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Chapter One

 



 

Being the wife of a cop isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Take now, for instance. I was supposed to be having a nice, romantic dinner with my husband at our favorite Italian restaurant. The ambiance was perfect – drippy candles, couples holding hands at tables for two, soft music, dim lighting, and me in a brand new black, strapless dress that perfectly matched the new slingbacks on my freshly pedicured feet. The only thing missing from my romantic evening? 


The man. 


I was sitting at the table alone, enjoying my third helping of bread as I waited for my husband who was now… I looked down at the readout on my cell phone… officially twenty minutes late. 


Not that I wasn’t used to Ramirez showing up late. It had actually become kind of a theme in our marriage so far. My husband was Detective Jack Ramirez, L.A.P.D. homicide division. To say his work schedule was unpredictable would be the understatement of the century. Most of the time, I tried not to let it bother me. I was, after all, self-employed as a high-end footware designer, so it wasn’t hard to set my own work hours around his. Sure, it meant some late nights alone and some early mornings listening to his cell go off as the captain called him into investigate another dead body abandoned on their precinct’s turf. But usually I could let those minor annoyances roll off me as par for the course being a cop’s wife. 


Usually.

Tonight had been a special night. One we’d planned weeks in advance. I’d checked and double checked to make sure he was scheduled to have the night off. I’d even reminded him that morning about our seven o’-clock reservation. 


And yet, here I was. Alone.

Again.

Some days, I wished I’d married a nice reliable plumber.

My cell rang in the sparkly silver purse I’d picked out to match my slingbacks, and I checked the readout. Ramirez.

“Hey,” I said, hitting the on button. “Where are you?” I silently prayed he’d say on the 405, stuck in traffic on his way to meet me.

“Maddie, I’m so sorry,” he started. 


Damn. No good news ever began that way.

“Sorry for being just a few minutes late to dinner?” I asked hopefully.

Ramirez sighed on the other end. “Look, I’m really, really sorry, but I’m not going to be able to make dinner tonight after all.”

I felt my hope melt faster than the romantic candle in the center of my table for one. “Great.”

“I wish I could be there,” Ramirez quickly added.

“Who is it this time?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The dead body. I am assuming you’re standing me up for a dead body, right?”

I could hear a pause on the other end. “I’m really sorry. But, yeah, we’ve got a body in Chatsworth.”

It took a certain kind of girl to keep from taking it personally that her husband routinely chose dead bodies over her.

Too bad I wasn’t that kind of girl.

“Again?” I moaned, unable to keep the whiney toddler out of my voice.

“I’m sorry,” Ramirez repeated for the umpteenth time. “Look, I gotta go.”

“Will I see you later?” I asked, signaling the server for our bill. Which, hopefully, would be small considering all I’d had was bread and water.

I could hear Ramirez shaking his head in response on the other end. “I doubt it. Looks like it’s going to be a late night. It sounds like it’s a real mess over here.” Even as he said it, I could hear sirens in the background, signaling he was approaching the scene. 


“Fine,” I said, not even trying to keep the sulk out of my voice. “I guess I’ll see you… sometime.”

“Sorry, Maddie,” Ramirez said again. “I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

Then he hung up.

I looked across the restaurant at a couple in the corner, holding hands, smiling at each other, sharing a bottle of the same wine Ramirez and I had planned on ordering.

What did you want to bet he was a plumber?


 


* * *

 


“He left you alone at Giseppi’s?” My best friend, Dana, stared at me with wide, unbelieving eyes as she cranked her elliptical up to nine.

I nodded. “Yes. Again,” I added for emphasis. I took a long sip from my water bottle. Even though my machine was only on four, I was sweating twice as hard as Dana. To say I was a regular at the gym would be a bigger exaggeration than calling Snookie a celebrity. Usually it took an act of God or a too tight favorite pair of jeans to get me here. But when Dana had called me that morning, I’d been in the mood to blow off a little steam, and the gym seemed like as a good a place as any to do that. So, I’d relented. A decision I was having serious second thoughts about now as I sweated a river. 


“Geeze, Maddie, I’m so sorry. I know you were looking forward to a night out finally.”

“And you know what’s even worse?” I added.

“It gets worse?”

“He didn’t even come home last night. Called from the station around midnight saying he was pulling another all-nighter. That’s three this week. I swear I fall asleep to Conan more than I sleep with my husband.”

“Dude. Sucks,” Dana said, shaking her head in sympathy as she ratcheted her machine up another notch. 


“Tell me about it,” I mumbled. 


“Oh, hey! I know what will cheer you up,” Dana said.

“What?”

“Shopping. You picked out your awards dress yet?’ she asked.

Last year I had been lucky enough to land a gig as the shoe designer for a period film that was nominated for a Viewer’s Choice Award for best picture. Not that I, as the lowly shoe designer, would get an award if we won, but it had garnered me an invitation to the red carpet event – my very first. 


I nodded. “Yep. I decided to go with the vintage Versace.”

“The black one?”

“With the rhinestones.”

“So pretty,” Dana cooed.

“And, I designed the perfect shoes to go with them. They just arrived yesterday. Gorgeous.”

Dana let out a girlie “eek!” and scrunched up her shoulders. “I can’t wait to see them!”

 “Okay, enough about me,” I said, the thought of red caret fashion pulling me out of my pity-party for one. “Tell me about your night out with Ricky.”

Dana rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Where to even begin?”

“That good, huh?”

“Well, Ricky had this thing to go to on Wilshire. Some big shot producer’s birthday party. But the paparazzi must have got wind of it somehow, because they chased us all the way from his place in Hollywood to the event. It was like we had our own parade with flash bulbs going off all over the place.”

Dana was dating Ricky Montgomery, the movie star. He’d started his career on the primetime drama Magnolia Lane, playing a gardener so hunky that every desperate housewife on the street lusted after him. But three seasons in, his character had been killed in a Homeowner’s Association riot, and Ricky had moved on to film roles, the latest of which had just launched him from supporting actor to full-fledged leading man status. On the up side, he’d been able to pull some strings and get Dana a part playing opposite him, meaning that my actress slash aerobics instructor best friend had finally been able to drop the slash aerobics instructor part of her job description. On the downside, she’d been featured on TMZ twice already with less-than-flattering photos of her leaving Ricky’s place early in the morning, post-party and pre-coffee. Living in the public eye had its price. (Even if that price was in the millions per picture.)

“But was the party good?” I asked, huffing as I lowered my machine down a level. 


Dana shrugged. “I guess. I mean, it was all business, you know? Schmoozing with the right agents, rubbing elbows with the right producers. I never thought partying would be so much work. But at least Ricky made it up to me when we got back to his place.”

She grinned. But then must have seen the look on envy my face, as she quickly said. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. Look, I’m sure Ramirez will make it up to you soon, too.”

“That’s what he keeps promising,” I agreed, though I had my doubts about his ability to make good on that promise before his captain called him in again.

“Well, what about Valentine’s Day?” Dana asked. “Surely you guys have something special planned?”

I nodded. “Definitely.”

Not only was this coming Saturday our first Valentine’s Day together as a married couple, but it was also our first anniversary. Yes, we’d gotten married on the most romantic holiday of all. And I was determined that our first anniversary would top it. 


“I rented us a room at the Beverly Hilton Hotel. The honeymoon suite. Complete with champagne, caviar, and a hot tub for two.”

“Ooooo,” Dana said. “Very romantic.”

“The only problem,” I told her, “is that I have no idea what to get Ramirez for a Valentine’s anniversary gift.”

“Lingerie?” she suggested.

“That’s more for me, isn’t it?”

“Not if it’s the right lingerie,” Dana said waggling her eyebrows up and down.

I grinned. “Point taken. But I was hoping to come up with something a little more personal.”

“How about a personal love poem?”

I actually snorted at that suggestion. Out loud. (Though, in my defense, I’d been working out for over an hour. I was lucky I could produce breath at all, let alone a snort.) Ramirez was a cop. A tall, broad shouldered cop with a scar over one eyebrow and a tattoo of a panther running down his arm. Tough Guy didn’t even begin to describe Ramirez. Not that he didn’t have feelings. I’m sure he did. In fact, I knew he did, or I never would have married him. But I was pretty sure he did love poems about the same way I did boxing… with one eye shut and cringing the whole time. 


“No. Love poem is out.”

Dana pursed her lips together, thinking. “Okay, well what about something sexy. Like… handcuffs?”

“He’s a cop. He already has handcuffs.”

“Fur lined ones?”

I rolled my eyes. “Vetoed.”

“Okay, maybe not handcuffs. But I know this place that has all kinds of sexy stuff like that.”

“I don’t know…” I hedged.

“Trust me, it will be fun.”

“What’s the place called?”

“Peach’s Pleasure Den.”

“It sounds like a sex shop.”

“It’s very classy.”

“A classy sex shop?”

“Come on, Maddie,” Dana said, turning to me and shutting off her machine. “A couple sensual toys might be just what you need to keep Ramirez sleeping at home more often, you know what I mean?”

Honestly? It had been so long I almost didn’t know what she meant.

Which, even though I still had my reservations, prompted me to nod in agreement. “Okay. Fine. I’ll go look.”

Dana grinned. A big, wicked thing that instantly had me second guessing my decision.

“Look!” I emphasized. “Just look.”

 


 


* * *

 


Peach’s Pleasure Den was located two blocks south of Laurel Canyon in Studio City, right between a dry cleaner and production company with the NBC logo emblazoned on the side of the building. In the windows of the Pleasure Den were mannequins dressed in bright red lingerie with little pink feathers and hearts placed in strategic places. The sign above the door flashed “open” in pink neon, and the sign to the right of the window said to ask about their latest latex fetish gear. 


I was having serious second (and third, and fourth) thoughts.

“You know, I’m not sure this is really Ramirez’s kind of place.”

“Trust me, Maddie,” Dana said, grabbing me by the arm and steering me inside. “This is every man’s kind of place.”

The second we stepped through the doors, I felt a blush hit my cheeks. 


To our right was a tall counter holding a cash register and an assortment of condoms in bright colors and, if the sign beside them was to be believed, “tantalizing flavors”. To our left was a rack of shelves displaying various facsimiles of the male anatomy made out of rubber and plastic– most in sizes I was pretty sure real guys never came in. Behind the rack was a wall of leather collars, whips, and straps that I’d bet my favorite stilettos would leave Ramirez even more speechless than a love poem. And on the far wall was what looked like rubber clothing in a variety of colors, shapes, and sizes, all studded with thick metal zippers. 


“You know what?” I said, taking it all in. “Maybe some nice lingerie would do the trick after all. I hear Victoria’s Secret is having a sale. Let’s go.”

I grabbed Dana’s arm, but she shook me off.

“Relax, Maddie. I’m sure Peach can suggest something that’s just your speed.”

I hoped she wasn’t talking literally as I eyed the display of “super powered vibrating friends”.

“Peach?’ Dana called out, rounding the counter that held the register. A doorway behind it led to what I’d guess was a stockroom or office. “You here, Peach?” Dana called through the open doorway.

No one answered. 


“She’s probably in the back,” Dana decided. “Wait here, and I’ll go get her.”

“You’re leaving me alone?” I asked, my voice going higher than I’d have liked.

Dana grinned. “Geeze, Maddie. They’re just toys. They don’t bite.” She paused. “Well, most of them. I’d stay away from the vampire fetish section if I were you.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but before I had the chance, she’d disappeared.

I wrapped my arms around myself, somehow feeling unnerved being surrounded by all the… sex. Which of course, was ridiculous. I was a grown woman. I was a married woman. So some people liked a little plastic in the mix while they had sex. Big deal, right?

Once I had myself halfway convinced that I was handling this new experience like a worldly adult, I dared to venture toward a shelf labeled, “Romantic Games.” I was looking for romantic. And I liked monopoly. Maybe a game was the thing. 


I picked one up called “Truth or Dare”. I’d played a version of that at junior high sleepovers. Maybe this would be fun. Maybe Dana was right – Ramirez might get a kick out of this. I turned the box over and read the rules. I only got halfway down – between the hot wax card and the whipped cream penalty - when I realized this was not monopoly. I set the box back on the shelf. 


I was just about to find Dana and call this the bad idea it was when I heard a scream from the back room.

“Maddie!” Dana yelled. “Come quick!” 


As much as seeing what the back room held terrified my faux worldly self, the panic in Dana’s voice had me charging through the doorway full force. So fast that I ran smack into Dana’s back as she stood transfixed in the center of the storeroom.

“Dana, are you okay-” I started to ask. But I never quite finished that statement because, as I looked past her, I saw what had had her screaming bloody murder.

It was, in fact, bloody murder.

Or, to be more precise, the body of a woman, laying twisted on the floor, the front of her T-shirt soaked in blood.


 


 


 

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


Several screams, “ohmigod”s and one 911 call later, Dana and I were huddled on the curb outside the Pleasure Den while policemen and crime scene techs swarmed the store. It had been immediately apparent that Peach was dead, and, at the risk of contaminating the crime scene, Dana and I had bolted outside and not gone back in since police arrived. At least, that’s what we told the first officer on scene. The truth? We’d been so squicked out by the dead body we’d both bolted for the door before the words “crime scene” even entered our minds. 


“Ms. Springer?” one of the uniformed officers asked, approaching us. 


I swallowed, clearing my still-too-dry throat. “Yes?”

“A detective would like to talk to you.”

I looked past the uniform and saw a dark haired guy in a leather jacket getting out of an SUV. Uh oh. I knew that detective well.

“Uh, are you sure maybe you couldn’t take my statement instead?”

The uniform gave me a funny look. “I think it would be better if the detective took it.”

“Oh, I think it would be worse.” Much worse.

But, since he had the gun and I didn’t, I didn’t protest (much) as he helped me up off the curb.

I shifted from foot to foot as I watched Ramirez stop to exchange a few words with the responding officer. The guy pointed my way, and Ramirez looked over. Very slowly I could see him raising an eyebrow at me. 


Oh boy.

He sauntered over, cocked his head at me. His face was unreadable cop through and through.

I did a little one finger wave. “Hi.”

“Hi.” His voice was flat, monotone. Total Bad Cop mode. “Officer Patterson tells me you found the body?”

“Well, technically, Dana found it first,” I said, gesturing to my best friend.

Ramirez looked from me to her, giving her the same blank poker-faced stare.

“Hi,” Dana said. She waved, too, though it didn’t have much more affect than mine had.

Ramirez did a deep sigh through his nose, then turned back to me. “And what, exactly, were you two doing here?”

I bit my lip. “Um… buying you a Valentine’s anniversary present.”

Both of his eyebrows went north this time. “Here?”

I nodded. “Um… yeah?” Only it sounded more like a question. “You see, I was pretty sure you didn’t want a love poem, because I don’t really like boxing, so I figured you’d be more into something like a game. Only the game said if you lose the whipped cream penalty challenge you have to endure the hot wax kisses, which I wasn’t sure you were really into, but at least it was better than the latex fetish wear hanging on the wall, but then Dana did this really big scream and I-“

“Enough!” Ramirez put his hands up. 


I clamped my lips shut and did a zipping-them-closed motion.

Ramirez did another deep breathing exercise, and I wasn’t sure, but I thought I could feel him mentally counting to ten.

“Where was the body when you found it?”

“Store room.”

“And she was already dead then?”

“She was covered in blood and her eyes were staring at the ceiling,” I said, cringing as I relived the scene. “We didn’t check for a pulse, but I’m pretty sure she was dead.”

Dana nodded in agreement behind me. “Poor Peach.”

“Did you touch anything?” Ramirez asked.

I shook my head in the negative. “No. We were very careful to leave quickly so we didn’t contaminate the crime scene.”

“Plus, we were scared shitless,” Dana added. 


“That, too,” I agreed.

“You should have been,” Ramirez said. “Jesus, Maddie, what if the killer was still in there?”

I felt my face pale. “Was he?”

Ramiro paused a moment, then shook his head. “No. It looks like she’s been dead at least a couple hours.”

“How did she…” I trailed off, even talking about dead bodies kinda squicking me out again. “…expire?” I finally settled on. 


Ramirez let his gaze stray to the front door. “The ME will have to examine the body back at the lab for official results, but I can tell you that she was stabbed. Several times,” he added.

I swallowed. “Any idea who by?” 


Ramirez shook his head. “Someone angry, that’s for sure.”

“A crime of passion?” Dana piped up.

Which sounded a little melodramatic to me, but Ramirez nodded. “I guess you could put it that way. Stabbings tend to be very personal”

“So not robbery then?” I asked.

Ramirez shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it. The register was intact and nothing obvious is missing. We’ll have to check what’s in the store against the inventory to be sure, but it looks like whoever did this was only after Peach.”

Which chilled me to goosebumps even standing in the warm, California sun.

 



* * *

 


After taking our official statements, Dana and I were released, and she dropped me off at home before racing to Ricky’s to tell him about the “Sex Shop Murder”, as she’d already started calling it. 


I tried to block out the image of poor Peach’s body by jumping into the sketches I was working on for a pair of boots for my fall line, but my heart wasn’t in it. Instead, I flipped on the TV, watching for a sign of Peach on the news as I made myself a dinner of macaroni and cheese from a box with diced green chilies. (After years as a single girl, I was slowly easing into this whole domestic goddess role. I’d mastered doing my make-up while sharing the one bathroom mirror with Ramirez as he shaved, but cooking was something I’d yet to conquer.) 


I was halfway through a bowl of over cooked macaroni (I wasn’t kidding about the no-cooking thing), when Ramirez walked through the front door.

I paused mid bite. “Hi.”

“Hey,” he said, throwing his jacket onto a chair. “What’s for dinner?”

I looked down into my bowl. “I wasn’t expecting you home.”

“I’m not home.”

I raised an eyebrow his way. 


“I’m just grabbing a quick bite and a nap before heading back out.”

I frowned. “You didn’t sleep last night, either.”

“No time.” He sniffed at the pot of my Kraft creation on the stove. He took a bite, shrugged, added another handful of chilies and spooned some into a bowl. “I gotta work the case while it’s still hot.”

How many times had I heard that before?

“Right,” I said, doing my best Understanding Wife. “I guess as long as you still have Saturday night off, I can wait until then to see you.”

Ramirez paused, a forkful of macaroni halfway to his mouth. “Saturday?”

I felt a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. “Valentine’s Day. Our anniversary.”

Ramirez cleared his throat, shifted on his feet, looked down into his bowl. “Um, yeah. About that…”

“Oh no. No, no, no, no. Don’t you dare!”

“Maddie…”

“Don’t you dare cancel on me. Not this time. Jack, it’s our anniversary,” I said, instantly dropping Understanding Wife and breaking out my whiney toddler impersonation again. 


“I know,” he said. “But I have this case.”

“You always have a case!”

“Yes, and I always have to work them. It’s kind of my job.” 


I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yeah? And I’m kind of your wife, though you wouldn’t know it.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means we never spend any time together.”

“We’re together now.”

My turn to narrow my eyes. “This is our anniversary we’re talking about, Jack. Our first anniversary. Not to mention Valentine’s Day! Surely you can get some time off?”

“I had time off planned, Maddie, but the first forty-eight hours are the most important in any case. I can’t just drop Peach because it’s some made up holiday.”

I clenched my jaw. “Some ‘made up holiday?’ You think Valentine’s Day is some joke? That celebrating our love doesn’t matter?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Fine,” I yelled, really gaining steam now. “Fine, you know what? If this day means so little to you, I don’t want to spend it with you anyway.”

“Jesus,” Ramirez mumbled under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Look, I have to work, okay? We can celebrate some other day.”

“Right. Like last night.”

Ramirez gave me a blank look.

“Do you even know what we were supposed to be celebrating last night?”

He pursed his lips together. “If I say no, you’re going to be mad right?”

“Wrong. I’m already mad.”

“Swell.”

“And it was my birthday. We were supposed to be celebrating my birthday last night.”

Ramirez frowned. “Your birthday was in October.”

“Exactly!” I threw my hands up. “You had a case then, and we had to cancel. We’ve had to cancel three times since then. It’s February and I’m still waiting for my October birthday dinner. At this rate, we’ll be celebrating our first anniversary when we’re ninety.”

“Exaggeration, much?” he countered.

I clenched my jaw. “Sleeping on the couch, much?”

Ramirez threw his hands up. “Look, Maddie, there’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry. But unless this case solves itself in the next two days, my hands are tied.”

“Fine.” I picked up my macaroni bowl and stalked to the bedroom. “Enjoy your nap,” I threw back at him. Then added, “On the couch!” and slammed the door behind me.


 


 


* * *

 


I’d like to say that I slept the long, satisfied sleep of those who have had the last word. But, the truth was, having the last word isn’t nearly as satisfying as having your husband cuddled up beside you. In fact, getting the last word, much like being married to a cop, isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be. I spent the entire night tossing and turning, feeling guilty for yelling at him. The more I didn’t sleep, the more I realized how unfair I was being. It wasn’t as if Ramirez chose to work on our anniversary. He was right; there wasn’t much he could do about it. And it wasn’t fair to Peach’s family to put her murder on a backburner just because we had plans. As much as the demands of his job were unreasonable, so, I realized, were my expectations. 


By the time the sun finally peeked through the bedroom curtains, I felt like a regular heel. I stumbled out of bed and toward the scent of coffee in the kitchen. I blinked at the full coffee pot. Even after our fight, Ramirez had made me coffee before he left for work. That’s it, I was officially the worst wife ever.

But, I had an idea how I could make it up to him. 


Something he’d said last night had stuck with me, and I suddenly knew exactly what I was going to get Ramirez for our Valentine’s anniversary.

I grabbed the phone and dialed Dana’s number.

Three rings into it, I heard a groggy, “Hello?”

“Hey. It’s me.”

There was pause. “What time is it?”

I glanced up at the clock over the sink. “Seven.”

Dana groaned. “Way too early.”

“Sorry. Late night?” I asked.

“Film premier. We didn’t get in until three.”

“Ouch.”

“Tell me about it. My feet are killing me, my head hurts, and I feel like a squirrel has been nesting in my mouth all night. You know, being the girlfriend of a movie star isn’t always all it’s cracked up to be.”

“You too, huh?” I mumbled.

“What?”

“Never mind. Listen, want to meet me for coffee? Say, half an hour?”

I heard rustling on the other end as Dana pulled herself out of bed. “If there’s caffeine involved, I’m so there.”


 


* * *

 


Forty minutes later I was showered, dressed in a pair of jeans, my favorite pink blouse with white pinstripes down the front, and a pair of silver, sequined pumps, sitting at a table at Starbucks as Dana sipped her non-fat, no-sugar, soy decaf latte across from me, listening to my brilliant plan. 


“I know what to get Ramirez for our Valentine’s anniversary,” I told her.

“What?” Dana asked, licking latte off her lips.

“A day off.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “And how are you going to do that?”

“Simple. I’m going to solve this case for him.”

Dana barked out a laugh. “Oh, yeah. Simple.”

“Okay, maybe ‘simple’ isn’t exactly the right word,” I conceded, “but I’m sure we can do it.”

The truth was, I had helped Ramirez on cases before. In fact, there had been at least one time when I’d actually cracked the case wide open for him. Not that I was a Sherlock Holmes by any means, but, at least in this case, I did have one advantage.

“You knew Peach,” I pointed out to Dana. “That’s a distinct advantage to us.”

Dana bit her lip. “I didn’t know her that well. I mean, she was kinda more of an acquaintance than a good friend.”

“But you know enough about her life to have some clue as to who could have wanted her dead?”

Again with the lip biting. “Maybe?” Dana said. Though she didn’t sound quite as confident as I might have hoped. 


“Okay, let’s go at this in an organized way.” I grabbed notebook and pen from my purse. I wrote the word ‘suspects’ at the top of the page. “Ramirez said the crime felt personal to him.”

“Right!” Dana agreed. “A crime of passion.”

“So we should start with those closest to Peach. Did she have a boyfriend?” I asked.

Dana nodded. “Yes!” she said triumphantly. “I met him at the store once. Vic something.”

“Perfect!” I said. I wrote ‘Vic Something’ on the paper. “What about family?”

Dana shook her head. “Sorry. No idea.”

“Okay, well, what if her death was business related? Who else works at the store?”

“There’s Gage. He’s her business partner. Peach ran the place, but Gage came in to do the books and inventory and stuff like that.”

I wrote the name down. “Anyone else Peach spent time with?”

“Oh! Celia!”

“And she is?” I asked, writing the name down. 


“Her roommate. Peach told me they shared a place in Echo Park.”

I wrote ‘roommate’ next to Celia’s name. “Got an address?”

Dana frowned and shook her head. “Sorry.” 


“That’s okay,” I said looking down at the list. “This is a good start. So, who do we question first?” 


Dana shrugged. “I say the boyfriend. Crime of passion and all.”

I nodded. “Suspects, here we come!”


 


 


 


Chapter Three


 


 


 

Unfortunately, our enthusiasm proved to be greater than our actual knowledge about the suspects. Without Vic’s last name or number or anything about him, it was a little hard to track him down for an intense interrogation. Instead, we decided to go back to the Pleasure Den and see what we could find out about the boyfriend there.

As I pulled my little red Jeep up to the curb outside the shop, we could see crime scene tape still lying on the ground just outside the doors. The neon ‘open’ sign was shut off, but I could see movement inside the shop. Dana and I knocked on the glass door, and a minute later a guy wearing an earring in his eyebrow and a flannel shirt that looked stained in at least three different places came to the door. 


“We’re closed,” he yelled through the glass.

“I know. We wanted to talk to you about Peach,” I shouted back.

“What?” He put a hand to his ear.

“We want to talk about Peach!”

He shook his head. “I can’t hear you!”

“PEACH!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.

The guy jumped back. “Oh.” He pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the door, pulling it open a crack. “What do you want?” he asked.

“Hi. I’m Maddie Springer and this is my friend, Dana. Um, we were wondering if we could ask you some questions about Peach.”

He frowned. “Why? Are you reporters?”

“No,” Dana said, shaking her head. “We’re helping the police with the investigation.”

I elbowed her in the ribs. “Uh, sort of. We’re…”

“She’s married to the detective in charge,” Dana said, pointing at me.

I shrugged and did a feeble little laugh. “Uh, yeah, anyway, we just wanted to ask a couple questions about Peach if you don’t mind.”

He bit his lip, probably trying to figure out what sort of official capacity the wife of a police detective had, but finally nodded. “Yeah. I guess so. Come on in.” He opened the door, letting Dana and I through before locking it behind us again. 


The place looked much the same as it had yesterday, the only difference the faint dusting of black powder on several of the surfaces near the cash register. Apparently CSU had covered all robbery bases after all.

“What do you want to know about Peach?” the guy asked, crossing his arms over his chest and taking a wide, defensive stance.

“You’re Gage?” I guessed.

He nodded. 


“And you were Peach’s business partner?”

Again with the nod, but he didn’t speak. This was going to be harder than I thought.

“So, what, exactly was the partnership?”

Gage shrugged. “It was a 50/50 split. I’m not exactly a people person-”

Shocker.

“- but Peach had the personality to deal with the public. I was more behind the scenes. I did the ordering, books, inventory. Peach did all the customer service stuff. She also did some product development.”

“Product development?” I asked, hoping I didn’t live to regret the question. 


“Peach was very creative. She came up with a few original items. Our personal massagers do very well, and her line of latex wear is selling off the charts,” he said, gesturing to the wall of rubber clothes I’d noticed the day before.

“So, business is good, then?” Dana asked.

He grinned wide, showing off a pair of gold teeth in front. “It’s great. The economy tanks, and people are depressed and looking for cheap fun. Can’t get any cheaper or more fun than sex, right? Sales were up 10% this month.”

I couldn’t help being impressed. Sales had decreased 3% in the fashion industry.

“Did Peach have any enemies?” I asked, switching gears. “Anyone you can think of that might have wanted to hurt her?”

Gage shook his head. “Not really. Peach was the sweetest person ever. It’s got to be some random weirdo. I mean, most of our clientele was your average Joe looking to spice things up with the missus, but once in a while we did get a crazy in here.”

“Did Peach mention any crazies in particular? Anyone giving her trouble?”

He shook his head. “Not to me. Sorry.”

“She was dating someone,” Dana prompted. “Vic I think his name was. Do you know where we can find him?” 


He shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t get into her personal life. But I’m sure her roommate would know.”

“You have an address for her?” I asked.

Gage nodded, then grabbed a Post-it from behind the counter and wrote Peach’s address down on it.

“Thanks,” I said as he handed it over.

“Anything else?” Gage asked. “’Cause I’ve got a ton of work to do now getting orders filled on my own.”

“Um, just one more question,” I said slowly, trying to figure a way to word this that wouldn’t be construed as an accusation. “Uh… can you tell us where you were yesterday when she was killed?”

He barked out a laugh. “Really? You think I killed Peach? I mean, why on earth would I do that?”

“We’re just covering all bases,” I assured him.

He shook his head. “Look, without Peach, I’m sunk. I gotta deal with customers, which bites, you know? I need to find a new front person fast.”

“And now that she’s gone, who gets her 50% of the business?” Dana piped up.

Oooo… good question! I leaned in waiting to hear how he answered it.

Gage paused, then crossed his arms over his chest again in an unconsciously protective gesture. “I do.”

Dana and I shot each other a look.

“What? What was that look?” Gage asked. 


“Nothing.”

“I didn’t kill her. Look, the business was more of an asset to me with her here. Owning 50% of a thriving business was a lot better than having to deal with the whole thing myself.”

That made a certain sense, I supposed, but I wasn’t totally convinced. And it must have shown on my face because he added, “Look, you want to know who had issues with Peach, talk to her roommate.” He pointed to the Post-it he’d given me.

“Why?” I asked.

“She and Peach had a big fight just last week.”

“Really?” I asked. “About what?’

“I don’t know the details, but Peach came in here all pissed off, ranting about how her roommate wouldn’t leave.”

“Leave?” Dana asked. “Peach was kicking her out?”

Gage nodded. 


“Why?”

“Beats me. Ask the roommate.”

Believe me, I intended to.

 


 


* * *


 

Ten minutes later we pulled up to Peach’s house. It was a small bungalow on a street lined with palm trees, small front yards, and friendly looking garden gnomes. The homes weren’t large, but were big on old Hollywood charm, and I knew the zip code carried a hefty price tag. Just blocks from prime shopping and restaurants, I could see why Peach’s roommate wouldn’t want to leave. But would she be willing to kill to stay, was the question. 


I parked my Jeep at the curb and we walked up the paved pathway to Peach’s front door. I gave a knock, and two beats later it was opened by a slim woman with jet black hair and a healthy smattering of tattoos down her sleeveless arms. Her eyes were rimmed in red like she’d been crying, and a tissue was clutched in her right hand.

“Celia?” I asked.

She frowned, her gaze going from Dana to me. “Who’s asking?”

“Uh, my name is Maddie Springer, and this is Dana. She was a friend of Peach’s,” I said, stretching the truth just a little. “We were wondering if we could ask you a couple of questions about your roommate.”

Celia bit her lip. “This isn’t really a good time,” she said. Then punctuated the statement with a loud sniff.

I nodded. “Right. I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

Celia turned to Dana. “You were a friend of Peach’s?”

“Um, yeah. We met at the shop.”

Celia nodded. “It’s hard to believe she’s really gone, you know? I mean, it’s like some sort of bad dream or something.”

“The police think Peach was killed deliberately,” I said. “Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Peach?”

Celia shook her head. “No. Peach was a total sweetheart. Look, why don’t you come inside.”

“Thanks,” I said, as Dana and I stepped over the threshold into the living room. 


The bungalow was small but cozy, two big sofas taking up the bulk of the room. A fireplace sat on one wall, a bright stained-glass screen covering its dormant mouth, and the hardwood floor was covered in patterned rugs. The surfaces were free of clutter, and it looked as if someone had recently been on a cleaning binge, not a speck of dust was to be seen anywhere, and a lingering scent of Windex hung the air. 


Celia sat on one of the sofas, pulling her legs up under her. Dana and I perched on the opposite seat.

“How long had you and Peach been roommates?” I started.

Celia pursed her lips together. “About two years. We met through a mutual friend just after I moved to L.A. She had a spare room, and I was looking. It worked out perfectly.” She paused, then looked down at her hands. “At least it did.”

“So, Peach owned the house?”

Celia nodded. “She inherited it from her grandmother a few years ago.”

“It’s a nice neighborhood,” Dana said, dropping a subtle hint and leaning into gauge Celia’s reaction.

But Celia just nodded again. “Yeah. I like it.”

“It would be a shame to have to leave a neighborhood like this,” Dana said.

Celia paused. She looked from me to Dana. “It would,” she hedged. “What are you getting at?”

So much for our subtlety skills.

“We heard that you and Peach had an argument last week,” I said. “That she was kicking you out and you didn’t want to go. Is that true?”

“Yes and no,” she said.

“That’s pretty vague,” I pointed out.

“Okay, yes. Peach was talking about me moving out, but it’s not what you think.”

“What do we think?” Dana asked.

“We were getting along fine, there were no problems between Peach and I.”

“But she wanted you out.”

“Peach thought her boyfriend was about to propose. If he did, she said they’d want some privacy here. That’s all.”

“So, why did you two argue.”

Celia pursed her lips together. “Look, I didn’t mean to upset Peach, but I told her I thought that was a big if.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“They’d only been dating a couple months.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s fast,” I said, remembering the two years it took Ramirez to pop the question to me. 


Dana must have had the same thought as she leaned in and whispered, “Ricky and I have been dating for eighteen months!”

I ignored her, turning to Celia again. “If they’d just started dating, why did Peach think he was going to propose?”

“I guess she’d been dropping hints about settling down, and two weeks ago she saw a ring box hidden in his sock drawer. She said she didn’t open it, because she didn’t want to totally spoil the surprise, but she was sure he was going to pop the question soon.”

“And she didn’t like hearing that you weren’t,” I said, imagining how that conversation played out.

Celia shook her head. “Like I said, I didn’t mean to upset her, but I didn’t want her to be disappointed either, you know?”

“So you weren’t worried about moving out?’ Dana asked.

Celia shrugged. “If a ring was in the box, if he popped the question, and if he wanted to move in here. That’s a lot of ifs.”

She had a good point. And, while a nice rental in L.A. was hard to come by, I had a tough time picturing the woman before me killing to stay in this one. But, just in case, I asked, “Where were you yesterday morning?”

Celia blinked at me. “Here. Why?”

“Alone?” Dana asked.

“Yeah. Alone. I’d had a late night and was sleeping in.”

Not exactly an airtight alibi, I noted. 


“This guy that Peach was seeing,” I asked, “Know where we can find him?”

Celia nodded, then dug into her back pocket and came out with a cell. “Peach was staying there a couple nights a week, so she gave me the number for emergencies.” She rattled it off, and Dana punched it into her own cell.

We thanked Celia for her time, then as soon as we got back in the Jeep, Dana dialed the boyfriend on speaker phone. 


Four rings in, he finally picked up. 


“Hello?” came a gravelly voice.

“Vic? Hi, my name is Dana. I was a friend of Peach’s.”

The guy on the other end sniffed loudly. “Oh,” he said. Then did another sniff. “It’s terrible, huh?”

Dana nodded in the car. “Terrible. Look, I was wondering if maybe we could meet. I have a few questions I’d love to ask you about Peach.”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice low. “Sure. I guess so. For Peach.” I wasn’t sure, but I thought I heard his voice crack on that last statement. If it wasn’t actual grief consuming him, he was doing a hell of an acting job. 


We agreed to meet up at a coffee place near his house, and twenty minutes later Dana and I had our second round of lattes for the day. We settled into a table near the back and a couple minutes later a tall, dark haired man walked in. His eyes were rimmed in red, and his shirt was miss-buttoned, leaving an extra hole on one side. Taking a wild guess, I hailed him over to our table.

“Vic?” I asked as he approached.

He nodded, then said, “Hi,” in a somber voice, shaking hands first with Dana then me.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said, feeling like a broken record.

He nodded again. “Yeah. Thanks,” he said. His voice came out as a cross between Ross from Friends and Eeyore from Winnie the Pooh. Then again, considering the circumstances, I hardly expected peppy.

“You were friends of hers?” he asked us.

“Dana was,” I said gesturing to her.

“I can’t believe she’s really gone,” he said.

“You’d known Peach a couple months?” I asked.

“Yeah. We met at club on Sunset. I was drawn to her immediately. She was just so sweet.”

That seemed to be the consensus. On the other hand, sweet people usually didn’t have the kind of enemies that stabbed them to death.

“You had a good relationship?”

“The best!”

“So good you were going to propose, right?” Dana asked.

Vic blinked at her, shock registering clearly on his face. “Propose? God, where did you hear that?”

“So, you weren’t going to ask her to marry you?” I clarified.

“No. God, no. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I totally dug Peach. But we’d only been dating a couple months. No way were we ready to get married.”

“Peach thought you were,” Dana said. “She thought you were going to pop the question soon.”

Vic shook his head. “Why on earth would she think that?’

I cleared my throat. “Uh… apparently she found a ring box in your sock drawer.”

Vic did some more blinking, then sat back in his chair. “It was an earring box. I bought her earrings for Valentine’s Day. Geeze, she really thought I was going to propose?”

Dana leaned in and whispered to me, “I knew no man could propose in two months!”

I ignored her, instead asking Vic, “The morning Peach died… where were you?”

“Home, I guess.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah. I telecommute. Why?”

I shrugged. “No reason. Just checking.”

We thanked the still shocked Vic for his time, told him again how very sorry we were for his loss, and left. 


“So,” I said when we got back to the car, “we have a boyfriend who isn’t proposing, a roommate who isn’t being kicked out, and a business partner who isn’t losing money.”

”And a victim everyone described as super sweet,” Dana said.

I turned to her. “Did you think she was sweet?’

Dana bit her lip. Then nodded. “Yeah. She really was. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her.”

Which left us back at square one. This was proving to be a much harder Valentine’s anniversary present than I’d thought.


 


 


 


 

 



Chapter Four


 

Dana had to meet Ricky for a “thing in the Hills”, so I dropped her off at her place. She gave me a hug goodbye along with a reminder that tomorrow was the Viewer’s Choice Awards, and we had 9 AM appointments at Fernando’s for our hair. I promised I’d meet her there, then headed home myself. On the off chance that Ramirez might come home for food and a nap again tonight, I decided to have a nice home-cooked meal ready for him. Taking stock of the ingredients I had on hand, then searching through AllRecipes.com’s database, I came up with pot roast. I chopped, spiced, boiled, and simmered all afternoon, and by the time I heard Ramirez’s key in the lock, I had to admit, it smelled pretty good in there. 


“Hey,” he said, throwing his keys on the kitchen counter. “What smells so good?”

“I made pot roast,” I said, beaming with domestic goddess pride.

He raised an eyebrow. “You made it?”

I swatted him with a dishtowel. “Watch it, buster.”

He grinned. “All right, I give in. Hand me a plate. But, I have to make it quick. I gotta get back down town in an hour.”

“That’s it? All you get is an hour?” I asked, doing my best to hide my disappointment as I dished him up a serving.

“ME’s report came in on Peach. We need to get back to the CSU lab.”

“Why?’ I asked, my ear perking up. “What was in the report?”

“Lots.”

“Very funny. Care to elaborate?”

“Well, guess how she died,” he said, leaning back on his heels, a small smirk of I-know-something-you-don’t-know playing on his lips.

“Um, stabbing? Or bleeding out or whatever you guys call that,” I guessed, stating the obvious.

He shook his head. “Nope. Turns out the stabbings were post mortem.”

I frowned. “Wait – post? That means she was already dead?”

“Yep.”

“Why would someone stab her if she was already dead?”

Ramirez shrugged. “That’s a great question. Could be they didn’t know she was dead. Or maybe they were trying to make the murder look like something it wasn’t. Could be they were even trying to get rid of evidence by confusing the crime scene. Hard to tell at this point.”

I pondered this. Dana and I had been going on the theory that the murder was personal based on the stabbing. But if Peach had been killed another way, maybe someone was trying to make it look like it was more personal than it really was. Which begged the question…

“So, how did she really die?” I asked.

“Asphyxiation.”

“She was strangled?”

“Or suffocated. We didn’t find any obvious ligature marks on her neck, but the ME did say she had the telltale petechial hemorrhaging around the eyes that indicated lack of oxygen.”

“So, someone suffocates Peach, then stabs her multiple times?” I shook my head. “Kinda seems like overkill.”

“You’re telling me. Double the wounds, double the missing weapons, double the paperwork. Which,” he said, “is why I only have an hour to eat and get back out there.” He stabbed at a piece of beef and brought the fork to his mouth. He chewed, paused, did a kind of grimace, then slowly swallowed. 


“What do you think of the roast?” I asked hesitantly.

He looked down, finding a piece of lint on his shirt inordinately interesting. “It’s good.”

“You can’t look me in the eye and say that, can you?”

“Do I have to?”

“No.” I sighed. “Go grab a burger.”

Ramirez grinned. “And that’s why I love you.” He leaned in and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. Then he grabbed his keys and called, “Don’t wait up,” over his shoulder before shutting the front door behind him,

Leaving me alone for the evening.

Again. 



 


 


 


* * *

 


While I would have liked to follow up with a couple of our suspects, the following day was, as Dana had reminded me, the Viewer’s Choice Awards, which meant a morning of visiting the hair stylist, the make-up artist, and the nail artist, and then finally squeezing ourselves into Spanx and skin tight dresses in order for our limos to be outside the Kodak Theater in Hollywood to walk the red carpet before the show started taping live for the east coast viewers at 2pm. 


By the time our limo was in fact in line on Hollywood Boulevard, inching toward the red carpet behind all the other limos, I had to agree with Dana that being a movie star was actually hard work. I was sausaged into a black, sequined Versace dress on loan from one of my fav boutiques on Melrose. While I was in absolute love with the dress, it was at least a size too small, but, thanks to my supportive undergarments, I was able to just barley get into it. God forbid someone should hand me an hors d'oeuvre during the after party, because I might pop a seam. On my feet were, of course, a pair of my own designs from my Spring collection – four inch black stilettos with a Swarovski crystal design down a satin T-strap from the ankle to the toes. Which, thanks to the fabulous skills of Fernando’s salon, were painted in a deep, blood red that perfectly matched my lipstick. My hair was done up in a forties-inspired look with soft waves and the ends tucked under. At one point I passed a mirror and could have sworn Veronica Lake was staring back at me.

But, as glamorous as I felt, it was nothing compared to the way Dana and Ricky looked together. A more golden couple, I could not imagine. While I was taking shallow breaths to stay in my dress, Dana’s fit her with an easy elegance that had me feeling just the teeniest bit jealous. (Only the teeniest because I knew first hand how many hours in the gym that easy elegance required.) She wore a nude colored, full length dress in a simple bias cut, with a slit up the right leg ending just high enough to be sexy, but not so high as to attract attention on street corners. Her hair was loose, in big, perfect curls, and, while the dress was elegantly simple, she’d tricked it out with a borrowed set of vintage diamonds – a necklace, cuff bracelet, and long, dangling earrings. The whole effect was grace and beauty that perfectly complemented Ricky’s Prada tux. 


If Dana didn’t end up on the best-dressed list tomorrow morning, I was personally writing Joan Rivers a letter of complaint. 


In fact the only thing marring Dana’s graceful get-up was the fact she was twisting her hands into knots on her lap.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” she said, glancing nervously out the window.

“Relax,” Ricky said, putting a hand over hers. 


“It’s the red carpet. I’ve never done the red carpet.”

“It’s just the Viewer’s Choice. It’s not like it’s the Oscars or anything.”

“Fifteen million people in sixty-five countries watch this live.”

Ricky turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “Really?”

She nodded. 


“It’s true. They do,” I said, being one of those who just last year had been glued to the screen myself. I had to admit, I was feeling just the slightest scooch of the nerves myself as I watched the red carpet draw closer.

“Huh. I didn’t know that,” Ricky said, though he leaned back in his seat like it was no biggie. Of course, he didn’t have to walk it in four-inch heels, either.

“What if I trip?” Dana asked, voicing my very thoughts. “What if my heel gets caught, or I step on Angelina Jolie’s train, or my bracelet gets caught on Ryan Seacrest’s mic wire? I don’t think I can do this.”

“Too late,” Ricky said, giving her a wink. “We’re next.” 


He was right. I looked out the tinted limo windows to see the car in front of us pull to a stop and two guys in tuxes and headsets open the back door. I gasped out loud when I saw Johnny Depp emerge.

“Ohmigod. Did you see who that was?” I asked, gawking like a super fan. “Johnny Depp!”

“I think I’m gonna faint,” Dana said. “I think I’m gonna pass out on the red carpet. Ohmigod, what if I pass out on the red carpet?!”

“Deep breaths. You’re gonna do fine, babe,” Ricky reassured her.

“I need a paper bag,” Dana said, putting her head between her knees.

“Let’s go. You can do this. It’s show time, babe,” Ricky said, grabbing her hand as the guys with headsets opened the back doors for us. 


Of course, as soon as we were out of the limo, I was ushered around the back side of the red carpet, where publicist, agents, personal assistants, writers, producers, and anyone else not on the A list stood. In this crowd the Spanx were a little looser and the jewelry a little smaller. But I didn’t care. I was at a red carpet event, and I was loving it.

I watched as Dana glided down the walkway, her arm through Ricky’s, a huge smile pasted on her face. She really was a good actress. You’d never know she was seconds from passing out a moment earlier.

Ricky leaned in as they posed for photos near a potted palm tree, whispering in her ear as flashbulbs assaulted them. I could see any lingering tension drain from her face as she leaned into his touch. For all her complaining about celebrity, I could tell that there was nowhere else in the world Dana would want to be more than right there.

Ditto for me. 


I soaked it all up, enjoying my red carpet experience to the fullest. I saw Sandra Bullock in a beautiful ivory gown, Helen Mirren in a gorgeous emerald dress, and Julia Roberts sparkling in a short sequined outfit with a long chiffon skirt. Very daring, and sure to hit the Best Dressed radar later. I was in fashion heaven, not to mention just the teeniest bit star struck as I gawked in awe at all the star power surrounding me.

Which is probably why I didn’t see her until I felt my backside bump up against hers on the other side of the red carpet. 


“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said, turning around to apologize. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize that my stiletto heel was on her train, and when I turned, I pulled her backward with me.

I heard a gasp, a strangled cry, and then she tipped backward, stumbling on her pumps. Her right heel broke underneath her, sending her toppling over, right into my arms. Which, unfortunately, were not as gym pumped up as Dana’s were, and collapsed under her weight, sending us both falling to the ground.

“Help! She’s trying to kill me!” the woman shouted. 


I blinked as I looked down at her face. Holy hell, I’d knocked over Betty White! “Ohmigod, I’m so sorry.”

“Help!” she screamed again to the guys in headsets swarming around us. 


“I’m so, so sorry. Here, let me help you,” I said, trying to crawl out from under her. Only, instead of lifting her, I only managed to roll her onto her side. 


“Help!” she cried again, though it was kind muffle by the red carpet as she was now face down, butt in the air.

Finally one of the guys must have heard her over the noise, as he reached down and, in one swoop, had both Betty and I on our feet. I had a feeling we were not the first red-carpet-plus-high-heels casualties he’d rescued.

“She’s trying to kill me!” Betty yelled, pointing a finger at me.

The guy in the headset took a menacing step forward.

“No!” I said, shaking my head. “I just tripped and fell. It was a accident. I’m so, so sorry, Mrs. White.”

“Look at my shoe,” she said, lifting her right foot. “You broke my heel! How am I supposed to present the award for best comedy actress with a broken heel?” She scowled at me, narrowing her eyes.

Was it wrong that a little part of me was giggling inside at the thought that Betty White scowled at me?


I am so sorry,” I repeated again. “Here, let me see if I can fix it,” I offered, getting down on my hands and knees as I inspected Betty’s foot. “I’m a professional.”

“A professional what?” Betty scoffed.

“Shoe designer.” I stood up. “And, unfortunately, my professional opinion is that this shoe is toast.”

“Well, I could have told you that,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“What size are you?” I asked.

“What size shoe? Seven,” Betty said. “Why?”

I took a deep breath and made the ultimate sacrifice for my comedy idol. “Take my shoes.”

“What?”

I slipped the crystal t-straps off, losing four inches of height instantly. “Take these. They’re sevens, and they’re designer originals. They don’t match your dress exactly,” I said, taking in her bright turquoise outfit, “but they’re better than going barefoot.”

Betty took a shoe in one hand, turned it over, inspected all sides. “Nice,” she finally said. “Okay, I’ll trade.” She slipped her broken shoe off, along with the matching pump on the other foot, and swapped with me. 


“I have to say, I’m not used to heels this high,” she said, suddenly towering over me in my stilettos. “Between these and the suffocating unitard I’ve got on under this dress, I’ll be lucky if I can make it onto the stage.”

I nodded. “I hear ya. The Spanx are horrible, aren’t they?”

Betty laughed. “Oh, honey, I’m about twenty years past Spanx. I’ve got industrial grade latex holding this body in. I tell you, I’m suffocating under here.”

I paused, staring at her. “Wait - what did you just say?’

Betty blinked. “What? What did I say?”

“Latex,” I repeated. And then I knew just how Peach had died.


 

 



* * *

 


“It was the latex suits she made,” I told Dana three hours later as we rode in Ricky’s limo to the post-awards party. 


It had been all I could do to contain my theory to myself as I watched one star after another thank everyone they’d ever met from their agent to their third grade music teacher all through the show. Never had an awards show crawled by so slowly. But by the time I finally met up with Dana again in the lobby, I was sure I knew exactly what had happened that morning at the Pleasure Den.

“What about the latex suits?” Dana asked, leaning in.

“Gage said Peach was creating an original line of latex wear. Well, suppose she was making something new that day, something that wasn’t quite finished, and, when she went to try it on, it got stuck on her. The latex is so tight and unforgiving, all it would take would be a few seconds of it covering her face and she wouldn’t be able to breathe. She’d pass out and suffocate with the latex costume on.”

“But the police didn’t find her wearing any latex,” Dana pointed out.

I nodded. “I know. Someone must have come in and seen her dead like that. They took the suit off and stabbed her, making it look like she’d died from stab wounds instead of suffocation.”

“But why would anyone do that?” Ricky asked. “I mean, dead is dead. What’s the difference how it happened?”

“None, to Peach. But it made a difference to the suit.”

Dana raised an eyebrow at me. “The suit?”

“Remember how Gage told us the latex was a huge seller? Chances were if someone died in one of their latex suits, it would affect business. Big time. If it got out that the suits weren’t safe, the shop was finished.”

“So, Gage did it! Wow, how did you figure that out?”

“Well, I had a little help,” I admitted. “I called Ramirez during the musical number and told him about the latex. He did some digging through the evidence CSU collected from the shop and found a latex suit in the trash that had Peach’s DNA all over it. It also had Gage’s fingerprints. When they confronted him with the evidence, he broke down and confessed.”

“So he found her in the suit?”

I nodded. “He immediately realized what it would mean for the shop, so he ditched the latex and stabbed her with a box cutter from the store room to make it look like she’d died that way.”

Dana bit her lip. “But he didn’t really kill her. I guess the Sex Shop Murder was really just the Sex Shop Tragedy.”

“That’s right.” I nodded. “Peach’s death was purely an accident. Everyone was right. She really was too sweet for anyone to have wanted to hurt her.”

“Poor Peach,” Dana said, looking down at her hands. “What a way to go.”

“And her partner. Gage?” Ricky asked. “What’s going to happen with him?”

“Ramirez said they charged him with obstruction, but he thought the DA would go lightly on him.”

“And Ramirez?” Dana asked. “Now that the case is closed….” she said, trailing off.

I grinned. “Ramirez has tomorrow night off.”


 


* * *

 


I turned onto my side on the bed, showing off the ruffles along the bodice of the pink lingerie I’d bought just before heading to our romantic rendezvous at the Beverly Hilton. Yes, I’d taken Dana’s advice after all and bought lingerie for Ramirez. However, I’d done so in the intimates section at Macy’s and not at the Pleasure Den. I think we’d both had enough of that place to last us awhile. 


Ramirez had gone in to the station early to finish up the paperwork on the case, but he’d promised on a stack of jelly donuts (not made by me) that he’d be here by 7 PM.

It was 6:58. And I was poised to be perfect when he made his entrance.

I tried out a pouty look in the mirror across from the bed, abandoned that idea (I looked more pissed than sexy), then went for a coy smile, instead. Much better. 


I pasted the coy look on my face and stared at the door, careful not to move as I had the ruffled bottom of the baby doll slip strategically placed on my thigh to cover all the good stuff… for now. (wink, wink)

6:59. 7:01. 7:05.

By ten after, my right hand was falling asleep from being propped under me, and the smile was starting to make my cheeks ache. I took a deep breath and gave up, abandoning my pose for the moment. I shook out my legs and arms, grabbing for my cell on the night table to make sure I hadn’t missed a call telling me someone else had had the nerve to get murdered in his jurisdiction on our Valentine’s anniversary. I reached for my phone… but instead of connecting, my still-asleep arm collapsed under me and I fell right off the bed. 


“Uhn.” I landed on my face, my baby doll hiked up over my butt, my lace bodice twisted under me.

And, of course, that’s when I heard my husband’s voice.

“Maddie?”

I squinted my eyes shut, embarrassment washing over me. “Uh, hi.”

“Hi. Watcha doing down there?” he asked, a grin lacing his voice.

I cleared my throat, pulling myself up off the floor with as much dignity as I could. “Waiting for you,” I said, tugging the hem of my lingerie down. “You’re late.”

Ramirez glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “A little,” he admitted. “But, I’m here.”

“Huh.” I crossed my arms over my chest, not yet ready to let this one go. Especially since he’d caught me on the floor and not in my perfect sexy-coy pose. 


“I think you should forgive me,” Ramirez said, taking a step toward me. “Because I brought you something.”

He held out a box to me. It was pink, about a foot long, and wide.

“Shoes?’ I squealed, all immediately forgiven as I grabbed it from him and tore the top off.

“Not just any shoes,” he said as I pulled them from the tissue.

He was right. They were the shoes I’d had specially made for the Viewer’s Choice Awards and given to Betty White.

“Ohmigod, where did you get these?”

Ramirez grinned. “I have a friend on the force who knows Betty’s personal assistant. She got them back for you.”

“You are the best!” I said, wrapping my arms around his neck. 


“Check inside the strap,” he instructed.

I did, turning the shoes over. Along the interior of the leather T-strap, in permanent sharpie marker, was Betty White’s autograph. I think I squealed again.

“These are now officially the best pair of shoes I own.” I smiled at him. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Happy Valentine’s anniversary, Maddie,” he said, coming in for a kiss. 


A very warm, soft kiss that made me tingle in all the right places. 


“So,” he said when we finally came up for air. “Remember when I said I’d make all those missed dinners up to you?” 


“Yes?” I said.

Ramirez grinned, his eyes going dark and wicked. “Lock the door.”


 


 

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


* * * * *
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Prologue

 


“Take it off.”

Anya looked across the over-furnished room at the man who’d issued the command. General Fedorov. Fifties, salt and pepper hair, eyes as dark as two bottomless pits. He took a deceptively casual position, leaning back in a plush, velvet armchair, one leg crossed over the other. But Anya wasn’t fooled. She could see the tension still present in his limbs, as if he were ready to pounce at the slightest provocation. He held a lit cigar in one hand, the cloyingly sweet scent tickling her nostrils as she complied, slipping the strap of her dress down her right shoulder, then the left. She shimmed her hips until it fell to the floor, leaving her bare beneath his gaze but for the red, patent leather heels on her feet.

“Like this?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Fedorov nodded, looked her up and down. A flicker of appreciation crossed his sharp features. He took another long drag from the cigar, as if dragging in the sight of her, then slowly blew it up toward the ceiling. 


“Come closer.”

Her stomach clenched. But she did. Her long legs crossing the distance between them until she was standing directly in front of him, so close she could feel the heat emanating from his body. 


“And now?” she asked. 


“Kneel down.”

Again, Anya did as she was told, her bare knees hitting the cool marble floor. She swallowed a shot of apprehension, noticing the growing bulge beneath his tailored slacks.

You’ve done this a thousand times before. You can do it again.

One last time.

 “And now?” she asked. Even though she knew full well what “and now” would be. They’d been watching him for weeks. They knew his habits, his mannerisms, what kind of soap he washed with in the morning and what color socks he wore at night. What kind of cigars he smoked and what kind of recreation he indulged in. Blondes. Expensive ones. If they were lucky, he let them leave in the morning. Others became just another casualty of war.

Fedorov reached out, trailing a finger down Anya’s cheek. His hands were rough, calloused, like him. She shivered but leaned into his touch all the same, doing a kitten-like mew deep in her throat. He gave an answering groan, telling her she’d done her research well. He liked.

His hand left her face, and Anya could swear she felt her skin sigh in relief. Fedorov moved to set his cigar down, his free hand reaching for his zipper.

“No. Let me,” Anya purred, sliding her hands up the expensive wool fabric that covered his thighs. “Please,” she begged. 


A smirk crossed his features before he picked up his cigar again. 


He liked it when they begged. 


She smiled up at him, holding his eyes as she slowly lowered his zipper. She did another feminine coo, letting her eyes flicker to him as she licked her lips.

He chuckled, leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes in anticipation.

Anya’s heart pounded in her chest, her hands shook. No matter how many times she did this, nerves always hit her. She supposed some small part of her was glad. At least it was a sign she was still human, still had some notion of right and wrong. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath.

Then quickly thrust the zipper back upward, jamming Fedorov’s scrotum in the sharp teeth.

He howled, hands going to his crotch as he jumped to his feet.

But not quickly enough. Anya’s right hand shot out and grabbed the double action revolver he always kept strapped to his right ankle. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t think, didn’t feel. 


Just aimed and pulled the trigger. 


The first shot took out his right knee, sending him to the ground just long enough for Anya to put some distance between them. She backed up, quickly firing off another to his temple. He hit the ground with a sickening thud, and the room was plunged into eerie silence. 


Two deep breaths, in and out. Anya’s heart pounded in her ears, her hands steady now as they held the revolver straight-armed in front of her. Mission accomplished. It was done.

And done well.

She could almost hear the praise of her handler’s voice echoing in her head. 


Perfect shot, my dragi, my darling. Now get out.

Three seconds. She knew in three seconds his bodyguards would be at the door. A quiet syringe to the neck would have made escape easier, but in the skimpy dress Fedorov had wanted her to wear there’d been nowhere to hide it. She’d had to work with what she had on hand. Noisy as it was. 


Two seconds. 


Anya grabbed her dress, slipping it back over her head as she dove for the pair of French doors leading onto the balcony. She quickly pushed one open. But instead of jumping toward freedom she slipped behind the heavy, velvet curtain at its side, holding her breath. 


She heard the doors to the general’s bedroom burst open, a cacophony of shouting voices drowning each other out as bodyguards swarmed the room. Anya closed her eyes, trying to make out how many. Three. Maybe four? Heavy footsteps hit the polished floor, running to the body, down the hall, toward the French doors. She was sure her heart was pounding loudly enough to match the stomping rhythm of their boots. 


The scent of cheap cologne warned her one of the Russians was approaching her hiding spot. She closed her eyes, letting her knuckles go white as they tightened around the revolver. 


He shouted something to his pals, so close that his voice made her jump. He’d noticed the open door. More footsteps, leading out onto the balcony. More shouting. A thin line of sweat trickled down Anya’s back as she clutched the gun to her thigh. If they found her, she was done. She was good, but three to one were odds no one could escape from. Especially when the three were trained killers.

Then again, what am I?

She shoved that thought deep into the recesses of her brain, focusing instead on the commands one Russian was shouting to the others. She wasn’t fluent, but she’d picked up enough of the language to understand he was telling them she’d escaped, over the balcony. Go find her.

Three pairs of feet pounded out of the room, receding down the hallway.

She waited, counting off two beats before daring to move a muscle. Slowly, she drew back the curtain, using reflections in the windowpane to check the room. The general’s lifeless body lay slumped in the middle of the floor. 


Alone.

She sprang into action, adrenalin pumping through her limbs as she crossed the room, out the door, running left, opposite the exit, she knew. Deeper into the compound, but farther away from the expanse of property outside the general’s bedroom window where the bodyguards would now be searching for her. The sound of her heels pounding with practiced speed was muffled by thick carpeting as she counted the doors she passed. Three, four. She’d been studying the blueprint of the house for weeks, but she still held her breath as she passed the fifth door and slowed, opening number six and slipping inside. 


An empty office. Just as it was supposed to be.

She quickly shut the door with a soft click behind her, hearing her own ragged breath fill the silence. The room was dark, moonlight filtering through the window the only light. Anya blinked, letting her eyes adjust. The windows faced east, toward the woods, beyond which ran a little used road where a car awaited her. Her handler had set up surveillance on the road to monitor every person who’d gone in or out of Fedorov’s compound for weeks. All she had to do was get to the car, and she knew they’d all be watching her on their monitors from their big, safe room that, as far as anyone knew, didn’t really exist. Her handler, the generals, the faceless men who controlled her fate. 


And she’d finally be safe. 


She paused, put her ear to the door, praying she didn’t hear the telltale pounding of feet behind her.

Nothing.

She crossed to the window, lifting it open. The bite of night air stung her cheeks, giving her instant goosebumps in the flimsy dress completely ill-suited for Kosovo in the spring. But cold was an indulgence she didn’t have time for. Instead, she pried the screen from its frame with her fingernails, dropping it to the floor as she threw one leg, then the other over the sill. 


It was a two-story drop. One she’d anticipated, but it looked far higher now that she was straddling the sill, all that empty air below her. 


You can do this. You’re almost there.

If she thought about it a second longer, she knew her resolve would waiver. So she didn’t, instead, kicking off her shoes, she plunged into the darkness. She hit the ground with a thud, sharp pain instantly shooting up her left leg. Anya bit down hard on her lower lip to keep from crying out, her hands sliding out from under her in the dewy grass. She looked down. Her left ankle was twisted under her. Probably sprained. 


But pain was another thing she had no time for.

The taste of blood filled her mouth as her teeth ground down on her lip. She struggled to her feet, favoring her right side. She forced her legs to hold her up, then glanced around in the dark, quickly getting her bearings. Ahead of her lay an expanse of grass, a fence to the left leading to the yard where the general carried out his own private training exercises. She shuddered. She’d seen the files on his victims and could only imagine the tortured souls who still haunted those tainted grounds.

Still grasping the revolver in her hand, she turned right. A wooded area lay at the edge of the grass, but it was a good ten yards to the tree cover. Ten yards where she’d be completely exposed. She could only pray that the Russians were still searching the other side of the compound for her.

Ten yards. Ten yards… and then you’re free.

Anya dashed forward, running as fast as her injured ankle would allow, half hopping, half dragging her leg along as she kept her eyes on the tree line ahead. Her arms pumped at her sides, her lungs burning, her eyes watering at the sting of cold wind whipping past her. Six yards. Five. She was almost there. 


And then she heard it. 


The crack reverberated through the still night like lightening, a tuft of grass at her side flying into the air. 


They’d found her. 


While she’d hoped they wouldn’t, she was really only surprised it had taken them this long. The general had been a sadist but a smart one. The men he’d hired were nothing less.

Anya jagged to the right, then left, never decreasing her speed as she made a zig-zag pattern across the lawn. Tufts of grass flew at her sides, spattering her legs with mud as bullets embedded themselves into the soft ground. 


Three yards left. She was almost there.

Another shot rang out, and fire instantly erupted in her right arm. Anya cried out, falling to the ground, her left hand immediately going to the sharp sting slicing through her bicep. She rolled onto her right side in the grass, shot off two wild rounds toward the house. Pain blinded her. She had no idea if she’d hit anything, but the bullet hail stopped for a second. Warm liquid seeped through her fingers, and she bit back a scream. She would not give them the satisfaction. 


The gunfire ceased for only a moment, then the Russians began again. Relentless. The air filled with deafening shots, chunks of grass beside her jumping, spraying cool mud onto her cheeks. 


She rolled left, then right, pulling herself up onto her knees as she twisted away from the hail. She looked up. The tree cover was only a few feet way. So close. She could make it.

She would make it.

Anya turned, firing two more rounds back toward the house before the revolver made an empty clicking sound. She threw it, making a mad dash for the trees, her bare feet slipping on the wet earth, her teeth chattering against the cold. Five more feet. Four.

She heard shouting behind her, the Russians scrambling for their vehicles, their dogs, their spotlights, organizing an all out search as she reached the cover of the woods. She wasn’t home free yet, but the tall pines bought her time.

She tripped over the uneven ground, roots rising up from the earth to slow her pace. Dried pine needles bit into the soles of her bare feet, low branches scratching at her exposed arms and legs. She heard the sound of wings flapping overhead, birds rising angrily from the highest branches at the sudden intrusion into their territory. 


But she kept running.

The woods sloped downward, toward the road, but she didn’t slow her pace all the way down the hill, tripping the last few feet as she reached the dirty pavement. On the far side, a shiny silver sedan sat up against the bank.

Anya let out a cry of relief. It was almost over. 


Freedom.

She stumbled across the road, listening to the sound of Fedorov’s loyals in the distance, Jeep motors humming as they closed in on her. 


She threw the driver’s side door of the sedan open, fingers fumbling in the dark beneath the console for the switch to start the car. She found it. 


She paused, the pain in her arm spreading into a dull ache as her index finger hovered just above the switch. She knew they were watching her, waiting with anticipation almost as great as hers. Would she make it out before Fedorov’s men caught up with her? Or would they be training someone new to take her place? All eyes would be on the screen now, the room hushed, men with grave faces all leaning forward, holding their collective breath as she disappeared inside the car.

Anya slid her bare thighs onto the leather seat, listened to the roar of motors drawing closer, breathed in deeply the frigid night air scented with pine, leather, and her own cloyingly sweet blood dripping down her arm. She stared out the window at the sight of moonlight shimmering off the frostbitten street, creating a deceptively serene scene. 


And then she flipped the switch.

An explosion rocked the air, an orange fireball engulfing the shiny, silver car in one giant fist as smoke billowed up toward the top of the pine trees. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter One


 

“Jesus, would you just do it already?” 


Anna shivered, shifting her umbrella to the other hand, her teeth rattling together. Rain fell in fat droplets around her, splashing back on the cuffs of her jeans as she stood on the small square of lawn, shifting from foot to foot. She could feel mud squishing into the grooves of her running shoes and cringed. She’d have to carry them up the stairs unless she wanted her landlord bitching about muddy footprints again. In one hand she held the umbrella, in the other a leash connected to a stubborn as hell boxer who was currently being very particular about where he did his business. Anna thought for a moment he might have chosen his sweet spot when he paused to sniff at the azalea bushes flanking her apartment building. But no. He turned up his black nose and continued pacing in the rain. Anna had a sneaking suspicion he was enjoying this.

“Come on, Lenny,” she pleaded. 


Lenny looked up, trained his black eyes on her, cocked his head to the side. Then went back to his pacing.

Anna narrowed her eyes at the jerk. 


Originally he’d come to the shelter from a family who’d been moving to Chicago and couldn’t take a dog with them. They’d promised he was an excellent watchdog and very companionable. The companion part he’d proven right away. She could hardly walk two steps in her tiny apartment without running into him. The watchdog part had turned out to be the biggest joke she’d ever heard. Lenny’s deep baritone bark was impressive, but he was more likely to lick an intruder to death than attack. Still, half the idea of a watchdog was for show, so she hadn’t had the heart to unload him on someone else.

She just wished he’d show a little more cooperation. 


“Please, Lenny. I’m cold, I’m wet. I’ll give you three bacon treats if you just pick a spot and take the shit. What do you say?”

He ignored her completely, sniffing the flowerbeds along the walkway.

Anna wiped a raindrop from her cheek, wrapping one arm around herself to stave off the chill. Normally she didn’t mind the rain so much. She loved the smell of water hitting the oil stained streets, the crisp color of the San Francisco sky that it left behind when the clouds parted. Almost as if the entire city were being washed clean, given a fresh start. 


But tonight she wasn’t a fan. The rain cut down on her visibility, left her feeling too exposed standing out in the open.

Her gaze swept the street. The dim glow of streetlamps bathed the neighborhood in pale yellow hues, rows of old Victorians lining the block of narrow, three story buildings painted every color of the rainbow over the years. They banked right up against each other, one after another, trailing down the hill toward the bay. Across the street were a used bookstore, an Asian market, and an all night laundromat. Only the laundromat’s lights were on at this time of night, a sole occupant visible inside, reading a book as he waited for his clothes to finish. It wasn’t a particularly busy street for San Francisco, one of the things Anna had liked about it when she’d first moved in, but it was close to the park and Muni, and the rent was relatively cheap.

And her landlord hadn’t asked any questions when she’d installed a state of the art security system.

Anna tore her gaze away from the street, focusing again on her stubborn partner. 


“I swear to God if you don’t do it now, you’re holding it until morning,” she threatened.

Lenny walked over to the azaleas and, miracle of miracles, this time squatted down. Anna said a silent thank you, pulling a plastic baggie out of her pocket. She waited until he’d finished, then transferred the leash and umbrella into one hand as she crouched down to pick up Lenny’s offering with the other. 


But the rain must have made her grip on the leash slippery. Because as she bent over, Lenny gave a tug on the end, and the leather slid out of her hand, the umbrella falling to the ground, rain immediately pelting her as she lost her balance in the muddy grass. 


“Goddammit, Lenny,” she shouted, throwing one hand out to break her fall. She slid forward, mud streaking down the side of her jeans as she lunged for the dog. He’d taken off like a shot into the dark evening, bounding down the rain soaked sidewalk. 


“Lenny!” she called, her cries immediately swallowed up by the storm. 


Abandoning the baggie, she grabbed her umbrella, useless now that she was soaked to the bone, and picked her way back over the square of lawn, hitting the sidewalk just in time to see him shoot across the street into the laundromat. 


“That’s it,” she muttered to herself. “No bacon treats for you, asshole.”

Reluctantly she set off after him, crossing the street. As she pushed through the glass doors of the laundromat, warm, humid air immediately hit her like a blanket. She scrubbed her wet hair out of her face, scanning the room for the dog. 


He had the sole occupant of the room backed up into a corner, his book held up like a shield as Lenny tattooed his clothes with muddy paw prints.

“Lenny,” she yelled, “get down.”

Which, of course, he ignored, completely enamored with new-person scents.

Anna crossed the room, her wet shoes squishing with every step, and grabbed the end of his leash from the floor. She gave a sharp tug. “Down. Now,” she commanded again.

This time he complied, letting his captive go as he took a step back to sniff a box of detergent on the floor instead.

“Sorry,” she said to the man.

He was tall, at least six feet, lean with broad shoulders beneath a cotton shirt, unbuttoned at the top. His jeans were worn at the knees, his shoes dry, indicating he’d been inside for a while. His hair was a warm chestnut color, curling a little at his neck, just slightly longer than current fashion would dictate. His eyes were a deep brown so dark, she noticed, that they were almost black. He had a square jaw, a day past needing a good shave, and his build was tight, all angles, like an athlete’s. 


He lowered his book as Lenny stepped away, the corners of his mouth tilting upward.

“No problem. I only peed myself a little,” he joked.

Anna felt an answering smile. “I swear he looks more vicious than he is.”

“I’ll take your word for that.” He slowly sidestepped the dog. “I’ve always been more of a cat person, myself.”

“Well, on a night like tonight, I don’t blame you.” She looked down at her jeans. It would take an act of God to get those grass stains out. 


The man reached into a plastic laundry basket and pulled out a towel, tossing it to Anna.

“Here. You look like you’ve been swimming.”

“Nearly,” she said, gratefully drying her face. “Thanks, but you know I’m just going back out in it.”

“Nick.” The man stuck his hand out at her. “Nick Dade.

Anna looked at it for a minute. Then gingerly took it. “Anna.”

His grip was firm, strong, his skin a little rough as if he worked with his hands regularly. Definitely confident, but careful not to hold on too long. 


“Just Anna?”

“Smith. Anna Smith.”

“Hmmm.” He crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back on his heels. “Smith. Very mysterious.”

Anna laughed. “No, very plain.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Anna Smith. You live around here?” he asked, gesturing to the windows.

Anna paused, bit the inside of her cheek. 


Don’t talk to strangers. 


She nodded slowly. “Yes.” 


“It’s a nice place. Quiet at night.”

“It is. I like it.”

“The architecture’s amazing. I love all the old buildings. It’s incredible to me that so many have survived not one, but two major earthquakes.”

Anna nodded, running the towel over her hair, trying to squeeze out the bulk of the rainwater. “That’s one of the reasons I moved here,” she agreed.

“Where from?” 


Anna looked up. “What?”

“Where did you move from?”

Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t get personal.

Anna looked away, turning her eyes to Lenny, still circling the detergent box. 


“Oh, I’ve lived all over. I’m a bit of a nomad. What about you? Local?” 


He shook his head. “No, I’m just visiting a friend in town. Thinking of relocating, though. It’s a fun city. You lived here long?”

Anna shrugged. “Long enough, I guess.”

“Long enough to know a place for good Chinese?” He took a step toward her. 


Without meaning to, she took one backward. 


“In San Francisco? You’d have a hard time finding bad Chinese.”

He laughed, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Come on, you must have a favorite?”

“Okay, if I had to pick one, I’d say the Shaolin Palace. Down the street a couple blocks. They deliver twenty-four hours.”

“Oh, definitely my kind of place.”

A dryer dinged behind him, signaling the end of the cycle.

“Well, I guess I’ll let you get back to your laundry,” Anna said. She dropped the towel on the counter and tugged Lenny toward the door. Having ascertained the detergent box didn’t contain anything edible, he complied. 


“Wait,” Nick said, taking a step forward. “Are you busy tomorrow night? Maybe you could walk me through the Shaolin Palace’s menu, huh?”

Anna chewed on her cheek again.

Don’t get personal.

“Sorry, I have plans tomorrow. With my boyfriend.”

“Oh.” His smile faded. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah, well, goodnight,” she said quickly, pulling Lenny toward the door.

“I guess I’ll see you around, Anna Smith.” 


She raised a hand in a wave, then pushed out into the sheeting rain again. It hit her like ice after the warm, sticky air of the laundromat. Giving up altogether on the umbrella, Anna crossed the street, ducking her head against the torrent as she ran up the walkway. 


He’s watching you.

She stole a quick glance over her shoulder. He had his back turned to the windows, pulling clothes from the dryer and dropping them into his plastic basket. 


She shook her head. He was just a nice guy trying to get a date. The foul weather was making her paranoid. 


“Come on, Lenny. Let’s go dry off.” She slipped her key in the lock and let herself into the lobby, Lenny barking gleefully beside her. She tugged off her wet shoes before leading him up the two flights of stairs. For all the good it did. Her feet still made a trail of wet footprints on the worn, wooden steps. Not to mention Lenny’s muddy contribution. She’d be catching hell in the morning. 


Two apartments shared the third floor. Mrs. Olivia, a seventy-three year old widow and sudoku addict, lived in the one on the right. Anna was on the left.

She shoved her key into the lock and let Lenny bound into the room ahead of her, skidding to a stop at his food bowl and lapping up the crumbs. Anna shook her head as she keyed her PIN into the security system. That dog had a one-track mind. We should all have such a simple life. 


She shut the door behind her and locked it, then secured the chain, deadbolt, and armed the alarm system again before stripping off her wet clothes and leaving them in a pile by the door. A long, hot shower sounded like heaven.

She padded into the kitchen, throwing a cupful of dog chow into Lenny’s bowl, then crossed the small studio apartment, pausing briefly at the front window. She pulled the edge of the curtain back and peeked out.

He was still there, folding towels at one of the counters, his head bent over his work, his hands moving in quick, practiced movements. She had a fleeting vision of laughing over a plate of chicken chow mein with him. His eyes crinkling at the corners, mouth twisting up in a warm smile. 


But before it could go any further, she quickly shut the curtain.

She’d been in San Francisco too long. She was getting too comfortable here. It was time to move on. Maybe somewhere in the Southwest. It had been awhile since she’d been to the desert.

She stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower, letting the hot water fill the tiny room with steam.


 


* * *


 

Liar.

Dade watched her disappear from the window, her silhouette crossing the apartment. He knew for a fact she didn’t have a boyfriend. As far as he could tell, she didn’t have any friends. Which didn’t surprise him. From everything he’d read, she wasn’t exactly the social type. 


He grabbed the last of his clean towels from the dryer, folding them end over end as he kept one eye on the window of the third floor. She wouldn’t go out again tonight. She’d feed the dog, take a shower, then sit on her sofa watching TV. At midnight, she’d turn out the lights, throw on an old T-shirt, set her alarm, and go to bed. 


He’d watch until then, until he was sure she was down, then catch a few hours himself before setting up camp outside her work in the morning. An animal shelter near the park. He found it ironic that she spent her days saving cats and dogs from the needle considering her former life.

He tucked a pile of towels into his laundry basket. The same pile he’d been washing every night this week. Though, tomorrow he’d have to find something new to occupy his time, thanks to her damn dog.

He shook his head. Dade hadn’t intended any contact. He didn’t like contact. He liked things clean and simple. He did his surveillance thoroughly, chose his weapons carefully, and did his job quickly, unseen, without any complications. Contact with the target made things complicated.

Not that he’d really anticipated this one being simple. For one thing, she was a woman. Dade didn’t normally take on women. Women and children were civilians as far as he was concerned. But once he’d read the file on Anya Danielovich, he’d decided to make an exception. 


She’d been one of the go-to agents of the KOS, the former Yugoslavian intelligence agency, in the years leading up to the Kosovo conflict. Years that were particularly bloody in the country’s history. Factions breaking off from one another, allies becoming enemies. One day you worked for the good guys, the next they were the bad guys. Politics and race relations thrown together in a stew that resulted in military units without leaders, guerilla factions acting under whomever had the funds to feed them, and power being wielded by those who had no one’s best interest at heart but their own. When all the dust had settled, the country had splintered and the KOS was no more. 


Officially, that is.

From the file Dade’s client had provided, Anya had never served in the military, and there was no record of her formal training. In fact, there was no record of her at all up until her first job where she’d taken out a wealthy Serbian businessman whose funds were being funneled to the wrong people. During the next four years she’d neutralized a total of twenty-four men. Most clean hits, none ever officially investigated. All before her twenty-first birthday. 


Dade glanced across the street. She was out of the shower. He watched her bare silhouette slip a shirt over her head and pad across to the next bank of windows where she pulled a glass from a cupboard, filling it at the sink. 


He had to admit, he had a hard time reconciling the woman he’d just met with information in the file. She’d seemed too… normal. Human. If he’d met her under different circumstances, he wouldn’t have thought she was anything but your average girl. A little on the skinny side, maybe, but friendly enough not to raise suspicions. 


But there’d been no mistaking her. Even with her blonde curls dyed black and fifteen years between her and the baby-faced assassin in his file, there was no doubt in his mind. It was the same pair of huge blue eyes, the same full, pouty, lips. The same high cheekbones, round hips and long legs she’d worked to her advantage across Eastern Europe. She’d done a good job eradicating any hint of an accent from her voice, but he figured she’d had time to work on it. And if she were half as good as the file said, she would have. She wasn’t stupid. She’d known what was at stake when she left Kosovo. 


He wondered if she knew what was at stake now?

Officially, Anya Danielovich had died in a car accident fifteen years ago. She’d been a twenty-year old student out partying too late, drinking too much, and wrapped her car around a tree along a deserted stretch of the highway. A maintenance worker had found her the next morning, her car burned out, her remains charred to a crisp. 


Unofficially, the file said she had died in a car bombing outside the compound of General Federov, a man later intelligence reports proved was working all sides of the conflict to his own profit. What she was doing outside his compound was a question no one asked. Though Federov hadn’t survived the night either.

But in reality…

Dade looked up at the window, watching her form cross the room, sink down on the sofa and flip on the television, casting a blue glow throughout the apartment. 


In reality, Anya was his latest contract. And he’d never been fooled by a pair of sexy legs and pouty lips before. Dade knew that evil came in all sorts of packages. 


This time, Anya Danielovich would stay dead. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Two


 

It was too early for the Beatles. Anna groaned, rolling over to face the red glowing numbers of her alarm clock. 6:15. She threw an arm over her eyes and fumbled in the semi-darkness until her fingers connected with the snooze bar, ceasing John Lennon’s thoughts on world peace. She rubbed at her eyes, making the slow transition from sleep to reality as she threw her legs over the edge of the bed and into a pair of fuzzy, red slippers. 


Lenny perked up immediately from his makeshift bed by the door and barked out a greeting, loping across the room, stopping just short of knocking her over.

“Hey, buddy” she said, rubbing the stubby, soft fur on his head. “Hungry?”

He barked in response. Then again, Dogzilla barked in response to just about anything.

“All right, breakfast is coming right up,” Anna said around a yawn, padding to the kitchen. She filled his bowl again, then flipped the switch on her coffee pot, glancing out the window as she waited for it to brew. 


The streetlights were still on, dim spots of light dotting the fog as the sunrise struggled to break through. Though the rain had stopped, the streets below still glistened with the evening’s downpour. A jogger made his way down the block, his warm breath making visible puffs in front of him as he hurried past her building. The market across the street was opening, the owner pulling back the heavy iron gates to reveal glass windows full of half-priced noodles and canned soup three for a dollar. And the laundromat’s ‘open’ sign still hung on the door, though Anna could see it was empty inside now. 


Forget him. 


The coffee pot hissed, signaling the end of the cycle, and Anna grabbed a mug from the overhead cupboard. She poured the dark, aromatic liquid into her cup, sipping as steam rose to warm her cheeks. 


No doubt about it, it was time to move on. 


“What do think of Tucson, Lenny? Or maybe Sedona. Lots of wide open space to run in Arizona.” 


He answered with a loud slurp, finishing the last of his breakfast, and lumbered to the front door, his nails clacking along the hardwood floor. He sat by the door and made a pathetic whine in the back of his throat.

“Oh no, pal. After what you put me through last night, you can wait until I’ve had a shower first.” Anna set her cup down on the counter and headed toward the bathroom.

She wasn’t sure, but she could swear Lenny gave her a dirty look as she closed the door.


 


* * *


 

The Golden Gate Animal Shelter was located two blocks south of the park, in the Sunset district. It was a nondescript, square building squatting between a hardware store and a dry cleaners near the end of the block. Glass windows spanned the front while a hand painted yellow sign sporting a cartoon dog in lederhosen informed passersby that they were open.

Originally the shelter had been created to handle overflow from the county facilities when they’d instituted their ‘no kill’ policy, putting down only the sickest of animals or ones deemed too dangerous to be adopted out. With just fifteen kennels in the back, they were a small shelter by city standards, but it was clean and close to public transportation, so it had suited Anna perfectly when she’d first moved to the city. 


A small pang of regret hit her stomach as she pushed through the front door that she’d soon be leaving it behind. An overhead bell jangled in the small lobby to signal her presence. 


“It’s just me,” she called out.

A slim redhead in jeans and a Giants sweatshirt poked her head out from the back room.

“Hey, you’re late,” she commented, wiping her hands on the seat of her pants.

Shelli Cooper had been hired on as office manager at the shelter a couple months after Anna had started there and ran the place like clockwork. At just over five feet she was a petite little firecracker with enough perk to single handedly solve the nation’s energy crisis. She had a tendency to talk with her hands and was perpetually bouncing on the balls of her feet. Her red hair was worn long and loose around her face, hippie style, with a pair of green eyes set in skin so pale she reminded Anna of a china doll. A dusting of freckles along Shelli’s upturned nose gave her a perpetually youthful look, though Anna put her age somewhere in her early thirties, close to Anna’s own. 


“Sorry,” Anna said, setting her shoulder bag down on the counter. “Long night.”

“Oh yeah?” Shelli asked, leaning in. “You get some?”

“Ha. No, stubborn boxer. Rain. Mud. Not fun.” She picked up a pile of mail and thumbed through it. Mostly bills and bulk mailers from other local businesses.

“Yeah, it really came down last night, didn’t it? My power flickered a couple times during the debates. I was sure it was going to cut out. Did you watch?”

Anna shook her head. “No. I never get into politics.”

“You didn’t miss much. Republicans crying bleeding heart, Democrats crying big oil. Same old tune. They say Jonathan Braxton’s ahead in the polls, though. Not sure how I feel about having a governor younger than I am, but there you have it. Oh, hey,” she said, switching gears, “we got a newcomer last night after you left.” Shelli navigated around the front counter to grab a clipboard from the desk behind.

“Oh, yeah?” 


“Terrier mix. Tiny little thing, freaked half out of his mind. No ID or tags. A homeless guy brought him in just as I was closing up. He was afraid the church wouldn’t let him in for the night if he had a dog with him.”

“Is he in the back?” 


“Number fifteen.” Shelli handed her a clipboard with the terrier’s paperwork, before taking a seat behind the counter and jiggling her computer screen to life. “He’s all yours, Annie.”

“I’m on it.”

The shelter’s kennels consisted of one large room with concrete floors where fifteen smaller cages were set up. Three quarters were full, which was less than most shelters in the area, often overflowing, sometimes even illegally housing animals in the offices and storage rooms. It was hard enough finding cute little puppies homes, never mind older animals that had been abused, neglected, or, worse, grown up feral, fending for themselves. While Anna did her best to clean them up and make them look attractive for potential new homes, it was often a race against time to get the adoptable ones out to make room for the never ceasing influx of new animals. 


She stopped at the last cage and squatted down next to their newest boarder. He was small, even for a terrier, his fur a shaggy gray color, matted with something dark and sticky along the back. He yipped warily at the cage door, bouncing up and down on all fours.

“Hey there, fella,” Anna said, trying to make her voice as low and soothing as she could. “Don’t you worry, we’ll clean you up.”

He yipped again, clearly not convinced.

She slowly opened the cage door, talking in soft tones to the animal as she reached out a hand and let his wet little nose run along her palm. Once his nostrils had gotten their fill, she scooped him up from the floor, running her hand gently along his back as she carried him to the sink. He shivered in her hands, and she could feel his ribs jutting beneath his skin. Sadly, he looked like he’d been on the streets for a while. 


“It’s okay. No one’s going to hurt you. Trust me, you’ll feel so much better after a nice, hot bath.” 


She turned on the water, letting it warm up a bit before setting the dog down in the deep, metal basin. He circled a few times, sniffing at the drain as she turned on the handheld showerhead and ran it along his fur. Immediately the water turned brown, rinsing away God knows what. She lathered him in shampoo as he tried to bite the bubbles rising from his coat, then rinsed him again until the water ran clear and his fur was at least two shades lighter. 


The next step was to scan for ID. Even though he’d come in tagless, more and more pet owners were being urged to have ID chips implanted in their animals. Anna looked for the tell tale bulge along his neckline. Nothing. But just for good measure, she scanned the hand held machine over his fur. As suspected, nothing showed up.

“I guess you’re Fido Doe, now,” Anna informed him. 


He looked up at her and licked her chin. 


“Oh, you like that name, do you?” she laughed.

She scratched behind his ears as she carried him out into the front room where Shelli would take his picture to broadcast via internet for a potential new home.

“Ready for his close up,” Anna said.

Shelli’s head popped up from her email. “Oh, isn’t he cute! He looks so much better. He’s gonna go right away.”

“Let’s hope.” 


“Okay, hold him up.” Shelli pulled a digital camera from the top desk drawer and aimed it at the terrier. “Hmm… wait. He needs something.”

She leaned down and rummaged in her desk again. 


Fido wiggled in Anna’s arms, his little nose twitching, just dying to explore the new room. 


“I’m not sure how much longer I can hold him.”

“Here, perfect.” Shelli stood up, a length of red ribbon in one hand. “Just hold him a second,” she said, navigating the ribbon around his neck. The little dog twisted his head to the side, trying to nip at the ends as Anna held him down. Finally Shelli won out, creating a somewhat lopsided bow around his neck. 


“There, much better.”

Anna rolled her eyes and laughed. “Just take the damn picture already. He’s going to bolt any second.”

Shelli held up the camera. “Okay, big guy, smile.” She snapped the shot, then checked the digital window. “Aw, he’s adorable.”

Anna peeked over Shelli’s shoulder. “Perfect.”

“Oh, here,” Shelli reached behind the desk, pulling out the morning’s copy of the Chronicle. “I’m sure he needs fresh paper in his stall.”

“Hey, save me the classifieds,” Anna asked, juggling the terrier in one arm while she tried to pull the section out from the rest.

“Oh no, not again.”

“What?”

“Don’t tell me you’re moving again?”

Anna turned away, hoping her thoughts weren’t visible on her face. “Thinking about it.”

“This is the second time you’ve moved since I’ve known you.”

It was true. She was getting antsy faster and faster the longer she stayed in the city. 


“My lease is up,” she lied. 


“Can’t you renew? I thought you liked that place.”

“I do.”

“So?”

“So, it’s time for a change.”

“Last time it was the plumbing. The time before, the super who refused to fix the AC. God, I hope you find a keeper this time.”

Anna cringed. She hated lying to Shelli. Both apartments had been fine. But more than a few months and she started to get that antsy feeling. Like she was too settled, too comfortable. That’s when her guard would fall. 


“Well, let me know if you want me to go check out some places out with you. Oh, hey, my neighbor’s sister just rented this condo near the Haight. I think she’s looking for a roommate. I could ask?”

Anna bit the inside of her cheek. Then nodded slowly. “Yeah, sure. That would be great.”

Liar.

She had no intention of staying in San Francisco. As much as she’d miss the shelter, even Shelli, it was time to move on. Unfortunately, not something she could share. There would be too many questions, promises to keep in touch that would just be another round of lies. She knew from experience that the best way to go was silently and swiftly. One day she was there, the next it would be like she’d never existed. 


Like a ghost.

Because, after all, isn’t that what she was?


 


* * *


 

Dade squinted his left eye closed, his right trained on the image of Anya magnified through his scope.

“Come on, girl. Just put down the damned rat,” he muttered under his breath.

He’d been glued to her since she’d arrived. His scope tracking her as she parked her car up the block and walked to the shelter. He’d followed her inside, his entire body focused on the framed image of her dark hair in the lens. But he hadn’t been able to get a clear angle. First, she’d had that redhead dancing around her, then she’d disappeared into the back room, and now she was holding some mangy dog that wouldn’t sit still. 


Dade shifted his weight, keeping his index finger loose on the trigger. 


He was patient. He knew his moment would come. It would be done today. 


The roof of the hotel was the highest point in a three block radius. It was an area wide enough to make him confident no nosey office worker looking out her window would see him, but close enough to his target that he knew he wouldn’t miss. He’d been lucky. It was perfect for a long-range shot. Which was exactly how Dade wanted it. He had no intention of getting that close to her again. 


He would do it through the window. A bigger mess, no doubt, with the glass. But the noise would confuse people. Make them focus on the point of impact, not the point of origin. They’d be ducking, avoiding debris. Not scanning the street for a guy with a gun. 


He’d hauled his rig up to the roof in a guitar case, blending in as one of dozens of the city’s street musicians roaming the sidewalks just after dawn. He knew from his mornings parked in front of Anya’s building that she woke at 6:15 on the dot every day. She would have been getting her first cup of coffee – cream and sugar – when he’d set up the scope, the long range rifle, aligned the site perfectly to the right front window of the shelter. 


At 7:30 the redhead had come in, army bag slung over one shoulder, walking from the bus station up the street, and unlocked the doors, swinging around the yellow sign from ‘closed’ to ‘welcome’. He’d lain on his stomach, sprawled flat against the roof as he’d watched her flip on her computer monitor, paw through a pile of mail, then slip into the back room until Anya arrived, half an hour later. 


Usually he’d swing in thirty seconds behind her, parking his SUV down the block. 


But today he was waiting.

He blinked his left eye shut again, feeling the morning sun begin to melt the layers of fog away. A thin bead of sweat trailed down his temple, but he barely noticed. 


He watched Anya pull out a newspaper, the redhead wave her arms in the air in response. Not a surprise. From what he’d seen, she seemed the high strung type. Anya was harder to read, though the line of her back seemed straighter, more tense. Whatever they were discussing upset her. Finally the redhead raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. Anya responded with her back to him. Then she leaned forward and passed the dog to the redhead.

Bingo.

Dade felt his muscles relax, his heart speed up, his body focusing, narrowing in on his target. His finger closed around the trigger, his eyes riveted to a spot at the back of Anya’s head.

Then she whipped around, her enormous blue eyes turning his way. For a second, he could swear she was looking right at him. Which was impossible, of course – he’d checked and double checked to make sure nothing on the roof was visible from the ground. 


He blinked hard, shook off the feeling, refocused on his site. His finger hovered over the trigger.

He counted off one, two…

But he never got to three.

Instead, as his finger lay loose on the trigger, the plate glass window in his scope exploded into a million pieces.

Dade jerked his head up. Bits of broken glass spewed onto the sidewalk, passersby scattered, screaming, covering their heads as if being attacked from all sides. A man came running out of the hardware store next door, yelling in some foreign language, waving his arms. It was exactly the scene he’d envisioned. 


Only a second too early. 


Dade grabbed a pair of binoculars from his bag, training them on the broken storefront. Neither the redhead nor Anya were visible, though he spotted the tail of that rat dog peeking out from behind the front counter. 


Another shot rang out and Dade watched the telephone on the counter explode, chunks flying every which way. He dropped the binoculars, left the scope, reached into his bag and grabbed his M9, shoving the handgun into the waistband of his pants as he hurtled himself over the fire escape. His legs pumped down the rusted flights, one thought racing through his mind.

He hadn’t pulled the trigger. 


So who the hell was shooting at Anya? 



 

 



* * * * *
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