I thought about it, she hadn’t been that upset. Maybe at the time I thought it was because of Karen. Now I couldn’t help but wonder if it was because of dad as well. Me being closer to Dad gave Mom more of an excuse to come visit him as well.

Nausea rolled through my stomach as I thought of last night.

“Mike? Darling, are you okay? You look sick.”

I lifted my gaze to my mother. “No, I’m fine. Just had a flashback of something.”

Sydney shot me a look and covered her mouth to hide her smile.

“The Beverly John Cabot House is also a great stop,” Sydney said.

Dad picked up a pen and said, “Yes! We are adding that to our list.”

“Dad, you don’t even know what it is,” I said with a chuckle.

“If our Sydney recommends it, then it is going on the list.”

I glanced over at Sydney, who raised a brow and gave me a saucy smile.

“What’s with the our Sydney. She is my Sydney.”

Both of my parents looked over at me.

“Now, now, no need to fight. We can share. There is enough of me to go around.” Sydney chuckled. “And the Cabot House is a museum. The style is Georgian, and it was built during the Revolutionary War. It was the first brick house built in Beverly.”

My father looked at Sydney and then me. “We have our very own private tour guide.”

“And she’s pretty, to boot,” I added.

“I love Salem, so being your tour guide is exciting. My grandpa loved history and educated me about it through scavenger hunts,” Sydney said.

Clapping her hands, Mom motioned for everyone to finish. “Eat up so we can get the day started!”

After helping clean up the kitchen, I pulled Sydney off to the side.

“I’m sorry we can’t drive to Provincetown today.”

With a half shrug, Sydney looked up at me. “I’m disappointed, but I’d much rather do this and get to know your parents more.”

“They adore you already. I hope that doesn’t scare you off.”

“Not at all. We’re going to have fun.” She held up a finger. “However, I do not ever want your mom to catch us almost having sex again.”

“Deal.”

I reached into my jeans pocket and pulled out Sydney’s panties. Her eyes grew wide before she went to grab them from me. I pulled my hand back.

“The undercover detective in me is still very much alive. I think I’ll keep these, though.”

“Keep them?” she asked, her face bunching up in the most adorable way. “Why?”

I winked.

“Why, Mike Murphy, do you have a naughty side?”

“You haven’t even seen naughty yet, Syd.”

She swallowed hard.

“Kids! Let’s get a move on. The day is proceeding without us!” my mother called out.

“Ready to play tour guide?”

Sydney’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “You bet I am!”
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The morning had been jam-packed with a bunch of the places Dad and Mom wanted to see.

“You guys grew up in Boston, and you’ve never been to Salem?”

“No, my mother always thought the town was possessed,” Mom answered.

Dad added, “I guess when I was younger, I didn’t really care about the history. Now that you’re here, Mike, it gives me an excuse to come more often.”

Sydney and I exchanged a quick look. I knew what she was thinking.

Get those locks changed.

“How about some lunch now? I know I’m hungry,” Sydney announced.

Mom sighed and nodded her head. “Lunch sounds amazing. I heard about a place I wouldn’t mind trying out if you guys are up for it. Turner’s Seafood.”

“That’s a great place to eat,” Sydney said. “It’s right around the corner, a short walk away. And…”—she looked at my dad—“they have great cheesecake.”

“That sounds like my kind of place!” Dad said.

The moment we walked into the restaurant, I heard Marie let out a squeal of delight.

“Sydney! Mike!”

She hugged Sydney and said, “It’s about time he manned up and took you off the market.”

Sydney gasped, took a step back, and said, “Marie!”

That was all it took for my mother to jump in.

“Hi, Marie, I’m Paula, Mike’s mother. This is Dex, his father.”

Marie’s eyes lit up like the Fourth of July as she shook both of my parents’ hands and then turned to Sydney.

“You’re meeting the parents. Things must be serious. I knew you were holding out on me at the clinic. The girls are going to be elated.”

I groaned internally at the idea of the gossip mill flowing now.

“They came into town to visit Salem, and I offered to show them around,” Sydney clarified.

“After she got dressed and came downstairs from Mike’s room,” my mother threw in.

I ran my hand down my face and groaned. My father leaned in and said, “And you wondered why we got divorced.”

“We should probably take our seats, the hostess is waiting for us,” I said, prompting my mother to say good-bye to her newly appointed best friend, Marie.

Lifting her hand in a wave, Marie called out, “I’ll be over in a bit before I leave!”

On the way to the table, Sydney poked me in the side and pointed.

“Look! Your dad is checking out your mom’s ass.”

I curled my lip and looked away. The memory of my father and mother having sex last night hit me right in the gut, causing me to instantly lose my appetite.

Thankfully, lunch progressed without any talk of panties, babies, or images of my parents getting it on. Mom had started to mention babies, but one quick look of warning from me had her changing the subject quickly.

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out to see it was the station. “It’s the station; let me grab this outside.”

There was a back door over by the restrooms that led to an outdoor area. I quickly made my way there as I answered the phone.

“This is Mike.”

“Mike, it’s Bill. Listen, I know it is your weekend off, but would you mind coming in for just a few hours tomorrow? My niece is being baptized at our church in the morning and the officer who was going to cover me is sick. I would really love to be there.”

“Sure, I don’t mind at all. Why are you working on a Sunday?” I asked.

He sighed in frustration. “I’m trying to cover a few extra shifts to buy Louise a trip to Hawaii for our anniversary. And hopefully it will help with the whole ‘trying to get pregnant’ thing.”

I smiled. “I don’t mind at all. I’ve got my dad in town, so I’ll probably let him ride along with me.”

“Great! Thanks so much.”

“No problem at all, Bill.”

I hit End and headed back in. Marie was at the table, talking to my mother. “This isn’t going to turn out good,” I whispered.

Sydney looked up and smiled at me as I walked back to the table. Leaning down, I kissed her on the cheek.

“Everything okay here?” I asked, taking my seat again.

She nodded and quirked a brow. “Your mom has been invited to the Red Hat Society tea tomorrow.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

Sydney pressed her lips together tightly to keep from laughing as she shook her head.

“Syd, maybe that’s not such a good idea.”

“They’re going to gossip regardless. But maybe if they’re drunk, they won’t remember the gossip. It’ll be fun for her. And Marie would give me hell at the clinic if I intervened. Look at how well your mom and Marie are getting along. Marie will keep her distracted… hopefully.”

We turned to look at the two women. They were deep in conversation. I glanced to the right and saw my father talking to a guy at the next table.

“Who is Dad talking to?”

With a half shrug, Sydney replied, “No clue. He struck up a conversation with him.”

I closed my eyes and exhaled a breath. “They exhaust me.”

Sydney took my hand in hers and flashed me a naughty grin. “This would be the perfect time to sneak away, Officer Murphy. You did promise…”

Licking my lips, I let my gaze drift to her mouth and back up to those beautiful eyes. “If I didn’t think my parents would somehow manage to find us, I would say let’s do it. But we still have an afternoon of sightseeing.”

She pouted, and it was the cutest damn thing I’d ever seen. I wanted to tell her I was falling in love with her—that I had already fallen in love with her—but the last thing I wanted to do was scare her away. Sydney regarded me for a few moments before she said, “Now you’re thinking about something you don’t want to say out loud.”

Leaning in, I kissed her lips softly before saying, “Soon.”
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Mike

 

The next morning, I walked into my kitchen to find Sydney sitting at the table, a cup of coffee in front of her. She had texted earlier that she’d be heading over, so she must have run into Mom on the front porch, where she drank her first cup of coffee each morning. Sydney looked exhausted.

“Morning,” I said as I walked in. I kissed my mother on the cheek and leaned down to kiss Sydney on the mouth.

“How did you sleep last night?” I asked, giving her a quick wink.

She curled her lip up at me. I smiled, knowing if I could have read her mind, she’d have some choice words she wanted to say to me.

“I slept like a baby. My morning run was fantastic,” she purred.

I mouthed “Liar” before I turned and poured everything into the blender for my morning smoothie. I caught her rolling her eyes, though, right before I looked away.

“How did you sleep, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

I turned the blender on with a chuckle. I was positive my mother was doing her own eye roll right about now. Once the machine turned off, she went in for the kill.

“You know, they say thirty minutes of sex a day helps you sleep more soundly.”

Nearly choking on my own saliva, I turned to look at her. “Who is they?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I read it somewhere.” Then she took Sydney’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “You’ll sleep much better tomorrow night, sweetheart. Dex and I leave for Boston in the morning.”

Sydney cleared her throat. “Oh, um, well. So soon?”

“Not soon enough,” I mumbled as I sat down and gave Maggie some love.

“I heard that, Michael.”

Dad walked into the kitchen, a wide smile on his face. “Good morning, family!”

He was already dressed and ready to go with me to work.

“How long will you be covering for Bill?” Sydney asked. “I was thinking of taking your mom around to a few shops before bringing her over to the Red Hat Society tea.”

“Sydney, you don’t have to entertain me!” Mom said.

“Nonsense. I want to spend time with you. It’ll be fun to have a girls’ morning.”

My mother beamed with happiness. “I would love that, darling.”

“It should only be a few hours. I can call you when I’m done.”

“Perfect! I’ll probably be back at the house.” Sydney said, giving me a smile and look that said everything would be fine. She had so much to learn about my mother.

So. So. Much.
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I approached the passenger side of the car I had pulled over for running a stop sign.

“Morning, ma’am. I’m Officer Murphy. I pulled you over because you ran that stop sign back there.”

The older woman’s cheeks turned bright red. “I did! Oh lawrd. I don’t remember there being a stop sign there.”

“Is that right? Where are you heading?”

The woman screamed as my father popped up at the driver’s side window and asked, “Do you have your license and insurance, ma’am?”

“Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” she said, covering her chest with her hand. I straightened and whistled, causing my father to look at me over the car roof.

I shook my head and asked, “What are you doing?”

“I’m assisting you with a traffic stop.”

“I don’t need your assistance. What I need is for you to go back to the car, get in it, and wait for me.”

My father shot me a dirty look but headed back to the patrol car.

Leaning back down, I took the driver’s license from the older woman.

“Lawrd, that officer scared me.”

“He’s retired, but he doesn’t seem to understand what that means.”

She laughed. “Here is my insurance, son.”

I looked everything over before handing it back to her. “The stop sign hasn’t been up for very long. There were signs, though, to indicate you were approaching the intersection.”

“I hardly drive this way anymore.”

Tapping on the car lightly, I smiled. “I’m going to give you a warning this time. Pay close attention, ma’am. Things are changing the more Salem grows.”

“Oh, Officer Murphy, I will! I promise you I will. Thank you.”

“Drive safely.”

As I walked back to the patrol car, Luke Evans approached me from the doorway of his barbershop across the street.

“Officer Murphy! Why don’t you come on in and I’ll give you a quick trim?”

Luke was always trying to get me to come in for a haircut. It didn’t matter if I was working or not. He couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t let him cut my hair, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was because his hands shook so badly I was afraid he’d cut my neck open.

That was Dad’s cue to get out of the car and make his way over to us.

“Hey, Luke. How is it going?” I reached out to shake his hand.

“I’m well. Doing well.”

Hitting the mic that was attached to my shirt, I called in to dispatch to let them know the stop I’d made was all clear and the violator had been given a warning.

My father’s brows drew in as he looked at me with a confused expression. I assumed he was waiting for me to introduce him to Luke.

“Luke, this is my father, Dex Murphy. Dad, this is Luke Roberts. He owns the barbershop right there.”

Dispatch came on in my earpiece. I stopped talking to listen to what she was saying.

“Ten four. One seventy-eight, advise if you are still at last location.”

“One seventy-eight. Yes, I am.”

“There is a disturbance call at one one one Kline street, officer requesting backup.”

“One seventy-eight. I’m ten or so minutes away.”

Another officer came on, stating he was closer.

Dispatch answered back. “We’ve got two other officers en route, one seventy-eight. Please stand by.”

“Ten four.”

Dad was talking to Luke but kept looking at me, obviously confused.

“One seventy-eight. Dispatch, please advise when Officer Ricks has returned.”

“Ten four, one seventy-eight.”

“Mike?”

My father’s confused voice drew my gaze in his direction.

“Yeah?”

“Who in the hell are you talking to, son? There aren’t any other cops here!”

I stared at him for a moment until I realized why he’d been so confused. “Dad, I was talking to dispatch.”

His eyes widened, and he looked around. “Are they around? I don’t see anyone but you, me, and Luke here.”

Pointing to the earpiece in my ear and the mic attached to the right shoulder of my shirt, I laughed. When my father had retired from the force a number of years ago, he had been a detective and not on patrol. He had refused to step on board with any new technology, one of the reasons he retired early. Things were changing too fast for him—his words, not mine.

My father shook his head in disbelief. “Dear Lord, help us all. The police have all kinds of fancy equipment now.”

I couldn’t help but laugh harder. Luke agreed with Dad on the fancy equipment.

Dispatch came over my earpiece, advising me that Bill had returned. It was time to get Dad off the streets of Salem and go catch up with my girl.

“Dad, I need to head home to change and meet up with Sydney to get Mom.”

“Next time you’re in town, Dex, stop on by and get a cut.” Luke said.

Dad reached out to shake Luke’s hand. “I will for sure, Luke. Nice meeting you.”

“Have a good one, Luke!” I called out as I got back into my patrol car.

By the time I got to the station, filled Bill in on the morning, and swung by the house to change, it was after two. I texted Sydney to let her know Dad and I were on our way over to her place to pick her up.

“How serious are things with Sydney?”

I pulled up to Sydney’s house and turned to stare at my father. “I’ve been with you for half the day, and you pick now to ask me about Sydney? When we’re sitting in front of her house?”

He shrugged. “You’re different with her. That’s all.”

Smiling, I glanced over to her front door. “I am different. She makes me feel… I don’t know. Whole?” I looked back at him. “If that is the right word to use.”

My father smiled at me. “Yes, that’s a good word to describe how loving someone makes you feel.”

I pulled in a deep breath. “We just met. I’m not sure I’m ready to use that word yet. But I honestly can’t even imagine ever looking at another woman.”

With a lighthearted chuckle, he put his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Son, when the moment is right, you’ll know when to say it.”

Sydney came out of her house, locked the door, and quickly made her way to my car. She climbed into the back seat and gave me the most beautiful smile. My heart felt like it stopped for a moment.

“Hey, did you boys have fun this morning?”

My father huffed. “If you call being told to go sit in the patrol car six times fun.”

“Why did you tell your dad to go sit in the car?” Sydney asked.

I pulled out and started toward Jaho Coffee and Tea, where the Red Hat Society was having their afternoon tea. “I’m pretty sure the department would frown upon a retired Boston detective assisting me.”

Sydney giggled in the back seat.

Soon, Dad and Sydney were talking about all Dad’s favorite places in Boston. I couldn’t help but wonder if she noticed how many were bars.

“We’re here,” I said, pulling into the parking lot.

“I hope she had fun. She was looking forward to it,” Sydney said. Dad offered his hand to Sydney as she got out of the car. They walked up to Jaho’s, Dad arm in arm with my girlfriend.

Sydney glanced at me over her shoulder and winked.

With a smile, I said, “Looks like you’ve captured the hearts of two Murphy men.”

Her teeth dug into her lower lip before she broke out into beautiful laughter.

I am head over heels in love with this woman. Is it too soon to be feeling this way?

When we walked into the coffee and tea shop, Janice pointed toward the private room. “They’re all in there, having a good ol’ time.” She indicated a trayful of empty wine bottles.

After doing a quick count, I looked at Sydney. “Six bottles of wine?”

Her eyes widened in disbelief.

Dad walked up to the counter to order himself a coffee. “You kids want anything?”

“No thanks, Dad.”

“No thank you, Dex.”

I slipped my hand into Sydney’s, and we walked toward the private room. As we got closer, we could hear laughter.

“They must be having fun!” Sydney chuckled.

Before we reached the doorway, I heard my mother.

“Mike thought he took the panties without me noticing.”

Sydney and I froze in our tracks.

More laughter.

I looked down at Sydney. Her smile turned into a look of pure horror.

“I let him think he got one past me—didn’t want to hurt his little detective feelings.”

A roar of laughter filled the room.

“Oh. My. Gosh,” Sydney whispered.

“Little detective feelings?” I huffed.

The next thing I knew, Sydney hit me in the stomach.

“Oomph!” I gasped.

“Still got it, do ya? She knew the panties were gone!”

I shrugged.

“Paula, I’m so glad you’re moving back to Boston. You need to make more trips up here,” one of the women said.

Now it was my turn to be shocked. “Wait. What?”

“Your mom is moving back to Boston?”

“That’s news to me!”

“Well, it makes it more convenient for Dex and I. Phone sex just isn’t cutting it anymore.”

I felt a wave of nausea hit me when I realized what she had said.

“Did your mom just say—”

My hand came up to cover Sydney’s mouth.

“Don’t repeat it. Please, for the love of all things. Don’t. Repeat it.”

She snickered, pushing my hand away. “Oh, come on! It’s precious!”

I curled my lip up at her.

“It’s not only because of Dex that I’m considering moving back. I have a feeling I’m going to have a new grandbaby in the near future.”

Everyone in the room gasped. And next to me, so did Sydney.

“Not so precious anymore, is she?” I whispered.

“When are they going back to Boston? We need to get her out of Salem before the whole town thinks I’m pregnant!” Sydney said, horrified.

“What’s going on?” Dad asked, causing us to jump.

“Are you and Mom having sex?” I asked, a little louder than I would have liked.

Without missing a beat, my father said, “Yes.”

I stared at him while Sydney rushed into the room to retrieve my very tipsy mother.

“I’m telling Darrin and Karen!”

My father threw back his head and laughed. “What? You’re telling on us? So what if we’re having sex? We have been for over thirty years.”

I covered my ears. “I’m not ready for this! I’m not ready!”

Sydney came out with my mother. Mom’s arm was draped around Sydney, and she was talking about some gemstone for fertility she found out about.

“Good God, she’s trashed! Let’s get her home,” I said, taking her from Sydney.

By the time we got back to my house, Mom had passed out in the back seat. But not before we had to hear about the best sexual positions to use to get pregnant. And she was considerate enough to share that she’d tested each of them when she’d been attempting to get pregnant with Darrin.

My father had mastered the art of tuning out my mother. I, on the other hand, had not learned that skill yet. I made a mental note to ask him how he did it.

Once Mom was in bed and Dad was settled in the living room chair with a beer and ESPN, I ran up to my room and packed a bag.

When I walked down the stairs, Maggie Maye was snuggled up on my father’s lap.

“Dad, I’m going to go over to Sydney’s for a bit. We have a bit of… research to do on a project we’re working on.”

He lifted his hand. “Sure, son. Call it what you like. We won’t wait up for you. Just remember, we’re leaving early in the morning.”

“I’ll be here. Mags, come on, girl.”

My dog lifted her head and looked at me like I had gone insane.

“She’s fine staying here with me. I’ll make sure she eats and goes outside. Go enjoy yourself, stay the night, Mike. We don’t need to be babysat.”

I didn’t want to admit that my feelings had been hurt because my dog picked my father over me. It was probably better this way. Sydney and I could stay in bed the rest of the afternoon and all night if we wanted to.

“Sounds good, Dad. Thanks. There’s plenty of food in the refrigerator. Maggie Maye eats around six.”

“I got it. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on your mother.”

“I’ll call you in a few hours.”

“Sounds good.”

Throwing my duffel bag over my shoulder, I headed out the front door and made my way to Sydney’s house.

“Officer Murphy! Are you heading to the gym?” Mrs. Nelson asked as she sat on her front porch.

With a smile, I waved. “Something like that,” I replied.

“Good for you! Enjoy yourself!”

“I will. Have a good afternoon.”

“You, too!”

When I knocked on Sydney’s door, I was ready to get lost in her for the rest of the afternoon.

She greeted me with a sexy smile when she answered her door.

“Miss me already?” Sydney asked, inviting me in and shutting the door.

The moment it shut, I had her against it, my hands finding their way up her shirt and pinching her nipples.

“Mike,” she gasped.

“Syd, I want you.”

I lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around my body.

“Where’s Maggie Maye?”

“Dad’s watching her.”

A smile lit up Sydney’s face. She must have been reading my mind.

“What are you waiting for, Officer Murphy?”

I carried Sydney up the steps, two at a time. Neither of us wanted slow. I needed her. Wanted her like I had never wanted any other woman.

With fumbling hands, we quickly undressed each other. Sydney sat down on her bed and scooted back, begging me with her eyes to hurry.

I put a knee on the bed and stopped in my tracks.

“What? What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Condom. I need a condom.”

Sydney narrowed her eyes at me. “If you say you forgot them—”

“They’re in my bag. Be right back!”

I quickly made my way out of the room, raced down the steps, grabbed my bag, and got back upstairs in record time.

“Good thing I run every day!” I took a condom out and joined Sydney by the bed.

“Let me,” she said, eying my cock with hungry eyes.

I handed it to her and stood perfectly still as she ripped it open and ever so slowly rolled it on.

“Syd, are you trying to make me come?”

Her eyes lifted, and she met my gaze. She pulled her bottom lip in between her teeth and moved to the middle of the bed. I followed her.

I moved over her body, and she opened her legs so I could settle between them. Framing her face with my hands, I looked into those beautiful blue eyes.

For a few moments, neither of us said a word. Inch by inch, I slowly started to work my way into her. When I was fully seated, Sydney closed her eyes and let out a breathy sigh.

“Syd.”

Her eyes opened.

“I’m falling in love with you.”

When her eyes widened, I wasn’t sure if it was shock, excitement, or fear that I saw.

Before she had a chance to speak, I kissed her and then slowly made love to her. The way her fingers intertwined in my hair and her legs wrapped around me, drawing me deeper to her—it all felt so right. I didn’t need to hear the words yet. I had probably said them too soon. All I knew was it had felt like the right time.
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After seeing my parents off to Boston, Sydney and I both headed to work. The rest of the week had been a giant clusterfuck. Sydney had an increase in emergencies, with two calling her into the clinic in the middle of the night. She’d had to euthanize the two dogs that had cancer. On Monday, we attended Vickie’s memorial service, which had been emotionally draining on everyone.

Doug had kept me busy with the missing evidence in Vickie’s case as well as a burglary that had happened late Monday night. I jumped in and worked alongside the lead detective on the case. That meant I was working longer hours and hadn’t gotten to see Sydney but three times all week. By Friday morning, I was ready for a break. Sydney had cleared her schedule for the day, and I’d taken the entire weekend off, including Friday.

“I think I have everything. I can’t wait to see this house. Do you think we’ll find anything?” Sydney asked, putting her bag in the back of the car.

“I’m not sure. It could be a dead end.”

Sydney drew in a deep breath. “I think we’re going to find something, Mike. I feel it.”

I placed my hand on the side of her face; my thumb rubbed gently over her soft skin. “I do too, baby.”

Three hours later, we were pulling into the driveway of the Cape Cod–style house we had rented through Airbnb. We got out of the car and Sydney glanced around, smiling. Kids were playing across the street and we could smell the fresh ocean water. Provincetown had a charm that would never get old, and of course it was loaded with history. Another plus.

Once we brought our things inside, I called the owners of the house on Commercial Street.

“Hi, Tim, this is Officer Mike Murphy. We spoke a week or so ago and I mentioned my girlfriend and I are huge history buffs.”

“Yes! Mike, so good to hear from you. Are we still on for the tour this afternoon?” The man’s voice sounded like that of an older gentleman.

“We most certainly are. I can’t tell you how excited my girlfriend is to see the house. Thank you so much for allowing us to invade your home like this.”

“Nonsense, we don’t mind at all. We’re still on for noon?”

“Yes, if that still works for you.”

“It does. See you both soon, Mike.”

“See you then.”

I hit End on the phone and tossed it onto the bed. I took out my laptop and typed in the address of the house once more. From the information I’d been able to gather, when they did the restoration of the house, they had found many artifacts from over the years that had fallen between floorboards or been hidden behind shelves. There was a good chance we might see something but an even better chance we wouldn’t.

“Okay, I’m ready to go,” Sydney said, walking out of the bedroom dressed in a long, blue sundress. It felt like she had stolen the air from the room. Her hair was pulled up into a soft bun on top of her head. It wasn’t one of those perfect, tight buns some women wore. There were a few loose strands that looked as if they were floating around her face, framing her beauty.

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her. “Ready to go on an adventure?”

Her eyes sparkled with excitement. “Yes. I’m feeling so lost and confused by all of this. I have no idea what we’re looking for, but I have a gut feeling there is more to this story.”

I nodded. “I agree; there has to be more. My guess is we are looking for another symbol. Either the one on the coin, or the Truth-seekers symbol. Keep your eyes open.”

“Will do, Officer Murphy.”

Sydney and I ended up walking to 72 Commercial Street since it was such a beautiful day and only a block away. Cape Cod–style homes lined the street, giving the feeling of a small, oceanfront town.

Before we even had a chance to knock, the door flew open. An older couple stood there, huge smiles on their faces.

“You must be Mike and Sydney!” Tim said, ushering us into the house.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Sydney looking around the room. She was attempting to take everything in.

“Thanks again for welcoming us into your home. This house is so beautiful,” Sydney said.

“It is. We’ve loved being here.”

I followed Tim and his wife, Sue, into the living area. “You did an extensive remodeling, I read.”

“Yes, we did. We took great care to restore the house exactly the way it was built. Even greater care when we stumbled across little hidden gems. Like these tiles we found in the floorboards. The floorboards, if you can believe that! They are all hand painted.”

Sydney and I stepped closer to the fireplace and looked at the tiles. Most of them were paintings of ships. One caught my eye, and I leaned in closer.

“Is this a painting of the Boston Tea Party?” I asked.

“Good eye there, Mike. Not surprised with you being a history lover.”

I smiled at the older man.

“We found this one separate from the others. It was wrapped up in a linen cloth along with a silver spoon. The name R. Collins was written on a piece of paper that was tucked between the two items.”

Studying the painting, I tried to recall where I had seen it before. Is it a painting that Paul Revere had done?

I looked over at the couple. “Where in the house was it found?”

“There was a trapdoor in the kitchen that led down to a root cellar. It was hidden in an old wooden box that had been tucked up in the ceiling beams. We only found it because we’d taken each floor plank out to inspect all the beams in the house. Some needed replacing,” Tim said.

“This might be a strange question, but was there a symbol on the beam?” Sydney asked.

“No, but there was a small symbol with an initial on the box,” Sue said.

“Did it look like this?” Sydney asked, taking out her phone and pulling up the picture of the coin.

Tim and Sue both looked at the picture.

“Yes, that’s the same symbol. Is that a coin?” Tim asked.

Sydney smiled. “It is. My grandfather left it to me with a letter when he passed away. It’s what sparked our interest in finding restored houses in the area and learning about them. Isn’t it interesting how homeowners hid things back then?”

Tim nodded, looking back down at the picture. “Why in the world would that symbol be on the box here in this house in Provincetown and on a coin found in Salem?”

With a half shrug, Sydney remained casual. “I don’t know. We’ve found the symbols in a few of the older homes in the Salem area.”

“Is that so!” Sue exclaimed, clearly excited.

The way Tim was staring at the coin had me curious.

“Have you ever seen that symbol before, Tim?” I asked.

His gaze shifted to me. “You know, when we found the box, I didn’t really pay attention to it. I thought it was maybe an initial or something. But now that I see it on the coin, I recall seeing it somewhere else.”

“Where?” Sydney asked, her voice loud and a little too excited. I took her hand in mine and gave it a light squeeze. “I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised. We’ve seen it in a few places in Salem. I wonder if it was some sort of group at one time?”

I couldn’t help but look at her. She was quite a good actress.

Tim nodded, a focused expression on his face. “It could be. Where have I seen that symbol before? I want to say it was in Boston.”

“In Boston?” Sydney and I said in unison.

“Yes! Tim! I remember. It was in that graveyard—remember you mentioned seeing it on the wooden box? I had completely forgotten about that.”

I could practically see Sydney bouncing with excitement.

“Wow, how interesting,” I said, letting go of Sydney’s hand. “Do you remember which graveyard?”

Tim shook his head. “No. We did a whole graveyard tour and visited a few different ones. I’m sorry.”

Sydney’s shoulders sagged in disappointment.

“Do you still have the box and spoon?” I asked.

Sue smiled. “Oh, of course. We have everything. Some items are displayed in shadow boxes, others in storage boxes for safekeeping. Let me go grab the box. It’s upstairs.”

Tim motioned for us to continue to follow him as he guided us through the rest of the small house and out to the backyard. The home was decorated in antique pieces, and I was impressed by how they had really restored the house to what it probably looked like back when it had been built.

“Now, the house had been closer to the ocean, but it was moved to this current location. Then they put in the road out front,” Tim said as he handed Sydney and me an iced tea.

“Here it is!” Sue said, carrying a white box in her hands. She sat down at the table, carefully opened the lid, and set it to the side. Then she took out an old wooden box. It was beautiful, with intricate carvings on all sides. When she handed it to Sydney, I could clearly see the Alchemist symbol on the top of the box.

Sydney looked over at me and then at Tim and Sue. “It’s beautiful. Whoever the artist was, they did an incredible job.”

I could tell Sydney was holding her breath as she carefully opened the box.

“Use the cloth to take out the spoon. You wouldn’t believe the trouble we had getting that thing cleaned,” Sue said with a chuckle.

“I bet,” I replied.

Sydney unwrapped the linen cloth, took the spoon out, and examined it.

“What do the numbers mean?” Sydney asked.

“I’m not sure. We were thinking it was a date perhaps?”

Sydney handed me the spoon, and I studied it. I read the numbers out loud. “One, six, six, zero.”

“Seems most logical that it is a year, don’t you think?” Tim said.

“Yes. May I look at the box?” I asked, placing the spoon in the cloth and then gently down on the table.

“Yes, please,” Tim said while Sydney handed it to me.

I gave Sydney a look that I hoped she understood, motioning with my eyes to the box and then the backyard. When she started firing off questions at Tim and Sue, I knew she’d gotten the message loud and clear.

Distract them.

“Your backyard is stunning. Is that a tombstone over there?” Sydney asked, standing and making her way across the yard.

Tim and Sue stood and followed her.

I studied the box. I’d seen one like this in my Colonial America class in college. If it had been made the same way, I knew the inside of the box had a secret compartment somewhere.

Sydney laughed at something Tim said, causing me to glance over at them.

“Tim? Do you mind if I take a picture of this box? One of my old college professors had a box like this he’d found at an estate sale once. He would love to see this.”

Tim waved his hand at me. “Have at it, Mike.”

It wasn’t a lie. I would send the pictures to Professor Tully.

After snapping a few pictures, I found what I was looking for. I just needed something to pry the piece of wood apart and pray I didn’t break it. I took out the small pocketknife I always carried with me. I made sure to keep an eye on what Tim and Sue were doing with Sydney. They had walked off to the corner of the yard and out of my sight.

I gently pried the piece of wood until it popped off, and a small piece of paper dropped into the box. It didn’t appear to be as old as the box. I quickly opened it and read the two lines of numbers written on it.

Four, zero, one, four, three, two, seven, zero. The next line read seven, with a dash in front of it, five, two, seven, one, one, three, zero.

At the end of the line of numbers were two letters: R and C.

I took a picture of the writing and then took a picture of the piece of paper with the name R. COLLINS on it that had been tucked away with the spoon. I put my phone on the table and slipped the knife back into my pocket.

“Tim! Sue! Did you know there was a secret compartment?”

“What!” Tim said, rushing back over to the table. Sue and Sydney were hot on his trail.

“Yes, I was lifting the box over to look at the bottom and this small piece of wood fell out. This was inside.”

I handed the paper to Tim. Sue and Sydney stood there, transfixed on the paper in Tim’s hands.

“It’s more numbers and the letters R C.”

“That must stand for R. Collins, the name on that piece of paper,” Sydney said. “They must be dates!”

“That is amazing! Oh, Tim, this is so exciting. How in the world did we miss this?”

“If only we knew who R. Collins was,” Sydney stated as they all studied the paper, perplexed by the numbers.

I made a show of checking the time. “Syd, I didn’t realize how late it was. We’re going to miss our reservations if we don’t get a move on.”

With a confused look on her face, Sydney asked, “Reservations?”

“We’re meeting my parents in Boston. Remember?”

She tilted her head.

“Goodness, it will take you a good two hours to drive into Boston. I hope you won’t be late,” Sue said.

“It’s an early dinner. My mother is flying out to Chicago later this evening.”

Since my mother had flown back to Chicago two days ago, I knew Sydney would get the hint. We needed to leave now.

“Oh, yes, oh my. I can’t believe I forgot. Seeing all this history had it going poof, right out of my mind,” Sydney said.

I carefully placed the spoon back into the wooden box, then put the cloth and letter inside. I handed it back to Tim.

“Looks like we have a puzzle to figure out,” Tim said.

“Sure wish we could stay and figure it out with you, but we really have to go. Thank you so much for opening your home to us.”

Sue gave us each a quick hug.

“Any time you kids are the area, you stop by and visit,” Tim said, shaking my hand and giving Sydney a hug.

“We will. Thank you for letting us see your home. It’s truly beautiful,” Sydney said as we walked back into the house. Tim set the box on the dining room table and walked us to the door where we said another quick good-bye and quickly headed down the path and up Commercial Street.

Once we were out of earshot, Sydney stopped and looked at me. “How in the world did you find that compartment? I’m positive they had professionals looking at all the artifacts in that house.”

“Colonial America History class. My professor had a box that had been made in the same style. Except there was no symbol carved onto it but there was a name. No wonder they all thought that the Alchemists symbol was an initial.”

“Okay, so what about the numbers on the spoon? And on that other piece of paper?” Sydney asked as I took her hand and we began to walk again. I couldn’t help but notice how she kept looking back over her shoulder. For a moment, she had an uneasy look on her face.

“The spoon most likely is a date; the ones on the paper are not dates.”

“Mike, how do you know? They could be anything.”

“Yes, but I have an idea what they are. We need to get to Boston.”

Tugging on my hand to slow me down, she asked, “Boston? Why Boston?”

I picked up the pace instead, causing Sydney to have to jog to keep up with me.

“Mike! Are you going to tell me?”

We ran up the steps to our rental house, and I punched in the code and opened the front door. Before walking in, I saw Sydney looking around.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

With a shrug, she focused back on me. “I don’t know, I can’t seem to shake the feeling that someone is following us.” I looked up and down the street before turning back to Sydney.

“It’s probably just your nerves.”

She nodded but still looked unsure. “So, the numbers on the paper?” she asked.

“They’re coordinates, and I will bet you anything they lead to somewhere in Boston.”
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Mike

 

Sydney and I stared at the display on my laptop.

“Is that…?”

I nodded. “A graveyard in Boston.”

Sydney smacked me on the shoulder and jumped for joy. “Mike! You are brilliant. How in the world did you know those numbers were coordinates?”

“The first set I didn’t. Once I found the other ones and saw they were the same amount of numbers, two different rows, I put two and two together and figured out the clue. I am, after all, a damn good detective. I got your panties back, didn’t I?”

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s not revisit that.”

“What about the numbers on the spoon?” she asked.

“Once the coordinates pulled up the graveyard, the spoon made sense. It was a clue, but not a great one. Sixteen sixty is when the Granary Burying Ground was established.”

“That is unbelievable,” Sydney stated as she looked at the laptop.

“Come on, let’s get going. We’ve got about a two-hour drive to Boston.”

Sydney ran into the room and quickly changed into jeans and sneakers.

“Bring a sweatshirt, baby. It might get chilly.”

“Got one. Let’s go!”

We raced out to the car, and Sydney put Granary Burial Boston into her phone. Traffic was light and the GPS said we would make it there in just over two hours.

“Are you hungry? Should we stop and eat something?” I asked.

She looked at me like I was insane. “Drive through anywhere—let’s just get there. I can’t believe this!”

After a quick spin through Chick-Fil-A, we made it to Boston in just under two hours. I may have broken a speed limit or two during that drive, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

Sydney looked up from her phone. “There is a public parking lot on Beacon Street and Park Street.”

“Yeah, it’s right around the corner.”

She smiled. “I forgot your father lives here. You’re probably familiar with the area.”

Laughing, I pulled into a spot and turned off the car. “Just a little. Once we get there, let’s split up. You take one side of the graveyard; I’ll take the other.”

She nodded.

We walked down Park Street to Tremont Street and to the entrance to the graveyard.

Sydney came to a stop and stared into the graveyard. It was both eerie and fascinating to see the old tombstones and rock pathways. Some were large, ornate stones; others, simple stones on the ground. The north side of the cemetery had a long brick wall that also had tombstones placed in it. It was a strange feeling to walk into the cemetery, but I had no idea why.

“Well, let’s go look at the graves and see what we can find.”

I laughed and kissed her quickly. “I’ll take the left; you take the right.”

“Okay.”

After twenty minutes of looking at each stone, I sighed. This was going to take forever if we each stopped and looked at every single tombstone in this graveyard. I stopped at John Hancock’s grave and carefully studied it. Then I remembered Paul Revere and the painting of the Boston Tea Party at Tim and Sue’s house. I was positive it was his painting on the tile. I quickly walked over to his grave. After a thorough look around his grave, I pushed my hands through my hair and sighed. Then I glanced down and saw the Truth-seekers symbol on the path directly in front of the grave. I was almost standing on it. Glancing around the graveyard, I saw Sydney. She was looking at the tombstone, holding up her hands, and looking through a small hole she was making with her fingers.

What in the world is she doing?

I looked directly at the wall behind her. That’s when I noticed one grave that was not positioned like the others. I studied it and realized it was off by just a bit. Sydney looked up and saw me. She turned in the direction I was looking and then back to me. Then she smiled and walked over to me.

“I found a Truth-seekers symbol. And look at that tombstone? Does it look like it lines up with the symbol?”

“Make a triangle with your two pointer fingers. Then touch your two middle fingers and thumbs together like this. It makes a diamond shape. See? Put it right up to your eye.”

I mimicked the shape she was making.

“When you’re trying to focus on a spot that’s directly in front of you, it narrows your field of vision. Now, stand directly on the symbol and look.”

The moment I did it, I saw the tombstone on the wall that had been positioned differently from the others. If you stood directly on the symbol in front of Paul Revere’s grave and made the small shape to look through, you saw that grave.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, looking back at her.

“Grandpa showed me that. If you narrow your field of vision, you will see what you’re looking for.”

I grabbed her hand, and we walked over to that specific grave.

“If this works, we may have to find a hotel. That totally turned me on.” Sydney giggled, but that sound was followed by a gasp.

On the wall above the tombstone was the Truth-seekers symbol.

“Holy. Shit.”

“Mike! Mike, do you see what I see?”

“Yes.”

I read the name on the tombstone.

Robert Collins. R. Collins.

Sydney ran her hand over the symbol, causing me to look back up at it, and I noticed a brick that looked like it had been removed and then reseated. Maybe not in the last hundred years, but it had been removed at one time.

“We need to get that brick out of the wall,” I said.

Sydney spun around and her mouth dropped open. “What?”

“We need to see if there’s anything behind the brick.”

She slowly shook her head. “Mike, have you lost your mind? You’re a cop, not Nicolas Cage! You’re talking about defacing a very, very, very old cemetery.”

“I’m not going to deface anything. I’m just… looking.” I glanced around the cemetery and took into account the number of tourists that were there. If I started messing with a brick, one would  notice. “I need a distraction, Syd.”

Her eyes widened. “And you’re making me an accomplice!”

I shot her an intense look. “Syd, I need a distraction.”

She tipped her head to the side, thoughtful for a moment.

“Please?”

“I can’t believe this. First, I took evidence. Now, I’m part of a gang that’s going around and taking things from dead people! We don’t even have a gang sign with our fingers spelling some gang name or whatever it is they do.”

“Part of a gang?” I asked with a laugh.

“That is what you took from that, Mike? That part? Not the part of taking something from a dead person!” She looked back at the entrance of the graveyard. “I still have a very weird feeling someone is watching us, Mike.”

“Considering what I’m asking you to do, it’s no wonder you’re paranoid. Let’s get back to the plan though. Distraction, Syd.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and raised her eyebrow. “If something happens, I don’t know you. But… if it’s a distraction you want, you’ve got it. If I end up going to jail, you better call someone who knows someone who can present me with a get-out-of-jail-free card.”

Leaning down to kiss her, I was met with the palm of her hand. “Oh no. No kisses for you, Officer McHotty.”

I watched as Sydney walked away from me full of sass. Part of me was sort of excited to see what she would come up with. Never in a million years would I have imagined she would do what she did.

She let out a laugh and then clapped her hands. The old cemeteries in Boston usually had at least a dozen or so tourists at any given time. Getting the attention of almost everyone in the graveyard.

“So you… you want to see some graves do you?” she called out.

A few people yelled back to her. “Yes!”

“How about a tale or two?”

There was another round of Yes! and some applause.

“Well, you’ve come to the right place, my friends. My name is Mary Bradbury. The year is sixteen ninety-two, and I have been accused of… witchcraft!”

Sydney jumped, and a few people screamed and laughed.

“I have been accused because of the following reason—are you ready?”

A few people called out “Yes,” but Sydney wasn’t having it. She yelled louder. “I asked thee, are you ready?”

Nearly the whole graveyard answered back, “Yes!”

That was my cue. I reached in and took out my pocketknife. After a quick glance around, I worked it around the brick as Sydney kept talking.

Jesus, this really is a scene straight out of a damn movie.

“I have been accused of witchcraft because I apparently can assume the form of a… blue boar!”

I could hear laughter.

“’Tis true! Doth thou not believe me?” Sydney cried out.

“What other animal can you change into?” a male voice called out.

The brick moved some, and I quickly worked it free.

Sydney lowered her voice. “Oh, we have a wise one among us, do we?”

The crowd in the graveyard chuckled.

I pulled the brick out and looked into the space.

Nothing.

“Shit, she’s going to kill me.”

Then I remembered her Nicolas Cage reference, and I turned the brick over. Stuffed inside it was a piece of paper. I quickly pulled it out and pushed the brick back into its space.

“You’re not the only one who can find things, Nic.”

People were now yelling out different animals.

Smiling at everyone gathered around her, I walked up and said, “We need to go.”

Sydney gently pushed me away and whispered, “I’m in character.”

Laughter erupted.

With my hands held up, I shouted, “I’m her drama teacher. This was an impromptu performance. How did she do, folks?”

“I hope you give her an A!” a little girl called out. A few others agreed and stated Sydney deserved an A.

With a smile, I replied, “Then an A she shall get!”

Everyone cheered. Some came up to Sydney and told her to keep working at her craft. A few wished her well. One woman asked if she was doing any plays because she would like to attend. Most walked away.

By the time everyone had moved on, Sydney had a huge smile on her face. She turned to face me, and my heart stalled for a moment in my chest. Those big blue eyes of hers were filled with delight. I loved that she was able to see the joys in life. She was unlike any woman I had ever met.

And she was mine.

“So, Professor McHotty, I got an A, eh? Do you think it’s just an A, or an A-plus, or an A-plus-plus?”

My eyes widened. “It was a pretty stellar performance.”

She jumped up and hugged me.

“Did you find anything?” she whispered in my ear before pulling away from me.

I held her hand as we walked toward the entrance. “Yes, in true Nicolas Cage fashion, too.”

Sydney giggled. “I saw a coffee shop right up the road.”

We quickly covered the short distance to the coffee shop. Sitting outside at a table, I carefully took the note out and handed it to Sydney. I’d found the last clue, so I wanted her to see this one first.

She took it and ever so gently unfolded the note as she looked around. Now she was making me think someone was watching us.

“It’s a letter. ‘To my darling wife. If you are reading this, then you have found the clues I have left for you. I found myself involved with a group in which I had complete faith in the beginning, but in the end, one I was desperate to get out of. The Truth-seekers will set us free. They must. They are the only ones to expose the truths.’ ” Sydney paused before reading the next line.

“What you thought you knew was only what they wanted you to know.”

“There’s that quote again,” I said when Sydney looked up at me.

“So Robert Collins was an Alchemist turned Truth-seeker?”

I nodded. “It appears so.”

“There’s more. It goes on to say, ‘The truth of Thomas Hutchinson can be found among the books,’ and it is signed R. Collins. The handwriting is different though.”

Sydney met my gaze. “Why would he sign a note to his wife as R. Collins?”

Rubbing my chin, I glanced down to the note again. The word Veritas was written under Collins’s name but was in the same penmanship as the sentence above it. Like someone had added to the note at a later date.

“Maybe it wasn’t him who wrote that last line. I know what library we need to go to.”

Sydney looked back down at the letter and back up at me, and a wide smile spread across her face.

“Harvard,” I said.

“Yes! Veritas is their motto; it means truth. Maybe his wife never found this and someone else added the clue to it.”

“The son, maybe?”

She shrugged. “I honestly cannot believe my grandfather knew this was all going to lead to this. I’m baffled by all of this. Mike, I think this is a lot bigger than what we’d originally thought.”

“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. We’ll go check out the library at Harvard University. There has to be something there.”

Sydney stood and reached for my hand as we headed back to the parking lot.

“Where do we even begin, Mike? It’s Harvard.”

“There is only one place I can think of to go. We start where Collins told us to. The library. There is a historical section there. I say we go there first.”

We walked a few minutes in silence, each of us trying to wrap our thoughts around everything we’d found.

“Okay. Thomas Hutchinson. Who is he?” she asked.

“He was a loyalist before the American Revolution. Then he worked his way up to governor until 1774 when they pretty much kicked him out, and he left for England. He wasn’t a very well-liked guy.”

“Why not?”

I unlocked the car and opened the passenger door for Sydney.

“Neither side cared for him—British or American. Samuel Adams didn’t like him because Hutchinson was for British taxes. The British thought he was a troublemaker. He was eventually exiled to Great Britain.”

Sydney looked up at me from where she was sitting in the car. “What in the world does this man have to do with all of this? And why was Vickie involved in any of it?”

Rubbing the back of my neck, I exhaled. “I have no idea. Let’s head over there, and if we don’t find anything, maybe we can dig more into his life.”

“Okay.”

Two hours later, Sydney and I sat down at a large oak table in the historical section of the Harvard library. We hadn’t found anything. Sydney’s unease about someone possibly following us had put me on alert. The only thing that had seemed odd to me was a couple that was sitting at one of the tables in the library. I swore I’d seen them earlier at the coffee shop, but the longer I watched them, the more I realized it was my mind playing with me. There was no way this couple had been following us. I’d have noticed. Then again, I had brushed off Sydney’s unease and hadn’t really been paying attention. Shit, I was losing my touch when this woman was around me. That, or I was getting caught up in this little adventure we were on.

“I don’t know where else to look or what to look for?”

It hit me when I looked past her to the other side of the library. “Syd, we’ve been looking all over this library for the symbol. It’s been right in front of us the whole time.”

She quickly looked around. “Where is it?”

“No, it’s not the symbol we are looking for. It’s Thomas Hutchinson.”

I pointed to the painting across the room. It was a portrait of Thomas Hutchinson, and he was holding a book in his hands. Sydney looked at it and gasped.

We quietly made our way over to the painting.

“Do you think there is something behind the painting?” she asked.

I studied the painting. He was holding a book. “History of Massachusetts.”

Sydney leaned in closer and looked at the book.

“We need to find that book,” I stated. “Hutchinson wrote it. There should be three volumes.”

“I keep forgetting you have a history degree.”

I chuckled. “I have a bachelor’s degree in history and went on for my criminal justice degree.”

“That makes so much sense now. I am really getting turned on by your amazing detective skills.”

With a quick kiss on her lips, I replied, “I have more skills than just detective work. Mostly in the bedroom.”

“Now that is just mean. We’re in the middle of a library, and you’re talking dirty to me?”

I winked and walked over to the information desk.

“Do you have a copy of History of Massachusetts by Thomas Hutchinson?”

The librarian gave me a polite smile. “Yes, it’s in our historical alumni room.”

Sydney and I stole a glance at each other before I focused back on the older woman.

“Is it open to the public?”

“Yes, of course. No one is ever really interested in going in there, so it’s refreshing to see some interest in our history.”

“I’m a history major,” I added.

The librarian smiled bigger.

“Follow me, I’ll show you where it is.”

Sydney poked me in the side as she walked by me. “She was flirting with you, Officer McHotty.”

I rolled my eyes and followed the librarian and Sydney. The room was upstairs and in the far back right corner.

“Just turn off the lights when you are finished, please.”

“We will, thank you,” Sydney said, shutting the door and turning to face me.

“Okay, so this makes more sense.” The old wooden shelves looked to be a few hundred years old. I could smell the must of old books. “This is an old room. If there is a clue in here, surely we’ll find it.”

“I’ll look for the book; you take a look around.”

It didn’t take me long to find the book. I pulled it out and looked around on the bookshelf. It was a normal bookshelf.

“Mike. Look.”

I walked over to the other side of the room and looked at the fireplace. “It couldn’t be that easy.”

“It could. Look closer at the side of the mantel.”

Leaning in, I saw the Truth-seekers symbol carved into the wood. It was small and not as clear as the others we’d seen, as if someone had been in a rush when they made it. The only way you would notice it was if you were looking for it.

“If it’s another secret passage, I’m not going in it.”

I laughed. “No, look at the bookshelves on either side. They are almost exactly like the ones in your house.”

Sydney stared at them. “Oh my gosh, you’re right.”

As I walked over to the right side, I pulled a few books out and handed them to Sydney. Knocking on the wood, I could tell then the sound changed from solid to hollow.

“Where is the lever on yours?” I asked.

“Wait. In the original letter we read from Quinn, she stated to open the compartment by doing something to the sconces.”

I reached up and gently pulled on the sconce. It didn’t take much effort to feel it slip to the side.

“Mike! It moved!”

“Hopefully, I’m not breaking it,” I said as I moved it a little more and felt a click.

“The door popped open!” Sydney rushed over and looked inside. “It’s a small journal!”

“Grab it and start taking pictures of it.”

“Why don’t we just take it?” she asked. “Mike, no one knows it is here. Look at the dust on this thing. It hasn’t been touched in over a hundred years, I bet.”

“Syd, I already feel a weight of guilt knowing I took the letter from the graveyard. If we take this journal, it’s stealing.”

“From who? It’s been here for years.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. A part of me knew it was wrong to take it and I struggled with the need to leave it. I had taken the paper without a second thought, though, caught up in the moment of it all. The other part of me knew Sydney was right, and these all seemed to be clues left behind for people to find.

“Okay, let’s put these books back,” I said, finally deciding that no one was ever going to find this journal if it had been there all these years.

I turned the sconce back to the right position while Sydney put the books back.

“What about Thomas Hutchinson’s book?” Sydney asked.

“I don’t think it holds any clues. Let’s take this and head on back to Provincetown.”

“There’s just one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t think I can wait that long to go through the journal. I need to see what’s in it.” She chewed on her lip in the most adorable way.

“We have two options. Stay with my dad tonight or get a hotel here.”

“Option number two, please. I… uhh… you know… We… uh… maybe… Do I have to keep going, or are you getting my drift?”

“Option two it is.”
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An hour later, Sydney and I were in a room at the Marriott on the wharf. Sydney sat on the bed and held the journal while I took a seat in the chair across from her.

She took a deep breath. “Ready?”

I nodded. “Ready.”

She opened the journal, and her mouth fell open.

“What! What is it?”

She lifted her eyes from the book. “It’s Quinn’s.”

“Quinn Soloman?”

She nodded.

“Read it! What does it say?”

Sydney began to read from the journal.

 

My Dearest Father.

Jonathon and I have been on quite an adventure. At times, the danger was so great, I thought for sure the Alchemists had found us. We will continue our quest in seeking the truth. It goes much deeper than any of us ever thought. Father, I am not sure where the truth ends and the lie begins.

We did meet a young man by the name of William Collins. He told us of a story his father had entrusted with him. He is a Truth-seeker as well. He is fearful for his life though, for the story that he has told us is shocking. Mr. Collins conveyed the belief that the midnight raid in the Boston Harbor was brought on by members of the Alchemists attempting to be rid of Thomas Hutchinson, who was governor of Massachusetts at the time. They arranged for the British Army to shoot into the crowd that fateful day, the 5th of March, 1770, hoping the mob would force Hutchinson to abandon the office. When that did not drive him out, they arranged for a mob to enter his house and destroy it. They were plotting an assassination of Hutchinson, which was to have taken place during the incident at Boston Harbor. They failed. Scared for his life, Mr. Hutchinson feared no one would believe that someone was trying to kill him. This was the true reason he went back to London in exile. While he was there, a Truth-seeker sent word to him about the Alchemists. When Mr. Hutchinson left England in 1774, he returned to America. Before he could give anyone the information he had acquired, he mysteriously died. William Collins claims he was murdered.

Father, they have countless connections. Not only in our own congress, but in the British Parliament, as well. Jonathon and I fear we are being followed. I’m hiding this journal in a safe place and have asked William to mail it out to you when Jonathon and I have left Boston and are certain we have not been followed. He has assured me he will do as I asked. He will also leave clues for other Truth-seekers should something happen to us. I have sent the coin Jonathon and I found to Ayana in a separate post. I have instructed her to keep it in my secret hiding place within Mother’s house.

We are not giving up. We cannot give up. But I am now with child, and we must think of our unborn baby. I hope that someday soon we will reunite and I will finally be able to get to know my true father.

My love to you always,

Quinn Hathorne Young

 

Sydney looked up from the journal. “Do you think she had her baby? Did they make it back to her father? Why didn’t William send this journal to her father? The coin wasn’t found in my house. Was it there at one point? Did Ayana ever let John Hathorne see the coin? The letters from Quinn?”

I took the journal from Sydney’s hands and carefully set it on the table.

“Syd, I wish I had all the answers to your questions, but I don’t. I’m just as confused as you are.”

She stood and began to pace. “I have to find out. I need to know if she had her baby, Mike. If she and her family were safe. I know this probably sounds silly, but I have a strange connection to Quinn now because I felt like my grandpa wanted me to know. I need to finish this. I have to find the answers.”

“We’ll find out, baby. I swear to you.”

Sydney shook her head and dropped back onto the bed. “There is no way my grandfather knew any of this. How did he find this letter? Where did he get this?”

“I’m going to guess he stumbled upon the coin and letter somewhere in the house and thought it would be something fun for you to research.”

“Maybe. Probably.”

I glanced back down to the journal and turned a few pages. “Look at the inscription on the next page.”

What you thought you knew was only what they wanted you to know.

“This is getting so crazy. So what we’ve found so far is this group, the Alchemists, have manipulated our history to cover up for their wrongdoings. What if this group is still around, Mike? What if… what if they know we found these clues?”

I grabbed her hand and placed a kiss on the back of it.

“Syd, Quinn lived in the late 1800s. There is no way this group is still around.”

She stared into my eyes. “Mike Murphy, you are a terrible liar.”

I winked. “That I am.” I let out a frustrated breath. “Let’s go get something to eat, clear our heads, and get out of this Alchemists world for a bit. Sound good?”

With a nod, Sydney stood and looked back down at the journal on the table before she picked it up and put it into her purse for safekeeping. I could see her mind racing. Hell, my mind was racing too.

The last thing I wanted to tell her was that I’d seen the Alchemists symbol on a building here in Boston as we drove to the hotel. A building that had been built within the last ten years.
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Sydney

 

“Syd, you need anything?” Mike called from downstairs as I sat on his bed the next evening.

“I’m good.” I was exhausted from the drive home. I hadn’t slept much the night before after we’d found the journal.

What happened to you, Quinn? I needed to know. That need was driving me to find out more, but… there was nothing more online. And I had no idea where to look next. We were out of clues.

Mike walked into the bedroom wearing only a pair of sweatpants, fresh from a shower. “Find anything?”

“No, and it’s driving me mad. There aren’t any more clues. It’s like we’ve gone around in a circle. What if we missed something?”

Mike took the journal and laid it on the table. “Let’s get some sleep. You’ve been hyper-focused on this. Sometimes a little distance helps.”

“So, do you walk away from some evidence to thoroughly review other pieces of the case?”

“Yes.”

I thought I had shifted my voice enough to insinuate sex would be the perfect thing to do in order to take my mind off of things. But apparently, when I wanted to be obvious, I wasn’t that way. Sigh.

“Maybe I need to be investigated or questioned?” I moved my eyebrows up and down.

Bam, there we go, Syd.

Mike stood up and walked over to his drawer where he got his handcuffs out. “I think you might be right. But I like to cuff my suspects.”

Something came over me the way it had in the graveyard. “Oh, no, do you need to strip search me, officer?”

Mike gave me a crooked grin. “Take off your shirt. I need to make sure you don’t have any contraband hidden.”

“Oh, yes, sir. I’m a law-abiding citizen. I would never do anything illegal.”

I pulled Mike’s T-shirt over my head. After my shower, I hadn’t put on a bra or panties, and I sat naked before him. Mike’s eyes slowly raked over my body, which grew even warmer when I saw his cock stiffen under his sweats.

“Officer, are you going to charge me?”

“Whether or not you’re a law-abiding citizen remains to be seen. I need to do a more thorough search to come to a decision. Lie back and put your hands on the headboard.”

Role-play was more exciting than I’d imagined. I put my hands back and grabbed onto the metal headboard. Mike leaned over me and I felt the metal of his handcuffs on my wrists. He nipped my ear before whispering, “If it gets too tight or starts to hurt, tell me, and I’ll get you out of them immediately.”

Nodding, I whispered, “Okay.”

Never before in my life had I done something this erotic. My pulse quickened. “Close your eyes,” he commanded, and I complied. “I’m going to put this mask on you to make sure I don’t give away my tactics.”

I rubbed my legs together in anticipation, and a sleeping mask was put over my eyes. His warm touch caressed my body, leaving goose bumps in its wake.

“Did you find anything, officer?”

A finger entered me, and I rocked my hips for more friction.

“Hmm, I think I might have found the jackpot. Should I investigate further?”

“Yes, oh yes. Please. An officer should always do a very thorough search before he determines if his prisoner is guilty. Look hard.”

“I think this is going to call for a very thorough inspection.”

His finger stroked the inside of my walls, bringing me higher. It was driving me mad how he almost brought me to orgasm but then pulled back. I groaned in frustration.

“Patience. Interrogations can take a while.”

It didn’t take as long as I thought it would. I felt Mike settle in between my legs before he pushed in. “Mike, harder. I’m guilty. Just charge me.”

“Oh, we’re confessing?”

His strokes were long and deep, but not enough to make me orgasm.

“Yes, I’m guilty. I did it. Just… I need to come.”

Both hands palmed my breasts, massaging them. A gentle tingling radiated through them, and I cried out, “Oh shit. Harder. That’s amazing. Don’t stop. My nipples feel so good, Mike.”

I was nearly going out of my mind as he pumped harder into me. On the last thrust, I saw stars, and Mike let out a low, guttural moan. The tingles on my breasts only added to the euphoria. Moments later, the handcuffs were undone, and the eye mask taken off. Mike was staring at me with love in his eyes. He’d told me he was falling in love with me, but I hadn’t said it back to him yet. I was too scared. But soon, I would. He kissed me gently before he pulled out and disposed of the condom. “You are incredible, Syd.”

“You aren’t too bad yourself. Where did you find the nipple tingle stuff? It’s incredible.”

He froze. “Wait, that’s not yours?”

I hadn’t packed anything for my nipples. “Umm… no. Why would it be mine?”

“It was in your bag. When you had me get your birth control, I saw it.”

I giggled. “Well, I didn’t put it there. It must have been…”

We came to the same conclusion at the same time. Mike looked like he might be sick, and I lost it, laughing hysterically. “Was it already opened?”

“No.”

I laughed harder. “So your mom put that in my bag. And you used sex paraphernalia that your mother bought on me?”

It should have freaked me out, but it didn’t. After getting to know Paula, I accepted who she was the way Mike had accepted me with my flaws.

“Syd, it’s not funny.” He took the container and tossed it across the room.

“It’s so funny. So, sooooo funny. I wonder if your parents bumped uglies in your house.”

He shook his head. “No.”

“They so did. Why do you think your dad wanted you to stay at my house? They had nookie in your house like kids.”

He put his fingers to his ears. “I’m not listening. La-la-la-la-la-la-la.”

I hopped off the bed and crooked my finger. “Come here, Officer Murphy. It’s time for my sentencing.”
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Sydney

 

“Syd, I’m sorry, but it’s going to be an all-nighter. Bill’s sick, and I need to help cover his shift. We’re short-staffed since Doug is still out. He’s due in next week.”

After the memorial service, Doug had taken two weeks off to mourn the loss of his daughter with his wife, Gladys. It was still hard to believe Vickie was gone. I would need to go see them soon and have Peggy over for dinner. When Doug planned to return to work, Gladys was going to come help Marie at the clinic. For as long as she wanted a job at the clinic, she’d have one.

I curled up on my couch. “Maggie Maye and I are good. We’re going to go to bed shortly. Do you need anything?”

“You.”

I bit my lip, remembering Mike’s good-bye to me this morning before I headed to the clinic. “I wish you were here.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning. It might be eight or nine. I get off in the middle of the night, and I’ll crash at my place before I come over.”

I wished he’d come here, but I knew he’d be exhausted and I didn’t want to be clingy. It was hard being away from Mike.

“Sounds good. Night. Miss you.”

“Miss you, too, baby. Tomorrow I’ll be all yours.”

“Good.”

We hung up, and I laid my head back on the couch, still feeling out of sorts. Nothing else had been found on the journal. It felt like a dead end, and I’d never find the answers.

There was a quiet knock at the door. I peered through the peephole to find Wesley.

“Well, hey, stranger. Where have you been?”

Wesley adjusted his suit jacket. “Can I come in? I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

“Mike’s working late. Come on in.”

Wesley walked in and took off his suit jacket. I went into the kitchen and poured him a glass of wine. “Come. Sit. Catch me up on all the crazy happenings.”

In the living room, I curled up on the couch while Wesley stood near the fireplace and sipped his wine for a second. “Sydney, we need—what’s that?” Wesley pointed at the journal.

I felt guilty at having lied to him about making a copy of the flash drive. Biting my lip, I decided to tell him the truth. “I made a copy of the jump drive. And then I followed the clues.”

“You went to the house on Commercial Street?”

“Yes.” Then I froze. “Wait, how do you know about the house on Commercial Street?”

“Fuck.” That put me on edge because Wesley never cursed. He was practical and sophisticated. “I need you to come with me. It’s time we talked.”

“Wesley, you’re scaring me.”

“Sydney, I would never do anything to hurt you. I swear it. But you need to come with me. Bring your computer and anything else you have regarding this. If I walk out that door without talking to you, I don’t know what will happen.”

I stood. “What will happen when? To who?”

“Sydney, I need you to trust me. Please.”

There was an urgency in his voice. Wesley had been my friend for as long as I could remember. But this was scary. “Where are we going?”

“My house.”

“Okay,” I said, unsure what was happening but trusting my friend.

I crated Maggie Maye before we left. Wesley’s shoulders were tense as we got to the car. He said nothing on our way to his house. The tension was thick as we pulled into the garage at the back of his house. The garage door shut, and Wesley got out. “Come with me.”

There was something different about Wesley—he appeared almost daunting as we entered his house. My tennis shoes squeaked against the pristine floor while Wesley’s dress shoes made an almost clacking noise. I followed him into the living room.

His house was traditional and refined. The leather couches were divinely comfortable and the heavy oak coffee table was a masterpiece of carved intricacies. I’d never felt uncomfortable around Wesley, but something was wrong. He had always been my go-to guy, but I felt something dark hanging over us.

“Wesley, you’re making me nervous. What’s going on?”

“I need you to tell me everything, Sydney. It’s a matter of life or death.”

His abruptness brought me up short, and I took a few steps back. “How is it a matter of life or death, Wesley? What are you talking about?”

He took my hands in his, his green eyes staring into mine earnestly. “I need you to trust me for a few minutes more, and then I will tell you everything. I promise.”

We took a seat on the couch in his living room and I told him everything: the jump drive, the journal, the visit of the house on Commercial Street, the graveyard, and finally Harvard. “I have no idea what happened to Quinn, if the Alchemists even exist, the Truth-seekers’ involvement, or why my grandpa was involved in this.”

“I need you to promise me you’ll hear me out.”

That was not the response I expected. Slowly, I said, “Oooo-kay.”

“I’m an Alchemist.”

I jumped to my feet, and Wesley followed. My tongue felt like sandpaper as I tried to speak. “Y-yo-you’re wh-what?”

“Sit and I will tell you everything. I have answers to all your questions. It’s not what you think.”

What you thought you knew was only what they wanted you to know.

I sat ramrod straight on the edge of the couch. Wesley unbuttoned his vest and loosened his tie. I’d never seen him this rattled before. “My father and my father’s father and his father and so forth were Alchemists. It’s something I was born into; it’s part of my heritage.”

I stood again, horrified. “The witch trials? Innocent people were killed.”

Wesley solemnly nodded. “Yes, that was an unfortunate series of circumstances. One that formed the Truth-seekers, who try to expose us. But that can never happen.”

What he was saying wasn’t making sense. “Why?”

“Because we keep the world from imploding. The Alchemists are all over the world. We’re members of every branch of government, business leaders across America, and involved with any other influential group you can think of.” Wesley paused, giving me a second to catch my breath. “What you uncovered doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

Wesley gestured to the couch, and I sat again. “For example, Abraham Lincoln wasn’t assassinated. Alchemists saved him so that he would be able to share important intel in order to ensure the North retained their victory. The South was close to pulling a coup over on the North and taking back control. General Lee only surrendered when he had not been able to acquire the territory in Pennsylvania he wanted. We had a mole in the army that allowed us to get ahead of him. If Lee had gotten the resources he needed, I’m not sure where our country would be. The Alchemists were able to stop it.”

His story wasn’t matching what the letters had led me to believe. “But everything I found paints the Alchemists as evil.”

“Tell me about any organization in this world that’s perfect. Any significantly sized company has employees who are corrupt. At the end of the day, it’s whether or not we can tip the scales and do enough good while we weed out the bad.”

I massaged my temples while Wesley stood and made his way over to his bar. Part of the story made sense, but so much of it did not. “What about the Truth-seekers?”

“They’re good, too. Sometimes, historically, they’ve been misguided by the actions of our bad apples.”

“How do I know you’re not lying to me?”

“You don’t. I have no tangible proof that I can offer you. I’m risking my life by telling you what I am because you’re that important to me. I’m asking you to trust me as your lifelong friend.”

I let out a big sigh as I thought about everything he was saying. I wanted to trust Wesley, but needed to know more. “But what about Quinn? And the man she grew up knowing was her father?”

“He was an Alchemist who had to be dealt with. He chose greed and to use his power for his own self gain. Robert Collins joined the Alchemists for our ideals. Unfortunately, he got involved with the corrupt group. That drove him to become a Truth-seeker.” Wesley poured himself a drink and offered me one. I shook my head. For this, I needed a clear head.

My head spun. “What about Thomas Hutchinson? Did the Alchemists kill him?”

“Yes. He was not a good man, but he was also ready to expose the corruption. They intercepted him before he could expose everything.”

“How do you know this?”

Wesley tilted his glass and looked at the amber liquid. “We keep very detailed books of our history. There are receipts and correspondence written by our predecessors that corroborate all this. I understand without proof it might be unbelievable.”

“Wesley, I don’t know what to think. Why would Grandpa be involved in this? Was he a Truth-seeker?”

“No, your Grandpa didn’t leave you that coin. And the letter you found in your house was planted. We found that letter long ago in Peggy’s house. One of our corporations tried to buy the house, but Peggy wanted to sell it to your grandpa.”

“Wait… if Grandpa didn’t leave me the letter, who did?”

He sighed. “Leslie. She swapped it out for the letter he actually left you. When you got the letter, I knew someone had betrayed us. Leslie had left a trail, trying to frame someone else. However, she wasn’t aware of some additional measures of security we have in place. I had to lead her on for a bit to see what she was doing.”

Wait. What?

“Leslie? Your girlfriend?”

“This is where it gets complicated. Leslie was here to take my place. She’d hoped things between her and me would become more. It was complicated.”

“Your place?”

“The high council has decided that I’m ready to take my role in leadership. I managed to buy some time in the hope that I’d be able to protect you. I thought everything was fine after I was able to get the evidence back from the police department. I accepted the position, but then I found out Leslie was trying to create problems for you. She planted the letter in your house, hoping to get on the high council’s radar.”

I was so confused. “Wesley, this is so much information. Why would she want to cause problems for me? I’d never met her before.”

“Because she wanted to be the one by my side. She wanted me to choose her.” Wesley took a deep breath. “I wanted to choose you. It felt right for you to be the one to always have my back. I fell in love with you, Sydney. A long time ago. I also knew this life would never be for you, so I made the decision to not pursue you in that fashion.”

I felt like my heart was in a vice grip. My head pounded. “I-I-I—”

“You’ve fallen in love with someone else. I get that, Sydney. I expected it. I want you to be happy. It’s all I ever wanted.”

My eyes shot to his, and I knew it was true. I’d been nervous to tell Mike that I loved him, but I did. I treasured Wesley as a friend—but only a friend. I wasn’t sure what to say.

“It’s okay, Sydney. I don’t expect to change your mind.”

My lip trembled. “Wesley, I—”

He sat next to me and put his finger to my lips. “Please don’t. I don’t think I could bear hearing you actually say you don’t love me. I don’t want us to end this way.”

“End? We don’t have to end.”

“We do, Sydney. For now, we do. Leslie made a mess of things, and they’ll be watching you closely. I need you to give me the journal and destroy any other evidence you may have found. We’ll need to wipe your computer’s search engine history clean. You can never try to find any more clues. The next time, I might not be able to keep them away.”

I grabbed Wesley’s sleeve. “I don’t want to lose you.”

“What did your grandpa always say? Let me think… ‘Time and distance may pull us apart, but—’ ”

I finished it for him. “We’ll always remain friends if we keep each other in our hearts.”

“Yes, that’s it. I want you to know that after Vickie disappeared, I searched far and wide for her with what resources I had. Everything was a dead end. And we weren’t aware of the secret passage in Beatrice’s place. It’s one of the few places that have remained a secret from us.”

“Did you know she was on to the Alchemists?”

He shook his head. “I knew she was on to something, but I wasn’t sure how much she knew. I was going to intercede, the way I am with you, if I had to. When she disappeared, I wondered if someone else had figured it out. However, nothing ever came of it. There was no mention or information in our archives.”

That was a relief. Wesley stood and walked over to a painting on the wall. He slid it to the side to reveal a safe. “What I’m about to show you may give you some closure. If they ever found out… my life would be at risk.”

“If the Alchemists are good, why would our lives be in danger?”

“Because what they are doing is too important for it to be exposed. If the truth about the Alchemists were to get out, thousands of lives would be affected. Hundreds of thousands. And many innocents might be killed. We’ve stopped numerous terrorists from detonating bombs, and we’ve stopped countless shipments of narcotics and weapons. Those weapons would have changed the outcome of World War I and World War II. The world we live in would be a much different place under Hitler’s rule if it hadn’t been for the Alchemists.”

I gasped. This was bigger than I ever imagined, but I felt conflicted. In my mind, the Alchemists were an evil group, but Wesley was telling me their intentions were good. It was a mindfuck. “Wait! Hitler might have won?”

“If the weapons had gotten to his troops, then yes. We weren’t able to stop the Holocaust, but we were able to stop him from winning the war. Sometimes we aren’t able to stop incidents from happening, but we do everything we can to keep them from continuing. It took time, but we eventually got an Alchemist on the inside of his high ranks who was able to help us get around him. Otherwise, I’m not sure where the world would be. I need to show you something, but after tonight, you have to promise to never mention this again.”

Regardless, I had to know what happened. “I promise.”
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Sydney

 

Wesley opened the safe behind a painting and took out an old letter. “This is from Quinn. It’s a letter she sent to her real father, letting him know she had a baby boy. This is the last correspondence we have from her. We found it in a compartment like the one you had in your house.”

“What happened to her real father and Captain Robert Soloman?”

“Hathorne vanished. We believe he left to be united with Quinn. There’s no proof, but Quinn put a spotlight on how corrupt the Alchemists had become. It was because of the trail she left that we were able to get back to our original plan of making the world a better place, if you will. Because of her, we got back on the right track.”

Quinn had ousted those using the power of the Alchemists for bad. “Wow.”

“The Alchemists have done some horrible things, which we know. And the Truth-seekers still believe that the world should be left to steer itself however it will. We think, from time to time, help is needed. Think of Stalin, Hitler, Napoleon, Caesar… sometimes a man can have too much power, and it goes to his head. There are times an intervention that allows a man to take back his own destiny must happen. And at the end of the day, that is what the Alchemists stand for. Otherwise if any of those had taken more power… where would we be?”

Maybe the Alchemists weren’t as bad as I originally thought. “And you’re going to be one of the leaders?”

“Yes, I’m a legacy member. There is no choice. And at some point, I’ll be expected to marry and produce an heir.”

I reached out and touched Wesley’s hand. “I don’t want to lose you. You’ve always been there for me.”

“And I will always be there for you, Sydney. Always. For now, I need to focus on what I’m called to do. And I cannot have any weaknesses. Those who want my power would use you against me. Soon it will be time for me to leave. Someday, I hope I’m able to come back.”

Tears pricked my eyes.

“If I show you this letter, you have to promise me that you’ll abandon this scavenger hunt. You have to for your own good—and Mike’s.”

I nodded. “I promise.”

Wesley handed me the letter from Quinn.

 

Dearest Father,

Jonathon and I are safe, as is our son. We are filled with joy as we gaze upon him and know how blessed we truly are.

We are waiting for you. Please hurry. Your grandson awaits you.

Your loving daughter,

Quinn

 

My eyes filled with tears. “She made it. And she was waiting for her father to join her. Oh, Wesley… thank you.”

He took the letter and put it back in the safe. “You’re welcome. I also have the letter that your grandpa actually left to you.”

I took the other envelope. I touched the familiar writing. “How did you get this?”

“Leslie was in our record-keeping group as part of her internship. She took the letter from Quinn and swapped it with the real letter from your grandfather when I was out of town on Alchemist business while you were spreading your grandfather’s ashes.”

I gasped, and Wesley continued, “Leslie has been imprisoned for trying to expose us. I was able to advise the leaders that we intercepted the letters and contained the situation. The council is satisfied nothing else is needed in regards to protecting our organization. As far as everyone knows, you stopped looking with the discovery of Vickie’s body.”

I took my letter from Grandpa and held it to my chest. Wesley put Quinn’s letter in the safe. “I’m glad they don’t suspect anything. How will you explain the other things I found?”

“I’ll figure it out. Retrace your steps.”

“When are you leaving town?”

Wesley shifted. “I’ll announce my new position tomorrow. Margaret has insisted on a going-away party.”

“So, we have this next week? We could do dinner.”

“No, people are coming into town. And I’ll be closely observed. I don’t want any more attention on you than necessary. Leslie was useful for one thing—corroborating the fact that there was nothing going on between us.”

My heart clenched with sadness. I was losing another person I considered family. I sniffled. “I don’t want to lose you. Will people believe your story?”

“I wish things could be different. As far as the town knows, I have a big job in a big city. Another Alchemist will come to take up my post in Salem. There are two or three of us here at any given time.”

More Alchemists were in our town. A shiver went down my spine. “Why?”

“To ensure no more missing pieces from our past show up. And your name is on their radar. You must not do anything else.”

“Will they know you brought me here tonight? Was someone following me in Boston?”

“I don’t know. But I will get to the bottom of it. If anyone asks, you were away for the weekend with Mike. The good thing is, they also know that we’re friends, so it would be appropriate for me to tell you I had another job. It will be a fine line. Just give details, just stick to you and Mike. This also is why you have your computer. We’ll wipe it here. Is there information anywhere else besides your phone?”

I thought for a second. “That’s it for me. Mike used his computer, but he was also involved with the investigation of Vickie’s death.”

“That would make sense. I advised the council that I was inviting you over for dinner in order to let you know I was leaving town. You should be fine as long as nothing else is said.”

It was going to take me a bit to process everything. And once the evening was over, I wouldn’t get any more answers. “Can I tell Mike? If I don’t, he’ll know something is up and just look harder.”

“Yes, you can tell him, but he needs to understand the seriousness of it.”

“I’ll make sure.”

“Then it’s done.”

The situation felt so final. If we saw each other later in the week, it would feel fake. “Will I ever get to see you again?”

“In due time… maybe. I have a huge responsibility ahead of me.”

In some way, the fate of the world might rest on his shoulders. “Promise me, Wesley, that someday we will get to see each other.”

He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “If it’s within my power.”

My throat tightened. It wasn’t a promise, just a hope. Wesley never said something he couldn’t follow through on. With a practiced ease, he wiped my computer clean and then moved on to my phone. The journal we’d found was added to his safe.

Before we got into the car, I threw my arms around him. “I don’t want to lose my best friend.”

“You never will.”

But it would never be the same. Nothing would ever be the same. I pulled back and looked into his eyes. “I’m going to keep the faith that someday we’ll see each other again.”

“You do that, Sydney. Please don’t ever lose that faith.” He checked the time. “I need to get you back. It’s getting late.” We walked toward the car, but he stopped. “If anyone asks, I moved away to accept an opportunity with a law firm overseas. Then you simply lost contact.”

I nodded. “I’ll do that.”

Wesley put his hand on the small of my back, and we got into the car. He loved me, but I knew I would never be able to return those feelings. Maybe once upon a time I could have, but my heart belonged to Mike.

Wesley pulled into my driveaway and shut off the car. “So, this is good-bye.”

I put my finger to his lips. “No, this is ‘Until next time.’ Don’t say good-bye to me, Wesley. Don’t do it. Good-bye is too final.”

I removed my hand for his answer. “Yes, I suppose it is. Then until next time, Sydney. You will always be my best friend.”

“Same here, Wesley.”

I leaned over and hugged him to me tightly. “Be careful. I’ll always be here for you. Take care of yourself.”

I sniffled, and Wesley wiped away my tears. “Don’t cry, Sydney. This is my destiny. I’m ready and need to take my place.”

“I’ll miss you.”

“And I’ll miss you, too.”

From my purse, I pulled out the compass Grandpa had given me as a child. It had been on many an adventure with me and Wesley. “Take this. In case you ever lose your way, look at this to remember where you come from.”

Wesley put his hand around mine. “I will treasure this.”

I got out of the car and walked toward the house. Wesley waited until I opened the front door. I gave him one final good-bye, trying to stay strong, but inside, I felt hollow.

Through the tears that fell, I noticed a blue Tiffany’s box on the side table and opened it. A typed note rested on top of an infinity bracelet.

 

To a friendship that never ends. Forever and always. W

 

I pulled out my phone.

Me: I love it and will treasure it always. Thank you. Good luck on your new job overseas. I’ll miss you. Touch base when you can.

I hoped Wesley knew what I meant behind that message.

Wesley: Always. Thanks for everything, Sydney. Your support means the world.

Smiling, I knew he had. At least I would be able to message him over the phone. At least we might have that. I walked over to the couch and took out the note from Grandpa.

 

Punkin Pie,

I want you to know that you are such an amazing granddaughter. And even though I’m not here, don’t forget to live each minute to the fullest. Don’t be afraid to fall in love, take chances, and live your best life.

I love you, Sydney. You’re an amazing vet. All you need to do is believe you’re ready. You are.

The house is my gift to you. I know you’ve loved that house since you were a little girl.

Go achieve everything you ever wanted.

Life is an adventure. Make the most of it.

Love,

Grandpa

 

I cried as I held the letter.

Grandpa, I miss you.

I needed Mike.

Me: Instead of going home, can you come here?

Mike: Of course. Is everything okay?

If the Alchemists were reading my texts, I had to be discreet.

Me: Yes, everything is fine. I just miss you.

Mike: I miss you, too.
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Mike

 

The moment Sydney texted me to come to her house right after work, I knew something was wrong. After my shift was over, I made my way to my house so that my car wasn’t parked in her driveaway. Not that it was anyone’s business, but I couldn’t stand the thought of gossip.

It was around two in the morning, and I slipped the key Sydney had given me into the lock.

When I opened the door, I reached down and gave Maggie Maye a quick pat on the head, whispering, “Hey, beautiful, how was your night?”

I looked up to see Sydney sitting on the sofa in her living room.

“Syd?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“Why are you sitting in the dark?” I asked, glancing around the dark house.

“I needed to be alone with my thoughts. You can turn on a light.”

I stared at her before walking into the living room and turning on the side table lamp. Sydney was sitting with her legs tucked up under her.

“What’s going on, baby?”

She chewed on the side of her bottom lip and then looked directly at me. “We have to give up the search for Quinn. The Alchemists. The Truth-seekers. All of it.”

“What do you mean give up the search? Why on earth would we do that? We went to all that trouble to get the clues. I’m not giving up.”

Her eyes widened, filled with fear.

Moving to sit next to her, I took her hand. “Would you please tell me what’s going on?”

Earlier this morning when I left, Sydney had been hell-bent on finding out what had happened to Quinn. She was hungry for information, truth be told, and so was I.

She drew in a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

My heart started to race, and I instantly panicked. She’s changed her mind about us.

“Syd, I’m not going to lie. You’re starting to scare me. Have you… have you changed your mind about us?”

Her eyes widened in shock. “What? Oh my gosh, no! Mike, no!”

I sagged with a huge sigh of relief. “Then can you please tell me what’s going on.”

It was her turn to breathe in deeply then release it. “Wesley is an Alchemist.”

“What?”

Closing her eyes, she shook her head. “I blurted that right out, didn’t I? Earlier this evening, Wesley stopped by. He told me I needed to go with him to his house.”

I didn’t want to be jealous, but I couldn’t help it. “Why did he want you going to his house?”

“Well, when he stopped by, he saw the journal. I decided to tell him what we’d found. That was when he started to act weird and asked me to go with him.”

My brow rose. “You thought he was acting weird, but you left with him and went to his house?”

“He’s one of my oldest and dearest friends, Mike. He would never hurt me.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Keep going.”

She nodded and took in a breath before speaking. “He told me he was an Alchemist. We had them all wrong, Mike. They’re not bad people.”

“Because Wesley said so?”

I hated the sarcasm in my voice. Sydney frowned.

“Yes. Wesley’s father was one, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather before him. He told me they help to keep the world from imploding.”

Staring at her in disbelief, I asked, “Imploding like how, Syd?”

“Hitler, for one example. They had an Alchemist who was planted within his close circle. They were able to keep weapons from being brought into Germany that eventually led to the end of the war. An Alchemist kidnapped Abraham Lincoln and kept him from being murdered. They were able to get important information from him that kept the South from winning and he lived and was kept safe. They have people in government positions all over the world. In large corporations. They are everywhere.”

“And the Truth-seekers?”

“They’re good, too. But they have been influenced by the bad apples in the Alchemists and misled by their foul actions.”

“And you believe all of this, Syd? Wesley, an alchemist? Lincoln wasn’t killed, but lived out the rest of his life on some farm somewhere under a secret name? Is that what he’s saying?”

She nodded and took my hands in hers. “I know it’s hard to believe, Mike. I know. Wesley told me they have other people here, in Salem, that are part of the group. They’re probably on the city council, as well. They’re going to be watching us, making sure we don’t keep looking for answers or other clues. I would bet there’s at least one of them on the police force.”

That made me stop and take pause. It would explain how the evidence had been stolen so easily.

“What about the coin your grandfather left you? Or the letter we found in the bookcase?”

Sydney chewed on her lip again. “Well, that is where it gets… weird.”

“That is where it gets weird?”

She gave me a sweet smile. “Yes. You see, Leslie planted the coin. She knew Wesley was going to pursue me and was considering asking me to marry him. She wanted Wesley. So she planted the coin and the letters from Quinn. She knew from the little bit Wesley had told her about me that they would pique my interest, and would have the Alchemists looking into why I was snooping around. Wesley found out about it, and that was when he had the evidence taken. He hoped that would stop me from looking. Especially since we’d found Vickie. He assumed I would put it all to rest.”

I held up my hands. “Whoa, wait a minute. He was going to pursue you? Ask you to marry him?”

“Yes. But I told him I could never love him like that. He realized that when he saw me with you.”

That was a relief. Especially since she hadn’t even told me she loved me yet.

“Wesley erased everything from my computer and phone. We’ll need to do the same to your computer since you searched on it. I made him a promise we would stop looking into this, Mike. He said it was life or death. He was able to help me this one time, but if we keep digging into the Alchemists, he won’t be able to stop what could happen.”

I jerked my fingers through my hair as I tried to get my thoughts straight. A part of me wanted to shake her and tell her this was insane, but the other part believed this crazy tale of nonsense.

“So, let me get this straight. Wesley is an Alchemist. He claims they’re good people, yet they lie about historical events, twist things around so people believe what they want them to believe, and then he says if you keep looking into them, you could be hurt? Sydney, how in the world does any of that make any sense?”

“I know! I don’t think they go around looking to hurt people, but they believe so strongly in their cause that if they see a threat…”

“They’ll take care of it.”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Wesley is moving into a higher position within the group. He’s leaving. It sounds like for good.”

“He’s leaving? Leaving Salem?”

Tears filled her eyes. “Yes. He told me I’m supposed to say that he has been offered a position with a law firm overseas that he couldn’t refuse. I’m so worried I’ll never see him again, Mike.”

She threw herself into my arms and cried. I held her against my body and ran my hand over her soft hair.

“Shh, it’s okay, Syd. It’s okay.”

After a while, she pulled back and frantically wiped her tears away. “It’s not okay until you say you won’t keep looking. Mike, you have to promise me we’ll let this go.”

“I thought you wanted answers about Quinn.”

She sniffled and said, “I got them. Wesley had a letter that Quinn had written to her real father. In the letter, she said she had a little boy and that she was excited for her father to finally join them. It doesn’t say where, or give the little boy’s name. But at least I know Quinn was safe and brought her child into this world. Hopefully, she had lots of babies. Wesley said James Hathorne disappeared not long after Quinn and Jonathon vanished. They believe he found his way to Quinn.”

Dropping Sydney’s hands, I stood and began to pace. “Where did Wesley get the letter?” I asked.

“I didn’t ask. I’m assuming it was passed down to him. He had a safe filled with items. That was where he put Quinn’s journal.”

“You let him take it?”

“Yes. And we have to burn the other clues we found.”

I stared at her, dumbfounded.

Sydney stood. “Mike, I know this is hard for you. Letting go of something you need to find the answers to. I was never supposed to find that coin. Or the letters. Yes, it brought us to discover Vickie, and for that I’m so grateful. But we need to let this go. I want a future with you, and I don’t want us to be looking over our shoulders, wondering if they’re following us.”

I lifted my hand and placed it on the side of her face. “You really want to give this up? You believe Wesley?”

Her hand covered mine. “Yes, to both questions.”

I took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Okay. If that’s what you want, then that’s what we’ll do. We’ll forget all about the Alchemists and Truth-seekers.”

“You promise me, Mike? Swear you won’t go digging into this behind my back. Please.”

My gut was telling me to listen to Sydney, but the cop in me itched to find out more information. But I knew this was bigger than anything I could handle. If these people had moles planted in the police department or the city council, I would be putting not only myself but also Sydney in danger. That was not something I was willing to do. I  needed to let this thing go.

“I swear to you, from this moment on, I’ll never mention any of it again.”

She threw her arms around me, and I held her close to my body.

“I’m exhausted,” she whispered.

“Then let’s head on up to bed.”

Sydney wasn’t the only one who was wiped out. After my long shift and then digesting all of what Sydney had told me, I was ready to close my eyes and forget all about this day.

“I invited Peggy over for dinner the night after next.”

Smiling, I picked her up and carried her up the steps. “Okay, let’s turn off our minds. Tomorrow we can start fresh with everything.”

She snuggled her head into my chest. “Mmm, that sounds wonderful.”

When I walked into her room and slowly set her down, Sydney looked up at me, her eyes no longer sad or fearful. There was something else brewing there. Something beautiful that made my heart feel like it stalled in my chest.

“I love you,” she said softly, her gaze never breaking from mine. “I love you so much, Mike.”

Cupping her face with my hands, I smiled. “God, it’s so good to hear you say that. I love you too, Syd. More than you’ll ever know.”

I pressed my lips to hers and we soon found ourselves tangled up together on the bed, making love as we whispered our feelings to each other.

It was the best night of my life.
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Mike

 

“Are you okay?” I asked, taking Sydney’s hand as we left Wesley’s going-away party.

“Yes. Sad, but we had our good-bye the other night. And I’m holding on to hope that he’ll be able to stay in contact with me through texts. But as Wesley said in his speech today, life changes and goes on. That was his way of telling me to keep moving forward. So that’s what I’m doing. Tomorrow, Gladys starts at the clinic, and I think that will keep my mind off Wesley leaving for his new job.”

His new job. Neither Sydney nor I had mentioned anything else about the Alchemists, Truth-seekers, or Quinn in the last four days after she told me what Wesley had told her. It was as if none of it had happened. Wesley had played off his part about moving to a law firm overseas beautifully. I almost believed him.

“He’s going to be okay, Syd.”

She nodded. “I know. I’ll miss him.”

I squeezed her hand. “I know you will.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a notification from my father. It was a text message, and I groaned. His texts were usually long. I let go of Sydney’s hand and swiped it open.

Dad: Dear Mike, your mother has some sort of tracker in my phone. Bill Reynolds, you remember him? He retired a few years after me. Well, we were all out in one of the pubs, and your mother texted me. She told me not to drink too much. How in the heck did she know I was at a bar if she didn’t have a tracker in my phone? I’m taking it into the station tomorrow and having the tech guys look at it. Be warned, she is probably tracking you.

Little did my father know, the notification for my mother and sister to track me on their app had popped up weeks ago. I declined.

I kept reading his text.

I’m having second thoughts about her moving back in with me.

I lifted my eyes in surprise. This was news.

The only good thing about having your mother back under the same roof is easy access to—

At that, I threw my phone away from me, and it landed in the front yard of someone’s house.

“What in the world are you doing?” Sydney asked.

“Dad. Text. Mom. Sex.”

She laughed, walked over to pick it up, and started to read it.

Thank goodness it didn’t break.

“Are you freaked about her moving in with your dad?”

“No! I’m past that. When she told me, Darrin, and Karen they were getting back together, we were all happy for them. I just don’t need to know he has easy access to sex with my mom! Why would he tell me that?”

“What?” Sydney asked, glancing back down to the phone. “He said easy access to her home cooking.”

I opened my mouth to speak but then shut it again. Then opened it. Then shut it. Sydney giggled and handed me my phone.

I looked down at the text; it did indeed mention Mom’s home cooking.

“Your parents are so precious.”

I rolled my eyes. “You just haven’t been around them long enough.”

She smacked me in the stomach, and I laughed.

“Come on, let’s get back to your place. You can try that nipple cream on me again.”

I shuddered, but soon let it go when Sydney looked at me with lust in her eyes.

I cleared my throat and said, “I bought new cream.”

“What? Why?”

“There is no way I am using nipple cream my mother purchased on my girlfriend. There are just some things I refuse to do.”

Sydney covered her mouth in an attempt not to laugh.

“Come on, Officer Murphy. I’m ready to be frisked.”
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Four months later

 

When I walked out onto the back porch of my parents’ house, I came to a stop. My breath stalled in my chest at the sight before me. Sydney was holding baby Penelope in her arms, rocking ever so slightly back and forth.

My sister Karen and her husband had moved from Chicago to New York City right in time for the birth of their daughter, Penelope. Darrin’s two kids, Aaron and Lucy, were running around the yard with Maggie Maye and Princess, a golden retriever Sydney and I had adopted a month ago. Maggie and Princess were thick as thieves and loved each other so much. They loved my niece and nephew even more, though.

“I’ve seen that look before.”

Darrin’s voice pulled my gaze from Sydney to him. He was standing next to me, looking at Sydney, a beer pressed against his lips.

“What look?” I asked.

“That look that says ‘I want to see her holding our baby in her arms.’ ”

I laughed. “I do not have that look on my face.”

Darrin turned to face me. He lifted both brows. “Dude, you’re the fucking poster child for that look.”

“No, I’m not. Sydney and I aren’t even engaged yet. I’m not thinking about babies.”

He took another drink of his beer and started to walk off, saying, “Right. If you say so.”

I glanced back over at Sydney. She lifted her gaze from Penelope and looked directly at me. Her smile said a million things. All of them, I was positive, were reflected in my own dreamy gaze.

“So, are you going to do it?” Dad asked, next to me.

“Yes. Stop pressuring me, old man.”

He laughed. “Better do it soon. Your mother is beginning to catch on.”

“How?” I pierced him with a look. “What did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything!” he said, assuming a hurt expression.

My mother walked over to stand on my other side. “Michael, the sun is setting soon. The colors in the sky are beautiful right now.”

I looked between my mother and father. “You told her, you rat bastard!”

“She knew! She’s tracking me! I can’t go anywhere without her knowing.”

With a roll of my eyes, I focused back in on my mom. “Do not say a word. Not even a slip of the tongue.”

Lifting her hand up to her mouth, she motioned as if she were zipping her lips and tossing the key.

“If only, Mom. If only.”

She hit me on the chest as Dad laughed.

I looked down at my watch. The steaks would be done soon, and the sun was beginning to set in the sky. When Sydney handed Penelope back to Karen, I made my way over to her.

“Hey, beautiful,” I said, leaning down and kissing her gently on the cheek.

“Hey back at you.”

“Do you want to take a walk with me before we eat?”

Sydney’s cheeks turned a beautiful shade of pink. I’d quickly learned that even when she was happy, she blushed ever so slightly. I loved that about her.

“I’d love to.”

Taking her hand, we started down the path in the back of my parents’ house. When Mom had moved back to Boston, they bought a house outside of town that sat on three acres. They wanted their grandchildren to have space to run around and be kids. It came with a path that meandered in the woods behind the house. It led to a hilltop that had a beautiful view to the west and had already impressed us with the sunsets.

“How is your back?” I asked, trying not to chuckle.

Sydney groaned. “Your mother!”

This time I couldn’t hold it in as I thought back to last night.

“Mike Murphy, we cannot have sex in your parents’ house!” Sydney whispered, attempting to push me off her.

“Why not? They had sex in my house! Besides, they’re downstairs on the other side of the house. They’ll never hear us.”

She smiled. “Probably not if they’re doing the deed, too.”

I felt my dick deflate some. “What did we say we would never, ever speak of again?”

Sydney tried not to laugh.

“Lie down, Syd. I’m going to make love to you. Slowly. Quietly.”

Her teeth dug into her lip, and she dropped down onto the bed, only to let out a yelp.

“What in the hell! Oh my gosh, I think I bruised my back.”

There was a lump under the covers.

Sydney reached under it and withdrew a rock. Her eyes widened, and she threw it across the room.

“What’s wrong? It’s just a rock,” I said, looking back at the marble-sized rock.

“That, Officer Murphy, is not a rock. It is a fertility stone. Your mother has sent me three already.”

With one more look over my shoulder, I shook my head before turning back to her. “I gave you a fair warning.”

She grinned. “You did. Honestly, I wouldn’t want your mother any other way.”

Settling between her legs, I teased my cock against her entrance. We’d been having sex now for a few months without a condom, and each time I was inside her felt better than the last.

When I pushed inside her, she gasped and gripped onto my shoulders.

“I’m so glad you feel that way, baby.”

“That little fertility stone hurt!” Sydney said, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I will admit, Penelope is precious. I can see why your mother wants more little ones running around.”

Maggie Maye and Princess must have seen us walking away because they were now walking in front of us, leading us to the small bench that sat on top of the hill.

“Darrin and Lynn are talking about another one.”

Sydney looked at me. “They are? How exciting.”

I smiled and nodded. “Yeah. That should keep Mom busy for a while.”

When we reached the top, we turned to look out over the stunning view. The sun was settling down in the sky, and shades of orange and pink clouds wisped across the darkening blue backdrop.

Sydney sat down on the bench and stared out in front of her. I wanted to ask her what she was thinking about. Virgil? Vickie? Maybe even Wesley. She hadn’t heard from him in the months since he left Salem.

“It’s so beautiful. It reminds me of how blessed I am. I’m so happy we met, Mike.”

My heart pounded in my chest. Reaching into my pocket, I dropped down to one knee. Maggie Maye and Princess came and sat down next to me. I figured they were probably wondering what in the heck their dad was doing on the ground.

Sydney’s gaze fell to me and her lips parted.

“From the first moment I knocked on your car window that night, I knew there was something about you. Then when your tired feet brought you out for a run and we got to officially meet, I knew you were going to capture my heart and never let it go.”

Her hands came up to cover her mouth. Tears pooled in her eyes.

“I love you, Sydney Burch. I want to spend the rest of my life with you and…” I thought back to my brother’s earlier words and smiled bigger. “I want to see you standing in my parents’ backyard rocking our babies.”

“M-mike,” she gasped out.

I opened the ring box and took Sydney’s left hand in mine. “Life being married to a cop isn’t always fun, but if you asked me right now to walk away from it, I would in a heartbeat. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you. I love you, Sydney. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Sydney dropped her hands and gave me the most breathtaking smile I’d ever seen. Tears slipped down her face, and she nodded as she said, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

We stood, and Maggie Maye and Princess started barking as I took Sydney in my arms and kissed her.

Then the cheers of my entire family filled the air.

My mother was the first to come up and congratulate us. She pried Sydney from my arms and hugged her tightly, whispering something into her ear that made Sydney turn a bright shade of red. I watched as each person hugged and welcomed her to the family. My heart had never felt so full.

As we walked back down to the house, I looked down at the princess-cut diamond solitaire and then back up to Sydney. She and Karen were already making plans to meet for lunch to discuss prewedding details.

Mom and Dad were in the lead, walking hand in hand back down to the house. Darrin and his wife, Lynn, held onto the hands of their kids as they skipped down the path and sang some silly song, and Joe, Karen’s husband, carefully walked while carrying his precious cargo, Penelope.

When Sydney glanced back at me, her face was lit up with happiness, and I could see the love in her eyes.

Yes, I had given my heart to Sydney Burch one late night not too long ago, and I had no intention of asking for it back.
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Sydney

 

Three years later

 

I lay on the picnic blanket, listening to our son squeal in delight as Mike pushed him in the swing. “More! More! More! Daddy, more!”

Axel was two and had changed our lives forever when he came into this world. He was his father’s mini-me in every way. I loved being a mother and the life we had built together.

I smiled, thinking about Paula. She’d been ecstatic, thinking I’d gotten pregnant because of the fertility crystals she’d added, and we’d let her believe that was the case. I loved the craziness she brought to our lives. Dex was still Dex, hoping someday for the return of the Pony Express. And I snuck him cheesecake from time to time after Paula had restricted his diet. It was our little secret.

“Are you ready to go real high, buddy?” Mike asked.

“Yeah, Daddy! High!”

There was another round of squeals, and my heart was so full of love it was ready to burst.

After Grandpa died, I thought I would be alone, but my life was the exact opposite. I was surrounded by family and love. The only missing piece was Wesley. After he left Salem, he never made contact again. I kept faith that someday he might be able to. Margaret said she’d try to pass along my messages if he reached out. But every time I asked, she said she hadn’t heard from him.

I suspected she was part of the Alchemists, too. I touched the bracelet that I wore all the time as a reminder of my friendship with Wesley. It didn’t matter how much time passed; nothing would change how much I cared about him.

“Sand! Daddy! Sand! Play!”

“Okay, buddy, let me get you out of the swing so you can play in the sand.”

Mike picked up Axel and kissed him on the cheek. He placed him in the sand with his bucket and shovel. “Stay right here where Mommy and Daddy can see you.”

Our picnic blanket was set beside the sandbox since Axel loved to play in it. It kept him entertained. While Axel played, Mike came over to sit behind me. I leaned back against him while he put his hands on my stomach.

“How’s our daughter?”

“She’s good.” Kick. Kick. Kick. “She loves the sound of your voice.”

Mike’s hands possessively held me as she kicked repeatedly against his touch. “I love her, too. Mom and Dad are coming up next week. They’re going to stay in a house they rented until our little girl gets here. They’re actually staying in the house I rented when I first came to Salem, so they’ll be close by in case we need help.”

I was seven months pregnant. Axel had decided to come into the world two weeks early, and he’d sped through all the different milestones. With the progression of this pregnancy, the doctors suspected I might go into labor early again.

“It’ll be nice having your mom and dad’s help with Axel. The new vet is working out nicely, so I’m hoping I can stay at home a little more. I’m going to decrease my days at the clinic from four to three.”

“I’m glad she’s working out.”

“Me, too. Marie likes her daughter working there, too, so it’s a win-win.”

The expansion had worked out nicely. We had a grooming facility and a kennel in addition to the clinic. Gladys oversaw the scheduling of the grooming facility. Still, after all this time, the job provided a good distraction for her. Due to our reputation, we were always booked. People came as far as Boston for the kennel. I had a full staff. The most problematic part had been finding a vet who didn’t have the corporate mindset. Hopefully Seraphina worked out well. Coming from Salem, she understood the needs of the town.

I yawned.

“You tired, baby?”

“A little. This little girl has been keeping me awake with all her kicking.”

Mike kissed my neck, and I felt goose bumps break out all over my skin. “Let’s head home. I’ll give Axel a bath and put him to bed.”

“You’re amazing.”

“Anything for you, baby. Anything.”
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I sat on the couch and stared into the fire while rubbing my stomach. We hadn’t decided on a name yet and decided to wait until our baby girl came into the world. Axel thought Sky from Paw Patrol would be appropriate. I wasn’t so sure about that.

The flames flickered, and I stared at the fireplace, remembering how my journey started when I came back to Salem after Grandpa died.

Alchemists and Truth-seekers.

That seemed so long ago… yet not. Lately, Wesley had been on my mind a lot. It always happened around this time of year when the memories bubbled to the surface.

After the night we found out the truth from Wesley, Mike and I had never spoke of either group again. A few Alchemists trinkets had been found by members of the community and cataloged at the police station only to have mysteriously disappeared.

Mike played his part in the investigations, but they always ended up as dead ends.

I heard footsteps, and Mike appeared shirtless, in his lounge pants. I sighed at the sight. I would never tire of being with this man.

He ran his hands through his hair. “He’s asleep.”

“He loves his daddy singing to him.”

Mike took my hand, and I stood. He cupped my face. “Thank you for this life, Sydney. I love you.”

“I love you, too. You were the adventure I was meant for all along.”
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Wesley

 

I stood on top of the hill and stared down into the distance as I watched Sydney and Mike walk toward their home. Sydney had a son and another child on the way. As she lifted her arm to touch her son, I saw the glint of metal in the sun and knew it was the bracelet I had given her all those years ago.

I miss you, too, Sydney.

At times, on my way back from a business deal, I was able to steal a glance into her life. Three years had passed since I left Sydney to take my rightful place. Three years since my heart was broken, knowing the woman I loved had fallen for another man.

Once I saw her with Mike Murphy, I knew I wasn’t the man to make her dreams come true. And I loved her enough to let her go.

I sighed as I watched her disappear into the distance. I had made the right choice.

The deal I was returning from had been fruitful, and I had come across another journal that was determined to have belonged to Quinn and purchased it for our archives. It had been part of a private collection, which was why we hadn’t found it before. Later, I would read what additional information it provided about Quinn’s life and how she set the Alchemists back on the right path.

I wish I could share it with Sydney.

But everything had a reason behind it. Sydney would have never survived in the world as I knew it. And I didn’t want Sydney to be changed.

In a world full of ugliness and deceit, she was a beacon of purity and beauty.

I clenched the compass tighter as a reminder that I knew my way even when the decisions I made were tough. She was my reminder.

After I had moved, I cut off all contact. The temptation to continue texting was too painful. At first, the council hadn’t believed my lies that Sydney knew nothing. They thought I was covering up for her. I had been challenged to cut off all communication so they could observe Sydney. I had, and Sydney hadn’t done anything out of character. After that, it was better, for Sydney’s sake, that I remained detached.

The ultimate goal was to protect the Alchemists.

She’d tried to communicate with me, like any friend would. Margaret passed along every message, but I left them unacknowledged.

Maybe someday.

Still… I ensured she was safe.

Sydney would never be at risk again.

As I promised Virgil, I would always take care of his Sydney, even if it was from a distance.

I embraced my position, knowing I helped make the world a better place.

I kept the dark from taking over the light.

Some might disagree as we can offer no tangible proof, but the world was a little bit better because of the Alchemists.




 

 

Quinn’s Journal

 

Part 1 - Quinn

 

A gasp slipped from my lips, causing every head in the room to turn in my direction. The heat on my cheeks was evidence of the blunder I had made. My mother motioned for me to join her at her side.

Reluctantly, I did as she instructed me to do. Her brows furrowed, indicating her displeasure.

“Quinn Elizabeth Soloman. Are you trying to cause a scene?”

With a shake of my head, I said, “I’m feeling rather tired this evening, Mother. May I excuse myself and retire to my chambers?”

“You most certainly will not. We have important guests. Do not think it slipped by my attention the note your abby gave you. Whatever you are planning, it will have to wait until after our guests have left.”

If I thought I would get away with stomping my foot and pouting, I would have tried it. I knew my mother too well. She would simply ignore me and focus her attention on her guests. If there was one thing Mother was good at, it was entertaining her guests.

I scanned the room, desperate to escape. The corner of my mouth rose in a half smile when I saw Timothy Hues. When he caught my stare, he returned my innocent gesture with a wide grin, unaware that he was about to help me escape my mother’s watchful eye.

I crossed the room to him, making sure to greet my mother’s guests along the way. Mother was strict about one thing. Manners. She expected my utmost attention to them. Since I was a young child, she had told me to never draw unwanted attention to one’s self. It only fueled gossip.

“Ms. Quinn, you are looking lovely this evening,” Timothy gushed.

My gaze fell to the floor. “Why thank you, Mr. Hues.” Lifting my blue eyes to his, I delicately bit my bottom lip. It was not a gesture for a lady like myself to use, but I was desperate, and I knew Timothy desired to court me. I was about to do the unthinkable and flirt with a man I had no desire to court. Desperate times called for such actions.

I fluttered my eyelashes. “I could use some fresh air. You?”

He opened his mouth, but nothing came forth. Clearing his throat, he answered, “Yes, yes, of course.”

Glancing over my shoulder, I motioned for Ayana. She followed closely behind, yet gave us a bit of privacy as a companion would do. If I was courting Mr. Hues, she must have known the note caused me great concern.

“Let’s go out front and take a stroll; the exercise will do me wonders as I am feeling a bit… off,” I said, turning to my mother with a smile. She was likely to be happy to see me with a gentleman like Timothy Hues. After all, his family was from Boston and his father owned two banks.

The moment we stepped off the last step, I pulled out the letter Ayana had given me. “Timothy. I implore your help. It is very important.”

His expression turned grave. “Are you okay, my dear?”

My dear? He thinks one request for a stroll is enough to call me my dear? He is greatly mistaken.

I lifted my brow while tipping my head ever so slightly in a questioning manner. “I’m sorry, what did you call me?”

“I meant Quinn, of course. Are you okay, Quinn?”

This is what I get for flirting with the poor man. “Yes. But I must pay a visit to Mr. and Mrs. James Hathorne at once. Will you accompany me?”

Timothy gawked at me with wide eyes. “Now? Right this very moment, Quinn?”

“Yes, Timothy Hues. This very moment. If we hurry, we can make it there and back before dinner is served. But only if we hurry.”

“This is truly of importance?”

“Do you call me a liar, Mr. Hues?”

“No, I do no such thing. Please forgive me.”

“We must hurry, Timothy!”

Offering his arm, we quickly made our way down Charter Street en route to Chestnut Street. In short time, we arrived at the Hathorne’s home. It was one of the grander homes in Salem, as was proper considering Mr. Hathorne’s uncle was a very well-known author.

I inhaled a deep breath and gave a hasty knock on the door. My nerves had been rattled for days, but I was not entirely certain why. I had the oddest notion that I was being watched.

The door slowly opened to reveal Mr. Timmons, the Hathornes’ butler. “Miss Soloman, Mr. Hues. Good evening.”

With a nod of my head, I offered a smile and replied, “I received an urgent note from Mr. Hathorne stating I was to seek him out immediately.”

I could feel Timothy’s stare, but I ignored it as best I could. Mr. Timmons searched my face for a moment before stepping back and ushering us into the front hall.

“Mr. and Mrs. Hathorne are entertaining guests in the parlor. Please follow me to the library, and I will announce your arrival.”

“Certainly.” I studied the many family pictures around the room. My mouth rose into a smile when I saw the picture of Mr. Hathorne’s uncle, Nathaniel Hawthorne. One of my most favorite pieces of literature was his grand novel, The Scarlet Letter. My father would surely lash me if he knew I had read such a novel… three times.

The door quietly shut and Timothy appeared in front of me. “What else did the note say? From your reaction, I dare say it held something far more interesting than Mr. Hathorne requesting your attention at once.”

Narrowing my eyes, I gave Timothy an intense look, similar to the look my mother gave me when she swore me to secrecy. “Do you swear you will not utter a single word of what I’m about to share with you? If you do, harm will come to you!”

He nodded frantically. “I swear.”

The door opened, and Mr. Hathorne entered the room. A young man stood behind him, but I could not see who he was until they stepped further into the room. My breath caught at the sight of him.

Jonathon Young stood next to Mr. Hathorne, looking devilishly handsome. I had to place my hand over my stomach to settle the jitters.

“Mr. Young,” Timothy and I said in unison. I was positive Timothy had noticed my reaction.

“Mr. Hues, may I ask you to step outside for a moment. This is a… private conversation.”

Timothy stood taller. “I am her escort; it would not be proper for me to leave her alone in the presence of two men to whom she is not related.”

“Her abby is also here. I assure you, Miss Soloman will be fine.”

My body trembled at the way my surname came forth from Mr. Hathorne’s lips. As if it pained him to speak it.

Timothy turned to me, and I said, “I shall be fine, Timothy. Ayana is with me.” I glanced over at my dearest friend, and she took a step forward as if to reassure Timothy.

He nodded. “Do not be long, Quinn. We must return shortly.”

The best I could offer was a slight nod of my head. Fear gripped at my throat, but I had no idea why.

The door shut. I glanced to Ayana, and she smiled. If she wasn’t concerned, there was little reason for me to be.

“I’ll keep this brief as it seems you have snuck away from your dinner party.”

My mouth fell open, but I quickly closed it when I noticed Mr. Young smile.

Oh dear. He has dimples on each cheek.

My tongue swept across my dry lips. The change in Mr. Young’s smile and the way his eyes turned darker as a result of my actions were not lost on me. A strange feeling pulled from my lower stomach and caused me to sway on my feet. Ayana was by my side with her arm there to steady me.

“Miss Quinn, are you okay?”

With my eyes still fixed on Mr. Young, I swallowed hard before replying, “I am fine.” Focusing my attention on Mr. Hathorne, I asked, “How it is you are aware that I have left a dinner party?”

“There is no time for that, my dear. For what I am about to tell you is going to change your entire life and possible lead you into danger.”

“Danger?” I gasped.

“James, are you sure now is the time to—”

“I’ve stood back for seventeen years and kept my silence, Jonathon. I cannot keep my silence any longer. My daughter is in danger.”

My head pulled back in surprise. “Daughter, Mr. Hathorne? But you have only two sons.”

Taking a step closer to me, his face softened. “No, my dear. I have a daughter. A beautiful daughter and she is standing in this very room.”




 

 

Part 2 – Quinn

 

My parasol provided a much-needed relief from the blazing sun. I did not think I had ever experienced such heat before in the whole of my seventeen years. The citizens of Salem were nearly melting in the heat, and my mother’s only concern was if I was wearing proper undergarments. I adored my mother so, but at times we disagreed on a variety of things. Like today. It was too hot for a camisole, and she insisted that was even more of a reason to wear one.

She was my best friend and oftentimes felt like the only parent I had. Yet there were moments when she seemed to be a million miles away.

Standing next to me, my mother listened while her closest friend, Mrs. Gertrude Shaw, gossiped. The scuttlebutt was about a new family that had moved from Boston to Salem. The Young family.

I rolled my eyes at Mrs. Shaw’s insistence in noting that the Youngs were a very wealthy family from Boston, yet they had purchased a fairly modest home in Salem. There were whispers of the family hiding from something or someone due to the hasty move from Boston.

It was hearsay, as far as I was concerned. Yesterday evening, I had spoken with the very handsome Jonathon Young. My stomach had dipped each time he smiled at me. I would dare to say my breath even caught for a moment when he first spoke directly to me. But only a moment. I had no time to ponder such things. It would be foolish to even dare dream of that kind of happiness. Not now. Not with the information that had been thrust upon me last night.

Inhaling a deep breath, I pushed all thoughts of Jonathon Young out of my mind. I had more concerning things to worry about.

The truth.

“Quinn, are you sure you’re feeling okay? You’re not acting like yourself.”

Lifting my eyes, I attempted to smile at my mother. It was hard to act normal knowing she had lied to me all these years. Kept a secret so damning, it would surely ruin both of us were it ever to be exposed. Everything had begun to make sense last night while I lay in my bed, lost in my newfound knowledge. The way my father had treated me all my life. The disappointment in his eyes when he gazed upon me. I hadn’t noticed the distance when I was younger, but the older I got, the more it had become clear. Especially the last few months. My own father despised me. Now I knew why.

I was not his child.

Not of his own flesh and blood.

It was apparent after I looked more closely at Mr. Hathorne. Our eyes were the same deep blue. Our hair the same shade. I even carried his mother’s name of Elizabeth. A request he had made to my mother that she obliged, for it turns out James Hathorne and my mother were more than lovers. They were soul mates, bound by a love so strong they would continue to meet in secret over the years so that James could learn all about his daughter. Neither of them ever falling out of love with one another, yet tied to arranged marriages that had been thought to bring great wealth to both families. Because of the pain brought upon so many, I vowed I would never allow myself to be forced into a loveless marriage. Not if it meant living a secret life the way my mother had. Pregnant by her lover before she was even married to the man I’d called my father for seventeen years.

Staring into her eyes, I searched for answers, silently begging her to tell me the truth.

“Do you carry secrets, Mother?”

Her face turned white. “Why do you ask such a thing?”

I shrugged. “I do not know. I wonder if, in some way, we each carry the burden of a secret or two. I know I do.”

Her eyes scanned the area around us before landing back on mine. “Yes, my dear girl. I carry a great burden. One which I wish to share with you… when the moment is right.”

A great sense of relief swept through my body, giving me a moment of reprieve from the unbearable heat. My mother intended to tell me the truth. But when? I feared my father already knew the truth—or, at the very least, suspected it. It would be foolish of me to alert my mother of the knowledge I carried. Not before my father was set to disembark from his ship. He would likely realize something was wrong.

“Now put a smile on your face, darling, for your father will be here at any moment. He will want a smile from both his girls.”

My stomach soured at my mother’s words. She turned and spoke with Mrs. Shaw once more.

“Your face is too beautiful to wear such an expression of sadness, Miss Soloman.” My heart skipped a beat at the sound of Jonathon Young’s voice. He leaned in closer—so close I could feel his warm breath upon my skin. Does he have no regard for propriety? “Or should I say… Miss Hathorne.”

Spinning around, I glared at him. “Dare I say you have some nerve, Mr. Young. Coming here before my father is to arrive to rattle me so.”

His dimples grew deep within his cheeks, and I fought to ignore the way his smile made my knees weak.

“I do believe that you are much too strong a woman to be rattled so. Of course, maybe you enjoy being rattled, Miss Soloman.”

I sighed heavily. “Quinn. Please call me Quinn.”

His blue eyes danced with excitement before dropping his gaze to my lips and licking his own in response. Why, Mr. Young is a flirt, indeed. “Quinn it is. Would it be too forward of me to ask to escort you home?”

My mouth went dry, and I attempted to swallow but struggled. “I’m in the company of my parents, Mr. Young.”

He chuckled. “Jonathon, please.”

Our conversation was lighter than it had been the night before. The air around us charged with something I had never experienced.

With a wide grin, I responded, “All right, Jonathon.”

He leaned his body in closer. “But Jon for when we are alone.”

My mouth fell open in surprise, and I quickly took a step back from the heat I felt from his body. “Dare I say you think mighty high of yourself, Jonathon, and very less of me if you think I would allow myself to be alone with you. Why, we are not even courting.”

Even though we were not courting, every inch of my body yearned to be alone with him. To feel his hands on my body. To pull from me the deep pleasures every woman longs for.

My mother never spoke of such things, even when I asked her about such feelings. My parents had always shown great restraint while making love in their own bedchambers for I’d never once heard them. A few months ago, desire must have taken over as I’d heard them in the carriage house as I’d made my way through to the stables. I had snuck out to spend time with my new horse. As I walked through the carriage house to the stables, I heard my mother moaning and my father grunting as they made love. I’d been horrified at intruding on such a private moment and quickly left before they realized I was there. I had been shocked, but intrigued, by her sounds of pleasure.

“My dear, you are lost in a memory,” Jonathon whispered against my ear before quickly retreating a step back lest anyone see him.

Thoughts of him making me feel what my mother had felt that night swirled around in my head. What in the world is happening to me? I was desiring things that I had never dreamed of until that moment. Desire to hear his name pulled from my lips in the heat of passion as I gave myself to him.

My hand covered my mouth when the realization hit me. Turning my head in my mother’s direction, my eyes widened in shock. In the urgent moment, I’d paid no attention to the name she’d called out in her passion. Now it was screaming over and over in my head so loudly I could not even hear my own breathing.

James.

The ground beneath me faltered, and I reached out my hand to steady myself.

“Jonathon… I feel as if I’m going to—”

His strong arms wrapped around me at the moment my knees gave way. I could barely hear the sound of my mother’s voice as my world turned black.

 

• • •

 

My body was on fire. I was consumed by the most intense, yet beautiful, heat. I had never felt such a thing, and I never wanted it to end.

“Quinn, can you hear me?”

The sound of his voice made me smile. I opened my eyes, hoping to catch a glimpse of those sky-blue eyes. Instead, my mother stared down at me with a concerned expression. I whispered in disbelief, “The carriage house. You said his name.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. I quickly realized my blunder and turned to Jonathon. The moment I realized I was in his arm, my brain seemed to leave my body.

With a dreamy grin, I spoke when I should have kept my lips pressed together tightly. “This feels lovely. You feel lovely.” My eyes widened in horror while a shy grin tugged at the corner of Jonathon’s mouth. “What I mean to say is that I enjoy this. No. No, that is not what… well it was… No, no. You see, what I meant to say was—”

My mother sighed and murmured for me to hush my mouth.

“Mr. Young, please assist my daughter to her feet, if you would? It seems your very presence has caused her to lose herself… in more ways than one.”

I glared at my mother while Jonathon’s strong arms wrapped around me, lifting me with ease.

I was on fire. Alive with a deep, burning emotion in my chest. It was exactly how Ayana described it would be when I found my true love.

True love. Nonsense, Quinn. Stop this silliness.

Pressing my lips together to keep from uttering something foolish, my gaze drifted over to my beloved abby. Ayana was like a second mother to me. I hid nothing from her. Not even my darkest desires. Her grin told me she knew exactly what was happening to me. My cheeks heated, and I promptly began to straighten out my dress, making a note to discuss these emotions with her when we were alone.

“Thank you, Jonathon, um, Mr. Young. I’m fine now. The heat must have gotten to me.”

With a quick nod of his head and smile that sent gooseflesh across my body, Jonathon tipped his hat and turned to my mother. “If all is well then, I shall bid you both good day.” His eyes moved to mine. “Miss Soloman, may I call on you?”

Before my brain caught up with my lips, I quickly replied, “Yes. Yes, you may, Mr. Young.”

My very breath stalled when his eyes lit up with happiness.  In an instant, I knew I wanted to make him that happy each and every day.

“Enjoy your reunion with your loved one, Mrs. Soloman, Quinn.”

Jonathon turned quickly and walked toward his awaiting carriage. He glanced in my direction once more before stepping in and disappearing from my sight.

“Dare I say you are smitten with Mr. Young?” my mother whispered in my ear.

Unable to look away from his retreating carriage, I grinned. “He is barely tolerable.”

She chuckled. “Yes, frightening man to look at, as well. I had a terrible time even speaking with him, he was so ghastly.”

With a slight giggle, I turned to my mother. “He is rather handsome, is he not?”

“Indeed, he is.” Her smile faded. “Darling, when you woke, you uttered something to me.”

My heartbeat increased tenfold. I was not ready to confront the memory nor let my mother know I was aware of her and James’s secret.

“There is my beautiful wife and ever faithful and dutiful daughter.”

Lifting my gaze from my mother, I watched as my father approached, wearing neither a smile nor a scowl. He simply wore an expression that I could not read.

Composing herself quickly, mother spun around and rushed into my father’s arms, telling him how much she had missed him. Had she? How many times had she and James secretly met whilst my father had been away on business?

My father. This man before me is not my father.

Lies.

My life has been nothing but lies.




 

 

Part 3 – Quinn

 

The crisp morning air filled my lungs as I strolled beside Jonathon. The swish of my light-blue walking dress brushing against my camisole filled the silence whenever there was a lull in the conversation—which was not very often.

“Thank you for allowing me this stroll, Quinn.”

I peered up at him, my hat barely shading my eyes from the summer sun. “Tell me, Jonathon, what brought you to Salem, and more importantly, what brought you to be in Mr. Hathorne’s home the night he called for me?”

He gazed down at me while lifting the left corner of his mouth into a smile. Oh, how that made my lower stomach tighten so.

“My father and Mr. Hathorne are good friends. They schooled together at Harvard. A few months back, Mr. Hathorne sent a correspondence to my father, asking for his help. Imploring his help, really. He suspected his daughter was in danger and carried on about some secret group he had accidentally stumbled upon. Just the mere mention of the word daughter caused concern, for my father knew Mr. and Mrs. Hathorne had only sons. Needless to say, the letter concerned my father enough to pick up and move to Salem for the time being.”

My heart sank. “You will not be staying then? In Salem?”

Jonathon stopped and turned to me. “Why is there a hint of sadness in that question?”

With a tilt of my head, I batted my lashes at the handsome Mr. Young and replied, “Possibly there is. I have grown rather found of you during this walk.”

Jonathon threw back his head in a roar of laughter.

“Back to our conversation. Your explanation does not answer my question. Why were you in the room and not your father if he is Mr. Hathorne’s friend?”

“My mother has been ill of late. Another reason Father wanted to leave Boston for a bit. The city air is not good for her.”

“I see. I’m so sorry she is not well. Will she be okay?”

He gave me a brilliant smile. “Yes. We see an improvement already in the short time we have been here. She seemed eager to get up and move around this morning when I mentioned I would be calling on you. I may have mentioned how beautiful you are. And the fact that you have filled my dreams each night since I first met you.”

Placing my hand to my cheeks, I grinned with delight. “Are you always so… flirtatious, Mr. Young?”

“Will you always address me by my surname when you are serious, Quinn? Or will you relax a bit and simply call me Jonathon?”

My good senses left me yet again, and without a thought for what I was saying, I blurted out, “Jon for when we are alone.”

His blue eyes turned dark, and had I not known better, I would have sworn the ground shook as he stared at me with a look of desire.

“Forgive me, it was very unladylike of me to say such a thing. I’m not a flirt.”

Lifting his eyes to Ayana, Jonathon winked and then focused on my face. His hand reached out and lightly brushed against my heated skin. “And if I like to hear you say such things, my sweet dove, will you continue to do so?”

The beating of my heart was so loud I was sure all of Salem could hear it. “I can scarcely think at the moment. But I believe so, for you make me feel things I have never felt before,” I whispered.

His face softened. “I can think of only one thing.”

“And that is?” I asked while my chest rose and fell with each labored breath. Is this what my mother felt for James? Still feels for James? For one look from Jonathon and I was lost. Beautifully and utterly lost.

“How desperately I long to kiss your lips, Quinn.”

Our bodies instantly moved closer. I ached to feel him against me. Such things surely should not be running through my mind, yet I couldn’t help myself.

A throat cleared from behind us, causing us each to snap out of the spell we had fallen under. Glancing over my shoulder at Ayana, I inhaled a deep breath and gave her a silly grin. With a quick exhale, I turned back to Jonathon. “We should continue with our walk before we draw attention to ourselves.”

His expression was that of disappointment. If only he knew I felt the same. “We should,” he murmured.

Continuing our walk, we headed toward the docks.

“Tell me all about yourself, Jonathon.”

He laughed, and I had to catch myself from reaching for his hand. The sound of his laughter rumbled through my body and settled deep within my stomach, fanning the desire and need I felt for him even more.

“I was studying law at Harvard when my father asked me to take leave and join him on this trip. Since arriving in Salem, I have been helping Mr. Hathorne with some… issues.”

I lifted my brow in question. “Issues? Am I one of those issues?”

Our stroll led us to a park bench. Motioning with his hand, Jonathon asked, “Would you like to sit for a bit?”

Nodding, I sat on one end while he sat on the other. Ayana sat on another bench not far off from ours.

“You have become a priority of sorts. Never an issue, my dove.”

I sat up straighter. “A priority? How so?”

“Your father, I mean Mr. Hathorne, feels your life is in danger.”

“Danger?” I asked.

With a nod, he continued, “Hence the reason he sent for you the other night. I implored him to wait until my father and I could inquire about a few things, but something seems to have upset Mr. Hathorne. He insisted on telling you the truth about him being your father. He keeps referring to the—” Jonathon glanced around to be sure no one was within hearing distance.

Leaning in closer, I whispered, “Referring to what? What does he refer to, Jonathon?”

“The trials from years ago.”

“The witch trials?”

“Keep your voice down, Quinn. Yes… the very same. He makes insane charges and claims to have proof that the trials were a sham to hide the existence of a secret society. He intends to pull you into his mad thinking.”

There was no denying it, my interest was piqued. “No! A secret society?”

“Yes. But he insists someone is trying to do him harm. This person threatened to expose his long affair with your mother should he tell you the truth.”

Faced with the truth I was hiding deep inside my heart, I jumped up and glared at Jonathon. “Long affair! How dare you!”

I took a step away from him.

“To talk of such things when you don’t know the truth is simply gossiping, Mr. Young.”

Jonathon’s face went white with terror as he jumped up. “Quinn!”

Before I could respond, he lunged and knocked me to the ground just as a horse ran by, nearly trampling both of us.

Ayana screamed out my name and rushed over to me as Jonathon swiftly pulled me to my feet.

“Are you hurt, Quinn?” Jonathon asked in a panicked voice.

Everything was happening so quickly. “Um, no. I believe I am uninjured.”

“Miss Quinn! Miss Quinn! Have you gone and hurt yourself?” Ayana asked while searching my body for injuries.

I attempted to regain my composure, but I had just nearly been trampled by a two-thousand-pound horse. My nerves were indeed rattled.

Placing my hand over my chest to slow my racing heart, I tried to speak. “Where… in the heavens… did… he… come… from.”

More townspeople approached us, asking Jonathon and me if we were okay, all of them demanding to know who the reckless man was riding the horse. Once we assured everyone we were unhurt, Jonathon took my arm and hastily led me toward Charter Street. Ayana was close behind, picking leaves and twigs from my hair while telling me how lucky I was that the horse didn’t trample me into the ground like last year’s old crops.

“Excuse me, but you are pulling me in a very ungentlemanlike manner.”

I wasn’t the least bothered by his roughness. In a way, I rather liked that he had taken charge to take our leave from the area. Plus, he was touching me.

“We need to get to your father’s house.”

I pulled him to a stop, shaking my head. “My father!” Turning to Ayana, I held up my hand. “Ayana! My hair is fine. And please stop saying how close I was to death!”

She smiled and continued to pick twigs from my hair.

I quickly gave up on her and turned my focus back to Jonathon. “We cannot go to my father. I’m afraid he is hiding something.”

Jonathon closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, we must speak with my father and Mr. Hathorne at once, Quinn. That was no accident. That man took off on that horse and purposely tried to hurt you. He wore the emblem.”

My heart thudded and fear twisted through my body. Someone tried to hurt me on purpose? What on earth for? “Emblem? Jonathon, you’re frightening me.”

His eyes softened, and he reached up to touch my face once again, stopping himself short of my cheek. The disappointment in his lack of touch was evident on his face. I was certain it was evident on mine, as well. “My darling dove, no one will hurt you. This vow I make to you now. Do you believe me?”

With a smile, I reached for his hand, knowing I was breaking every social rule my mother and society had placed upon us. Kissing the back of it, I whispered, “I believe you, Jonathon. You saved my life and risked yours in doing so.”

“And I would do it again for you, Quinn.”

This time, Jonathon did place his hand on my face while Ayana stood in front of us with her parasol open and over her shoulder. I knew what she was doing, and I would thank her later.

At the moment, the only thing I would think about was Jonathon’s soft lips upon mine.
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Chapter One

 

Kendall

 

I stared at the screen, not believing what I was seeing. First thing on a Monday, and it was all over the morning news. The footage caught on the security cameras appeared to be on an endless loop. My semipro football players were running through the town square of Bowling Green, Kentucky, in nothing but their underwear.

My team is a joke.

No one was ever going to take me seriously if I couldn’t manage the team. Worse yet, no one respected me. That had been apparent from day one when I’d arrived almost two weeks earlier, right after Wales Enterprises purchased the Mustangs.

I ground my teeth as I thought back to some of my first moments there. I’d tried to hold a meeting, but the coach had adjourned it halfway through. Since then, I’d been poring over all the information I could get my hands on as I prepared to make my move. And I was ready. One thing my father had taught me was to not act in haste.

The news reel kept rolling to the glorious moment when the team put some sort of soap in the fountain, which caused it to overflow with bubbles. I took a deep breath. The best part was yet to come. That was when our quarterback stood on the edge of the fountain and peed into the water. I shut off the television; I couldn’t stomach watching it again.

My phone vibrated with a text from my father.

Dad: I finished my phone call. Are you ready?

Me: I’m on my way.

This was the moment to prove I was capable. And I wasn’t going to let my father down.

I pressed the intercom on my phone. “Amber, please send Coach Bailey to the conference room. Do not advise him that Mr. Wales is here. And have Jethro come to the conference room door.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I had brought Amber with me from North Carolina. She was an excellent assistant and due to her organizational skills and drive, Amber would go far in her career. Part of her relocation and compensation package included a full scholarship to the local college. I knew that had been her dream. And I’d been able to convince human resources that Amber was the perfect candidate for the Work for a Degree program Wales Enterprises had started. It was something my mother, Alli, was passionate about.

I grabbed my leather folder and headed to the conference room down the hall. At such an early hour, the place was quiet. I should have handled this sooner. I knew I’d made a mistake when Dad arrived in the middle of the night. He’d called first thing this morning, wanting to discuss the story on the news. This type of media would reflect poorly on Wales Enterprises.  I hated that fact and was disappointed in myself for allowing the situation to get out of hand.

I had a knot in my stomach thinking he might ask me to step down and put someone with more experience in my place to run the team. It was hard to be taken seriously as an executive at twenty-nine. Especially considering I was a woman in a very male-centric field, and people thought everything was handed to me because Damien Wales was my father. It was the opposite of what people thought. I had sacrificed any type of personal life to show my dedication.

Since I was a little girl, I’d been determined to prove them wrong. I would be successful and run my father’s company one day.

I opened the door to see my dad sitting at the conference table. He gave me the loving smile he’d been greeting me with my entire life. Before he had a chance to say anything, I stated my case. “Hey, Dad. I know this is a mess, but give me a chance to fix things. There’s a reason I haven’t acted yet.”

His smile didn’t dim, but he nodded. “Fair enough.”

Some of my tension eased. Not that I’d expected that he wouldn’t hear me out, but I had been prepared for the worst.

As I stepped into the room, I heard Coach Bailey’s thunderous voice coming from down the hallway.

“This better be good. I was in the middle of something. You can’t just call me on a whim when you feel like talking about something. I’ve got a team to run.”

My dad’s eyes widened, and I winced.

Yeah, I’ve let things spin out of control.

I squared my shoulders as we waited for him to reach the conference room. It was past time our head coach met Kendall Wales, the general manager.

He stormed into the room and stopped short, his face filled with shock. “Mr. Wales, I had no idea you were here. How was your trip?”

Well, that was a change in tone. My dad’s response was clipped, his voice cold as ice. “Unexpected.”

The one word spoke volumes. I gestured toward the table. “If you’d take a seat, we’d like to have a word with you.”

Coach Bailey adjusted his pants in a way that drove me crazy.  He yanked them up an inch or two, but moments later, they settled right back down to their original location. Sometimes I thought that was a thing all coaches learned to do in school. Belts were made to hold pants up, there was no need to move them.

I folded my hands on the table and crossed my ankles. This morning, I’d worn a black power suit and put my blond hair in a chignon. Businesslike and classy. “Coach Bailey, I assume you’ve seen the morning news?”

His eyes darted to Dad, who remained silent. I was sure Dad was staring at the coach with that unwavering glare that made most people quake in their boots. Coach Bailey turned back to me, cleared his throat, and scratched his graying beard. “I have. The guys were initiating the new players, letting off steam before the fall season starts. A rite of passage, if you will.”

Over the last two weeks, that had been his answer to every unacceptable thing the players did. I took a deep breath and stared at him. It was my moment to put my foot down. Initially, I had planned to go over everything with Dad, but ultimately, it was my team to run.

I cocked my head to the side. “I don’t see how running through the streets almost naked, pouring soap in the town fountain, and relieving oneself in said fountain constitutes ‘letting off steam.’ Can you explain that to me?”

He chuckled at my description before catching himself, apparently remembering who was in the room with us. “I’ll talk with the boys.”

That was the other response I’d received whenever I’d tried to address something. I shook my head. “For the last two weeks, I’ve heard ‘I’ll talk with the team’ or ‘a right of passage’ multiple times. Those are no longer acceptable answers.”

His chubby cheeks turned bright red. “Well, that’s the only answer I’ve got.”

I opened the leather folder and pulled out a piece of paper. “Coach Bailey, your services are no longer required. We’re buying out the rest of your contract as per the agreement you made when Wales Enterprises purchased this team. Your termination is effective immediately.”

He stood and slapped his palms on the table. “Wales, are you going to let this happen? I’ve been part of this team for ten years. I was part of the negotiation. I’m the best damn thing you’ve got going for this team. She knows nothing about sports or how this team should run.”

How the hell would he know? I stood, placed my hands on the table, and leaned forward. He wasn’t the first asshole I’d had to deal with during a business negotiation. “If you had read your contract thoroughly, which I arranged, you would have seen the buyout clause. Jethro will take your badge and will supervise as you pack your belongings. You have thirty minutes.”

It was petty, but watching his face turn redder made me feel better. I swore his eyes were going to pop out of their sockets any second.

“This is bullshit, and you know it. Wales, get control of your daughter.”

My father stood. His once jet-black hair had bits of silver in it now, and his blue eyes flared with anger. Even in his late fifties, my father was a formidable figure. “What I consider bullshit is getting a call from the local authorities in the middle of the night because my minor league team is trespassing, damaging public property, and acting inappropriately. What I consider bullshit is that my company is now linked to this PR nightmare.” Dad’s voice rose. “What I consider absolute bullshit is the lack of fucking respect you have shown my daughter—your general manager—in front of me! Get your shit and get out. And if Kendall hadn’t fired you, I would have.”

“You’ll be talking to my lawyer.”

Dad slid a card across the table. “Here’s the number to mine. But before you call, read your contract carefully.”

“I made this team what it is.”

That wasn’t saying much.

I took control of the conversation. “Coach Bailey, I hope we won’t have to have you forcibly removed from the premises. You can either go with Jethro, or we can arrange to have your belongings shipped to your house.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. Before he could say another word I pointed to the door. “Jethro is waiting in the hall. Good day, Coach Bailey.”

Fuming, he stomped out the door. Jethro’s deep voice greeted him as they walked away.

“Well done, Kendall. That was overdue.”

Dad deserved an explanation. “I know it was, but I’d like to explain why I waited.”

With a nod, he allowed me to continue.

I sat in a black leather chair, and Dad followed. “When I first came, I knew Coach Bailey was a problem and needed to be fired. However, I also had to get my hands around the finances here. Hiring a new coach to handle this mess is going to be a massive undertaking.”

“You could have come to me.”

Dad and Mom had always been supportive in every way. “I know, Dad. But I needed to do this on my own. I put this deal together and presented it to you. I had to show you I can handle it.”

Dad’s smile conveyed his approval. “So, what’s your plan?”

“To build this team up. Right now, it’s a mockery—the joke of the league. We need to start from the ground floor. I have a coach in mind; I want to make him an offer.”

“Which one?”

“Hunter Owens.”

Dad’s eyebrows pinched together. “The Tennessee coach who disappeared?”

I heard the doubt in his voice, and I understood what I was up against. “Yes. He lives just ninety minutes from here. I’m going to go see him tomorrow.”

“You realize this would be a step down for him? A major step down, considering the shitstorm surrounding this team’s behavior.”

That wasn’t a no, so I pressed on. “I understand that, but I think this guy thrives on a challenge. I’ve studied his videos. He was passionate about the game and his players. Coach Owens was all in, and he cared. There’s no way he doesn’t miss the game. We need someone like that to turn this organization around. And having a coach like him would definitely bring some much-needed positive PR to this team.”

Dad leaned back in his chair. “And the finances?”

“I can’t match what he was making as an NFL coach. But I’m going to offer him double Coach Bailey’s terms with housing. It’s a gamble, but I feel that it’s the right move. There’s been an enormous amount of waste in the budget. Each of the starting players has his own masseuse. Ridiculous. I get that physical therapy is important, but we can employ staff to work on the players for a fraction of the cost. The list goes on and on for expenditures like that. I found one player is charging his dry cleaning to the company as a work expense.”

“And was this reported incorrectly to the IRS?”

That was what I’d been initially worried about, as well. If the taxes had been filed incorrectly, the penalties could be enormous. It would mean the previous owners had provided false documentation, which meant a potential lawsuit. Once the accounting files were reviewed, I would know where we stood. Hopefully, everything had been done correctly.

I took a sip of water. “Joseph, the new controller, will be starting tomorrow. He is going to look at everything and let me know. He’ll submit all his findings to corporate for you to review. This afternoon, I’m releasing the employees in accounting who were involved in this, which is about half the staff. My conservative estimate is we’ll be operating above my projections in six months.”

“What do you need from me?”

I smiled. He was going to let me continue. If he wasn’t, Dad would have already taken control. He adjusted his cuff links while he waited for me to answer.

“Just let me continue the course. I want to prove myself. I know my brother Ryder is taking on the real estate side of Wales Enterprises. And you know I want the sports side. I want the board to have confidence. I want you to have confidence. I live and breathe this company. If I can make this successful and have a great minor league team to develop talent for our NFL team, the Lions, it’s a win-win. I know I can do this, Dad.”

My brother Ryder was taking over the real estate side of Wales Enterprises. I wanted the sports side, which included the NFL team and now the minor league team. The long-term goal was for me to learn with the minor league team in preparation to move up to the NFL team. Then I would transition into an executive over both when Dad officially retired.

He rose. “I know you can, Kendall. I’m proud of you.”

I gave him a hug. “Thanks for letting me handle this.”

“Of course. You’ve always been capable, Kendall. You must believe in yourself. There’s going to be backlash for your decision to fire Coach Bailey, which was the correct choice, by the way. But it’s also going to send a message that you’re serious. Whatever you need, your mother and I are here to support you.”

And they always had been.

He took me by the shoulders. “I want you to remember something before we go meet your mother for brunch.”

“What’s that?”

He waved his hand around the conference room. “There is more to all this. Your mom taught me that. Don’t forget to enjoy life, as well. You only get one. I get the need to work, but make sure you’re taking time for yourself.”

“I will, Dad.”

He raised an eyebrow in obvious disbelief.

“I’ll try. Promise.”

At some point there would be time, but now I had to focus on getting this team going in the right direction. My personal life could remain on the back burner, where it had been since I left for college.




 

 

Chapter Two

 

Kendall

 

I checked my GPS to make sure I was in the right place. It was leading me into the middle of nowhere. From all my research, this was where I would find Hunter Owens. And if I ended up on a stranger’s doorstep, well that would just be par for the course this week.

After firing Coach Bailey, the entire team had thrown a conniption fit. One of the running backs had mistaken my dad for the new coach and had released a string of obscenities at him. I’d fired him on the spot. So, on top of needing a new coach, I also needed a new running back. If this kept up, I would be without a team.

After that, word spread that I was on a “firing rampage,” and everyone avoided me. My mother had always said, “It takes change to make change,” which was true. But, man, change was painful.

I turned down a long dirt road lined with a pristine white fence. It was beautiful and peaceful—definitely a place to relax and recharge. I would have loved to get away for just a weekend, but with the season only two months away, it was critical I get things under control.

As I followed the dirt road, it occurred to me that it had to be the longest driveway known to man. Or maybe it was still a road. The GPS indicated that I was still on track, though, so I continued on.

Please let this be where Hunter Owens lives. Please. I need just one thing to go right in my life right now.

After ten more minutes of driving, I reached a ranch-style house. It was picturesque with its wraparound porch and breathtaking views of the barn, pastures, and horses. The mountain in the background topped off the view. I imagined the landscape out here was stunning in the fall. It reminded me of my parents’ place in Atlanta. I grabbed the portfolio from the passenger seat and stepped out of the car. A few horses frolicked in the paddock to the right of the house. They looked to be thoroughbreds. Dad had several.

A faint smell of honeysuckle filled the air. If I allowed myself, I could get lost in the moment. The horses played. I smiled as I walked up the steps of the porch and approached the door. After debating whether to call, I’d decided it would be better to drive out here and surprise Mr. Owens. Saying no to someone over the phone was easier than in person. Or at least I hoped that was the case.

I pressed the doorbell and waited.

And waited.

But there was no answer.

I pressed the doorbell again. There was a chance he wasn’t home, but based on the big truck parked in front of the garage, I was willing to bet he was there. If not, I’d work from my car until he came home.

“Motherfucker!”

I jumped at the sheer volume. Maybe that was him; the sound had come from behind the house. I hoped it was him and decided to check it out. Maybe I shouldn’t have come? I questioned my decision. I hadn’t really thought about being out on a farm in a pencil skirt and heels. Carefully, I navigated the grass on the balls of my feet to keep my heels from sinking in.

When I came around the corner, the vision that greeted me brought me up short. A man in chaps and a short-sleeved T-shirt stood with his back to me. He cursed as he dusted himself off, removed his hat, and swiped his brow. It was one of the sexiest things I’d seen in a long time. His voice was a deep, thick rumble. The mare he was working with gave a whinny, and I was able to regain some of my composure.

I’d had a secret weakness for cowboys since I was a little girl.

In a calming, soothing motion, he walked toward the mare. “Settle down, girl. Easy.”

The mare calmed a bit but continued to daintily step around him.

I needed to announce myself before he caught me ogling him. “Hi! I’m looking for Hunter Owens. Do you know where I can find him?”

The man whipped around, and I gave a tight smile to hide my nerves. The tattoo sleeve on his left arm looked exquisite, adding a bad-boy vibe on top of the sexy-cowboy image he had going on. Another secret weakness of mine—tattoos.

Get it together. You have a deal to close.

I took another step forward, clearing my throat. “I’m looking for Hunter Owens.”

His eyes did a quick sweep over my body. I usually didn’t appreciate that kind of assessment from strangers, but something about him felt different, and I enjoyed it more than I should. He tipped his hat and smiled, which set off an explosion of butterflies in my stomach. “Looks like you found him. What can I help you with?”

This is Hunter Owens?

The pictures on the internet hadn’t done him justice. And he’d expanded the sleeve of tattoos. When I’d researched him—which had felt more like stalking, to be honest—there had been one photo from his last game where a tattoo peeked out from beneath his short-sleeved shirt.

I took another step forward, making sure to walk on the balls of my feet. “I’m Kendall Wales. Do you have a minute to sit down and talk?”

“About?”

That brought me up short. I wanted a chance to build up my offer, explain why he should basically take a career demotion and come out of hiding. Maybe if I was evasive, he would listen to my offer. “A job.”

“What kind of job?”

He hopped over the fence in one swift motion, the way they do in movies, and if I’d been the swooning type, I would have audibly gasped. Instead, I held my smile and ground my teeth while my heart beat double time. I might be mostly all business, but I was still a woman. And Hunter Owens was all man. I needed to get him in a more relaxed situation. I gave a sweet smile. “Can we sit down and go over the particulars?”

As he stepped closer, I began to sweat, which was insane. Remain calm and in control.

“Give me the highlights.”

Think. Think. Think.

“That would ruin the surprise. Why don’t we sit on your front porch and we can talk about it? I won’t take much of your time, Mr. Owens.”

“Just Hunter.” The left side of his mouth quirked up as his eyes roamed down my body yet again. Maybe my form-fitting pencil skirt hadn’t been the best idea. “Just a sec. Let me get something, and we’ll talk.”

“Perfect.”

He disappeared up onto the back porch and came down with some muck boots. “Put these on. I’ll listen while I do my chores. But I can tell you, if it’s another coaching job, I’m not interested.”

Oh hell, this was going to require a different approach. He raised an eyebrow at me, challenging me to put on the boots. Without hesitation, I put them on and placed my heels on the porch step. As I turned back to him, the horse came up to the fence. “That mare is beautiful. Is she an Akhal-Teke?”

He stared at me, clearly surprised I knew horses. I’d grown up with them. My mother had taught me to ride. As a child, I’d learned to ride on Gingersnap, the horse my father gave my mom on the night he proposed. The horse had originally been a gift from her parents before they died, but Mom had sold her when she had to move. I loved how Dad was, and had always been, Mom’s knight in shining armor. Theirs was one of those love stories that made you swoon.

I stuck my hand out for the horse to sniff me.

Hunter patted the side of her neck. “She is. I’ve never owned a Golden Horse, or as you so accurately stated, an Akhal-Teke, before. I bought her last month for a small fortune, and she’s stubborn as shit. But she’ll break at some point. Just have to keep getting back on her. Can’t ever be bucked off and not climb back on.”

Hunter gazed at the horse with an almost loving appreciation. “I do enjoy a challenge every now and then. We’ll build trust over time.”

The coloring of the horse was breathtaking. Her cream coat had a metallic shimmer to it, which made the pale blond hair nearly glisten in the sun. The horse took off in a victory lap, knowing she’d won this round against Hunter. He definitely had his work cut out for him.

I asked, “What do you need my help with since now my boots are on?”

I got a sexy smirk. “You know my answer is going to be no, right?”

So he knew. Well, hell, it was obvious why I was here. I put on a businesslike smile to cover up my attraction to this man. If he took the job, I would find a way to control it. Once we entered into a business arrangement, any attraction I felt would likely be gone. It always had been that way. There was not time for a personal life. It was business. All business.

“If I’m not slowing you down, what does it hurt to hear me out? And you’ll have a free hand. Win-win.”

He shrugged. “Just as long as you know what my answer is going to be.”

“How do you know I’m going to offer you a coaching job?”

He leaned against the fence and looked me over. “Because I know how to read people. It’s what made me successful as a coach—being able to predict what the other coach was going to do.”

Damn it. He was reading me too easily. “Lead the way to where the chores are.”

“Suit yourself.” By the tone of his voice, it was clear that he doubted I would actually do anything. What he didn’t know was that I could muck out stalls with the best of them even in a pencil skirt.

We entered the barn, which was rather impressive with its tongue-and-groove walls and ceiling. The main aisle down the barn had a stained-concrete floor and reminded me of my parents’ place in Atlanta.

“I need to brush the mare down.”

“She doesn’t have a name?”

“Not one that suits her yet besides pain in the ass.”

I chuckled. “Well, I don’t think that would be very fitting for a Golden Horse.”

“Probably not. You want to comb her down while I muck out her stall? She’s actually calm when she’s being brushed down.”

“Sure.”

It was obvious by the cleanliness and organization of the barn that he took pride in what he did. It was something our team desperately needed.

Hunter led the horse into the barn. Before bringing her in, he’d changed out her leather bridle for a soft bridle and hooked her up to a lead rope. I petted her neck. “Hey, beautiful girl.”

The horse I’d had from childhood had passed away two years earlier. My parents had given him to me for my fifth birthday. I’d loved Pete, and had named him after the character in Pete’s Dragon.

The mare whinnied as I unbuckled the girth and removed the saddle. In business clothes it proved to be difficult, but I managed. With the right mindset, anything was possible. “Where do you put your tack?”

He tipped his head to the left. “In the tack room right over there.”

I followed the direction Hunter had indicated. On my way there, I sensed him watching me. My plan was to let him ask me about the job first. I grabbed a brush and proceeded with the mare’s mane. “Hey, sweet girl. I’m just going to comb out the tangles.”

For a few minutes, we worked in silence.

I was on the tail when Hunter asked, “You going to tell me about this job I’m going to turn down?”

His arrogance was beginning to irritate me. But from experience with men just like him, I figured he was probably trying to rile me. Well, I play with the big boys. I can be unfazed.

I set the brush down. “Well, you were correct. And I know when I first tell you, your reaction is going to be no.”

“Go on.”

“It’s head coach of a minor league football team in Bowling Green, Kentucky. We’re the Mustangs.”

He laughed out loud, and I knew what was coming next. “A minor league football team? Are you joking with me? You realize I was an NFL coach, right? That would be a demotion. And considering I turned down the Packers last week, I don’t think there’s a chance in hell I’ll entertain a minor league team.”

“Yes, I realize that. Hear me out. The program is being revamped. The goal is to get it as respectable as the minor league baseball teams. I can guarantee you it would be more challenging. And you would be a pioneer in this venture.”

He shook his head. “Whoever put you up to this is wasting their time. I’ll give them credit sending out a pretty little lady who knows her way around a horse. But my answer is no to whoever sent you.”

Anger surged through me, and I turned back to the horse and finished without another word. Hunter finished the stall, and I led the horse in and closed the door.

Whipping around, I narrowed my eyes at him. “Mr. Owens, no one sent me. I am the general manager. It’s part of Wales Enterprises.”

“Damien Wales owns a minor league team? You’ve got to be fucking with me. That man has a damn good head on him; I can’t believe he’d waste his time on that nonsense.” He paused and gave me a hard stare. “What did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t. But it’s Kendall.”

“Kendall what?” he asked with a raised brow.

“Kendall Wales.”

He groaned. “Oh, well that makes sense.”

The sarcasm in his voice spoke volumes. Well, Hunter Owens could take his chaps and his sexy tattoos and just… just… well, I wasn’t sure exactly what, but he could do something with all that manly stuff he had going on for him.

I took a step forward. “And before you think Daddy handed me something I haven’t earned, think again.”

That sexy grin reappeared on his face, only now I wanted to slap it off. “I didn’t say anything, sweetheart. That was you. But just out of curiosity, why do you want me?”

I wasn’t sure why I was even trying, but maybe I could break through to him. “I’ve seen your coaching videos. You have a passion that’s inspiring. You care about your team. You clearly want them to succeed. It’s not a job, it’s something that runs through you. It’s incredible.” I wanted to slap my hands over my mouth to make myself stop talking. Why did I just say those things? Oh well, they were out there now. I might as well keep going. “It’s obvious that you care about your players. And from the interviews I saw after you left, they cared about you, too. That kind of passion and heart is what I need to turn this team around.”

Some unidentifiable emotion flitted across Hunter’s face before he shut it down. His onyx eyes grew darker. They were beautiful like a stormy sea. “There’s a reason I don’t coach anymore. The answer’s no. I think it’s time for you to go.”

“Hunter… just hear me out.”

A vein popped in his neck and his eyes narrowed. Hunter was pissed. “Go get back in your car and leave. You can find someone else to play with Daddy’s team.”

Unbelievable. He was saying anything to get me to leave. I had to give this one last shot, so I took another step back. “I’m aware of the accident. It was terrible. But I’ve seen the reports, and it was an accident.” He grew stiff, and I pointed to the file folder. Before he could say anything, I continued. “The offer is in there. Burn it, trash it, or maybe live by your words… get back on the horse. Sounds to me like you’ve let this one buck you off and you’re afraid to get back on. If you don’t show up Monday morning, I’ll have your answer.”

“You have my answer now.”

What was I thinking?

I took a step out of the barn and turned his way. “Maybe I was wrong about you. I don’t need a coward coaching. I need someone who’s willing to take a risk and shake up this entire industry.”

Fuming, I left the barn and headed to my car.

Damn it. Now, I was stuck in Bumfuck Nowhere without a coach.




 

 

Chapter Three

 

Kendall

 

Monday morning, there was no Hunter. No response. Nothing.

I was currently without two players and a coach. My middle linebacker had quit. Well, he’d threatened to quit if I refused to rehire Coach Bailey. So I’d called security and had him removed. Of course, he’d been bluffing and was currently asking for his job back. Unfortunately, it wasn’t available. At least to him.

Team members were dropping like flies.

And each time I thought about Hunter Owens, I wanted to scream. To make matters worse, he’d starred in my dreams more times than I would ever admit to anyone. The moment he’d jumped over the fence played on repeat in my head. In my dreams, he jumped over the fence, walked up to me, grabbed my face, and kissed me senseless.

I cradled my face and groaned. My head was a mess. And I blamed a certain asshole ex-NFL coach for that. Focus, Kendall. Handle your business.

Before coming out to Kentucky, I’d cut ties with the man I’d been seeing casually for the last few years. We were both career-driven but needed to let off steam from time to time. I had never once dreamed about Weston. We would text, meet up, and then go our separate ways. The sex had been good, and we’d been exclusive, but there hadn’t been any feelings. He’d had an empire to build, and I’d had to build my experience to run an empire.

It had worked.

It wasn’t personal.

And now I had nothing except sexual frustrations because of that stupid fence-jump move. And the chaps. And the tattoos. And the stormy eyes.

GAH!

I closed my eyes and thought of anything except the tattoos. To make matters worse, he hadn’t sent my heels back. When I’d gotten to the stadium, I’d realized I was still wearing his muck boots and had left my heels on his porch step. I’d overnighted the muck boots with a return label for my Louboutin shoes and a note that had been to the point—nice, even.

I checked the tracking again this morning, but they hadn’t been sent. Asshole. If he wanted to keep the shoes, he could have them. Maybe he had a high-heeled shoe fetish. I chuckled at the thought.

A knock on my door pulled me from my inappropriate thoughts.

“Come in.”

Joseph, the new controller, came into my office. “Ms. Wales, I wanted to drop off these reports. I’ve identified approximately a million dollars that’s been misappropriated over the last six months.  I have proposed a budget for the next two quarters and upcoming fiscal year. If it’s approved, we should be in the black within six months. Things will be tight, but even with the new salaries, we should be good.”

A million dollars.

“Perfect. Thank you, Joseph. I’ll review and get back to you with any questions.”

“Sounds good. I have interviews this afternoon to replace the vacant accounting positions. I’ve audited the expenses of those you’ve kept on, and I agree with your assessment. I found no evidence of inappropriate spending with these associates.”

“Was everything reported correctly to the IRS?”

“Everything was categorized correctly for taxes, yes, just manipulated for the reports sent to the managers. I’ve sent my report to the corporate office of Wales Enterprises to verify my findings. I’ll keep you posted.”

That was good news, but the cover-up in reporting bothered me. If the expenses had been valid, why would they have needed to hide it? That would go on my to-do list to continue digging. “Thank you, Joseph. Let me know if you discover anything else.”

“Will do.”

Joseph left, and I continued researching different coaches. None of them had what I was looking for. Frustrated, I walked over to the window, which looked over the field. So much needed to be done before the fall. And there wasn’t much time. Our ex-running back had been picked up by the team that had won the entire championship last season. He’d been one of the best players we had. I cracked my neck as the tension grew.

Maybe the coach from Michigan State would work. He had a great record, but he lacked the passion. Results were what counted, though. But I truly believed the sky was the limit when people were invested in what they did, when it was part of them.

As I pondered this dilemma, the door to my office swung open, and the man I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about filled the doorway.

My assistant was behind him. Only her feet could be seen behind Hunter’s broad build. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Wales. He just walked right by.”

“It’s okay, Amber. I was expecting Mr. Owens.”

I hadn’t been, but there was no reason to let him believe that. I minimized the list of other coaches on my computer screen before I walked around the large cherrywood desk that had been here from the previous owner. I hated how large and blocky it felt, but a new desk simply wasn’t in the budget.

The door shut, and I put on a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Owens. I hope you brought my shoes with you.”
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