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      “You’re really leaving us?” asked John Richmond, one of the partners at the law firm Chloe managed, with a sad look on his face.

      “I’m afraid so,” she said, sad as well. She had enjoyed working there, and change was scary.

      “You know the firm is going to fall apart with you gone, don’t you?” he said, and she knew he was only half kidding. Chloe knew her value to them was, well, invaluable. The partners had told her many times what an asset she was, and she knew her worth.

      “It’s only a year. When I come back, if you still need me, you never know what might happen.”

      “I hope you know, if you need anything, anything at all, you can call me or Steve or Chris, and we will make sure you are taken care of.”

      Chloe smiled. “I know, John. And I appreciate it greatly.” She did appreciate it. It was why she had stayed with the firm for so long as the manager and not a lawyer. The partners were a good group of guys, and she enjoyed working for them.

      She had started as a lawyer with them fresh out of law school, and when she realized she didn’t like the actual practice of law, she talked them into creating the office manager position. They hadn’t had one at the time, and the office was in chaos. The partners were great lawyers but horrible organizers. She’d made their practice much more efficient, and it was a win-win. She was able to stay in the field, but without having to actually practice. The only person not happy with the arrangement was her mother, former trial attorney, now esteemed judge. Pleasing her mother was an impossible task anyway, and she’d given up long ago. Okay, maybe not completely, but she didn’t worry about it as much as she used to.

      Chloe had become disillusioned with the actual practice of law. She had realized trial law hadn’t ever been her passion. Instead, it had been a family legacy and a theoretical interest in the complexities of the law that had dictated her career path. However, she had found her passion in the teaching of law, not the actual act of being a lawyer, which was what was motivating her move to Spencer, Ohio. The tired cliché “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach,” was coming true in her case.

      She’d been working as part-time faculty in a law school in Chicago for the last couple years but had been offered a one-year full-time professorship in Spencer to cover for someone on leave. She’d interviewed for the position on a whim, never imagining she’d get it. Now that she had, she hoped having that full-time year under her belt would help her land a full-time position somewhere else. It was the proverbial catch-22. You couldn’t get a job without experience, and you couldn’t get experience without a job. Anyways, she hoped this was her ticket to that goal, or at least getting her closer to her dream of a permanent full-time teaching position.

      This position at the Spencer Law School had come at the perfect time. Not only was it a great opportunity but getting out of Chicago was going to be a good thing.

      She had been to Spencer a few times, had enjoyed the city, and was looking forward to exploring it further. It would be a fresh start.

      “I have another meeting to run to. You know how it is around here,” John said, making a move to get up. “Just know that we’ll miss you. No one can run this place like you can.”

      “Thanks, John. It means a lot.”

      Walking out of the place she had worked at for many years, for what would be the last time for at least a year was both thrilling and scary. Never a huge risk-taker, Chloe felt ready for this change and all the new things it might bring.
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      Chloe lugged the last box into her kitchen. She hadn’t moved in so long, she’d forgotten how much the unpacking sucked. She’d been in her Chicago apartment for ten years, and had accumulated a lot of crap. As she started opening boxes and looking at their contents, she wondered why she had packed half this stuff to begin with. When was the last time she used a double boiler? That would be never. It had been a hand-me-down from her grandmother when Grandma had moved into assisted living and told her all the wonderful things she could use it for. None of which she ever did, or could even remember at this point.

      Sighing, Chloe put the pan in the very back of the bottom cupboard, where it was sure to sit until the next time she moved. Even though she knew she didn’t need it, she also didn’t have the heart to throw it away. She wished she had just put most of this stuff in storage and only brought a futon and used paper plates and plastic forks like she had in her college days. She smiled, as she could hear her mom now, lecturing about how that was no way to live, college student or not. Her mom had certain ideas of how things should be, and they were much different from Chloe’s.

      She looked at her watch and noticed she only had an hour before she was supposed to meet with Bill Peterson, the person she was replacing for the next year.  He was going to give her the rundown of his classes and show her around. She tingled with nervous excitement, almost like it was her first day of class. Oh, gee, unpacking will have to wait, she thought, not disappointed in the slightest.

      Forty-five minutes later, she easily found the main building where the law school offices were, since she recognized the area from her interview trip. She smoothed down the front of her light blue linen suit, a futile effort, since linen just wrinkled when you looked at it. Why it seemed to be the only fabric summer suits were made of she didn’t understand. It looked beautiful on the rack but didn’t wear well. She opened the door to the inner offices and walked up to the reception desk, which was empty. The whole place seemed empty and quiet. The school was on break between spring and summer term, though, so that wasn’t unusual.

      Chloe walked down the hall, looking for Room 225, Bill Peterson’s office, soon to be hers. As silly as it was, it was kind of exciting to have her own office. Even at the law firm, she’d never had a place where she could close the door for privacy. Not that she needed privacy, but it was nice to have that option.

      She found room 225, but the door was shut. She assumed Bill was working in there. She knocked tentatively at first, and then, when she didn’t hear anyone moving inside, she knocked harder. Could be he was so engrossed in his work that he hadn’t heard the first time? Had Bill stepped out? Or forgotten they were supposed to meet? Chloe looked at the email she had printed out from the dean to make sure she didn’t have the wrong time, but she didn’t. This was the time and place they were supposed to meet.

      She put her ear to the door and strained to hear any possible movement. She thought she would knock one more time, and if nothing, then she would call and leave him a message. She was sure he was busy wrapping things up to leave, and this meeting may have slipped his mind. This time she knocked so hard on the door, it opened a little. Must not have been latched tightly.

      “Hello?” she called, pushing the door the rest of the way and taking a couple of steps into the room. “Bill? Hello?”

      It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the dimness, and she quickly realized why Bill hadn’t heard her knocking. He was slumped over his desk, head on the blotter, surrounded by a pool of what she was afraid wasn’t ink. Not unless he had taken to writing with a quill pen. Heart pounding, she took a step closer and called his name one more time, all the while knowing he probably wasn’t going to answer. She leaned over to check his pulse and nothing. Backing out of the office, she pulled out her cellphone and dialed 9-1-1.

      “I am at Spencer Law School, and I’m calling to report a dead body.”
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      “Oh my God. What happened?” Dean Ziegler said in a rush when he reached Chloe. She was standing outside Bill Peterson’s office with Mallory, who had arrived just minutes after Chloe had stepped back out of the room and called 9-1-1. The EMTs and the police were in the room with Bill.

      “I found him slumped over his desk. I’m not sure what happened,” Chloe said, not wanting to be the one to tell her new boss one of his faculty was dead.

      “He wasn’t the most well-liked guy, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill him,” said Mallory.

      “The cops think he was murdered?” Dean Ziegler said, seeming very alarmed.

      “Oh, I-I don’t know,” she stammered. “I guess I just assumed . . . maybe I shouldn’t.”

      That would probably be a good idea, Chloe thought.

      Just then, one of the policemen came out of Bill’s office, followed by a handsome detective with lots of thick, wavy brown hair, who walked over to where Chloe, Mallory, and the dean were standing. “Which one of you found him?” he asked.

      “I did,” Chloe said, looking at the detective’s beautiful brown eyes, which seemed friendly yet curious.

      “I’m Detective Rodriguez. You are?” The detective pulled out a notebook and pen.

      “Chloe Parsons. I found him right before I called 9-1-1. So ten a.m., maybe a few after. When I got here, the door was closed. I figured he was working, so I knocked. When he didn’t answer I knocked harder, and the door swung open. I walked in and found him just like you did. I didn’t touch anything.” The lawyer in her felt compelled to point that fact out.

      “Did you notice anyone else hanging around when you got here?” he questioned.

      She shook her head. “No. I didn’t see anyone once I entered the building.”

      “It’s between terms. We have a limited number of faculty and students on campus,” Dean Ziegler interjected.

      Detective Rodriguez nodded. “I’m going to need a list of all of those who had access to this building.”

      “Mallory, can you get that for him?” Dean Ziegler asked.

      “Sure. I’ll go get it right now,” she said, walking off.

      Detective Rodriguez snapped his notebook shut and looked back at Chloe. “I’m going to need you to come down to the station and give a formal statement.”

      “Okay. Now?”

      “I’m not sure when I’ll be back to the station today. Would tomorrow morning work for you?”

      “Sure.”

      Mallory walked back and handed a printed sheet to Detective Rodriguez. “Here is a list of all the students currently enrolled in a summer session, and the faculty who are still teaching for the summer. I am also printing a master list of everyone with his or her contact information, but that will take a while, as you can imagine. I can drop it off at the station for you, if you’d like,” she said, smiling.

      Chloe tilted her head in confusion. Was Mallory flirting with the detective? He was good-looking. Probably mid to late thirties, about six foot, and clearly had a good physique underneath his dress shirt and pants—he definitely worked out. While Chloe didn’t blame her for flirting with the handsome detective, this just didn’t seem the most appropriate time to do so. She glanced over at Dean Ziegler to see if he seemed at all concerned, and he didn’t. Maybe all the years working at a top criminal defense firm made her more cautious than she should be.

      Detective Rodriguez smiled. “That won’t be necessary. Give it to one of the officers before they leave. They will make sure I get it.”

      “Okay.” She seemed disappointed, and Chloe tried not to smile.

      “I’m going to check in with the team processing the crime scene, and then I will be back to the station. Meet me there in say, an hour?”

      “I’ll be there,” Chloe said.

      “Do you know what happened?” Dean Ziegler asked.

      Detective Rodriguez paused, probably thinking of just the right thing to say.  “It’s likely he did not die of natural causes.”

      Good way to put it, Detective, she thought wryly. That clearly was an understatement.

      “So he was murdered,” Mallory said boldly.

      The detective just looked at her. “I’ll have more information later.  Now, please excuse me,” he said and walked back into Bill’s office, where he started talking to the crime scene techs.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Mallory said.

      “Me either. This is not going to look good in the media,” said Dean Ziegler, the stress showing on his face.

      “Maybe this can stay low-key,” Chloe said, knowing full well that something like this wouldn’t have much of a chance of staying low-key because of the case Bill was involved in. In fact, his involvement in that was the first thing she thought of when she was wondering if maybe he was murdered. There were some big players in this case, and when there was a lot at stake, things like this happened.

      Bill Peterson, the professor she was replacing, was taking time off to work on the case of recently accused embezzler, Randall Whittier. Whittier had been the CFO of GlobE, a billion-dollar energy company specializing in alternative fuel sources. He’d been accused of embezzling more than ten million dollars from various company holdings over the last five years, and had recruited Bill Peterson as part of his legal team. Bill was one of the top legal minds in the area of forensic accounting, as he was also a CPA. He’d returned to teaching a few years ago, but from what she’d heard, this case had been enticing enough to persuade him to take it on.

      Mallory shook her head. “I think it’s too late to hope for that,” she said, pointing out the window, where the media was already gathering.

      “How did they get wind of this already?” Dean Ziegler asked, looking worried.

      “They probably have police scanners to keep them informed,” Chloe said.

      “I better go out there and deal with this,” Dean Ziegler said fretfully.

      Mallory lowered her voice to whisper in Chloe’s ear, out of earshot of Dean Ziegler. “The detective sure was cute, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes, he was,” Chloe agreed.

      “I wonder if he’s single. I didn’t see a ring, but that doesn’t mean anything these days.”

      “Do you want me to ask when I meet him at the station later?” Chloe joked.

      “Would you?” Mallory said excitedly, to which Chloe looked at her with a smile. She seemed so intent on getting to know the good-looking detective better that she clearly missed the fact Chloe had been teasing.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Chloe replied, playing along.
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      “Pretty dress,” Mallory said to Chloe about the pink-and-gray floral print dress she was wearing. It was sleeveless, close fitting at the waist, and flared out a little at the hips. Just enough to hide any imperfections in that area, but not enough to make her look more bottom heavy than she already was. Chloe was curvy, something she embraced. She tried to play up her assets and minimize areas that needed it, that is, when she put thought into it in the first place. This dress was one of Chloe’s favorites.

      “Thanks. Yours too.” They were at the summer faculty mixer. Because so many of the full-time faculty left for the summer and the classes were taught by adjunct faculty or visiting faculty, they had an annual get-together before the start of each summer session. Just to kick off the semester, and for people to get to know each other. So far, it was like a junior high dance, with clusters of people who already knew each other talking amongst themselves but not mingling with the newbies. Some things never changed, even as you got older. There had been some talk of canceling it due to the unexpected events surrounding Bill’s death, but the decision had been made to have it anyway, in an effort to get things back to normal. It had just been moved off campus.

      “Come with me, and I will introduce you to John Green. He teaches personal injury law, and as you can imagine, he’s a hoot. Lots of funny stories.”

      They walked over to a group of three people, who stopped talking when they approached them.

      “Hi, Mallory. You’re looking as beautiful as ever,” a gentleman in beige linen pants and a linen short-sleeved shirt said. He had dark brown hair, a slight build, and very pretty gray eyes. And while Chloe wasn’t a fan of linen on men, she had to give him credit that, somehow, he seemed to be one of the few who was able to wear it successfully. His horn-rimmed glasses completed the look.

      “Why, thank you, John.” She smiled. “I want you to meet someone. John Green, this is Chloe Parsons. Visiting professor for Bill Peterson.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” John said, taking Chloe’s hand and kissing it with a shallow bow. Not a surprising move for a man wearing linen, she thought.

      “Maybe you will stay on now that Bill’s position is vacant,” another man who had been in the group called out, and laughed. It caused everyone to turn and look at him, some rolling their eyes at his tasteless comment.

      “What? None of you liked Bill,” the man commented as the others in the group just looked at him, shaking their heads. They’d clearly been through this before. There was always one obnoxious person in the bunch, Chloe thought.

      “Ignore my callous friend, Chloe. There was no love lost between Paul and Bill, as I am sure you can tell.”

      “You better watch it, Paul,” John said, turning to him. “Too much talk like that and the police might think you are a suspect.” Turning his attention back to Chloe, he said, “I, for one, am glad you are here. It’s always good to have new faces in the faculty pool.”

      He said it in a manner that made her think he wasn’t talking as much about academics, as faces in general. He seemed a bit predatory to the female species, in her opinion. Exactly the kind of man she didn’t like. In fact, it always amazed her that anyone would like that type, but someone always did.

      “Thank you. I am happy to be here. This is a great school,” she said, keeping it professional.

      “Have you been teaching long?” asked a blonde woman. She was a bit older than Chloe, maybe in her early fifties.

      “I’ve been an adjunct at a law school back in Chicago for about five years. I love teaching, but so does everyone else there, it seems, so there are not a lot of full-time opportunities. Hence, I came here to find a full-time opportunity. Even if it is just temporary.”

      “Like I said, you now have a shot at Bill’s job,” said that Paul guy again, and Chloe made a mental note to steer clear of him. She was sure he was harmless, but she wasn’t a fan of the obnoxious.

      “You’ll find that many of us prefer teaching to actually practicing law. It’s not what it used to be. I’m Kate, by the way. Kate Shipley,” the woman said, holding out her hand. Chloe took it and appreciated her firm grip.

      Chloe started to reply when Mallory nudged her. “Look who just walked in,” she whispered, nodding toward the door. Chloe looked over to see Detective Rodriguez entering. “What’s he doing here?”

      “I would imagine he wants to meet others who worked with Bill,” Chloe said. “To get to know potential suspects.”

      “Really? You think he thinks one of us here killed Bill?” Mallory exclaimed a little too loudly, drawing attention from others in the room.

      “I don’t know, but he has to start somewhere,” Chloe said.

      “I think he’s coming over here.” Mallory smoothed down her skirt. She was really hot for this guy. Chloe didn’t blame her. He was extremely good-looking.

      “Hello, ladies.”

      “Hi there, Detective Rodriguez. Do you have a first name, or do you just go by detective?” said Mallory coyly.

      He smiled, showing a mouthful of beautiful white teeth. “You can call me Jack.”

      “What brings you to our mixer, Jack?” Mallory asked.

      “I thought I would just come and mingle with all the lawyerly types. Maybe learn something.”

      Chloe laughed.

      “What? You don’t believe me?”

      “Hey, if that’s your story, of course I will believe you.”

      “Would you like me to introduce you around?” asked Mallory.

      “That’s great for you to offer, but I think I’ll just mingle.”

      Mallory’s face fell, but she quickly recovered. “Okay. Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

      Chloe noticed a strange look cross John’s face, but then quickly forgot about it as Jack started talking again.

      “I will be sure to do that. Ms. Parsons, you still planning on coming by tomorrow?” he said, turning back to Chloe.

      “Yes. I will be there.”

      “Good. Ladies.” He nodded. “Until later.”

      “What a nice view,” Mallory said about his backside as Jack walked away. Chloe had to agree with that, and even Kate nodded her head.

      Chloe spent the next hour talking and getting to know people. She really liked the majority of the group, and found herself hoping that maybe there would be a full-time opportunity opening up. Even though the circumstances weren’t ideal, it had already happened, and someone would need to fill the position. Might as well be her.

      She walked away from the group to use the ladies’ room and was just about to go in when she heard loud voices from down the hall. She quietly stepped in the direction of the noise, drawn to it. She realized it was a bit nosy, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “You need to watch yourself! Bill’s murder is going to bring a lot more scrutiny to the university, and you need to fly below the radar.”

      “Don’t you see? People around here will be so focused on Bill’s murder that they won’t even notice.”

      Chloe tiptoed a little closer, until she could see it was John and Paul arguing in an empty room. She wondered what this was all about.

      “That’s the kind of attitude that will get you caught, Paul,” said John.

      “I know what I’m doing. You need to stop being such a worrywart.”

      “Paul, we can’t afford for things to go wrong at this point.”

      “Everything is going to be fine; you’ll see.”

      “I don’t know, Paul. Maybe we should put things on hold until this investigation blows over.”

      “Absolutely not.” Paul’s voice rose a few decibels. “We are going to keep moving forward. Don’t ruin this for me, John. This must happen,” Paul said, his voice sounding threatening.

      “Fine. I just hope you know what you’re doing. Now, let’s get back before people start wondering where we’ve gone.”

      Chloe could hear their footsteps moving toward the door, so she backed away quickly and headed to the ladies’ room. As she reached the door, she looked back over her shoulder and saw Paul looking at her intently. Probably wondering what she had heard, if anything. She quickly turned and walked the rest of the way into the ladies’ room, extremely curious about what they had been arguing about.

      The mixer lasted about another hour before people started to leave. Neither Paul nor John had approached her after she had overheard them. In fact, it seemed that they were purposely avoiding her. She would have to subtly ask Mallory if she knew what kind of relationship those two had. Their behavior had her curious. Chloe wasn’t sure when Jack had left, but when she looked around for him, he had already gone. Accosted by Mallory, no doubt; she smiled to herself. She walked back to her apartment thinking about the eventful day she’d had. She had thought the move to Spencer would be a quiet change. Boy had she been wrong.

      Chloe made herself a cup of coffee—caffeine never kept her awake. This had been a big problem in law school, when she’d drunk gallons of it while studying—and sat down on the couch with her laptop. Curious about Bill and the case necessitating his leave from the law school, she wanted to do some research and see what information there was beyond the headlines and what she already knew, which wasn’t much.

      Starting with the ever so helpful Google, she typed in the name Randall Whittier. The case was high enough profile that it had made the major news outlets. Involving millions of dollars made it quite newsworthy. According to what she was reading, it was the typical story of CFO dips into company funds, thinking he is too smart to get caught but gets caught anyway. Why these people never learned, Chloe couldn’t fathom. Eventually, you were going to get caught. The part that made this case stand out from all the others was the company Randall worked for, GlobE. It dealt in alternative energy and was very controversial for its alliances with certain companies in the Middle East and Japan, which many people felt was a threat the US. Randall, as CFO, had been a major player in these deals and wasn’t looked upon very favorably in certain circles, accused of selling to the highest bidder and not being patriotic. This latest turn of events hadn’t endeared him to the pubic any further, and she was surprised he hadn’t been hunted down and stoned for all the hateful and scathing comments she was reading. So much of what was out there was very repetitive. She had to go to the second page of articles before she came across something new that caught her eye. This is why she preferred smaller news channels. It seemed like the big guys all reported exactly the same thing, just copy and paste from each other. She found the small outlets often approached things from a different angle in an attempt to set themselves apart, and that’s what she found here. The piece that caught her eye wasn’t even directly related to the crime, but went a long way to explaining why Bill Peterson was willing to represent Randall Whittier. This piece was more about the background of Randall, and mentioned how he lived in the historical district of Spencer and was next-door neighbors with famed lawyer turned professor, Bill Peterson. If they were neighbors, it would make sense that they were friends, and might explain why Bill was taking a hiatus from work, in order to run his defense case. She wondered how close they were.

      This was good information, but it didn’t give her any insight as to who might have killed Bill. Chloe went to her bag and pulled out one of her many legal pads to make some notes. She could use her computer, but she found the act of writing things down helped her to think through problems.

      She wanted to make a list of all the people and reasons someone might want Bill dead. That brought her back to John and Paul. What had they been discussing that seemed to have John so worried? Chloe looked at the clock and saw it was shortly after midnight. She stretched and yawned, standing up to walk into the kitchen to get a glass of water and get ready for bed. She was almost looking forward to her early-morning visit to the police station to see Detective Rodriguez. She had to agree with Mallory. He was very attractive.
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      The next morning Chloe pushed open the doors of the Spencer police station, Precinct 2107 to be exact. Judging by the looks of the building, it was either new or recently remodeled. Spencer must have a better budget for this stuff than Chicago. Everything here was shiny and clean. A far cry from the police stations she had frequented in the past in her professional life.

      She’d taken extra care with her appearance, finding herself wanting to make a good impression on the handsome detective. She needed to be careful, or she would start chasing him like Mallory. She laughed to herself at the thought. The last thing she needed was to get involved with a guy while she was here. She was still trying to forget the last one or two. She needed to stay focused on doing a great job at the college because, let’s face it, as bad as it may sound, the murder of Bill Peterson had opened up the possible opportunity for a permanent full-time position. She would love a full-time position. It would be a dream come true.

      She shuddered at the recollection of finding Bill. She had dealt with many criminals over the years, but no dead bodies, and that was an experience she didn’t have any interest in reliving. Unfortunately, it was embedded in her brain, and she wouldn’t forget it anytime soon.

      Taking a final tug at her collar and her necklace to make sure they were in place, a nervous habit of hers, she walked up to the front desk.

      “Can I help you?” a young man, probably early twenties, asked her. He was clean-shaven, with close-cropped hair. A policeman in training, she surmised. Maybe waiting for a place in the police academy, or just one of those who wasn’t quite ready for full-on action but wanted to contribute to civil service. At least, that was the aura he gave off.

      “Yes, you can.” Chloe smiled brightly. “I’m here to see Detective Jack Rodriguez. He’s expecting me.”

      The young man smiled back at her. “Let me see if he’s at his desk,” he said, picking up the phone and punching in a few numbers. “Detective Rodriguez, there is someone here to see you.” He looked at her with an uh-oh expression. He hadn’t asked her name, and she assumed that was what he’d just been asked. As someone used to manning the phones, she knew that was the number one thing you needed to know.

      “Chloe Parsons,” she said with a smile.

      “Thank you,” he mouthed silently, and then repeated her name into the phone before hanging up. “He’ll be right up to get you, and thanks for being able to read my mind. That’s the second time today I’ve forgotten to get someone’s name, and both with Detective Rodriguez. This is only my second week on the job, and I want to make a good impression. The last person wasn’t as quick on the draw as you.”

      Chloe smiled. “I’m sure you will get the hang of it really soon.”

      “Chloe, thank you for coming in so early.” Jack walked up to her, holding out his hand to shake hers. He clearly hadn’t shaved this morning, which wasn’t a bad thing on him. His stubble made him even more attractive.

      “I wanted to get an early start on my day, and thought it would be more beneficial to you to have my statement sooner rather than later.”

      He started walking down the hallway, motioning her to follow him.

      “You and your colleagues think alike.” He stopped at a set of office doors, waving her inside, and then walked behind a desk, taking a seat and motioning for Chloe to do the same. Noticing her quizzical look, he continued, “Mallory just left about twenty minutes ago.”

      Chloe was surprised, since she thought she remembered the detective telling Mallory she didn’t need to come in. Jack must have read her mind because he said, “She said she was in the neighborhood and just wanted to see if there was any way she could help.”

      Chloe laughed. “She does want to be helpful.” She was pretty sure he understood Mallory was more interested in him than in helping solve Bill’s murder.

      “That she does,” he said with a smile.

      “Now, getting down to business. I need you to walk me back through every detail of what you did from the time you knocked on the office door to the time the police showed up. No detail is too insignificant. Which, as a lawyer, I’m sure you know.”

      She did know, and proceeded to recount her experience over the next thirty-five minutes. She gave him the same details she had given the day before, but she understood that sometimes more details came in telling the story over and over. It was also, as she knew, a method used to see if someone’s answers were too pat, too scripted. As a lawyer, she knew that when someone told the same story over and over exactly the same it could be a sign of just that—a story made up to cover what really happened. People who were just innocent observers didn’t usually remember every single detail in the same order each time. That usually took practice. She didn’t think it was his motive here to try to trip her up because he felt she was guilty, nor was she worried, even if it was, since she wasn’t trying to cover anything up. She wasn’t the one who killed Bill, that was the one thing she knew for sure.

      “I think that about does it,” he said when she finished, saving the document containing the notes of the conversation.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t much help,” she said ruefully.

      “Hey, I’m sorry you had to get wrapped up in this. Not a very good welcome to our town. Spencer is a really good city.”

      “It wasn’t the best first day on the job I’ve had, but things happen. Just a bad set of circumstances.”

      “Glad you see it that way. Is the school the best number to reach you?”

      “That or my cell,” she said, and rattled off the numbers as he wrote them down.

      “Thanks again,” Jack said, standing up. “Let me walk you out.”

      Chloe was surprised at how easy he was to talk to. They chitchatted all the way to the front of the station. Granted, the walk wasn’t very far, but it wasn’t the uncomfortable silence that one might expect with two strangers. Especially under the circumstances.

      “Thanks again for coming in,” he said, sticking out his hand once more.

      “No problem. Let me know if I can do anything else,” Chloe said.

      “I will. Take care.”

      “You too,” she said.

      She walked back out to her car. Opening the door, she slid in and set her purse on the passenger seat. She pulled out of the lot and headed to the university. She had some work to do to finish prepping for her first class, which would be starting tomorrow. The school hadn’t wanted a delay in summer session; they thought business as usual was the best course of action, and according to Jack, the police had finished with the crime scene late last night. Although Bill’s office was off limits, the rest of the school wasn’t.

      She was also curious to hear Mallory’s reasoning for stopping to see Jack. She could only imagine it was strictly a romantic one, rather than about Bill’s murder, and to give Mallory credit, she didn’t hide the fact she thought Jack was hot. Chloe had to admire her forthrightness. At least she went after what she wanted. Mallory seemed like someone she could have a friendship with, which would be nice in a new place.

      The university was a short drive from the station. Chloe was finding the town to be easy to navigate and appreciated how much less traffic and congestion there was than in Chicago. Parking in her assigned spot, she shut off the engine and grabbed her things. Walking up to the school, she felt a sense of trepidation building. She had made this same journey yesterday, and her excitement at starting this new phase of her life had been cut short by finding a dead body. While she knew that wouldn’t be the case today, it still put her a little on edge.

      Making her way down the hall, she saw Mallory at her desk, looking chipper in a yellow top.

      “Hi, Chloe,” she said as Chloe drew closer. “Good morning. Since you can’t use your office at the moment, I thought you could use the one next to it. That one belongs to Richard Sanborn, but he’s gone for the summer.”

      “Are you sure? I can just use the library for now.” Chloe knew firsthand how particular lawyers could be, and invading someone’s office without his knowledge was much like invading his home. As an adjunct back in Chicago, she was used to not having office space and grabbing whatever corner she could.

      “No worries. I already called and asked. He’s spending the summer in Rome with his wife, so I don’t think he cares much about anything back here. Here are the keys,” she said, holding out a ring with two keys dangling from it.

      “One is for the door and one for the desk. He said feel free to treat the office as your own. He’s a really nice guy, and much more laid-back than some, if you know what I mean.”

      “I do,” Chloe said, smiling and taking the keys.

      “Want to grab lunch this afternoon? I could show you around the rest of the campus. I know Dean Ziegler was planning on doing that, but with everything going on right now, he won’t be in today. I thought you might want to get your bearings before classes start tomorrow.”

      “Sure. What time?” Chloe answered. She did want to explore the campus, and it would give her a chance to ask Mallory about her visit to the detective in a more casual setting.

      “Let’s do noon. There’s a small Italian place just off campus that has great antipasto salads, if that sounds good to you.”

      “It does.”

      “Great. I’ll come pick you up at your office later.”

      Chloe walked the few short steps to the office of Richard Sanborn. Pausing a moment before putting the key in the lock, she felt that trepidation again, though she knew the likelihood of finding another dead body was pretty much nonexistent. She took a deep breath and turned the key. The door swung open to a perfectly normal room. She felt a moment of relief when all she saw were the usual things that should be in the office. No dead bodies. Score for the second day on the job.

      She set her stuff down on a small conference table in the corner and looked at the books that filled the two bookcases. They were the typical law reference books you would expect to find, though these days it was more for show, since the Internet housed the same information and was much easier to access than looking through dusty books. There was a large part of her that did love the old-fashioned research method of thumbing through pages. That was probably her favorite part of law school. The research. Something all her fellow students used to make fun of her for. Everyone else found it boring and tedious.

      She reached into her briefcase to pull out the books for this class and the binder where she had all her papers organized with the syllabus and notes. She took them to the desk, sat down, and got to work refreshing herself with the materials.

      There was a knock, and Chloe looked up to see Mallory standing there. A quick glance at her watch showed it was noon already. Time had flown by. Chloe rolled her neck from side to side to work out the kinks from being hunched over and stood up to grab her purse from the table.

      “Do you mind a short walk?” Mallory asked. “It’s nice outside, and the restaurant is just a few minutes away.”

      “Not at all. I could use the exercise, and you’re right, it’s a beautiful day.”

      Chloe and Mallory walked out of the building and into the sunshine. Chloe pulled her sunglasses out of her purse, put them on, and walked in stride with Mallory as she followed the sidewalk to the left.

      “It’s just up here a ways. The place we’re going to is called Mario’s. It’s a family-owned place that’s been in business over forty years. They actually used to be on campus. About ten years ago they were badly in need of an expansion, and there just wasn’t room on campus, so they found the closest thing they could. The food is great, and the people who work there know everything going on. It’s gossip central. Sometimes that’s good, sometimes not. As you can imagine, a lot of rumors get spread.”

      “There was a place like that where I went to law school, only it was Greek, not Italian. Everyone hung out there on a regular basis. Brings back a lot of memories.” Chloe smiled fondly.

      Within a few minutes, they were seated at an outdoor table so they could take advantage of the sunshine. They placed their order, and the waitress quickly brought their drinks: iced tea for Mallory, sparkling water for Chloe. She was really trying to cut down on caffeine and had made it three whole days without her beloved Diet Coke.

      “How was your meeting with the handsome detective?” Mallory asked.

      “How was yours?” Chloe countered playfully.

      “He’s such a hunk. I just couldn’t help myself wanting to find an excuse to see him again,” Mallory said, and didn’t seem at all embarrassed. “But it was you he wanted, not me,” she added playfully.

      Chloe laughed. “I don’t think he wants me for anything more than information I could give him.”

      Mallory took a drink. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. I saw the way he looked at you. He’s interested.”

      Chloe shook her head. “Even if he was, and I think you’re mistaken, that’s the last thing I need right now.”

      “Why? Men are always fun to have around.”

      “I’m just at the point in my life I want to focus on my career.” Even as she said it, it felt false. Like most other females, she wanted a great guy to settle down with, but she didn’t need the stress of dating. Men and relationships seemed like nothing but trouble. At least for her.

      “I’m not saying get married or anything; just have fun. A girl’s got to have her fun,” Mallory said with a sly smile.

      Chloe was saved from having to reply by the arrival of their food. They ate in silence for a few minutes.

      “This food is great,” Chloe said. “It reminds me of this place in Chicago called Lou Malnatis. Great ingredients.”

      “I know,” Mallory said around a mouthful of food. “That’s why I work out every day. So I can eat this food. I’m a sucker for their breadsticks,” she said, grabbing her third. “I could live on bread alone.”

      After they had cleaned their plates, Chloe leaned back in her seat. “I’m stuffed. Good thing we need to walk back.”

      “We can take our time. It stays fairly quiet around here this time of year. It’s actually kind of nice. Summer term is my favorite. A lot less busy.”

      “So what was your opinion of Bill?” Chloe asked, thinking Mallory might have an inside scoop and be willing to share.

      Mallory shrugged. “He was a stereotypical male lawyer in his fifties. Gruff. No nonsense. Super smart. Not a lot of personality. At least, not that he showed at school. He wasn’t involved like a lot of faculty are. Didn’t participate in activities.  Even when it was mandatory. But he was such a good professor it got overlooked. And he had no sense of humor, but then, what lawyer does?”

      A few moments of silence went by before Mallory spoke up again. “I hope that wasn’t offensive,” she said, looking a little worried that maybe she had said too much.

      “Not at all. You’re right. Us lawyers don’t always have a great sense of humor, if we have any sense of humor at all. We tend to be a cynical group.”

      “The students loved him, though. We had a lot of students upset when they found out he was taking a sabbatical. They had been looking forward to his class. He had a lot of good war stories, and really engaged his students. He was known as tough but fair.”

      “Why was he taking this leave? Was it just because the case was so high profile?”

      “He told us he wanted to focus all his energies on the case.”

      “That makes sense, then,” Chloe said, a little disappointed. She had hoped Mallory knew a little more.

      “Yeah, I think Bill even had some stock in the company. I overheard him on the phone one day talking to someone about needing to sell those shares to avoid a conflict of interest if he wanted to be able to represent Randall.”

      “He must have felt Randall was innocent?” Chloe said.

      “Maybe. He didn’t talk to me much, so I didn’t know a lot about him personally. You could talk to Kate Shiply. She was the only one who even came close to being what I would call a work friend. At least, they spent time together outside of work.”

      Chloe looked at her watch. “Oh, crap. I have a student coming to see me in twenty minutes. We need to head back.”

      As they stood up, Mallory said, “Let me guess who the student is: Roger Moorehouse.”

      Chloe looked up, surprised. “How did you know?”

      “He’s a nice kid, but quite the worrywart. He’s been driving me crazy with his questions, and was probably the most upset student I saw yesterday. He had an appointment with Bill, and when he showed up and found out what had happened, he was distraught. Much more than I would have thought, actually.”

      “He does seem determined. He left me three messages this morning before I even got in.” Not that she minded. She liked eager students.

      The quick walk back made Chloe feel less like napping, and she felt ready to tackle the afternoon. She arrived back into the building to see a student sitting outside her door. She assumed it was Roger. He scrambled to stand up as soon as he saw her. Wiping his hands on his jeans, he then stuck one out to shake hers.

      “Hi, Professor Parsons. I’m Roger Moorehouse. Sorry to be camping out on your doorstep. I just got here a little early and thought I would wait and get some reading done.”

      Roger looked to be a little older than your average law student. Early thirties, though that was often nice because the students with a few years’ work experience under their belt often had a better frame of reference than those who had come fresh from undergrad. His light brown hair showed off green eyes with the prettiest eyelashes. She would kill for those eyelashes—any woman would. It seemed a shame for them to be wasted on a guy. So not fair. Dressed in the typical law student uniform of jeans and a faded tee, he had what appeared to be a full backpack plus an armful of books. Had he not heard of an e-reader? All the books were available in electronic format. Or maybe he was like her and preferred printed books. It was just a lot to carry around.

      “That’s fine,” Chloe said, unlocking her door. She walked in and set her purse down. “Go ahead and have a seat.” She motioned to the chairs in front of her desk, and then walked behind the desk and sat down. She couldn’t help still feeling vaguely uncomfortable in someone else’s space.

      “What can I help you with, Roger?”

      “I’m sure you’re busy getting acclimated, and I’m sorry to take up your time—welcome, by the way—but I wanted to meet with you before class starts to see if there were any readings or cases I should read first or pay closer attention to? I mean, I have the syllabus, and I’ve done the readings for the first class. Actually, I’ve done all the reading,” he said sheepishly, “but as I go back over the materials, I just want to know what I should focus on the most. I don’t want to miss anything.”

      Chloe paused thoughtfully. He seemed like quite the overachiever. Not unusual for a law student—you didn’t usually get to this point if you were a slacker—but this did seem a little extreme.

      “You’re probably thinking my life must be really boring if I’m this over the top with my schoolwork,” he said with nervous laughter, pretty accurately assessing her thoughts.

      “No, I—”

      “Well, it is,” he interrupted. “Study, study, study. That’s all I do. Besides work.”

      Chloe just sat there, watching and listening. She wondered if he was always this full of nervous energy. She waited for him to stop talking again. He finally ran out of steam and paused.

      “As far as this class is concerned, knowing the material is the most important, so you’re already on the right track, and probably much farther ahead than your peers,” Chloe said, smiling.

      “Okay.” He nodded. “I just wanted to make sure.”

      “That’s fine.  I’m here to help anytime.”

      Roger left, and Chloe continued working on her class prep. She had only been working for a moment or two when Mallory stuck her head in to tell her that Dean Ziegler wanted to see her.

      “You wanted to see me, Dean?” Chloe said, after knocking softly on the doorframe of his office a few minutes later.

      “Yes, Chloe. Please have a seat.” He gestured to the chairs in front of his desk, and she chose one and sat down.

      “We’ve had a bit of excitement here lately,” he said, leaning back in his chair, tapping his fingertips together.

      That would be an understatement, she thought. And an interesting way to put it. “Yes, we have.”

      “I just want to make sure you’re okay, and not regretting your decision to come here.”

      “Not at all. I know this is totally out of the norm for the university. I’m fine, really I am. But I appreciate you asking.”

      “Okay, then. Anything I can do for you, just let me know.”

      “I will. Is that all?” Chloe stood to leave.

      “That’s all.”

      “Thanks, Dean.” Chloe walked back to the office just in time to hear her office phone ring. She ran the last few steps and grabbed the receiver.

      “Hello?” After a couple seconds went by and she heard no response, she said hello again. Finally, after a few more seconds of silence, she hung up. She looked at the caller display, and it came up blocked. That’s weird, she thought, but maybe the caller was expecting Richard Sandborn to answer and got confused and hung up? She quickly put the call out of her mind and reached for some reading to catch up on.

      She got absorbed in the law journal she was reading and was surprised when she looked at her watch and found almost two hours had gone by. She leaned back in her chair and stretched. Surprisingly, she was hungry again, so she decided she would pack her things and leave, pick up some food on the way home, and finish her reading there.  There was a tiny balcony off her living room, and it would be nice to sit outside and eat while she continued reading.

      She put everything she wanted to take with her in her large Coach tote, grabbed her purse, and walked out, closing the door behind her.

      She walked out to the parking lot, and when she got close to her car, she slowed down, and then stopped a few feet from it and just stared.

      Her driver’s side window was broken. Someone had broken into her car.

      “Something wrong, Chloe?” Mallory asked, causing Chloe to jump. She hadn’t heard her come up behind her because she was so intently focused on the broken window.

      “Oh my God, Chloe. What happened to your window?” she said before Chloe responded.

      “I don’t know, but I didn’t have anything of value in my car, so I can’t imagine what they were after.” She pulled out her phone and Detective Rodriguez’s card.

      “Hang out with me, and maybe you’ll get to see the fine detective again,” Chloe joked to Mallory.

      “Count me in!” Mallory agreed, and Chloe was just happy to have someone to wait with her, regardless of why. She was a little on edge now.

      They waited about a half hour until the police showed up. Much to Mallory’s disappointment, the detective had sent someone else. He was tied up with another case, the officers explained.

      Since nothing was taken and no one had seen anything, the police couldn’t do much besides write it up so she could turn it in to her insurance.

      Chloe couldn’t help but wonder if it was at all related to Bill’s murder. The police didn’t think so, saying it was probably kids, but Chloe still wondered. Had that hang up call been on purpose, to see if she was still in the office? If so, what did someone think she had that was in her car? What could they possibly think would be worth breaking her window for?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe got the address for Bill Peterson’s house from Mallory, who didn’t ask her why she wanted it, nor did Chloe offer up her reason. Chloe could only imagine what Mallory was thinking. Probably assumed she was really morbid and wanted to drive by the dead guy’s house.

      According to Mallory, Bill lived in the historical district of Spencer. All cities had their areas of beautiful old homes, and Spencer was no different. It was clear she had reached the right area when row housing gave way to large brick homes with wrought iron fences and street parking, making for very narrow lanes. Typical old downtown streets. More suited for horse and buggy than the big SUVs people drove now.

      When Mallory gave her the directions, she said she couldn’t miss it. That as she headed west on King Street, she would easily spot a three-story redbrick building on her left. Chloe went another block, and it jumped out at her, but in a beautiful way. Wow. Bill must have spent a fortune remodeling this place. Clearly, he had done well for himself. She spotted an empty parking space a few feet ahead and pulled in, doing a passable job at parallel parking. She was just lucky the street wasn’t very busy. She would have never tried anything of the sort on a busy Chicago street.

      She shut the engine off and stepped out of her car, thinking she would walk down the sidewalk and casually check the place out. Pocketing her keys, she jogged across the street and got to the sidewalk. Nearing the red brick structure, she wondered which house was Randall Whittier’s, the one on the right or the one on the left.

      Lost in thought, she jumped when a voice behind her said, “Are you looking for a particular house?”

      Chloe spun around to find herself face-to-face with none other than Randall Whittier, whose media coverage didn’t do him justice in the looks department. She was at a momentary loss for words, shocked to find him strolling about.

      “Cat got your tongue?” he asked playfully.

      She quickly found her voice and answered, “I’m just looking at these beautiful old houses. They’re gorgeous.”

      “Are you a reporter?”

      “No. I’m just new to the area. Originally from Chicago. Chloe. Chloe Parsons.”

      “Nice to meet you, Chloe. I’m Randall Whittier. Accused embezzler. You might recognize me from the news,” he said in a manner that made her feel this was his way of trying to be on the offensive. His attitude surprised her. He was not at all what she would have expected. She expected him to be a pompous, self-absorbed, arrogant person. The guy standing in front of her actually seemed, well, nice and normal. On TV, his dark Italian features seemed more sinister; in person, he just had brown hair, olive skin tone, and deep-set chocolate-brown eyes that looked warm and friendly. He seemed like a regular guy.

      “Yeah, you’re kind of well known,” she said, seeing no reason to deny she knew who he was. She did her part of playing along, matching his tone like this was no big deal.

      “That’s why I asked you if you were a reporter. As you might imagine, I get quite a few coming around. Pretty much the only people coming around here these days.” He gave a forced laugh, but it came across sad.

      “I can imagine. I assure you, I’m not a reporter.” Chloe almost felt she should tell him she was a lawyer and, probably more importantly, working at the school as replacement for his now-deceased defense counsel. But she was afraid if she did, he would no longer want to talk to her, and she wanted information. Better she just keep quiet for now. See how things progressed.

      But then he said, “The only thing worse than a reporter right now might be an attorney. They’ve been coming out of the woodwork since yesterday, when mine was murdered. You might have heard about that on the news too.”

      “Yup,” Chloe squeaked out, quashing any thought of telling him she was lawyer, whether it seemed underhanded or not. If she told him now, he for sure would tell her to get lost. She would have to pick the right moment. She was curious as to why he was standing here telling a complete stranger all this. If she were in his shoes, she would be hiding in her house, not talking to anyone.

      “I’m sorry I’m rambling,” he said, seeming to be reading her mind. “I’ve been cooped up, you know, trying to stay out of sight so reporters can’t hound me, and I’m going stir crazy. I came out for some fresh air, saw you, and guess I pounced on the chance to have a live person to talk to about something else besides my upcoming trial. Lucky you!” he said sheepishly.

      Chloe laughed at the look on his face. He had the expression of a chastised schoolboy. He seemed to be genuinely concerned he might be coming across as annoying. In spite of herself, she kind of found him likable.

      “If it’s not too much of an imposition, would you like to take a walk around the block with me? I can give you the history tour on some of these amazing old buildings and get my need to chatter out of the way.”

      Chloe paused thoughtfully. She wanted the chance to talk to him more, but felt sort of bad spending time with him under false pretenses.

      “Don’t feel bad saying no,” he jumped in. “I understand if you don’t want to. I’d probably say no in your shoes too. I’m not the best person to be seen with these days.”

      “You know, I don’t have anything pressing to get to, so why not?” she said, feeling sorry for him.

      His big smile made her glad she decided to say yes, and even made her feel a little guilty that the reason she said yes was to try to find out anything more about his relationship with Bill. What better way to get information than directly from the source? And maybe after they talked for a short time, she would find a way to tell him the truth about who she was.

      After only a few minutes into their walk, she forgot the real reason she was here because she was impressed at his level of knowledge of the history and houses in the area.

      “You’re quite the historian. You seem very passionate about this topic.”

      “I am. I studied architectural history in college, until my parents told me they’d stop paying for school unless I chose a career that would make me money.”

      “They did have a point,” Chloe said.

      “True, except I probably wouldn’t be in this mess then,” he said ruefully. She didn’t know what to say to that, so she didn’t say anything.

      They walked and talked, making their way around the block until they came full circle in front of Bill Peterson’s house, which was next to Roger’s.

      “Well, here we are back to where we started,” Roger said, putting his hands in his pockets. “Hope you enjoyed the tour.”

      “It was amazing. Really,” she said, and meant it. “What about this house?” Chloe asked, looking at Bill’s house and hoping it might spike some conversation.

      “That one? Well . . .” he said, with a strange look on his face, making Chloe wonder if it was the house he didn’t like or the owner.

      “Something wrong with the house?” she prodded.

      “Nah, it’s a gorgeous house, over a hundred years old, and the owner spared no expense restoring it to its original glory.” He paused, and Chloe stayed silent, hoping he would start talking again, which he did a few minutes later.

      “The man who owned it was my lawyer.”

      “Were you guys friends?”

      Roger looked at her quizzically. “Why?” His tone took on a slightly hard edge, and his body tensed slightly. Suddenly, he was looking at her differently than he had a minute ago.

      “No reason, I was just curious. I guess I was being nosy. Sorry,” she said, trying to blow off his concern, and then, hopefully, put him back at ease.

      “No, I’m the one who should be sorry,” he said, exhaling loudly as his body relaxed a little. “I’m just on edge. Here I’ve been talking away; it’s definitely your turn to ask a few questions.”

      “You don’t have to answer me if you don’t like the question,” she teased.

      “No, it’s fine. Bill and I became friends when we became neighbors a few years ago, and when I first got in trouble, he offered to represent me. It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. He’s brilliant, and more importantly, he believed in my innocence. So his death affects me in many ways. Which I know sounds horrible. I should be thinking of his family, not my own issues.”

      “It doesn’t make you horrible. It’s understandable to feel that way with your situation. And it’s not like you don’t care about his family at all. Trust me, I watched an episode of Bridezilla once—don’t judge,” she interjected when she saw the look of confusion on his face. “The bride was mad that one of her bridesmaids had a death in the family and the funeral was the same day as the wedding, so the bridesmaid had to back out last minute. How’s that for selfish and uncaring?”

      Randall laughed. “Yes, compared to that I’m golden.”

      Chloe looked at her watch. “I hate to run, but I’ve got an afternoon appointment I need to get to.”

      “I appreciate your walking with me and listening to me gab.”

      “I enjoyed it. The amount you know about the architecture is amazing. Maybe when your situation changes you could change careers.”

      “If I’m not in jail, you mean,” he said dryly.

      Chloe didn’t know what to say to that, so she just held out her hand to shake his. “Nice to meet you, Randall.”

      “Likewise.”

      Chloe let go and turned to walk back to her car.

      “Hey, Chloe!” Randall called out, and she turned back around.

      “Could I get your number, maybe call you sometime?”

      Chloe hesitated, and Randall took notice.

      “I understand if you say no. I wouldn’t want to get involved with me either.”

      That wasn’t why Chloe hesitated. She actually found herself liking him. She still felt guilty for not telling him she was a lawyer, and the lawyer who took his old lawyer’s place at the law school no  less. At this point, it would really look as if she had been purposely hiding something if she told him now. But giving him her cell phone number couldn’t hurt. And if she talked to him again, it might give her the right opportunity to come clean.

      “Oh no, you just caught me by surprise, that’s all. My number is 603-555-3567.”

      He quickly put her contact info in his phone.

      “Until later, then,” he said.

      Chloe smiled and waved. She turned back to her car, thinking if he did actually call her, she was going to have to tell him the truth about who she was before he found out on his own.
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      Chloe didn't really have an appointment to go to. But as much as she enjoyed talking to Randall, she also didn’t want to dig herself in too big of a hole before figuring out how to tell him about being Bill’s replacement. She didn’t feel right lying about who she was, even under the circumstances.

      Chloe wasn’t in a rush to get anywhere and thought it would be fun to ride the trolley car downtown and try to familiarize herself with the lay of the land. As corny as it might sound, she loved trolleys and trains. Probably her brother’s influence growing up. As she waited on one of the many corners where the trolley made a stop, she replayed the recent events in her mind. It seemed so surreal that, in the span of just a few days, she had moved, started a new job, been involved—even if only on the periphery—with a murder, and had a great conversation about historical homes with an accused embezzler. Life was definitely stranger than fiction.

      The trolley pulled up, and she jumped in, taking in the beauty of the old car. It looked very much like it belonged to a time when it would have been the main mode of transportation. The car was about half full, so she had her choice of seats and decided on one in the middle next to the window, so she could look out. She became absorbed in the area around her and forgot about her earlier musings, until a few minutes later, when she was distracted from her sightseeing by talking, or rather, mumbling, behind her. She hated to admit it, but she did often eavesdrop on people. It was so interesting to listen to half conversations and then make assumptions about the rest. The lady behind her was mumbling at a rapid rate, and it sounded like she was having a fun conversation with herself.

      Chloe turned just enough in her seat to observe the woman behind her, but not enough to be obvious she was trying to see her. The lady looked much like a stereotypical bag lady. Ratty sweater over a grungy-looking T-shirt and a knit hat with a big hole on the side. The woman—Chloe guessed her to be fiftyish—was clutching a moderately full garbage bag on her lap. And Chloe confirmed she was the only one in that seat, which meant she was definitely talking to herself. But as Chloe frequently thought, conversation with yourself is often the best conversation you could get. In the case of this lady, it seemed lively and something to do with movies. Chloe shifted back in her seat. To each his own, she thought. Though it bothered her that in a place like the US there were still people such as the lady behind her, who at least appeared to not have what most would consider a normal life. But then, what was normal anyway? Chloe also knew better than to judge. Looks were often deceiving. The lady could be a billionaire in disguise and just be doing this because it was fun for her to fool people.

      Turning her attention back out the window, she saw the Spencer Slugger Museum and the baseball field. She made a mental note to go back and visit the museum when she had more time. Not that she was a baseball fan; she really wasn’t into sports at all, but she enjoyed history, and it looked interesting. She also had a bourbon tour and checking out Churchill Downs on her list of things to do while she was here. Derby season was past, but attending an Ohio Derby this coming spring, complete with a big hat and all, was also on her bucket list.

      She rode the trolley a couple more times around its loop, just enjoying the view, and then thought she should probably head back home. She did actually have work to do. When she got off, the lady behind her was still talking to herself and gave Chloe a wide smile when she looked over. Chloe smiled back and waved. What a character, she thought.

      Her phone rang again. “Hello?”

      “This is Detective Rodriguez. Is this Chloe?” the voice on the line said.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I wanted to give you some confidential information. I was hoping you would be my eyes and ears at the university.”

      “Sure.”

      “Well, the findings show Bill was definitely murdered. Because of the case Bill was working on, the medical examiner rushed it. Not that there was much doubt.”

      True. Chloe had been able to see the bullet wound in Bill’s head even from where she had stood at the doorway. Since there hadn’t been a gun next to him, the likelihood of it being a suicide had been slim, at least in her opinion.

      “Small-caliber gun, close range, so likely someone he knew, or was at least somewhat familiar with to have let him in his office and not feel threatened.”

      “This plays out like a mystery novel,” Chloe said. “High-profile case in the news, lawyer gets close to the truth, gets killed for his trouble.”

      The detective laughed. “As you probably know, Chloe, most criminals aren’t all that creative, and it usually does play out that way.”

      “I know you probably can’t tell me, but, any suspects?”

      “What I can tell you is that we are looking at people who had a beef with Randall. And that’s a pretty long list. No one is a huge stand out yet. From all accounts, Bill wasn’t the most pleasant person to deal with, but he didn’t have any real enemies. Not at this level.”

      Chloe chatted with the detective for a few more minutes about the break-in to her car. He agreed that it was probably unrelated to Bill’s murder.

      They got off the phone, and Chloe couldn’t help but think about how she liked talking to the detective. A thought she quickly dismissed. She did not need any emotional entanglements.
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      Chloe was sitting in her office, reading the short personal essays from the students in her first class that just ended. She always assigned the same in-class assignment on the first day for each class she had ever taught. Not only did it give her a little insight as to personalities and interests of her students, but it also gave her a chance to assess their writing style and structure without relying on the computer and, more importantly, spelling and grammar check. That was a tool everyone relied on too heavily these days, in her opinion, so she was happy to bypass it occasionally.

      The phone on her desk rang, only for the second time since she had been assigned an office, and startled her. She didn’t recognize the number, but then, that wasn’t a surprise. Anyone who knew her would just call her cell. This had to be a student or someone from the school.

      “Hello, this is Chloe Parsons.”

      “I can’t believe you!” a man growled into the phone.

      “Excuse me. Who is this?” Chloe said calmly, slipping into lawyer mode.

      “You mean you spend time talking to me and lie about who you are, and you don’t even recognize my voice?” the person snapped.

      “Randall?”

      “Yes, it’s Randall! Stupid of me to think I met a decent person,” he said a little less loudly, but still upset. By the way he was acting, and considering he’d just called her at the university, she knew he must have found out she was a lawyer.

      “Randall, I can understand you’re upset. I would be too. But please know I didn’t mean to not tell you I was a lawyer. I’m sorry I wasn’t completely forthright with who I was. I honestly didn’t think it would be a big deal, but then you made a crack about lawyers, and I was actually enjoying our conversation. I didn’t want you to think I had an ulterior motive.”

      “I’m willing to cut you some slack here because you seem like a decent person, but you mean to tell me you came by my house by accident?” he asked skeptically.

      “Yes and no. I didn’t come by your house looking for you, exactly. I wanted to see where Bill lived. Then I saw you and we got to talking. I didn’t mean to mislead you. It just kind of happened.”

      He paused for a few moments. “Okay, I guess I’ll forgive you. You will just have to make it up to me.” She could almost hear him smiling through the phone, his anger slipping away, for which she felt grateful. He really did seem like a nice guy.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Meet me for coffee. I did enjoy our chat and wouldn’t mind doing it again.”

      “Even though I’m a lawyer?” she teased.

      “Well, I am hard up for company these days.”

      Chloe laughed. “In that case . . . I have some free time after my next class. Want to meet around three p.m.? I’ll need some pick-me-up coffee by then.”

      “My schedule is wide open these days, so three is perfect.” He then proceeded to give her directions to an independently owned coffee shop a few blocks away from the university. Guaranteed to be the best latte she’d ever had, he said. When she hung up the phone, she briefly debated the wisdom of meeting with someone who was facing a criminal trial. She didn’t know how Dean Ziegler would feel about it, especially in light of what happened to Bill.

      Detective Rodriguez either, for that matter, since Randall’s old lawyer had been killed at her current workplace. As a lawyer, these things ran through her head, but as a person, she was curious to get to know Randall a little better and judge for herself. Besides, she wanted to know how he found out she worked at the Spencer Law School.
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      Chloe pulled into a parking spot on the street that, to her luck, had just been vacated by a white Escalade. Randall’s directions had been easy to follow, and the coffee shop he had recommended looked cute and quaint, at least from the outside.

      She walked in and saw Randall sitting in the corner with his back to the door. Presumably to stay a little less noticeable. She could tell it was him because she was looking for him, but if she hadn’t been, she doubted she would have looked at him twice. Even though his face was all over the news these days. She ordered a large vanilla latte and took it to the table where he was sitting, sliding into the seat across from him.

      “Well, hello there,” he said, looking up from the book he had been reading.

      “Good book?”

      “I love John Grisham. I reread everything of his about once a year. It never gets old. Plus, I try to stay away from newspapers and magazines these days. And the Internet, for that matter.”

      “Not a fan of reading about yourself?” she teased.

      “Not hardly. Even if people had flattering things to say, I think I would feel uncomfortable. I don’t enjoy being in the spotlight.”

      “Yeah, me too. That’s why I decided to never become a famous actress,” Chloe said, laughing, and Randall smiled.

      “I hate to bring up a sore subject, but how did you find out who I was?”

      “I Googled you.” Randall had the graciousness to look sheepish.

      “Really?” Chloe was amazed, although she shouldn’t be, at the power of the Internet.

      “Yes. I have a lot of free time on my hands. What can I say? There was a small announcement about you replacing Bill in the school newspaper.”

      Chloe shook her head. “Ah, okay. That makes sense.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” Randall replied.

      “Are you doing okay with everything going on? Wait. That’s a stupid question.”

      “No. It’s okay.”

      “I just know, from what I’ve read anyway, that the company was your baby. And now . . .” She trailed off.

      “And now I’ve lost everything?” he said, raising his eyebrows.

      “Well, yeah.”

      GlobE had been founded by Randall and a guy named Marshall Cooper. Chloe couldn’t imagine losing something you had put so much sweat equity into. Nor putting it at risk with illegal activity. Though if Randall was actually guilty, it probably didn’t matter to him. She just realized she was totally assuming he was innocent and hadn’t even asked if he was guilty. Not that it was an easy question to ask; plus, there was no guarantee he’d tell the truth.

      “You know, at first, yes, but honestly, in some ways, it’s almost a relief.” Randall saw the confused look on Chloe’s face and began to explain.

      “GlobE stopped being fun for me a couple of years ago. So political, and I was tired of always fighting with someone over something.”

      “Why didn’t you quit? I realize it’s not as easy as it sounds, but did you think about it?”

      “Every day, but as unhappy as I was staying there, I was just as unhappy about the thought of what might happen if I left. Marshall and I had been at odds a lot with the direction the company was going, and I was afraid to walk away. I didn’t want to see something I’d helped build go in a direction I was uncomfortable with.”

      “I thought I read somewhere that you and Marshall were best friends?”

      “We were, but something changed him. We’d started this company with a somewhat idealistic view of how we could make alternative fuel sources more affordable. While it’s not as easy as it seems, there are a lot of folks out there who don’t want the price of oil to go down. I still believed in what we were doing, but Marshall started caring more about money than how our products could help the world.”

      “Did he stand to gain anything with you out of the way?” Chloe couldn’t stop herself from asking. Randall had been claiming he was framed.

      Randall looked shocked. “No!” he immediately replied. “Marshall and I may have had our issues, but he wouldn’t have done anything to hurt me.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you; it was just a thought. Is there someone else who would have gone to these lengths to get you out of the picture?”

      “There are a lot of people who weren’t all that happy with me, but even so, I can’t imagine anyone going to this extreme. I realize that’s probably a naïve view of things.”

      “Maybe.”

      “So how are classes?” he asked in an obvious attempt to change the subject.

      “Good so far. I love teaching. It’s so much more fun than actually practicing law.”

      “That seems an odd thing to say for someone who spent years in law school.”

      “I enjoyed school and am glad for the knowledge. I’m just not cut out for the stressful courtroom stuff, and corporate estate type law is boring. But the legal aspect in general I love.”

      “I can see that. I’m sure being a lawyer isn’t like an episode of Law & Order.”

      Chloe laughed. “Not quite.”

      “Tell me more about yourself. Brothers? Sisters? Family?” Randall asked, and genuinely seemed interested.

      Chloe gave him the rundown on her background and asked him the same to find out both his parents were dead, killed in an accident five years ago on a safari in Africa. Traffic accident, he assured her. They hadn’t been eaten by lions. Not that she had asked, but he had quite the sense of humor. Which in his present circumstances was pretty good, she thought. She was also surprised at how easy he was to talk to.

      “So ever since my divorce five years ago, I’ve dated, of course, but no one in particular has been all that special. I guess I mean I haven’t found ‘the one’ yet.”

      “Do you even think ‘the one’ exists?” Chloe asked.

      Randall shrugged. “I’d like to think so. I’m a closet romantic. Just don’t tell anyone.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Chloe smiled.

      As they were talking, Chloe noticed a man had sat down at the table directly behind them, or behind Randall, rather, since her back was against the back wall. At first, she hadn’t really thought anything of it, thinking he was just a regular patron. But as she and Randall continued to talk, the man’s body language just gave off a weird vibe. Enough of one that she kept glancing over at him to check out what he was doing. She saw him pull out a notebook, and just the way he acted when he did it didn’t sit well with her. She kept looking over at him.

      “What do you keep looking at?” Randall asked and started to turn around. “Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t turn around.”

      Randall leaned forward. “Why not?” he said quietly.

      “You’re probably going to think I’m crazy, but there’s a guy who sat down a few minutes after I did, who just seems like he is trying to hear what we’re saying. I know that probably sounds paranoid.”

      “Paranoid is a way of life for me these days, so I’m not judging.”

      They sat there in silence for a few minutes, staring at each other, and then burst out laughing.

      “Should we stop talking?” Randall whispered again.

      “No, if he is trying to spy on us, it might tip him off, and I would really like to know if I’m right or imagining things.”

      Randall nodded. “So how long will you be here in Spencer?” he asked in a normal tone of voice.

      “My position was for a year, but in light of recent events, there may be more permanent possibilities.  I hate saying that out loud, though, since it sounds so morbid.”

      “Would you want to stay here?”

      “So far, I like it. It’s not far from my family in Chicago, but definitely far enough.”

      They chatted about simple things for a few more minutes, and then Chloe noticed the man standing up and getting ready to walk out. He picked his phone up from the table to slide in his pocket, and Chloe could see a microphone icon on the screen. He had been listening to them! She conveyed as much to Randall as soon as the guy reached the front of the coffee shop, well out of earshot. She also grabbed her own phone and surreptitiously took a picture of the man. Randall looked at her strangely.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Chloe got up and started walking toward the front. She wanted to see where the guy was going. She was sure he was spying on them now. She stood by the front door and watched him cross the street and get into a black car. She whipped out her phone again and zoomed in on the license plate and snapped a picture. Thank God for smartphones. She needed to find a way to talk to Detective Rodriguez about this. Someone spying on Randall wasn’t right.

      She walked back to where Randall was waiting anxiously.

      “I took a picture of him. And his license plate. In case we see him again, I want to be sure.”

      “You really think he followed us here?”

      Chloe tilted her head and gave him a look. “Sorry. He followed you, not us. I’m nobody.”

      Randall sighed. “I guess you’re right. It’s just slowed down lately. The people following me and camping outside my doorstep. Wishful thinking that people forgot about me, I guess.”

      “Unfortunately, people love tawdry stories. I mean, look at all the reality TV out there.”

      “I just wish I wasn’t the focus.”

      “Well . . .” Chloe trailed off, not wanting to be rude and insensitive and say what she had been about to.

      Randall gave a wry grin. “You can say it. We’re old friends now.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “No, really, it’s okay. I would expect you to have doubts and questions. I mean, you hardly know me, and you seem like you haven’t yet written me off as guilty.”

      “I haven’t done anything,” Chloe said.

      “Yes, you have. You’ve listened, and you haven’t judged. At least you’ve taken the chance to get to know me.”

      “You’re welcome. I guess in my profession I’ve always learned to reserve judgment, as things aren’t always what they seem.”

      “You haven’t asked, but I want you to know I didn’t do it. I know it looks bad and is probably hard, if not impossible, to believe in my innocence, but that is the truth. That’s why Bill agreed to take a leave from the college and represent me. Because he knew me, and he was the only one who believed in me out of all my so-called friends. Amazing how few people really stick by you when the chips are down.”

      “Yeah, times like these really do show you whom you can count on. It sounds like Bill was a good friend.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes, until it was time for Chloe to leave. She had a faculty meeting at four p.m.

      “Do this again?” he asked tentatively, a hopeful look on his face.

      “Of course. You’re my first friend here. I can’t give that up.”

      “Great. I’ll give you a call later in the week.”

      As Chloe drove back to campus, she realized she hadn’t told Randall she believed in his innocence. She didn’t think he expected her to when he made that statement, but she wondered to herself why she hadn’t. Contrary to what all the news reports said, he didn’t seem like a greedy, evil monster, and she was usually a pretty good judge of character. So was there some part of her that felt he was guilty, and that’s why she hadn’t said anything?

      Chloe continued to ponder this all the way back to the school, but her thoughts were interrupted when she pulled in to see two cop cars sitting in the lot.

      She got out of the car, grabbed her bag, and headed up the steps. Had something else happened, or was this a follow-up?

      When she turned the corner to the hallway and once again saw cops outside her office door, her heart pounded. Something else must have happened. She quickened her pace and quickly reached the small group of people standing outside the office she had been assigned.

      “There you are,” Mallory exclaimed, giving her a hug, which took Chloe off guard, since she hardly knew her. Of course, Mallory was the friendly type. “We were so worried!”

      “I take it something else happened?” Chloe said to both Mallory and Dean Ziegler, who was also standing by. She saw Detective Rodriguez talking to a uniformed police officer. He glanced over, saw her, and gave a quick smile.

      “Someone broke into your office. I came back from lunch and the door was open. I thought you were in there and went to say hi and saw someone had completely trashed the place. I called the police, and then Dean Ziegler. We were afraid something had happened to you.”

      “I was just out having coffee,” Chloe said.

      “Not exactly a quiet start to your work here, Chloe. I hope this won’t scare you away,” Dean Ziegler said to her, looking worried.

      “Well, it’s not exactly what I expected, but I’m not easily frightened.”

      Detective Rodriguez walked up, as handsome as ever. Chloe noticed that Mallory looked about to swoon.

      “This seems very déjà vu, Detective,” Chloe said.

      “Unfortunately, it does. I take it your office didn’t look like this when you left it?”

      “Uh, no. I’m messy, but not that messy.”

      “Do you have something in there someone might want?”

      “Not that I know of. I haven’t accumulated much in two days.”

      “Dean Ziegler, is there a room we could use for privacy?” the detective asked.

      “Sure, sure. Use my office,” he said, walking them to the room and unlocking the door.

      “What aren’t you saying?” Detective Rodriguez asked, having picked up on her body language that she was thinking more than she was telling.

      “You think maybe my car getting broken into, and now this, isn’t just a coincidence?” Chloe said, and proceeded to fill him in on how she had met Randall for coffee and thought someone had been eavesdropping.

      To his credit, he didn’t move a muscle when she mentioned Randall Whittier. He stayed silent for a few minutes after she had finished.

      “I guess I don’t really understand why you were having coffee with an accused embezzler. Isn’t having criminal friends something a law professor shouldn’t do?”

      “True, it didn’t work out so well for Bill, if his murder is related. It’s kind of a long story. I went to see where Bill lived, and Randall happened to be outside, and I met him. One thing led to another and, well, he’s a nice guy. You did say you hoped I would be your eyes and ears.”

      Even to Chloe’s ears, it sounded lame.

      “Nice guy?” His eyebrows shot up questioningly. “What would your employers say about that?”

      “That’s why I didn’t want to talk in front of them out there. Well, one of the reasons.”

      “That’s your business, and I do appreciate your help. I agree that maybe these instances could be related to the relationship you are having with Mr. Whittier. Just be careful, Chloe. If Bill was killed because of Randall, this isn’t something to play with.”

      “I know.”
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      Chloe woke up the next day exhausted and—she noticed after looking in the mirror—with large bags under her eyes. She’d tossed and turned all night. Her mind had been filled with thoughts of why Bill might have been murdered, why her office might have been broken into, and Randall Whittier and his entire situation, in an endless loop.

      Shuffling out to the kitchen, she opened the cabinet door, grabbed a k-cup and a coffee mug, and got the machine brewing. The gurgling of the machine and the smell of coffee soon to come made her feel a little more alert.

      She leaned against the counter, waiting the additional twenty seconds for the coffee to finish brewing, and then grabbed the cup, inhaling the aroma of the hazelnut, her favorite flavor. Knowing she had to let it cool for a few minutes if she didn’t want to burn her tongue, she glanced at the clock on the microwave to see it was just before seven.

      Too early to call Randall, which was what she had decided to do. She needed to ask him some questions that might help her get to the bottom of things. Not that Detective Rodriguez wasn’t doing his job, but she wasn’t one to sit by and let things happen without trying to find some answers herself. Even if that wold be the smarter thing to do. She had an eight o’clock class to get ready for, and then, after that, she would call him. She just hoped he didn’t mind her interfering in his business. She doubted it would be a problem. He’d been pretty forthcoming so far.

      “Rough night?” Mallory asked sympathetically as Chloe refilled her cup of coffee from the pot behind Mallory’s desk later that morning.

      Chloe looked at her quizzically.

      “You look tired.” Realizing that might have sounded rude, Mallory was quick to add, “Not that you look bad or anything.”

      Chloe smiled. “I didn’t sleep well last night. Neither did my class, or so it would seem. They all had a hard time staying awake and focusing, though I suspect it was for different reasons than what kept me up.”

      Mallory laughed. “I’m sure. Eight o’clock classes in the summer are ridiculous. We let faculty set their own summer schedule, and Bill was the only one who ever scheduled anything before ten. I think he took perverse pleasure in making students get up early. He said early classes separated those who were committed from those who weren’t. I’m just sorry you now have to deal with that.”

      “I can’t really argue with that philosophy, and normally, an early class wouldn’t bother me. I guess when students are half asleep, they don’t ask as many questions.”

      Chloe walked back to her office. Her third in as many days since they’d moved her once again, after someone had trashed the last one. Good thing so many of the faculty were off for the summer. She set her cup down on the coaster and reached for her cell to call Randall, who answered on the first ring.

      “Were you watching your phone, waiting for it to ring?” she said playfully.

      “Ha! Not exactly.”

      “Let me guess—you were playing Candy Crush with your morning coffee, so the phone was right in your hand.”

      “How’d you guess? Close, I’m playing Stupid Zombie. I feel stupid for playing it, and even stupider for telling you, but the neighbor kid turned me on to it and its mindless entertainment. I start playing, and next thing I know three hours have gone by.”

      Chloe laughed. “I won’t judge. Listen, if you’re going to be around today, I’d like to stop by and chat.”

      “Oh no. This doesn’t sound good.” His tone suddenly sobered.

      “It’s not bad,” she assured him, thinking that in the grand scheme of things going on in this world, telling him about the break-in wasn’t that big of a deal. And even though she could have just told him over the phone, she found herself wanting to see him. This would be a good excuse.

      “Well, in that case, I’m free all morning.”

      “Can I come now?”

      “Sure. I’ll even put on a fresh pot of coffee.”

      “Okay, see you in twenty.”

      Chloe got to his house and pulled into the same open spot she had before, proud of herself that she had remembered how to get there without using her GPS.

      Randall must have been watching out the window for her to arrive because just as she swung open the wrought iron gate to walk onto the short cement path to the front steps, he opened the door.

      “Welcome,” he said, coffee in hand. “I’m happy to see you again so soon, and curious as to why I’m so lucky.” He ushered her through the door and into the kitchen. He motioned for her to sit down in the breakfast nook that was built into the kitchen wall and had a bay of windows overlooking a nicely landscaped yard. He placed a steamy mug in front of her, and even though she didn’t need any more caffeine—her self-imposed limit for the day had passed long ago—she figured, what the hell. Why make a rule if you couldn’t break it now and then?

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you need cream? Sugar?”

      “No. Black is fine.”

      “Don’t think I’m not happy you interrupted my game of Stupid Zombie, which I was losing anyway, but I’m assuming there’s a purpose for this visit?” He still seemed a little nervous to her, but it was understandable.

      “Well, yes,” she replied, setting her cup back down. “My office at the university was broken into yesterday.”

      “Oh no! Are you okay?”

      Chloe waved away his concern. “I’m fine. Wasn’t even there. It happened while I was at the coffee shop with you. When I came back to work, the cops were there. Our office assistant had noticed. My door was ajar, and she looked in to find quite the mess.”

      He looked worried. “Do they know who? Or why?”

      “No. Of course, the police are looking into it.”

      “Do they think it could be the same person who killed Bill? Maybe they were looking for something in his office?”

      “That’s the funny thing. They didn’t break into Bill’s office. That’s a crime scene. They broke into the one I was moved to. That person is in Europe for the summer, so I assume it wasn’t targeted at him. Or maybe it was, and this is a coincidence. Though unless it was a student wanting to steal test material or something, why would anyone want anything from a college professor’s office? There’s nothing in there of value.”

      Randall’s face looked even more worried. “I don’t like that, Chloe. That almost seems like someone thinks you have something they want. Maybe they think you took something from Bill’s office?”

      “Which is exactly why I’m here. I didn’t take anything from Bill’s office. I never had a chance to even go in there, except to find him. The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced that you’re right. There’s something in there someone wants and must think I now have. So what is it?” She looked at him questioningly.

      “You think I know?”

      “Not exactly what someone might want, but let’s face it, the odds of Bill’s murder being random and it just being a coincidence that he was also your attorney are slim. I hate to state the obvious, but you’re not very well liked right now in some circles. Maybe Bill had some information about your case that someone was willing to kill for?”

      “I’m not sure what that could be, unless he knew something he didn’t tell me about.”

      “Maybe he had the secret of where you hid all the money you embezzled,” Chloe joked. She realized as soon as she saw the look on his face, he wasn’t exactly ready to joke about it. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I was trying to be funny, and I know it’s not funny. That was insensitive of me.”

      “Yeah, I think it’s going to take a while before I find it funny, but I know what you’re getting at.”

      “For what it’s worth, I think you’re innocent. I know I didn’t tell you that yesterday.” Chloe wasn’t just saying that because she felt bad about what she just said. She really meant it.

      He smiled gratefully. “Thank you for saying that. I wasn’t about to ask. I didn’t want to hear it if you thought I wasn’t, and it’s not like you have proof I’m innocent. You’ve really no reason to trust me.”

      “Then let’s get some.”

      “What? Proof? You’ll help me? Why would you want to do that? The last thing you need is to get dragged into this mess.”

      “I’m a pretty good judge of character, though my mom probably wouldn’t agree with that assessment as it pertains to my high school boyfriends, but my gut tells me you’re not an embezzler. Bad coffee brewer, maybe. Embezzler, not so much.”

      “Coffee’s bad?” He took a sip out of his own cup—it tasted like water—and he grimaced. “I think I may have forgotten to put fresh coffee grounds in and these were from my last pot. Sorry. I’ll make a fresh one,” he said and jumped up to make a fresh pot.

      Chloe had brought in her tote bag, and while he measured coffee and put it into a new filter, she got out a pen and pad.

      “You look ready to take notes,” he said when he came back to the table.

      “I am. I’m going to ask you some questions, and we’ll see what happens. Maybe with a fresh perspective we can come across a nugget of information that will help us figure this out.”

      “What? Who killed Bill, or who framed me?”

      “Both, I guess,” she said. “You think you were framed?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Because I know I didn’t do this, and that’s the only other explanation.  Someone is out to get me.”

      “Who would want to frame you?” Chloe was well aware that corporate greed and the lengths to which some people would go for money was as cutthroat as drug dealers on the streets killing each other over a piece of the action. The corporate thugs were just more professionally dressed.

      “The same people everyone thinks I’m in bed with.”

      “Really? The Saudi Arabian companies want control of your alternative fuel source bad enough to frame you? They have the largest oil reserves in the world and aren’t going to run out anytime soon.”

      “That’s exactly why they want control over it. With GlobE coming up with alternative fuel that actually works and can be implemented in vehicles owned by everyone, not just the people who are rich enough to buy expensive hybrids, oil consumption would go way down. Then their income, and probably even more importantly, their power would diminish. That’s the whole point of this for me, to make fuel more affordable and environmentally friendly. Not everyone has the same goal.”

      Chloe thoughtfully tapped her pen on the table. “That makes sense. But why you specifically? Why not the company as a whole, and how would they be able to pull this off?” Without inside help, she thought but didn’t say.

      “They’re powerful people. I’m sure they can accomplish anything they choose. I was the one most vocally against what current oil production did to the environment. Maybe they thought if I was out of the picture it would make way for new opportunities.”

      Randall got up and took their cups into the kitchen, tossing out the now-cold, weak coffee in the sink before pouring them both a fresh cup and sitting back down. He took a drink. “Much better. I can’t believe you were going to sit there and drink that nasty coffee.”

      “I didn’t want to be rude, but then the right moment presented itself, and I couldn’t resist.”

      “Timing—”

      “Is definitely everything.” She finished his comment.

      “Yes, it is,” he said, looking at her, and she felt a spark of something. He held her gaze just a moment longer than necessary, and she wondered if he felt it too. Oh God, she was being crazy. She did not need this.

      “So, back to Bill. Why did he think you were framed?” she said, breaking the moment, or whatever it was that they had just shared.

      “He didn’t have a concrete theory at first. But then, a few days ago, he left me a voicemail excitedly telling me he thought he’d finally found the connection that could prove I was being set up.”

      “He left you this voicemail the day before he died?”

      Randall thought for a minute, and then pulled out his phone to scroll through his missed calls. “Yeah, the twenty-third, four days ago, which would have been the day before he died.”

      “Did he say what it was he found?”

      “No. Here, you can listen,” he said, pressing play on the voicemail, putting it on speaker phone, and setting it down on the table for her to hear.

      “Randall, where are you? I’ve called you twenty times. I think I found the key to this whole thing. Call me back as soon as you get this!”

      Chloe had leaned in toward the phone in order to hear better. “There was a lot of background noise and clanking. Do you have any idea where he was?”

      Randall double-checked the time stamp, which read 4:45 p.m. “I would guess at Smithy’s. It’s a bar around the corner. Bill liked to drink, and usually did so within walking distance. That was his normal hangout.”

      “Are they open right now?”

      “At 10:30 a.m.? Yes. They open at seven to catch the third-shift crowd.” Chloe raised her eyebrows. She couldn’t imagine drinking that early in the morning.

      “Well, it is their five o’clock,” he said, responding to the look on her face.

      While that was true, the thought of drinking at that time of day just didn’t sound even remotely appealing. She slid the notepad back in her bag and stood up.

      “C’mon. We’re going to go hang out with the third shifters.”
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      “I warn you, this isn’t the type of bar you college professors are used to.”

      “How do you know what I’m used to?” she asked playfully. “You think I can’t hang with the riffraff? I have brothers, remember?”

      “I’m sure you can hold your own just about anywhere. I just wanted to convey it’s not the type of bar you would probably think of as a hangout for Bill. Though you didn’t know him, so not sure why I’d think that.”

      They reached the bar by the time Randall finished his sentence. He had been exact when he said it was right around the corner.

      Randall opened the door, and it took a few minutes for her eyes to adjust to the dingy light. He had not exaggerated. This was quite a dive. Stale cigarette smoke permeated the air, and her feet were sticking to the floor even though they had just walked in. She wrinkled up her nose in disgust.

      “I told you!” Randall said when he saw the expression on her face.

      “Yes, you did. Did Bill just like this place so he could walk home after having a few too many?”

      “That was part of it, but I also think he enjoyed hanging out in this environment. He told me once after a few beers that there was no pressure here. He could just relax and be who he wanted to be. No one here knew, or cared, who he was.”

      “Interesting,” Chloe said and continued to look around.

      “So, dare I ask what you are hoping to find out here? Or were you suddenly in the mood for a morning cocktail?”

      “You said he called you from here?” Chloe replied, ignoring his question.

      “That’s my assumption based on the background noise and my knowledge of his habits.  He was very much a creature of routine.”

      “Okay. Then maybe someone who was here that night might remember something. You know, about his mood maybe, or if he met someone here. It’s a long shot but worth a try.”

      “It’s as good an idea as any.”

      Chloe walked up to the bar and sat down, with Randall close behind her.

      “What can I get you folks?” a friendly looking bartender, probably in his mid-fifties, said.

      “A Diet Coke and some information,” Chloe said.

      The bartender’s eyebrows raised, and he looked at Randall to hear what he wanted.

      “Same, please.”

      Without saying a word, the bartender went and got their sodas and set them down in front of them.

      “Here’s the first half of your request. And you have my interest on the second. What kind of information can I help you with?”

      “Well . . .” Chloe paused, waiting for the bartender to offer up his name.

      “Harry. You can call me Harry.”

      “Well, Harry, we are looking for some information on one of your regulars.”

      “I don’t like to gossip about patrons, ma’am. Tends to make for bad business.”

      “Harry, I can understand, and you’re right, but this is a special case, and I really need your help. The guy’s name is Bill Peterson.”

      Harry made a face. “Didn’t I just hear on the news that fellow was murdered?”

      “That’s why we’re here.”

      “You all don’t look like cops.”

      “We’re not. We just have what you would call a vested interest in finding out what happened.”

      Harry thought for a moment and took a hard look at Randall. Chloe stayed silent, knowing there was a good chance Harry would recognize Randall.

      “You’re that fella that’s been in the news too.” Harry pointed to Randall, making the connection. “I thought you looked familiar.” He chuckled, seemingly proud of himself that he recognized Randall.

      “Yes.” Randall finally spoke. “Bill was my attorney.”

      “I know that. He was mighty proud of the fact that he was taking on your case. Talked about it a lot.”

      Chloe looked at Randall, who appeared surprised.

      “Yeah, he told anyone who would listen that you were innocent and he was going to prove it. Of course, that was after he had a few beers in him and he loosened up a little. Before a few beers he was a little uptight, if I do say so myself.”

      “Harry, were you working four nights ago? Do you remember Bill being in here?” Chloe asked.

      “Four nights ago. That would have been Sunday night. No. I’m off on Sundays.”

      “Is there a way to get in touch with whoever worked Sunday night?”

      “Brian is the guy you’d want to talk to, but he only works on Sundays so the rest of us can have a day off.”

      Chloe didn’t want to wait three more days to come back and talk to Brian.

      “Could you give us his number?” Chloe could tell Harry didn’t like that idea by his hesitation, so she tried another tactic. “Or I could give you my number, and maybe you could call and ask him to call me?” Harry seemed to like that better as he grabbed a pen and paper from below the bar and stood ready to write her number down. She gave it to him, and he scrawled it across the paper, put the paper in his pocket, and promised her he would call Brian right away. Chloe and Randall thanked him and walked out of the bar, and for a few seconds, Chloe saw spots while her eyes once again adjusted to the bright light.

      “That wasn’t much help,” Randall said as they started walking back to his house. He seemed defeated. She couldn’t imagine how it must feel to have everyone think you were guilty of something when you weren’t.

      “Don’t say that. It was helpful. This Brian guy might have some useful information, and a might is better than nothing.”

      When they reached the house a few seconds later, Chloe said, “I need to head back to school, but I will call you as soon as I hear something.”

      “Okay.”

      As she reached her car, he called out, “Hey, Chloe.” She turned and looked at him. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “No problem.”
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      “Professor Parsons, are you busy?”

      Startled, Chloe looked up to see Roger standing in the doorway. It was early, not quite seven, but she’d had another sleepless night, so she thought she would come in and catch up on some reading, which was now putting her asleep. Pretty ironic, she thought.

      “What are you doing here so early, Roger?”

      “Well . . .” He paused and seemed very fidgety. Chloe set down the book she had been holding and waited.

      “Can I sit down?”

      “Sure,” Chloe said slowly, wondering what this could possibly be about that made him look so nervous.

      “I have a confession to make,” he said, his left knee jiggling.

      “Okay. What is it, Roger? Don’t have your homework done for the day?” she said jokingly, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Oh no, Professor Parsons. I have my homework done. It’s not about that.”

      Chloe had to suppress a laugh at the horrified look on his face that she was assuming was from the thought of incomplete homework. He needed to relax a little.

      “I don’t know how to say this, but I’m the one who broke into your office.”

      “What?” she asked, thinking she didn’t hear him right, as his comment was completely unexpected.

      “I-I’m the one who broke into your office yesterday. I’m really sorry,” he said sincerely, but Chloe was thoroughly confused by what he was saying. Surely she wasn’t hearing him right.

      “Roger, I don’t understand. Why on earth would you do such a thing? Do you realize how much trouble you could be in? They could kick you out of school for this. Not to mention, why? Why would you break in and trash my office when it’s really not even my office?”

      “I know, I know. That’s why I’m telling you. I thought if I could explain why, you would understand,” he said, hanging his head.

      “It’s not so much me, Roger, but the university and the police. In light of, well, everything going on here lately, you’re going to be in serious trouble for this.”

      “Just, please, listen to what I have to say.”

      “Okay, but then you’re going to have to tell the police.”

      He nodded. A few moments went by, and he finally started to speak. “Bill Peterson is my dad. Or, well, he was.”

      Chloe was shocked, to say the least. While she had no idea why he would do it, she wanted to stay silent until he could get out the entire story.

      “I just found out a few months ago myself. My mom passed away, and I found letters between her and Bill, spelling out their past and things that led up to now, then after.”

      “And you already had plans to come to school here?” Chloe broke in.

      Roger shook his head. “Not at the time. I got lucky. I tracked him to here and applied to be a guest student and was accepted. Lucky for me, summer session doesn’t have a lot of competition, and I did well in undergrad, so it wasn’t too hard.”

      Chloe nodded and motioned for him to continue.

      “I thought if I could get to know him, it would help me decide if I should tell him who I was. I figured there had to be a reason he didn’t want to be in my life, and I couldn’t tell from the letters what that was. Then, before I could even meet him, he was murdered.”

      “Roger, I am truly sorry this has happened, but I don’t understand why you would break into this office. What did you think was here?”

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe there were things of his that had been moved in here. I just wanted to try and get to know him. I know it was stupid,” he said, hanging his head.

      She shook my head. “Nothing has been moved from his office since the police closed it off.” Chloe felt bad for him. To find out about his father just to lose him so quickly and not have a chance to talk to him or get to know him, that was rough. It didn’t excuse his breaking and entering efforts, though.

      “Roger, you’re going to have to tell the police. Maybe, under the circumstances, they will cut you some slack.”

      “You think so?” he asked, looking hopeful.

      “I can’t say for sure, but you won’t know until you tell them. In fact, why don’t I call Detective Rodriguez right now?”

      “Okay.”

      Chloe grabbed the detective’s card and her cell out of her bag and made the call. After hanging up, she looked back at Roger.

      “He is on his way, so don’t leave,” Chloe said. Roger looked about ready to jump out of his skin, but she wasn’t overly worried he was going to bolt. He seemed like a decent guy, and even decent guys made mistakes.

      “Coffee?” she asked, even though he was so fidgety he probably didn’t need the caffeine.

      “That would be great, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Nope. Follow me.” Chloe took Roger to the pot that sat behind Mallory, who wasn’t at her desk, and poured them both a cup. She leaned against the file cabinet while he added cream and sugar to his coffee. “So do you even want to study law, or was all this just a way to try and get to know your father?”

      “I’m afraid it was just to meet him. My undergrad is in environmental engineering, and I graduated last year, but my mom was sick, so I’ve been waiting tables and taking care of her. Haven’t been able to start looking in my field.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been easier to have just called him up and told him who you were?” Chloe asked as they walked back to the office.

      “In hindsight, yes. I guess I didn’t because I was afraid. Afraid he wouldn’t talk to me. I thought that if I got to know him a little, and him me, even as a student, it would make things easier.”

      Chloe started to reply but stopped when she saw Jack coming down the hall. They stopped outside the door and waited.

      “Thanks for coming, Jack. Jack, this is Roger Moorehouse. Roger, Detective Jack Rodriguez,” Chloe said, making the introductions all the way around.

      “You can use my office to chat, if you’d like,” she offered.

      “Thanks, Chloe. That would be good.”

      Jack and Roger walked into the office and closed the door, and Chloe headed back over to the bank of cubicles, kicking herself for giving up her office before grabbing some work to occupy her. With nothing else to do, she decided to waste time by logging on to one of the computers and checking to see what everyone was doing on Facebook. She kept the app off her phone to help keep her from being on it constantly. It could be such a time drain. It had been a few days, so she had several notifications waiting for her. Facebook was so trivial most of the time, but she had to admit she was as guilty as most of the population today, that she did get sucked into reading about what everyone was doing.

      About fifteen minutes later, she heard the door to her office open and could hear Roger and the detective talking as they walked out into the hall. They sounded civil, so that was a good thing. Chloe logged off her account and stood up to join them just as Mallory came down the hall and looked at all of them curiously.

      “What’s going on here? Early-morning party?” she asked, smiling wide at Detective Rodriguez.

      Chloe didn’t really know what to say, and luckily, Jack jumped in.

      “Just getting some follow-up information. I’ll be in touch, Roger. Chloe, walk me out? Have a good day, Mallory,” he said. Mallory still looked very confused. Chloe could tell she wanted to know why the handsome detective was there, but she said her goodbyes and walked to her desk.

      Chloe and Jack walked down the hall and out of the building before Chloe couldn’t wait any longer.

      “Is Roger going to be in a lot of trouble?” she asked, though she was assuming since Jack hadn’t hauled him off in handcuffs maybe it wouldn’t be too bad.

      “I don’t think so. I said I would talk to the school about not pressing charges. There’s enough going on here right now, and even though what he did was wrong, nothing was damaged or taken. They probably won’t want him to go to school here anymore, but obviously, he doesn’t care about that. I need to do a background check on him first and told him not to leave town, but I don’t think this is related to Bill’s murder in any way. He’s going to come down to the station later, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Good. Losing two parents. He’s been through enough.”

      “I ran that plate number you gave me.”

      “And?”

      “The car is registered to GlobE.”

      A puzzled look came over Chloe’s face. “The company Randall owns?”

      Jack nodded his head. “Yeah.”

      “Why would someone from GlobE be following him?”

      “Good question. I was hoping you might have an idea based on your conversations with Randall.”

      “No. He didn’t recognize the guy or the car. I mean, he could have been lying, I suppose, but I didn’t get that feeling.”

      “Are you believing he’s innocent?” Jack asked, raising his eyebrows and looking skeptical.

      “Call me crazy, but yeah.”

      “Hmm.” Jack looked lost in thought for a few seconds, then he said, “I’ll be in touch” before getting in his car.

      Chloe found his departure a little abrupt but was sure he had his reasons.

      She walked back up to the building as Jack drove off. Mallory was standing at the door peering out the glass, watching them.

      Chloe opened the door, and Mallory stepped back.

      “What were you talking about?” Mallory asked. “Was he asking you on a date?” she teased.

      “No. We were just chatting.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure, if that’s how you want to play it. I think the detective likes you. Anyways, Roger is still here. He says he needed to talk to you and wouldn’t leave,” Mallory rolled her eyes. “He sure is needy.”

      “A little.”

      “What does he want?”

      “He’s just paranoid about his work,” Chloe said, not wanting to tell Mallory what had happened until Jack had a chance to talk to the school. She really liked Mallory, but she was a bit of a gossip.

      “You’re keeping secrets,” Mallory said, and while her tone was teasing, Chloe could tell she was a little upset that Chloe was clearly holding out on her.

      “Not from you, Mallory,” Chloe said sweetly and then walked into her office, where Roger was waiting. She shut the door behind her.

      “Did he tell you?” Roger asked.

      “That he was going to talk to the school on your behalf? Yes. You should consider yourself lucky.”

      “I do, and thank you for helping me.”

      “No problem.”

      When Roger made no attempt to leave, Chloe asked, “Was there something else you wanted?”

      “Well, yes. I want you to help me find out who killed my dad.”

      “Roger, I don’t know how you expect me to do that.”

      “Listen, I know you’ve been talking to Randall Whittier.”

      “How would you know that?” Chloe was surprised.

      “I saw you two talking outside his house.”

      “You were following me?” Chloe was more than just a little annoyed.

      “Not you! I know this looks bad. It was a coincidence. I was driving by my dad’s house. You know, just to get a look at it, and I saw you two standing there talking.  I swear I wasn’t following you.”

      “I still don’t see what that has to do with getting information about your dad.”

      “He and Randall were friends. I gathered that much from the news. Maybe Randall knows something. Please?”

      He looked so sad Chloe felt compelled to help him. Besides, she was sure Randall wouldn’t mind talking about Bill, especially in this situation.

      “Okay, I’ll help you, but no more breaking and entering,” she said, shaking her finger at him.
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      As Chloe parallel parked in front of Randall’s house for the third time in as many days, she realized how happy she was when she was able to help people. It really fulfilled her. If only being a practicing attorney was just about helping people then she would do it in a heartbeat. It was helping, but so many other less desirable aspects came with it.

      A few minutes later, seated in Randall’s kitchen, she said, “We need to find out what Bill knew that was so threatening. I think we have to go on the assumption he was killed because he knew something that would be damaging to others. Do you know where he kept important papers or files he was working on? The brief glimpse I saw of his office didn’t show much in there, and the police clearly haven’t found anything to give them a real lead.”

      “My guess would be his office or his house. Both of which aren’t readily accessible at this point.”

      Chloe thought for a minute. “I’ll bet he cleaned out his office, knowing he would be taking a year off. He wouldn’t want to leave anything important behind.”

      “Then that leaves his house, but with the same issue. It’s a crime scene. We can’t go in there.”

      “Ye of little faith, my friend. Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” she said, waggling her eyebrows.

      “Enough with the trite clichés. Just tell me what you’re thinking,” he joked.

      “If we wait until the sun starts to go down and go out your back door and into his, we can poke around with no one the wiser. I presume, as his neighbor and friend, you have a key?”

      “I do,” he said, nodding. “Shouldn’t you be against breaking and entering? You are a lawyer, after all.”

      “It’s not really breaking; you do have the key. And it doesn’t count if we don’t get caught. Sometimes you need to color outside the lines.” She smiled.

      “Have you talked to him at all? Marshall, I mean?” she asked, suddenly changing the subject.

      Randall shook his head. “Bill told me not to, and I’m sure the legal counsel at GlobE told Marshall the same thing.”

      “You’re probably right.” Chloe was silent for a second before remembering what else she wanted to ask Randall.

      “Did Bill ever mention a son?”

      Now Randall looked really confused, and Chloe had to laugh. “Sorry for the quick subject change again,” she said, and proceeded to fill him in on Roger.

      “He never mentioned it. He’s been married a couple times, but no kids on that front either. You think this kid is telling the truth?”

      She shrugged. “I think so. Detective Rodriguez is checking him out to be sure.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time someone had a kid no one told them about. Bill said he always wanted kids, but it never worked out that way, so had he known, I don’t think he would have ignored him.”

      “Personal experience?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Well, not to my knowledge. Just know this stuff happens.”

      They had a couple hours to kill before dusk and decided to take their minds off things by playing cards. After Chloe had beat Randall in two games of canasta and he beat her in three games of Go Fish, she declared game time over.

      “Do you have any rubber gloves?” she asked. “You know, like the kind you use for cleaning?”

      “Uh, no. I have a housekeeper.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “Useless rich people,” she muttered playfully. “Well, then, what about mittens, gloves, anything we can put on our hands to not get fingerprints all over the place?”

      Randall thought for a second. “Wait right here,” he said, and went over to the hall closet and started rummaging around. After a few minutes, he exclaimed, “Ah-ha!”. He turned and handed her a pair of women’s soft leather driving gloves in a beautiful shade of cream. A shade Chloe could admire but would never buy because they would get dirty easily, and leather was so hard to clean.

      “These are gorgeous. You just happened to have them in your closet?” she asked, taking the gloves.

      He shrugged. “Ex-girlfriend. Good taste in gloves. Bad personality.”

      “I’d agree about the gloves. Someone with this good of taste couldn’t have been all bad.”

      They both laughed, though it was a little forced. They were both nervous about what they were about to do.

      Chloe knew they were taking a big risk, Randall more so than her. He could get charged with tampering with evidence, and in his current state of legal woes, that would be very bad. It would make him look even guiltier. “Maybe you should stay here and let me do this alone.”

      “No way.” He shook his head vehemently. “I’m not letting you do this alone.”

      “If I get caught, it won’t be nearly as big a deal as if you get caught. Think about it. They could charge you with tampering and toss you back in prison.”

      “I’ll take that risk. I’m not leaving you to do this alone.”

      “Got the key?” she asked him, figuring he was an adult, able to make his own choices. As bad as they might be.

      “I’ll grab it from the drawer in the kitchen on our way out the back,” he said, as they started walking in that general direction.

      They passed through the kitchen, where he got the key and headed out the door. It was getting dark and it felt sticky after being in the cool air-conditioning. Chloe loved the warm weather here, but not so much the humidity.

      She turned to Randall. “Are you sure you want to go in with me? I’m really fine going in by myself,” she asked again, for the millionth time.

      Randall shook his head. “I’m a big boy. I know what could happen if someone finds out we’re poking around in there, but I can’t just stand here waiting. It would drive me crazy. I’m coming with you. Besides, I’ve been in this house before, so I’ve got an idea of where we should head first. It will save some time, and the quicker we can get in and out, the better.”

      “Okay, let’s do this.” They crossed over into Bill’s backyard, which was almost identical to Randall’s, right down to the brick pavers used in the patio.

      “Same landscape company,” Randall said when he noticed her looking at both.

      “Got it.”

      They walked up to the back door, which Chloe could see through the window led into the kitchen, just as it did at Randall’s house. She peered in while Randall used his key, and the door soon swung open. He pocketed the key and walked in with Chloe right behind him.

      “My first guess would be his study. I think he spent the majority of his time there when he was home,” Randall said.

      “And it’s more logical he would keep things in his study than just lying around the living room. Especially if they were of a confidential nature.”

      They made their way through the hall down to the study. When they reached it and peered through the door, it was a wreck. They both stood there staring. There were papers on the floor and a knocked over plant with dirt spilling out onto the carpet.

      “Was Bill a slob?” Chloe asked slowly, hoping he was, pretty sure he wasn’t.

      “No. In fact, quite the opposite. He was a bit obsessive about his study. He told me one time that the rest of the house could go to hell, but everything  in his work area needed to be in its place or he was unproductive. He would have never left a mess.”

      “Then I have a feeling someone else has been looking for something.”

      “Damn it. What’s the chance they didn’t find it, then? If whoever killed Bill and then broke into your office, also took the risk to come here, there must be something they want very badly.”

      “I agree. Just, what could it be?” Chloe mused, bending down and rifling through some of the papers on the floor, which just seemed to be printouts of case law.

      Randall started rummaging through the desk drawers, and Chloe’s attention was drawn to him opening and closing the bottom ones over and over.

      “What are you doing?”

      “There’s something not quite right about these drawers.” He opened the right one, backed up and looked down, taking the contents out and setting them on the floor. “I think there is a false bottom here.” He started feeling around the edges and knocking on the bottom.

      Chloe came over and peered over his shoulder. “What makes you think that?”

      “The depth in this drawer,” he said, pointing to the right, “isn’t the same as the left, so I’m thinking maybe he has a secret compartment here? This desk is an antique, so who knows what kind of hiding places it might have.”

      “I guess it’s good you came, then. That kind of detail would have totally escaped me.”

      Randall stood up. “I’m going to grab a knife or something from the kitchen and see if I can pry it loose.”

      “Okay.” Chloe nodded and walked over to the window. It had grown almost completely dark by now, so she switched on the small flashlight she had brought.

      After not finding anything of value in the cabinet, she stood back up and caught a flash of something outside. She shut off her flashlight, thinking maybe it was just the glare off the window, but she saw it again. There was a light bobbing up the walk to the front door.

      “Randall,” she whispered loudly.

      “What?” he replied, coming back into the room holding a large butter knife. “Someone’s coming up to the house.”

      “Police?”

      “No. Not unless the police have taken to skulking with a flashlight. We need to hide,” she said, just as she heard someone jiggling the handle of the front door. She heard a few more sounds. Probably whoever it was trying to jimmy the lock.

      “C’mon,” Randall said, pulling her arm back toward the kitchen. He led them to the door next to the refrigerator that, once he opened it, she saw was the pantry.

      “You want to hide in the pantry?”

      “Trust me.” They stepped inside just as she heard the front door swing open.

      Randall grabbed the shelves in the back wall of the pantry and pulled forward. They swung out like a door to reveal a decent-sized space, about the size of a small coat closet. It was empty save a couple of brooms. Randall stepped inside and pulled her toward him, closing the door behind them.

      It was close quarters for two adults, and she could feel the heat radiating from him. With their height differences, she could feel his breath on her forehead, which somehow struck her as funny, but she suppressed the nervous giggle.

      “How are we going to know if he, or I guess she, is gone? I can’t hear a thing from in here.”

      “Well, it’s better than whoever it is finding us. But dammit, I just realized I left the drawer open. That person is most definitely going to see it. I’m so stupid.”

      “Listen, we didn’t expect to have to hide from someone, so it is what it is. We just need to wait it out until we think he’s gone.”

      Chloe kept checking her watch. It seemed like the minutes were ticking by at a snail’s pace. It was a great thing she wasn’t claustrophobic because this was definitely a tight, dark spot. After an eternity, which was actually thirty minutes or so, she wondered if it was safe to go out and whispered as much to Randall. They hadn’t heard any noises, but unfortunately, that didn’t necessarily mean anything.

      “I would think he would want to be in and out like we intended, had we not decided to hang out in this closet. Besides, I’m armed,” he said, holding up the butter knife that was still in his hand.

      “Funny. What will we do if he’s still out there?”

      “Run. Or scream. Or both?” he said. “It’s not like he’s going to call the police on us. He won’t want to get caught any more than we do.”

      Chloe was closest to the door, so she pushed softly against it to open it, and stepped gingerly into the main pantry. She paused, listening for a few minutes to see if she could hear anyone out in the house. There was nothing but silence, so she took the additional step and a half to the front and carefully turned the door handle, cringing when it made a click. Allowing it to open only an inch or two, she again paused to listen.

      “I don’t hear anything,” she said over her shoulder to Randall.

      “Then let’s take our chances.”

      Chloe opened the door all the way and took a step out into the kitchen. Her foot caught a glass bottle of something in the pantry, knocking it over and creating a horrific noise like none she had ever heard before—a loud clink, followed by the sound glass makes when it rolls around on ceramic. Loud in normal circumstances, it was amplified by ten in the dead silent house. She froze, as did Randall behind her. At least if someone was still in the house, they would either come running in a second to check it out or run out the front door.

      A few seconds went by with no other sounds.

      “I think the person is gone,” Randall said.

      They stepped out of the pantry and flipped their flashlights back on, headed back to the study. Randall immediately went back to the desk to check on the drawer he had wanted to examine. The entire thing was gone. Whoever had broken in must not have wanted to take the time to try to break into the drawer, so they just took the entire thing. He smacked the top of the desk in frustration. “Dammit, it’s gone. Who knows what could have been in there.”

      Chloe was disappointed as well, but there wasn’t anything they could do about it at this point, and she said as much to him.

      “Randall, we just need to consider ourselves lucky we didn’t get caught by whoever that person was.”

      “I know, but it also proves that whatever was in that false bottom, Bill hid it for a reason. It could have been the evidence to clear me that he said he had, and now it’s gone.”

      “I know you’re frustrated. I am too, but there’s nothing we can do. Let’s look around some more and see if anything else here might be of use.”

      “Okay, but your positive attitude is annoying,” Randall said, pretending to be mad.

      “Oh, shut it,” Chloe told him, smiling.

      They looked through the office one more time, and quickly through the rest of the house, but came up empty-handed.

      “At least we didn’t get caught,” Chloe said once they got back to Randall’s house, trying to find something positive to cheer him up.

      “You’re right. I just wish I would have gotten whatever it was in that drawer.”

      “You can’t beat yourself up over it. We just need to regroup.” She didn’t feel as upbeat as she was pretending to be, but she didn’t want Randall to be so hard on himself.

      Chloe got up and walked over to where her things were sitting and picked up her purse and bag. “Are you going to be okay? I should really be getting home. I’ve got another early class tomorrow.” She was worried about Randall. He seemed really down on himself, and while it was disappointing that they didn’t know what had been in that drawer, which was now in the clutches of whoever the intruder had been, there was also nothing they could do about it. Maybe she was a bit Pollyanna about it, but she was a firm believer in controlling what you could and not stressing yourself out over those things you can’t.

      “I’ll be fine.” He attempted a smile.

      “Okay, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long at this time of night to drive the short distance to her apartment, but when she reached the front door, she realized something wasn’t right.

      The door was slightly ajar, and she knew she hadn’t left it that way. She slowly pushed it the rest of the way open, to find exactly what they had found at Bill’s.

      A mess. She wasn’t Suzy Homemaker, but this wasn’t at all how she had left it.

      Someone had been here looking for something. Probably the same person who had broken into Bill’s house and her car and the office at school. Surely, there weren’t three separate people looking for things independently. If there were, things were even crazier here than she thought. She was starting to get nervous that someone seemed determined to invade every place she had been.

      She dug through her purse and pulled out the card Jack had given her. This wasn’t something a detective would normally handle, but since it was late, she decided to try his cell first. He answered on the second ring. Probably used to late-night phone calls.

      “Rodriguez.”

      “Hi, Detective Rodriguez. This is Chloe Parsons calling. I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I think there’s been a break-in at my apartment.”

      “What do you mean, think?” he said, his brisk tone turning to a concerned one.

      “I’ve been gone all day and just got home to find my place trashed, which is not how I left it.”

      “What’s your address?” he asked, and she gave it to him. “I’ll be right over. I’m going to call and send a squad car over too. I will see you in fifteen. Stay put and don’t touch anything,” he warned.

      Hanging up, she knew better than to touch anything, so she decided to go back out and wait in her car. It was just a few minutes later that the squad car showed up, lights flashing but no siren, thank goodness. She didn’t need her neighbors waking up. It was bad enough people might see the lights and wonder what was going on. She liked to keep a low profile, and having cops at your place the first week of moving in was not a low profile.

      The police had just started to get out of their car when a black Charger zipped into the lot, pulling right next to the cop car. She saw it was Rodriguez. Fancy unmarked cars they had here.

      She stood up from where she was sitting on the sidewalk to greet them.

      “Are you okay?” Rodriguez asked her.

      She nodded. “I’m fine.”

      “Let’s go take a look, then,” he said, and started walking toward the door. Chloe pointed to the apartment that was hers.

      Rodriguez paused and looked at her. “Was the door open when you got home?” Chloe nodded.

      “Okay. Stand to the side and let them go in first.”

      “I’ve already been in there—whoever was there is gone.”

      “Probably. But then again, they could be hiding in a closet. Burglars love closets,” he teased, which took Chloe by surprise. It made her laugh and relieved some tension. She guessed that had been his intent and was grateful. She hadn’t realized how tense she was until that moment.

      “You have a good bedside manner for a cop.”

      “I try.”

      “All clear,” the officers said, coming back out.

      Detective Rodriguez turned and looked at her, “let’s go in and take a look.”

      She followed him through the doorway and stayed silent while he took it all in.

      “If you hadn’t recently been part of a murder investigation, I would say this was a random break-in. Although this is a good neighborhood, crime happens everywhere. But this does add one more thing to a list that is too many to be a coincidence.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking. Someone must be looking for something they think I have.”

      Chloe was starting to feel very repetitive—it seemed she was saying the same thing every time she talked to Jack. But someone must think she had some kind of information on Bill or Randall. Why else would this happen?

      “We’re going to need to process this as a crime scene. I’m not sure you’ll be able to get into your apartment tonight,” he said apologetically. “I can put you up in a hotel?”

      “That’s not necessary. I can find a place to stay.”

      “I know you’re new in town. Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Call me when you’re finished here?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Thanks. By the way, I talked to Randall, and he said he didn’t know Bill had a son.”

      “Do you believe him?” Rodriguez asked.

      She paused for a second. “I think so. He genuinely looked surprised at the information.”

      “Okay,” he said thoughtfully.

      Chloe walked back out to her car and sat, trying to decide which one of the two people she knew in town would be the best to call. Mallory or Randall? She decided Mallory would be the less awkward choice, and maybe her incessant chatter about how cute Jack was would provide a welcome distraction, though she did have to admit he looked mighty good tonight. Mallory would want every detail, and that would take her mind off the fact that a stranger had been rummaging through her things. She quickly called Mallory. Once she told her new friend what was going on, she gave her directions to her house. Mallory hadn’t hesitated for a minute when Chloe had asked to be an impromptu houseguest. Which Chloe was grateful for. She felt bad imposing.

      Chloe was finding herself having feelings for Randall, and she wasn’t completely sure how great of an idea that was. He was going through the most challenging time of his life, and she wanted to help him. So maybe what she was feeling wasn’t true attraction. It was just a desire to help. She knew there was an attraction to her on his part, but was it real, or was it just gratefulness that someone believed in him? A result of his recent isolation?

      She shook her head. This romance crap wasn’t any easier now, in her thirties, than it had been when she was a teenager. She found it ironic that she had thought taking this position in Spencer would be a nice getaway, and yet she was in the middle of things far more complicated than where she came from. Life was definitely throwing her some unexpected curve balls.
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      In short time, Chloe arrived at Mallory’s and was seated on her couch, enjoying a glass of Merlot. She braced herself for the barrage of questions that were sure to come about the fine-looking detective, the break-in, or both.

      Mallory gave her a chance to take a few sips of wine before starting in with the questions, and Chloe was actually impressed with her restraint.

      “Do you think it’s related to Bill’s murder?” Mallory came right out and asked, breaking the silence.

      She definitely wasn’t shy with her questions, regardless of what they pertained to. She took another sip of wine before answering.

      “I think it is, and so does Detective Rodriguez. It seems too coincidental to not be related.”

      “Are you nervous? I mean, do you think someone is after you?”

      “Thanks for putting that thought in my head,” Chloe said dryly, and took a gulp of wine.

      “Oh!” Mallory blushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      Chloe laughed. “I was teasing. That was already in my head. But no, I don’t think someone is out to get me. I think I’ve just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Rather, wrong places.”

      “Do you think someone wanted to kill Bill because of his association with a high-profile case? That Randall, what’s his face? That’s what John was telling me the other night.”

      Other night? When did she see him the other night? Chloe wondered, though it’s not like she knew everything Mallory did. It just seemed that way because she was so chatty.

      “So do other faculty members,” Mallory added quickly, and unless it was strictly Chloe’s imagination working overtime, her friend seemed flustered that she’d made a mention of nighttime talking to John. Did they have something going on? She was single, and he was divorced and also single, so it wasn’t like some taboo thing. Though they wouldn’t be the people she’d expect to be together, there would be nothing wrong with them having a relationship. Why wouldn’t Mallory just tell her?

      “Maybe it was a student who didn’t like his grade? There are any number of possibilities.”

      “Oh, I don’t think—” Mallory stopped, realizing Chloe was teasing.

      “In all seriousness, I don’t know, Mallory. Tell me, is there something going on with you and John?” She decided to change the subject with a blunt question of her own. Talking about something else other than all these bad things would be nice.

      Mallory turned a bright shade of red and averted her eyes.

      “There is!” Chloe exclaimed.

      Mallory nodded sheepishly.

      “Why are you keeping it a secret?”

      “I don’t know. At first, I wanted to make sure it was going to last, and now, I guess it’s just become a habit.”

      “Wait a minute. How long have you two been involved?”

      “Almost a year.”

      “A year! Wow! Does Dean Ziegler know?”

      “Yes, he does. We had to disclose it. Fraternization policy and all, and Kate knows. She figured it out somehow and asked. Some others may suspect, but no one else has said anything.”

      “Does Paul know?” Chloe asked.

      “I don’t think so, but I guess he might. Why?”

      “I overheard them arguing at the faculty mixer. Thought maybe they were arguing over you.”

      Mallory looked puzzled. “I doubt that. Who knows what they were arguing about. Those two are always going at it about something. There’s no love lost between them.”

      “So, is it serious? The thing with you and John, I mean?” Chloe asked.

      “I think so. I want it to be. Sometimes it’s hard to tell with him, but I try to be patient.”

      “That’s not always an easy task,” Chloe said.

      “No, it’s not,” Mallory agreed. “What about you? Any special man in your life?” she asked, refilling their wineglasses from the bottle sitting on the coffee table.

      “Thanks,” Chloe said for the refill. “No one certain person for a while. I thought I had met someone with potential last year, but that fizzled pretty quickly. Now, I just want to focus on my work. Hopefully, the right guy will come along eventually.”

      “I think you could get a date with the handsome detective,” Mallory said, back to teasing.

      “That’s the last distraction I need right now.”

      “Is that your phone vibrating?” Mallory said. “I hear a noise, and it’s not mine.” She pointed to the table, where hers were sitting silent.

      Chloe jumped up and ran over to where she had left her phone on the kitchen counter, hoping it was Jack with news of her apartment. It would be nice to sleep in her own bed.

      “Hello?”

      “Can I speak to Chloe?” a strange but pleasant male voice asked.

      “This is she,” Chloe said, wondering who was calling her this late at night.

      “Hi. Sorry to call so late. This is Brian White. My boss, Harry, said you wanted to talk to me about Bill Peterson?”

      Brian from Smitty’s. She was happy he had called her back. “Yes, I’m so glad you called me. I know this might sound strange, but I was hoping you might have observed something last Sunday about Bill Peterson that maybe was unusual or stuck out to you.”

      There was silence on the other end, and Chloe wondered if Brian had thought she was a nut job and had hung up. But then she heard him clear his throat.

      “I don’t know. He had been more talkative than usual, going on and on about the guy he was defending. Normally, he was quiet. Kept to himself.”

      Darn, Chloe thought, she already knew that.

      “You know, there is one thing—”

      “Yes?” she said excitedly, interrupting him.

      “He never came in with anyone. He was always by himself, at least on the days I worked. We even joked about it once. He said he preferred the company of Jack and Jim and no one else. The whiskey,” Brian said, clarifying. “But last Sunday he had a visitor. Someone I’d never seen in our bar before came in and sat down with him. Bill didn’t look all that happy about it, but I didn’t think anything of it. Bill wasn’t normally a jovial guy.”

      “Do you remember what this guy looked like?” Chloe asked.

      Brian thought for a few seconds. “He was average, about my height, brown hair. Had on a basketball hat, Spencer Cardinals, and a black jacket of some sort. Not a big guy, but not skinny either. Like I said, just average.”

      It wasn’t much help, but it was something. “So, how tall are you?”

      Brian laughed. “Oops, I’m five eleven. I forgot we hadn’t met.”

      “No problem. I just appreciate you calling me.”

      “All right. Have a good one, and stop in for a beer on me if you’re ever in the area.”

      “Hey, thanks,” Chloe said, and hung up.

      “Who was that?” Mallory asked as soon as Chloe was off the phone.

      “Just a guy. No one important,” Chloe said, not wanting to drag Mallory into things.

      “Oh.” Mallory’s face fell.

      Chloe felt bad. She didn’t want Mallory’s feelings to be hurt.

      “Mallory, it’s nothing against you. Just something’s going on right now, and I don’t want to bore you with the details.”

      “I understand.”

      Chloe could tell Mallory still wanted to know but was being nice enough to leave it alone. While Mallory started talking about the relationship with John again, Chloe’s mind wandered off to the conversation with Brian. Even though he hadn’t given much of a description to go on, the guy Brian described sounded much like the person who had been eavesdropping on her conversation with Randall. That meant someone with ties to Randall’s company, GlobE, wanted to know what he was up to, but what would be the connection to Bill?

      After finishing the bottle of wine and making a serious dent in a second, they finally went to bed. Chloe couldn’t stop wondering what Bill had uncovered that led to his death.
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      The sound of her phone vibrating on the nightstand woke Chloe up. She grabbed it to see it was just after six in the morning. Early, especially after the wine last night. She had found herself having a lot of fun with Mallory, and it had been great to have girl talk and unwind.

      “It’s Detective Rodriguez. Did I wake you?” Jack asked when Chloe answered, her voice clearly sounding like one does in the morning when they just woke up, haven’t had anything to drink, or talked to anyone yet.

      “No, not at all. I’ve been up for hours,” she croaked, wondering how he sounded so chipper. He’d probably had less sleep than she had.

      “Well, in that case, I’m sure you’ll be interested to hear what I have to say.”

      “Just a second,” Chloe said, and then took a few seconds to sit up so she was in a better position to pay attention.

      “Okay. Shoot.”

      “We ran the prints we lifted from your apartment and we got a hit. A Joe Barber. He was in the system for a minor burglary charge from over ten years ago.”

      Chloe took in this information before saying, “Is that supposed to mean anything to me?”

      “I’m getting to that part. He also works at GlobE.”

      That bit of information made Chloe sit straight up. “Doing what?”

      “He’s a security guard.”

      “A security guard with a record? That’s unusual, especially for a company like GlobE,” Chloe said.

      “It probably helps that Joe is Marshall Cooper’s cousin,” Jack said.

      “The Marshall Cooper who now runs GlobE?” That bit of information woke her up.

      “That very one.”

      “That means there’s a good chance Marshall had him spy on Randall. But why?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Randall told me they didn’t always get along, but I don’t know why Marshall would be keeping tabs on him.”

      “Could you ask?” Jack said. “I hate to call him into the station. Considering the media is on top of him, it would create a circus, and one that no one needs. I would rather not lose sight of this case by having all the attention that would bring overshadow it.”

      “Sure. I’ll ask him and get back to you.”

      Chloe got up and went to the bathroom to wash her face. By the time she was finished with her abbreviated morning routine, she smelled coffee coming from the direction of the kitchen.

      When she stepped into the kitchen, Mallory was pouring a cup.  She looked up as Chloe walked in.

      “Good morning. Coffee?”

      “Please. Black is fine.”

      “Have a seat.” Mallory gestured to the kitchen table. “Coffee coming right up.”

      Chloe sat down, and Mallory set a steaming cup of coffee in front of her. She inhaled the heavenly fragrance, feeling her brain cells start to perk up.

      “Thanks, Mallory. I needed this after last night!”

      She smiled.  “Yeah, we did get a little carried away with the wine, didn’t we?”

      “Nothing a little coffee won’t fix.”

      “I’m going to take a shower, Chloe, then head to work. I know you don’t have a class today, so feel free to hang out here if you want. The code to the garage keypad is four, four, four, four, so you can come and go as you please, and there’s plenty of food. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks, Mallory. I really appreciate it.”

      “Not a problem. You’re welcome to stay as long as you need to.”

      Chloe was glad for Mallory’s hospitality, especially since she hardly knew her.  As crazy as events had been around here, it was nice to know she had made a friend.

      After Mallory left for work, Chloe called Randall and left him a message to call her. Then she decided to call John at her old law firm and see what he might know about the case. She probably should have done it sooner. John was a great resource, even if he was a couple states away.

      She was lucky and caught him between meetings. When she finished explaining the situation and what she needed help with, he started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You. You keep saying you want the quiet career of a law professor, yet you’ve got yourself smack dab in the middle of one of the highest profile cases of the year. I can’t help but find it funny.”

      “I’m just trying to help a friend out. One I think is innocent,” Chloe said, trying to keep the annoyance that he was right out of her voice.

      “Watch out. Before you know it, you’ll want to be a criminal defense attorney.”

      “Not a chance. Now, are you going to help me or not?” she grumbled good-naturedly, knowing John was just teasing her.

      “Of course. Let me make some calls and I’ll call you back.”

      “Okay. Thanks, John.”

      When she got off the phone, she decided she would see what she could dig up herself on Marshall. She got her laptop and sat down at the kitchen table with another cup of coffee. Two cups later and she hadn’t learned anything she didn’t already know, that was relevant anyways. She was about to call Randall again when her phone rang. It was John.

      “That was quick. Find out anything interesting for me?”

      “Actually, yes. I talked to a contact at the FBI, and he said they feel they’ve got evidence that points more in the direction of the other partner. Not Randall.”

      “Really? Then why haven’t they done anything about it?”

      “Not enough evidence. This is what they know so far,” John said, and proceeded to fill her in.

      “Wow,” was all she could say when he finished.

      “It’s quite a case they’ve got going on.”

      “Thanks, John.”

      “No problem. Let me know when you’re ready to come back and be a practicing attorney.”

      “Funny, John.” He was always telling her she was wasting her skills. He just didn’t understand that it didn’t appeal to her.

      “Never say never,” he continued to tease.

      “Bye, John.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      “I still can’t believe it. Are you positive about this?” Randall asked Chloe, not wanting to believe the information she just told him, after swearing him to secrecy. What John had told her was in confidence and could jeopardize the investigation if it got out. Chloe had hesitated about telling Randall, almost deciding not to, but she really felt she could trust him. Plus, she wanted to offer him the little bit of relief that this news might bring.

      Chloe nodded. “I’m sorry. I wish I were, but according to John’s source, the evidence points in this direction.”

      The direction Chloe was referring to was Marshall Cooper, second in charge at GlobE, and Randall’s best friend—at least, that’s what Randall had thought. From Marshall’s alleged actions, it didn’t seem to be a mutual feeling. From what Chloe had been able to find out, Marshall was apparently the one who had framed Randall with embezzling money from the company. Money that Marshall stole, then tried setting things up to make it look as if Randall were in cahoots with the Arab and Japanese companies wanting to buy GlobE. In reality, it was Marshall who was the one wanting the sale of the company to go through. John had told her Randall was due to be absolved of the charges against him soon. The FBI were just finishing up their investigation into Marshall.

      “Do they think he killed Bill?” Randall asked.

      “That I don’t know. What do you think?”

      “I can’t imagine Marshall doing that, but maybe he found out Bill had information he didn’t want to come out. Clearly, I didn’t know him as well as I thought I did.” Randall paused, and then looked up at Chloe, eyes wide. “Oh, God. Does that mean you could be in danger? What if someone finds out that you know this and comes after you? Or me, now that we know the truth,” Randall said, almost in a panic. “I would hate to be responsible for something happening to you.”

      “Calm down, Randall. Nothing’s going to happen to me,” she said, putting her hand on his arm, trying to reassure him.

      “I’m sure Bill felt the same way. It’s my fault he’s dead.” His voice trembled. “I guess I knew that already, but . . .

      “Why would Marshall do this to me?”

      “We won’t know for sure until we ask him, but I’m sure at the bottom of all this is money. Money tends to be the thing that leads people astray. And Jack got a print from my apartment that belongs to a Joe Barber. A security guard at GlobE. Supposed to be a cousin of Marshall’s. Did you know anything about that?”

      Randall’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “And the car of the guy who was listening to us at the coffee shop is registered to GlobE.”

      At that, Randall dropped his head in his hands.

      “I take it you didn’t know Marshall had relatives working for GlobE?”

      “No. Not that it would have been a problem. I wouldn’t have stopped him. Criminal or not. Family first and all that. I guess I’m an idiot.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re a good guy. None of this is your fault.

      “Why would Marshall have this guy following you?” she asked.

      “You got me there. I don’t know.

      “You’re sure about this?” Randall asked, breaking the silence that had fallen between them. Chloe understood he was shocked that someone he considered his best friend, and with whom he’d built his company, could do this to him. It was hard for anyone to accept being betrayed, especially on this magnitude, of being sent to jail. Even though Chloe had seen a lot of crazy human behavior, it still never failed to surprise her.

      “Yes. Tillman Enterprises is a shell corporation that leads right back to Marshall, of course, in a roundabout way. But in the end, you can’t completely eliminate the paper trail. Not with today’s technology. Everything is trackable. From what they’ve learned, Marshall not only pocketed the money you were accused of stealing, but was also selling company secrets to the same people he tried to blame for corrupting you. Smart man. You have to give him credit. He was close to getting away with it.”

      “He’s a genius. We built this company into what it is today because of him. He was the research guy, and I was the businessman who figured out his ideas were worth a lot of money and could help people. I thought he was as passionate about this as I was. I thought we were going to make a difference for the good guys.”

      “Somewhere that changed, Randall. And you’ll get your chance to find out where. We are going to figure out how to get him to admit what he did, and in a way that allows us the chance to record his admission. Therefore, proving your innocence,” Chloe finished, sounding very much like the lawyer she was.

      “That’s a bold statement. I presume you have a plan?” Randall asked.

      Chloe just looked at him.

      “No plan?” he said, looking worried.

      “Of course I have a plan. I’m just not sure it’s a plan you will love.”

      Randall raised his eyebrows. “I’m listening.”

      “You need to call him and arrange a meeting.”

      “Me? Shouldn’t the authorities handle this? And I’m not supposed to talk to him.”

      “Honestly? Yes. But I don’t want to wait for them, do you?”

      “You think calling him could clear my name?”

      “It’s a start in that direction.”

      “Putting aside the fact that if I’m in close quarters with that man I may not be able to resist wringing his neck, don’t you think he’s going to be suspicious of me wanting to meet with him?”

      “Probably, but I think there may be a way around that—and killing him won’t keep you out of jail, so you need to refrain.”

      “Okay.” Randall sighed, resigned to pretending to make peace with the enemy, at least temporarily. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Call him and tell him you want to meet. Tell him you know what he did and are pissed but not pissed enough to not want a piece of the action. If he doesn’t want to meet with you, threaten to tell the police everything you know.”

      “You think he’ll bite?”

      “Guys like him trip themselves up with their own arrogance in thinking they won’t get caught. I bet he’ll bite, and probably agree to cut you in, all the while thinking about how to double-cross you. But that part won’t matter, since we just need him to incriminate himself so we can turn him over to the police. Then they can handle the rest.”

      “All right. I’ll do it. I just hope it works.”

      “It will,” Chloe said with more confidence than she felt. Feeling a little nauseated that instead of helping, she could be making this whole thing that much worse for him.

      “How are you going to capture this? Record him?”

      “Yes. Here is a small recorder that I use sometimes to tape my lectures, and then use a USB port to transfer to my computer.”

      “You know it’s not really taping, more just recording.”

      “Whatever.” Chloe smiled, glad Randall still had his sense of humor.

      “How do we know he won’t pat me down to see if I’m wearing a wire?”

      “You’ve watched too many cop shows. Even if he’s watched the same shows, his pat down,” she said, using finger quotes, “won’t find this. You just need to put it somewhere he won’t be inclined to pat.”

      “I should just stick it in my underwear,” Randall joked, and then noticed Chloe wasn’t laughing.

      “Really? You want me to stick it in my underwear?”

      Chloe nodded, trying to hide her smile.

      “A little tape will keep it in place, and he surely won’t pat you down there.”

      “I think that’s a safe bet,” Randall said dryly. “We were close, but not that close.”

      “You will just want to make sure to wear loose-fitting pants, so the mic isn’t too constricted. It’s got great range, so I’m not too worried.”

      “Okay. I’ll make sure to leave my skinny jeans at home.”

      “Now all you need to do is call him,” she said, ignoring his sarcasm and sliding his phone a little closer to him as encouragement.

      He picked it up, fingers paused for a moment before hitting the familiar speed dial button. Marshall answered on the second ring, and Randall put the phone on speaker so Chloe could hear. She was a little surprised Marshall answered. The fact he did made her feel even more certain this plan would work.

      “Why are you calling me?” Marshall barked, sounding none too happy.

      “Nice to hear from you, too, Marshall.”

      “Of course it’s good to hear from you, Randall, but you know you shouldn’t be calling me. I can’t get caught chatting with someone who embezzled money from the company I’m still working for.” His tone softened, making Chloe’s skin crawl.

      “Nice to hear you assume I’m guilty.” Randall couldn’t resist baiting him a little bit.

      “Oh, Randall, of course I don’t think you’re guilty. I don’t know what’s all happened here, but you’re my best friend. I know you didn’t do it,” Marshall said, but it rang false to Chloe’s ears. She glanced at Randall and saw it did to his as well. “But as long as others do, I can’t jeopardize the work we’ve done.”

      “I need to talk to you face-to-face, Marshall.”

      “Randall, I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

      Chloe could tell that Randall, while apprehensive about contacting Marshall at first, was now pissed. She didn’t blame him.

      “Cut the bullshit, Marshall,” Randall said, his tone no longer conversational.

      “What do you—”

      Randall cut him off. “I know it was you. You framed me. For reasons I can’t understand, you framed your best friend and took the money for yourself.”

      “Now, Randall, I—”

      Randall cut him off again, “I said cut the bullshit, Marshall. Shut up and listen to me.”

      Chloe sat listening to the exchange, proud of the way Randall was maintaining control of both the situation and the anger she knew he had to feel toward his former best friend. She just hoped Marshall didn’t get scared off after realizing Randall knew what he was up to. Her guess was he was too arrogant to think Randall had figured it out.

      “Now, I know what you did,” Randall repeated, “and yes, I’m pissed as hell. However, I’m going to put that aside for now because I know how you can repay me for what you’ve done. And this can be a win-win for all parties involved.”

      There was silence on the other end of the phone, and Chloe knew Randall had Marshall’s attention. A few more seconds passed, and Marshall finally spoke.

      “What do you want, Randall?” he said in a low voice laced with steel.

      “I told you. I want to meet face-to-face. It can be somewhere where no one will recognize us, but we will meet. Tonight.”

      “I can’t tonight. I have a—”

      “Then cancel it. Unless you want me to go to the police with everything I know, which will give me my freedom and land you in jail.”

      “Okay. Where?” Chloe gave an excited thumbs-up. Randall had him.

      “There’s that old shipping yard just outside of town. You know, where we—”

      “I know perfectly well.” Marshall was the one to cut him off this time. Chloe could tell Randall had finally gotten to him. He wasn’t as cool, calm, and collected as he’d been at the start of the conversation.

      “Nine o’clock then, and don’t be late.” Randall ended the call before Marshall had a chance to answer.

      “Well?” Chloe looked at Randall and leaned forward, eyebrows raised.

      “He’ll be there,” Randall said, tossing his phone back on the table. “Son of a bitch actually had the gall to try and pretend he didn’t frame me. I can’t believe it,” he said, shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry you have to deal with this. Losing a friend, especially one you thought was a good one, is tough.”

      Randall just shook his head again, and she could tell he didn’t want to talk about the friendship piece anymore, so she decided to change the subject.

      “So, where are you meeting him, exactly?” she asked.

      “There’s this train station, strictly freight, just on the north end of town. It’s been shut down for thirty years now, but it’s almost as if just they decided to close one day and left everything as it was. Train cars and everything. Back in high school our group of friends would always hang out there. You know, to drive and do stuff we weren’t supposed to do. It’s a really cool place.”

      “You and Marshall have been friends since high school?” No wonder Randall was so upset about the betrayal. Their friendship had deep roots.

      “Since middle school, actually. His family moved here when we were in the sixth grade. Marshall was a brainiac even back then, and, as you may remember from your days of middle school, nerds got picked on. I felt sorry for him and befriended him. Being on the baseball team gave me a little middle school clout, and when we teamed up, people left him alone. Turned out, we actually had things in common, and the friendship stood the test of time. Until now, at least.” Randall shook his head as if to get those fond memories out.

      “I guess it’s better to know the truth now,” Chloe said. Even though it sounded trite, she knew nothing she could say would really help.

      “I know.”
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      Chloe sat waiting in her car at a gas station around the corner from the train yard. She and Randall had driven separately so she could be close, just in case something happened, but not close enough that Marshall would see her and be scared off. They had an open line between her phone and Randall’s, and as long as no one accidentally hung up on the other one, she should be able to hear everything going on. Then, if she felt he was in danger, she could call the police. Thank goodness for the capabilities of smartphones.

      They’d debated on whether or not to tell Detective Rodriguez about what they’d found, and their plan, but in the end decided not to. Chloe felt bad about it, but she still thought it was the best thing to do. Detective Rodriguez had his own set of protocols he had to abide by, and he would have no choice but to stop them from carrying out their plan. Chloe was afraid that the more time that went by, the bigger chance there would be of Marshall covering his tracks and taking Randall’s freedom with him. She knew they were taking a risk by doing this, and that it could get them in trouble rather than solving everything if it didn’t go right. She hoped it was a risk that would pay off.

      Randall was worried that she was putting her law license, and therefore her livelihood, in jeopardy if this went wrong and they got in trouble. She told him not to worry, that she was a big girl and knew what she was doing. Now it was a waiting and worrying game.

      “Can you hear me?” Randall’s voice came over the phone she was holding in her hand.

      “Loud and clear.”

      “Good.”

      “Are you ready for this?” she asked, feeling nervous.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Just think, you’ll soon have your ticket to freedom, and this can all be over.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right,” she said playfully, trying to bring some levity to the situation.

      “I’m pulling in now, so let’s maintain radio silence.”

      “Roger that, Mr. I Watch Too Many Movies.”

      That got a chuckle out of him, and then all she could hear was crunching of what she assumed was gravel under the tires and the car shutting off. The car door opened and closed, and she could hear him walking. A dozen steps later he stopped.

      “I see you’re early, as usual, Marshall.” Randall’s voice came through the phone without any problems. Score one for technology.

      “Some habits die hard.”

      Chloe had a nervous pit in her stomach, wanting this to go the way they had planned so they could get the information they needed and clear Randall’s name.

      There was silence, which Marshall finally broke. “What do you want, Randall?” he said coldly. “Why did you bring me out to this godforsaken place?”

      “You used to love this place.”

      “I used to love a lot of things. Now, let’s get down to business. What do you want?”

      “If you want me to stay quiet, and I assume you do, because I’m sure you don’t want to go to jail, then you need to make it worth my while,” Randall said, keeping his voice calm.

      “Randall, I don’t know who’s been telling you things, or what you’ve worked up in your own mind, but you’ve got this all wrong.”

      “You mean to stand here, face-to-face, and deny that you framed me? You were my best friend. I trusted you, and this is what I get? Facing a prison sentence for embezzling money I didn’t actually embezzle. No, I’ve got it right, Marshall. Now, what’s it going to be?” Some of that calmness began to fade, and his voice started to rise.

      Marshall sighed. “Randall, I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Then just admit you did this to me, and we can move on to the part where you make it right.”

      “Fine. You got it. What will it take for your silence?” Marshall bit the words off.

      “I want eighty percent of what you took.”Marshall burst out laughing. “You’ve got to be joking,” he said in a derisive tone. “I was thinking more like fifty/fifty, and that’s only because we go way back.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes, even though no one could see her. Marshall was full of it. He was only offering that because he knew Randall had enough information to send him to jail.

      Randall snorted. “You’re not the one going to jail over this. Twenty percent of ten million is still a nice chunk of change. Take it or leave it.”

      “Okay. Deal. I give you eighty percent, and you keep your mouth shut,” Marshall said.

      Marshall agreeing so easily gave Chloe pause. Something didn’t feel right.

      “Here is the banking information where I want the money transferred. You have twenty-four hours to get that money into my account, or the deal is off and I go to the police,” Randall said with ease, as if this were something he did every day. But Chloe knew how hard this must be for him.

      “You got it,” Marshall said without missing a beat.

      “Twenty-four hours,” Randall repeated.

      Chloe heard the car start and wanted to say something, but refrained as she knew Randall probably needed a few minutes to process what happened. She didn’t have to wait long because just minutes later he pulled into the gas station parking lot where she was waiting. He got out of his car and slid into the passenger side of hers and just sat there for a moment. His face was stoic. She wasn’t sure what he was thinking.

      Chloe finally broke the silence. “That went well. I mean, from the standpoint of we got what we were hoping to get.”

      Randall shook his head.

      “I’m wrong? We didn’t? I heard the conversation and heard him as much as admit he stole the money.”

      “It’s not that,” Randall said, reaching inside his waistband to pull the tape off the recorder and pull it out. “He caved too easily.”

      “I kind of thought that too,” she admitted. “But he had no choice. He knew you could send him to jail, and some money is better than no money.”

      “It’s not like him to give in so easily. It’s in his personality to argue. He argues about everything. And sticks to his guns, even when it’s way past the point of making sense, a personality trait of his that’s always driven me crazy. No. Something’s up. This went too easy.”

      “What do you think his plans are, then? You think he won’t transfer the money?”

      “I’m not sure what his plans are,” Randall said, tapping his fingers on the gearshift as if he was trying to figure out his ex-friend’s next move.

      “Well, in any case, we need to download the recording and take it to Detective Rodriguez. Maybe he’ll have some ideas of what to do with this information.”
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      After stopping at Randall’s and downloading the recording onto a flash drive, Chloe called Detective Rodriguez and asked him to meet them. Time was of the essence, just in case Marshall did plan on transferring the money or had some other plan up his sleeve.

      They were currently sitting in the detective’s office at the police station. After listening to the recording and reading them the riot act for having the meeting without police involvement, Rodriguez had called someone—he didn’t offer up who, and Chloe wasn’t about to ask, since he was already furious and was now pacing back and forth. It was driving Chloe crazy, but it was his office, so she kept her mouth shut.

      “And you don’t think it’s going to be as simple as Marshall transferring you the money and going away?” the detective finally said, addressing Randall.

      “No. He’s got something up his sleeve. I’m just not sure what it is.”

      “Any educated guesses?”

      Randall thought for a minute. “I’m sure he’s not in this alone. There has to be a bigger picture here. This just isn’t the Marshall I’ve known for twenty years. And I know what you’re about to say, that people change and all that, but I just can’t believe he would do this on his own. I just can’t. Something or someone is motivating him.”

      “Surely what’s on this tape will clear Randall?” Chloe interjected. She wanted justice, but her immediate concern was clearing Randall’s name.

      “Ultimately, that decision is a few pay grades above mine, but yes, I think this evidence will go a long way toward clearing his name.”

      Randall suddenly stood up. “May I use your computer?” he asked Detective Rodriguez.

      “Sure.”

      Randall walked behind the desk and sat down and started typing. After a few minutes, he turned the screen around so the detective and Chloe could see it. It was a website.

      “ProCon?” said Chloe. “What’s that?”

      “A competitor,” Randall said excitedly. “Or rather, a wannabe competitor. Last year we were in talks with them about a possible merger of resources. Marshall was gung ho for the merger. It would have brought a lot of capital to the table that would have funded a research project Marshall was interested in. But during my due diligence of researching them, I came across some of the places their resources were coming from and nixed the deal. Marshall was furious, but the board sided with me, not wanting to take that risk. What if Marshall thought this was a way to get rid of me and merge with ProCon?”

      “Do you think the board would agree to merge if you were out of the way?” Detective Rodriguez asked, giving voice to Chloe’s own thoughts.

      “I believe so. They’ve always gone with the direction we felt was the best one. They have a lot of faith in us. This was one of the few times we had a difference of opinion with something we took to the board. Them thinking I had embezzled the money would have weakened their confidence in me, and they may have started second-guessing my opinion on that deal. Yeah, I think they would do whatever he said was best with me out of the picture. Marshall can be very persuasive.”

      “What was your hesitation?” Chloe asked.

      “There was a paper trail that indicated they were taking money from a conglomerate in Japan, a company whose values and social responsibility differed from ours. And whose money didn’t seem to come from legitimate sources. We asked for more information from the investors and asked a lot of questions that they didn’t want to answer. They kept dodging, and it made me uncomfortable. That, on top of what we already knew, made me not want to close the deal. Marshall said I was paranoid, and that I was stupid to pass up the opportunity of the money this deal would bring us because of all the good that would come from the investment in his research project. In hindsight, it was really the first time he seemed to focus on the money rather than the research. Maybe that should have been my clue that his goals had changed.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Randall. We always see things more clearly after the fact,” Chloe said. “It’s what we do now that counts.”

      The phone in Detective Rodriguez’s office rang. He looked over at the display, and then picked it up. “Rodriguez,” he said into the phone by way of greeting. “Yeah. They’re both here. Uh-huh.” Rodriguez nodded, looking at the two of them, which made Chloe wonder who was on the other end of the line, and what they might be saying.

      “Okay, yeah. Ten minutes?” Rodriguez asked. “See you then.” He hung up the phone and grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair, where Randall was still sitting.

      “C’mon.”

      “Where are we going?” Chloe asked, standing up.

      “We’re going to meet the Feds. Their office is a few blocks down.”

      Randall had a shocked look on his face as he glanced at Chloe. She was also worried. Having people on that high a level wanting to meet this late at night was a big deal, and not necessarily a good one.

      “They want to hear what’s on the tape,” Jack said, obviously seeing their worry. It made sense but was still scary. “And talk to you about it.”

      They all rode in the detective’s car the few short blocks to the Federal Building, none of them saying a word. Chloe knew Randall was probably freaking out, even though the detective had said not to worry. It would be next to impossible not to worry if she were in his shoes.

      They pulled in and started to get out of the car.

      Detective Rodriguez turned to them. “I know I probably don’t need to tell you this, but tell them everything you know. Even if it seems insignificant. Even if you think it might get you in trouble,” Jack said, pointedly looking at both of them.

      Chloe and Randall nodded, and they all headed inside.This wasn’t the first time Chloe had been in a federal building. She just needed to remember federal employees were people too. She smiled inwardly at her bad humor.

      “Detective Rodriguez?” A man in a navy suit walked up to them and stuck out his hand toward the detective. “I’m Agent Smolder. Follow me, please.” He barely glanced in the direction of Randall and Chloe, not unusual, she knew, under these circumstances. They weren’t criminals, per se—well, she wasn’t, and Randall was in the alleged category—but they weren’t fellow law enforcement or anyone important either. At least in the opinion of the federal officers.

      Agent Smolder quickly ushered them into a conference room similar to ones found in any corporate office, where they joined a man and a woman who were already seated.

      “Thank you, Agent Smolder,” said the man. He had gray hair and wore a dark navy suit, which was the unofficial uniform of all the federal employees Chloe knew. While Agent Smolder took a seat, the man turned to the three of them and introduced himself.

      “I’m Jim Thorpe, federal prosecutor assigned to this case, and my colleague is Tanner Blume. I appreciate you coming down here so quickly, especially at this time of night. I hear you have some new information pertaining to this case?”

      “We have a recording that proves Randall didn’t embezzle money from GlobE. That Marshall Cooper did,” Chloe spoke up first. Jack slid the flash drive across the table to Jim, who gave it to Tanner and whispered something in her ear. Tanner jumped up and left the room, most likely to listen to what was on the tape, and Jim turned his attention back to them.

      “How did you come by this information?” he asked.

      “Randall met with him and got him to admit it,” Chloe replied, and proceeded to detail the entire story. Jim listened, his expression not giving away a single sign of what he was thinking about the whole situation.

      “Were you involved in this?” he eventually asked, looking at Detective Rodriguez, who shook his head.

      “No, sir. They came to me after the fact.”

      Tanner had come back in the room while Jim was asking that question and whispered in his ear. They seemed to do a lot of whispering.

      “Sir, if I may,” said Randall, clearing his throat nervously. “We didn’t involve anyone in this because, well, frankly we didn’t figure anyone would believe me until there was concrete evidence.”

      Again, Jim just sat there, his face not giving an indication of what he might be thinking. “The tape does give an indication that Marshall Cooper may have been involved. It lines up with some other evidence we have.”

      “Does that mean you believe I’m innocent?” Randall said.

      “Slow down. Not yet.”

      Randall’s face fell, and Chloe saw Jim’s face soften just a little, or so she thought. It could have been wishful thinking.

      “It’s a good start, and if we verify a few things, this might very well be your ticket to freedom. I will share with you that we were looking into some of Marshall’s activities, and maybe you can fill in some of the blanks.”

      Randall pretended to be surprised, not wanting to give away what they had already learned. “Really?”

      Jim nodded. “You were smart to not want to get involved with ProCon. They have ties to some people who are, shall we say, less than desirable.”

      “So what can we do to clear his name?” Chloe asked.

      Jim thought for a moment. “This is what I propose.”
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      The feds agreed with Randall, not thinking Marshall had any intent to share any of the embezzled money. But none of them were sure what his angle was. So the new plan was to let the twenty-four-hour deadline pass, and if Marshall didn’t come through, have Randall call Marshall and once again demand the money, telling him he would go to the press as well as the authorities. The feds believed Marshall was working on someone else’s behalf, which fell in line with Randall’s thinking.

      The feds came up with a plan to catch Marshall, and Randall agreed to help. Now they were coming up to the end of the twenty-four-hour deadline, and Randall and Chloe were sitting at his house, nervously waiting. The feds had put a trace on his phone so they could hear what was being said—just as much to track Randall, as it was to get information from Marshall. They had made it clear that Randall wasn’t completely out of the woods yet.

      “Are you ready for this?” Chloe asked him.

      He nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be. At least this is closer to being over.”

      “You really don’t think he will put the money in your account like he said?”

      “No. I don’t.” He grimaced.

      Randall had his account pulled up on his computer, and so far, there hadn’t been any activity.

      He kept looking at the clock on his phone, and as soon as it turned from 9:29 to 9:30, he refreshed it to see there still hadn’t been a multi-million-dollar deposit.  It would have been comical if there wasn’t so much riding on it. He picked the phone up, took a deep breath, and dialed, putting it on speaker so Chloe could hear.

      Marshall answered on the first ring.

      “You really want to test me, Marshall?”

      “I can explain, Randall. I just need more time,” Marshall said, but he didn’t sound worried or anything. Not like he should be with what was at stake. At least, in her opinion.

      “There is no more time to be had, Marshall!”

      “I know what you’ve got to be thinking, but you’ve got to trust me.”

      “Trust you? Why on earth would I trust you? After what you’ve done?” Randall laughed, but it was hollow.

      “Listen to me, Randall. Remember when we were kids and had math class?”

      Randall made a face, and Chloe looked at him questioningly.

      “Mrs. Sim’s class,” Randall said, clearly understanding what Marshall was trying to tell him.

      “Yes. Now I’ve got to go. Call me back in an hour.”

      Randall put his phone down and pulled his laptop over.

      “What did he mean?” Chloe asked.

      “He gave me a clue that might explain what’s going on.”

      “Well? Tell me!”

      “When we were in middle school, we had a teacher named Mrs. Sims. This was at the height of Marshall’s being bullied. She was a great teacher and felt bad for Marshall. She gave him the key to her supply room, telling him if he ever needed to get away and be alone, he could go there. She provided him a safe haven.”

      This was a nice story, but Chloe didn’t understand what it had to do with the present situation. She impatiently waited for Randall to continue.

      “So from then on, we always referred to math class as our safe word. In college, we created an email account just for us, in case we ever needed to discuss secret things. It was more just screwing around, kid stuff, and I haven’t thought about it in forever.”

      “That’s what Marshall was trying to tell you? To go to this place for a message?”

      “Exactly. If Marshall is being put up to this and he can’t chance getting caught telling me what’s going on, it would be a perfect place to get me a message.”

      “And can you still access this place after all this time?”

      “Yes. In fact . . . I’m in.”

      Chloe walked around to peer over his shoulder. There sat one lone email.

      “Wow, not even any spam,” Chloe said.

      “That’s because we don’t use it. So no one can find our email address to send spam.” Randall clicked on the message and brought it up.Randall, I’m really sorry to have put you through this, but I had no choice. I went to Clive Thomas for funding on project 23, and I’ve gotten in way over my head. When you wouldn’t merge, they gave me no option but to get you out of the way. I don’t know what to do. Please help me. Marshall.

      They both read in silence, and then looked at each other. “What’s project 23?” Chloe asked.

      “It was a pet of Marshall’s. Another potential alternative fuel source using minerals from water. GlobE wouldn’t fund the project. It was too expensive for research that had a slim chance of turning into something viable. Marshall was angry and upset that the board didn’t think there would be a good return on investment. Neither did I. I knew he was angry, but not this angry. I guess he decided to get the project funded at any cost.” Randall shook his head. “Marshall has always had a problem knowing when to let something go. Now it’s really landed him in trouble.”

      Randall’s phone rang. It was Agent Thorpe. “Yes, sir. I have a message from him that gives more information. Okay. We will be right there.” He hung up and turned to Chloe.

      “They want us back at the federal building. God, I hope this is over soon,” Randall sighed.

      “Me too,” said Chloe, and they walked to the back door.

      “Just a second. I left my keys on the table,” Randall said, turning back.

      “Okay,” Chloe said, and started to open the back door. She had barely turned the knob when the door was forcibly pushed open, knocking her off balance.

      “What are you doing here?” she gasped.

      “Did you say something, Chloe?” Randall called from the other room. “I can’t find my keys. I swear I set them right there on the table.”

      She could hear him moving things around.

      “Maybe you should just drive. I can grab my extra house key.”

      “Um, Randall,” she called out. “I’m not sure we’re going anywhere right now.”

      “What do you mean?” he said, walking up behind her. Then he stopped. “Oh.”

      “Both of you, back into the house,” the man said, waving a gun at them.

      Randall and Chloe turned and went back to the room they were just in.

      “Sit down,” the man said, and they complied. He shook his head. “You two should have just left well enough alone.”

      “Roger, I don’t understand, why are you here?” And holding a gun on us, Chloe wanted to add, but didn’t feel there was a need to state the obvious.

      “I’ve been sent by my employer to tie up loose ends, and you two fall into that category.”

      “I take it you’re not Bill Peterson’s son?”

      “Good story, though, wasn’t it? People always love a good orphan story.” He sneered.

      “You were just trying to get close to Bill?” Chloe asked.

      “Yes, and it worked. Now, enough with the questions. My boss wants to talk to you both. So this is what we are going to do. We’re going to get in your car, and you’re going to drive where I tell you. Any funny business and I’ll have no problem shooting you like I did your friend Bill.”

      Chloe and Randall both nodded nervously.

      “Now get up,” he said to them, not taking the gun off them for a minute. Gone was the insecure law student, and in his place was someone who was cold and seemed to have all the confidence in the world. So much for being a good judge of character. That trait had failed her this time.

      They got up and walked out to Chloe’s car, with Roger right behind them.

      Chloe slid behind the wheel with Randall next to her and Roger in the backseat, so he could keep an eye on them, along with the gun.

      Roger gave her the directions, and as she backed out of the driveway and listened to him tell her where to go, recognition dawned on her. She looked over to Randall and saw he had also figured out where they were going.

      About fifteen or twenty minutes went by. There was silence in the car except for directions from Roger every few minutes.

      Finally, they turned onto a gravel road that took them into the old train yard; the one Randall had met Marshall in. Their special place. Which made Chloe fear the worst, because what were the odds they would be driving here to meet someone other than Marshall?  She had a bad feeling about this.

      “Okay, stop here,” Roger said. “Turn off the engine, and give me the keys.” He stuck his free hand up toward the front to take the keys from her. “Now, get out.”

      As they were getting out, another car was pulling in and stopped a few feet from them. Chloe and Randall looked over to see Marshall and another man get out of the car.

      This was what Chloe had been afraid of once she realized where Roger was taking them. She glanced over at Randall to see his reaction, and he was impassive. She could only imagine that while he had probably reached the same conclusion upon knowing where they were going, the confirmation still had to be quite a blow.

      Finally, Randall spoke, “Marshall, why bother with the cryptic phone call and email if you were just going to bring us out here and kill us?”

      Chloe flinched at his bluntness. She’d tried not to think the obvious about their situation. Randall apparently wanted to get all the cards on the table.

      “I had to buy some time. I assumed your phone was bugged by the feds, since I know you met with them after our last conversation. I wanted to throw them off to give me enough time to collect my money and take off.”

      “So you did frame him and take the money,” Chloe said.

      “It was a means to an end.” Marshall shrugged. “ProCon wanted the company, and I wanted to be rich.”

      “You are rich! We both are,” Randall said. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, well, I wanted to be rich on a whole different level. You, my friend, just wanted to keep reinvesting in the company and give it away to philanthropic endeavors. Your Little Goody Two-Shoes act was draining us.”

      “Marshall, we had plenty!”

      “Randall, you just never understood, and frankly, I don’t have the time to explain it to you,” Marshall said, looking at his watch. “I’ve got a plane to catch.”

      “Then why bring us out here?” Chloe asked. “Why not have Roger just kill us back at the house?”

      “I wanted to see Randall one last time.”

      There was something about Marshall’s tone that was so unnerving to Chloe. He was completely emotionless and cold, and to hear him talk, he just didn’t seem sane.  How had they been friends all these years?

      “Roger, you may do your job once I leave,” Marshall said, waving his hand and walking back to his car. Roger nodded.

      “Marshall, you don’t have to do this,” Randall called to his back.

      “Yes, Randall, I’m afraid I do.”

      Chloe and Randall stared at Marshall as he got in and started the car. Now the panic was settling in as Chloe realized there didn’t seem to be a way out of this. She reached over to Randall and grabbed his hand. He was trembling as bad as she was.

      Marshall’s car started pulling away, and Roger spoke up.

      “Start walking.” He motioned back toward the abandoned cars.

      Chloe gripped Randall’s hand tighter, and they turned to do as Roger said.

      The sound of sirens almost gave Chloe a heart attack, as adrenaline charged through her body.

      Lights flashing and sirens going, the place was quickly filled up with law enforcement vehicles. She could see that Marshall’s car was blocked in.

      Roger started to make a run for it when a voice said, “Stop, Roger Moorehouse, you are under arrest. Drop your weapon.”

      Roger stopped, letting his gun fall to the ground, and two men quickly came, handcuffed him, and led him away.

      Randall grabbed Chloe and hugged her tight. She could feel the tears forming, and her body went almost limp as the reality sank in about what had almost happened.

      “Sorry to break this up, but we need to talk to you both,” Agent Thorpe said, walking up to them. Chloe had never been so glad to see someone in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      “How did you know where we were?” Chloe asked thirty minutes later, as they were seated in a room at the police station.

      “I got a call from Randall,” Jim Thorpe said.

      Chloe looked over at Randall with a confused look on her face.

      “I hit redial as soon as I walked down the hall and saw Roger there. I was just hoping that Agent Thorpe could hear me.”

      “We could, and that’s what tipped us off to what was happening. If Randall hadn’t done that . . . well, this may have turned out differently.”

      “Then you were able to hear the directions Roger was giving us,” Chloe said to no one in particular, the whole thing making sense now.

      “What’s going to happen to Marshall?” Randall asked.

      “Well, Roger flipped quick on Marshall to save his own skin, once he realized how much trouble he was in. He confessed to killing Bill, breaking into Bill’s house, and breaking into your apartment. He was looking for evidence Bill had on Marshall, that Marshall didn’t want to get out.

      “Detective Rodriguez contacted us as we were on our way to you. He found out Roger wasn’t Bill’s son, and that he was suspected in a few other criminal activities.”

      “Was he looking for the same information that Joe Barber, the guy Marshall sent to spy on Randall, was looking for?” Chloe asked.

      Agent Thorpe shook his head.

      “No, Joe Barber was trying to help. He had given Bill information, the same information that ultimately got Bill killed. He was following you guys, waiting to decide if you could be trusted, and partly afraid if he told you, you both might be killed. He feels responsible for what happened to Bill. We picked him up this morning. He filled us in, and his story checks out. He had the information Roger was looking for.”

      “What was it Bill was hiding?” Randall asked.

      “Documents that show Marshall’s correspondence with Clive Thomas at ProCon, planning to set you up.”

      “Wow. So, this was really all about greed. Marshall wanting more than what he had, at any cost,” Chloe said.

      “That’s how it looks,” said Agent Thorpe. “Right now, Marshall is refusing to talk, but I’m sure he will eventually, and we’ll get more answers.”

      “Does this mean Randall’s name is cleared?”

      “We have a few more i’s to dot and t’s to cross, legal red tape, but at this point, we have no reason to believe Randall was anything more than the fall guy. It shouldn’t take long to clear him.”

      Randall smiled, relief washing over him, and Chloe beamed.

      The agents had another hour’s worth of questions, and then finally let them leave.

      “Thank goodness that’s over,” said Chloe. “I bet you’ll be glad to get back to your normal life.”

      “Yeah,” Randall said, and she could tell he was preoccupied.

      “Thinking about Marshall?”

      “I just can’t understand how I didn’t see this coming. How could he have changed so much?”

      “I don’t know, Randall, and you need to realize you may never know.”

      “You’re right. I just need to put it behind me and move on, as difficult as that may be.”

      “Yes, you do, but I know it won’t be easy. You need to take some time for yourself and relax. Figure out your next move.”

      “Oh, to relax and let things get back to normal,” Randall said. “The thought of it sounds just wonderful. I wonder if they ever will be. Normal, I mean. My entire life has been turned upside down.”

      “You’ll just have to see, I guess.”

      “I guess I will.”
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