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Florida, Present Day


Monday, March 10, 5:30pm


 


When Gwen Stefani’s voice blared
from the passenger seat, Lori didn’t have to check the display to know it was her
best friend calling—Again. 


Lori gripped the wheel with one
hand and flipped open the phone with the other, tucking it behind one ear so
she could keep her hands at 10 and 2. Spring Break traffic was nothing to mess
around with.


“Hi, Kimber.”


“Well? Are you there yet?”
squealed the familiar voice.


Lori indulged herself with an
affectionate eye-roll. “Maybe I’d get there faster if you’d stop calling.”


“I’m just so excited! You’re the
best friend ever!” Kimberley shrieked. 


Ear ringing, Lori adjusted the
speaker volume before she went deaf.


“Kimber, chill out. Autographs
aren’t that exciting.”


“Whatever. You’re just jaded
because you’re so used to signing them.”


Lori tapped her brakes in warning
to an overeager tailgater. “I just don’t understand the attraction.”


“He’s a God!”


Lori snorted. “Are we still
talking about T2? From the T2 Crew?”


“He’s hot! I love him!” Kimber
bubbled.


“How can you love him? He’s never
met you.”


“He’ll come around.” Unparalleled
optimism radiated from the receiver.


Before responding, Lori blasted
her horn as a dozen teenagers overflowing a convertible sliced into her lane,
nearly taking off her front bumper in the process. 


“Until then, you’ll fawn over his
signed albums?”


“Exactly.” 


“I have no idea why I’m enabling
this fantasy,” Lori grumbled.


“Because you love me. And because
you can. First off, you’re famous.”


Lori changed lanes to let another
would-be NASCAR driver rocket past, with his windows down and stereo blaring.


“I’m not famous. Most of the
people who recognize my face don’t even know my name.”


“Secondly,” Kimberley continued
as if Lori hadn’t spoken, “you’re friends.”


“I’m not his friend, Kimber,”
Lori reminded her for the tenth time. 


“Come on. You starred in his very
first music video to hit number one.”


“I guess.” And Lori would’ve
starred in the back of his limo, too, if she’d let him have his way. 


Tommy Turner was a conceited
lech, and Lori had her doubts about entering his domain, even for Kimberley.
But what could she do? 


“Come on, Lori,” Kimberley
wheedled. “You know you’re gonna do it—you’re probably halfway to the studio by
now. If you can surf waves during tropical storms for a photo shoot, then you
can get a teensy weensy signature for your best friend.”


Lori stepped on her brakes as
traffic slowed for a red light.


This was the happiest Kimberley
had sounded in weeks. In fact, this was the first whole day she’d gone without
crying since her long-term boyfriend had kicked her out and she’d shown up on
Lori’s porch with a cat, a trash bag full of clothes, and two copies of T2’s
platinum debut album.


“Yeah, yeah.” But T2 wasn’t there
to pinch her rear when she was hanging ten on a surfboard. “I’ll get his
autograph if it kills me. In the meantime, relax. I’ll bring home ice cream if
you keep that cat out of my– Can you hold on a sec? Someone’s beeping. Be right
back.” 


Trying to watch the road and her
cell phone at the same time, Lori quickly flipped to the other line and slapped
the phone back to her ear.


“This is Lori.”


“Lori, baby,” came the voice
teenage girls screamed for the world over. “Are you still coming?”


“Tommy.” Great. Why did the world
suddenly develop a complex about this autograph? “Yes, I’m almost there. I’ll–”


“Just making sure, baby. I’ve
been waiting for you.” As usual, Tommy’s breathy voice gave her the creeps.


“I know. Give me about five
minutes or so. This traffic–”


“I knew you wanted me. After
waiting two years, what’s five more minutes?” The invitation in his tone
dripped with forced sexuality.


Lori gritted her teeth. “Tommy, I
told you I was coming for you to autograph–”


“Autographs, etchings, it’s all
the same to me, baby. I’m pouring us some champagne. Oh—I hear you at the
door.  Come on in. You don’t have to knock.”


“No, I’m still–”


Click.


Lori blinked. What a weirdo. If
it weren’t her duty as best friend to cheer Kimberley up at all costs, Tommy
Turner’s studio was the last place on earth she’d be going.


“Kimber, you still there?”


“Yes. Who was it? Was it T2?”


“Yeah.” What was she, psychic? 


“Ohhh,” Kimberley breathed. “He’s
amazing. See if he’ll go out with me. If you’ll double with us, I’m sure he’d
go.”


“I’m busy that night.”


A squeak of outrage burst from
the phone. “Lori…”


“Don’t even think of
rebounding with Tommy. He’s a bad idea. Trust me.”


Kimberley’s gasp spoke volumes.
“Did you…?”


“No! Absolutely not.” Lori might
not be book smart, but she could smell trouble.


“Just checking. Anyways, I think
he’d like me if he got to know me.”


“Everybody likes you, Kimber.”


“Not Marco.” Sudden static
crackled from the phone. “He practically shoved me out the door.”


“His loss. He’s a loser and he
doesn’t count. Don’t you dare cry over him. We’ll celebrate your newfound
singleness as soon as I get home. Look on the bright side—now you can be with
any man you want.”


“Even T2?”


Lori grimaced. “Except him. I
want someone with charm. Maybe even a brain. Look, I’ve got to go. I’m pulling
in now. See you in a little bit?”


“Good luck!”


Snapping the cell phone closed,
Lori tossed it back on the passenger seat. It was going to take both hands and
all her concentration to parallel-park her big boat anywhere—if she could even
find a space. 


Lori cruised around the block
three times before an old lady in her station wagon pulled away from her spot
by the corner. Perfect. She wouldn’t even have to back in.


After parking, she glanced at her
reflection in the rear-view mirror. She’d been hasty with the mascara and now
clumpy brown eyelashes framed her trademark green eyes. She bared her teeth. At
least she didn’t have lipstick marks. Or parsley. Who invented parsley?


Time had run out on the meter, so
Lori fished in her jean pockets for a quarter. Hopefully she wouldn’t need all
twelve minutes.


Taking a last fond look at her
bubblegum-pink 1971 Mustang, she jogged the short distance to the studio.
Wearing a halter-top and tennis shoes had been smart. Running in the Florida
heat was not. Note to self—leave the exercise for the nice, air-conditioned
gym. 


By the time she got to the door,
Lori’s entire body was encased in a fine sheen of sweat. Oh well. No one to
impress here.


She raised her hand to jab at the
doorbell before she remembered Tommy asked her to come right in without
knocking. Maybe he was still in the back, recording music with the guys. Or,
knowing him, making music with one of his groupies.


Opening the door, she called out
his name just as two deafening blasts echoed through the building. What the
heck was that? Gunshots?


Without thinking, Lori turned on
her toes and ran back to her car, leaving the studio door to slam shut on its
own. She slid behind the wheel in record time, peeling away from the curb and
barreling down the road for several blocks.


Once her racing heart slowed down
enough to let her think, Lori pulled over to the side of the street and peeled
her white fingers from the wheel. 


The silent cell phone seemed to
stare at her from the passenger seat. She snatched it up, flipped it open, and
dialed.


“911. What’s your emergency?”


The words tumbled from her mouth.
“I heard loud noises at Tommy Turner’s studio on 6th Avenue. Maybe
gunshots.”


“Is anyone injured?”


Lori closed her eyes. She was a
supermodel, not a superhero. She hadn’t stuck around to deflect any bullets or
interview any gun-wielding assailants.


Hopefully she wouldn’t live to
regret it.


*          *          *


Listen to them. 


The two college-age girls
trailing Amber to the parking lot were twittering birds, their high-pitched
laughter scraping at her ears for the hundredth time that day. If she were Bank
Manager instead of Account Manager, she'd fire them, just so she wouldn't have
to hear their stupid stories and wild cackling. 


She’d be tempted to put them out
of her misery if she hadn't left her Glock in the trunk of her car.


“Buh-bye,” called the newest teller, the one with
the fake tan and the giant rock of an engagement ring she forced under
customers’ noses at every opportunity. Amber had forgotten her name on purpose.


“Yeah, Amber. ’Bye,” shrilled the teller’s hyper
sidekick, Judy. That one stuffed herself into her oversized sorority sweatshirt
every day. Not because of the typical “Frozen Tundra” setting on Florida air
conditioning units, but because she thought it made her look cool. In reality,
she just looked red-faced and sweaty, and had to spend the first on-the-clock
hour in the bathroom fixing her makeup.


Amber turned just in time to see
her shake a fat little finger.


“Drive safe,” Judy called out as
she struggled out of her sweater. 


Moron. “You, too,”
Amber muttered and schooled her features into her well-practiced ‘smiling
kindly’ face. She retrieved her crumpled pack of Virginia Slims from the bottom
of her purse and knocked out one wrinkled cigarette.


“See you in the morning,” they
chorused.


Since it was only Monday, she’d
see them the next four mornings. Joy. 


The giggling girls flopped into a
turquoise Dodge Neon, slammed the doors, and waved wildly as they drove off.
They’d asked more than once if Amber wanted to ‘ride share’ with them. 


Over her dead body.


Amber lit her cigarette and
dropped the pack and the lighter back into her purse. She couldn’t wait until
her days of languishing behind a computer-topped desk were over. 


In fact, she hated the Isla
Concha Savings & Loan, hated the idiots whose accounts she had to look up
because they forgot to bring their checkbooks or weren’t smart enough to
operate an ATM. She also hated being trapped in a building with hundreds of
thousands of dollars and being unable to stuff any in her pockets to make up
for the joke of a paycheck they doled out every fifteen days. 


If there were some way to sneak
into the vault undetected, she’d have done it by now.


Her heels clicked on the steamy black asphalt as she
strode to her car. 


Yeah, it was new, it was red, and it was freshly
waxed—but it was a Camry sedan, not a racy, convertible Spyder. If all went
well, her Spyder days were close at hand. Amber popped the trunk. If all went
well, she’d soon be a kept woman. She deserved to be spoiled.


Trapping her cigarette between
her teeth, she emptied her purse of the candies and random office supplies
she’d stuffed it with before leaving. She didn’t need most of that crap, but
who cared? The bank could afford it. 


With her first real smile of the
day, Amber fished her gun out from under a fleece blanket and tucked it into
her purse between her wallet and makeup. Since the hyper-friendly tellers had
left, she no longer felt like killing anyone… but one never knew what the day
might bring.


Before slamming the lid, she
shrugged out of her black suit jacket and tossed it in the back. Layers should
be outlawed in Florida. Even March steamed like a broiler. 


She unlocked the doors with the
remote and slid inside the car—no easy feat in four-inch heels and a black
skirt so tight her legs squeezed together. That’s what Tommy liked, though, so
that’s what Tommy would get.


Amber turned on the car so the
A/C would start kicking, and undid buttons on her white silk shirt to bare her
cleavage. 


Sweaty. Damn. 


She snatched a Kleenex from her
center console and dried off the dampness as best she could. The air blasting
from the vents finally turned chilly, blowing her blonde hair from her face and
hardening her nipples. Amber smirked. Tommy’d appreciate that.


Re-applying lipstick with one
hand and steering with the other, she drove to his studio in record time. Going
home with him from the bar on Saturday had been such a bonus. He was rich and
about to get richer, just as soon as he finished his new album. It was crap, of
course. White men shouldn’t be allowed to rap. But who cared? 


The richer he got, the richer she’d get. Or at
least, she would, once she ramped up her status from one-night-stand to
permanent girlfriend. And once she was rich enough, she’d find someone even
richer, and she wouldn’t be stuck with Tommy ‘T2’ Turner anymore. 


Life would be sweet.


What the hell were all these cars
doing on his street? Tommy better have sent his band members and groupies home,
like he promised. Amber swore and circled the block again. Stupid studio didn’t
even have a parking lot—she’d have to talk to him about that, too.


A pickup truck slathered in
racing decals pulled away from the curb and she slipped in the empty space. 


Almost an hour remaining on the meter. More than enough
for a bounce on the couch. Contrary to his lyrics, Tommy was an incompetent
lover. But she’d put up with almost anything to trade her bare-bones condo for
his high-priced gulf-side mansion and to spend her days in indolent luxury
rather than trapped in that box of a bank and smiling kindly at morons. 


Amber stepped out of the car and
smoothed her hands over her clothes. 


Slinging her purse over one
shoulder, she closed the car door and walked up the sidewalk to the recording
studio, careful to sway her hips and thrust out her chest. Never know when
Tommy might be peering out the door in anticipation. 


What a loser.


He’d latched onto her like he’d
never had a woman before. He’d been almost too easy. Men were such pigs. Too
bad she was forced to interact with them—corralling a moneyed playboy was the
next step up the ladder of success.


Without bothering to knock, she
swung open the studio door and sashayed inside. Giant photos of Tommy adorned
the wide, spacious antechamber, and overstuffed chairs and cigarette-burned
loveseats filled the interior. 


Tommy leaned over a coffee table
pouring champagne into two fluted glasses. Short but muscular, he wore his
standard ripped blue jeans and bleach-bright white tank top, his shaggy black
hair tamed by a folded blue bandana and his tanned skin covered in naked-women
tattoos. What a prize.


Glancing up at the sound of her
heels on the hardwood floor, his eyes met hers.


“You.”


Amber sculpted her lips into her
sultriest pout. 


“Who did you expect, honey? You
asked me to come by after work. And I… came.” 


She fluttered her eyelashes with
mock coyness and assumed a provocative pose. To keep from smacking him, Amber
kept reminding herself he was her ticket to a better life.


Tommy’s face cleared. “I forgot.”


Idiot. “You forgot, silly? Then
why are you pouring champagne?”


He shrugged. “Someone else is
coming over. You have to leave.”


The first tendril of ice snaked
down her spine. “Who?”


Tommy flashed a mean smile. “Lori
Summers.”


Amber raised an eyebrow. “Lori
Summers? The swimsuit model?” 


Please. 


Granted, she was as surprised as
the next person when the blonde bombshell stopped touring the world’s waves in
brand-name bikinis to settle down here in Isla Concha, half a mile off
Florida’s gulf coast and forty miles south of the nearest big city—if Tampa
could be considered a big city. 


But no way did Lori Summers trade
a life of gracing glossy magazine covers for hooking up with squinty-eyed Tommy
Turner, white-boy rapper.


He topped off the glasses without
responding, so Amber stepped close enough to lay a hand on his bicep.


“You’re just mad at me for being
late, aren’t you?” she asked in a teasing voice. “You missed me, poor baby. You
missed… this.” She licked the edge of his ear and almost fell onto the coffee
table when he shoved her.


“I said get lost, Amber.”


She blinked. “You’re not
serious.”


Tommy crossed his arms. “As a
heart attack. Why would I want to screw you again,” he said, raking his eyes
over her body, “when I could be screwing Lori Summers?”


Heat raced up Amber’s neck. “Lori
Summers may be an empty-headed fashion slave, but I doubt she wants to screw
you, Tommy.”


“She’s a high-class model.” His
tone was amused, condescending.


Amber’s eyelid twitched. “You
mean high-class whore.”


Tommy smirked. “Saturday night I
got laid for the price of a vodka tonic. Guess that makes you a low-class
whore.”


Snarling, she pivoted on one
shaky stiletto and marched toward the open studio door, her clicking heels
echoing her anger.


“Don’t call me—I’ll call you,”
Tommy sing-songed.


Amber’s fingers
convulsed on her purse and she halted mid-step. 


Nobody mocked Amber
Tompkins. Nobody. She slid her hand in her purse and clenched her fingers
around the barrel of her gun. The cold metal relaxed her muscles and twitched
her lips into a Cheshire smile. Tommy didn’t know her well enough yet to
realize he’d made a very, very bad mistake. 


He was about to find
out.


With a sense of intense
satisfaction, she twirled in place to face him, swinging her hand across her
body toward the wall. The butt of the gun smashed into the center of his
grinning photograph, sending a shower of shattered glass across the room.


He yelped and jumped back as
shards of glass glittered to the floor. Fear clouded his eyes for a brief
second before his ego kicked back in and his gaze turned calculating. 


“Oh, baby, don’t be mad,” he
said, and grinned. “There’s plenty of Tommy to go around. I can probably give
you a little taste before she gets here.”


He glanced down to fumble at his
fly and Amber hefted the gun in both hands. Before Tommy had a chance to finish
unzipping his jeans, her arm was steady and the Glock pointed directly at his
face.


“No thanks.” Amber smiled. “I’ve
got other plans.” 


She wasn’t sure which she heard
first when she pulled the trigger—the satisfying blast of the bullet barreling
into Tommy's forehead or a hideously sweet voice calling out, “Tommy?”


He hadn't been lying. 


Unbelievable. Amber fired a
second shot into his crotch for good measure and turned on her heel to chase
after the woman who’d spoiled all her well-made plans.


She reached the sidewalk just in
time to watch the taillights of a hot pink monstrosity careen around the
corner.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,”
she muttered. What was this girl, Barbie?


Barbie or not, Tommy belonged to
Amber and she didn’t play well with others. She’d seen him first, claimed him
first, owned him first. No supermodel hussy was going to stop her from
getting what she wanted.


She stalked back inside and
stared at the lifeless body draped over the wooden coffee table. The room
reeked of blood and gunpowder. With his glassy eyes and gaping fish mouth,
Tommy looked like a moron even in death. She should’ve aimed for a higher class
of sugar daddy to start out with.


Careful not to step in the
growing pool of blood, Amber filched his wallet out of his back pocket and
flipped it open. Packed with bills. Excellent. She dropped the leather wallet
and the warm gun into her open purse and wiped the door handle free of
fingerprints with her sleeve. 


Gross. Didn’t he ever clean this
thing? Now her favorite white blouse was ruined.


Fuming, Amber strode out to her
car.


Lord knew she’d put in her time.
She deserved a better life. 


Tommy had owed her. The world
owed her. Little Miss Supermodel owed her. 


And… what if the living Barbie
doll had seen her? 


Amber plopped into her Camry and
gunned the engine before the cops decided to pay a visit. Lori Summers would
rue the day she decided to make this particular booty call.


Ducking her head to light a
cigarette, Amber considered the ramifications. She doubted Tommy had spoken of
her to other women. He was too much of a player.


So even if Lori-the-slut tattled,
she couldn’t name names. But if she could identify her from a lineup or
describe her well enough… 


The size-zero bimbo would have to
be silenced.


Amber bared her teeth in a
distorted parody of a smile and eased away from the curb. She would triumph.
She always triumphed.


Lori Summers must die. 






[bookmark: Chapter_02][bookmark: _Toc337234389][bookmark: _Toc134928218]CHAPTER TWO


 


Davis Hamilton straightened the
piles of paperwork rising from his desk like stalagmites. He glanced around the
station. For as relatively few city employees as worked in the Isla Concha
P.D., everyone was oddly busy. Dispatchers shouted into phones, lawyers
interviewed witnesses, cops grilled suspects—probably meant the day was about
to get longer. 


His own partner had the desk
across from him, and if he held still for much longer, she was bound to look up
and rip him a new one. Tonda Carver had a quick wit, indeterminate ethnicity,
and a belly so pregnant Davis was surprised she could reach over it to touch
her desk.


As if he’d caught her attention
with the power of his mind, she glanced up and impaled him with her gaze.


“Don’t just sit there running
your fingers over your hair, hot stuff. It’s too short to get messy. Or are you
afraid you’re going bald?”


“I’m not going bald,” Davis bit
out, forcing himself not to touch his head to make sure.


“Not yet, anyway. But if you had
hair like mine, you’d wish you were.”


Carver shook her head. Tiny black
spirals sprang out in all directions in a cross between a porcupine and Shirley
Temple. Her deceptive cuteness was all Shirley, but when she opened her
mouth—pure porcupine.


She tossed the empty Chinese
cartons from their rushed supper into her trashcan and flicked a stray piece of
rice at his desk. How she could find anything on a desk that messy was beyond
him. She fished a cough drop out from her desk drawer, unwrapped it, and popped
it in her mouth.


“Sick?” Davis asked.


“Fruit drop. Vitamin C. I feel a
cold coming on. Hey, have you got a Kleenex?”


Davis slid open his top desk
drawer. Pens, pencils, sticky notes, a well-worn page ripped from a magazine,
folded so he wouldn’t be able to stare at her face…


“No. Sorry.”


Carver rolled her chair backward
and stood up. “That’s okay. I’ll go get some. Oh—Chief is waving like a madman.
I’ll find out what he wants.”


Davis nodded and tried to
concentrate on the ever-growing mounds of paperwork. There was so much to do,
so many cases open at once. Because Isla Concha was a small town, the police
force was ridiculously light, leaving them all with too much on their plates.


He’d finished sorting through one
towering stack and had been about to dive into the next when Carver wobbled
back, a strange expression in her eyes.


“What is it?” he asked warily.


“We’ve got a live one. Or,
rather, a dead one.”


“Ours?” Nice. He couldn’t even
make it through his current mountain of paperwork.


Carver nodded and leaned one hip
against his desk. 


“Big?” he asked.


“Huge. This is going to be high
profile.” The orange lozenge clicked between her teeth.


Davis sighed. “Who is it?”


Carver watched him expectantly.
“Tommy Turner.” 


“Who?” He rummaged through his
notes.


She snorted. “Could you be any
less cool, Hamilton? Tommy Turner. T2, of the T2 Crew.”


Davis blinked. “The rapper?”


“Yeah. He took a couple bullets.
EMT called it at the scene.”


A dead rap star. Nice. That’s all
he needed. “Any witnesses?”


“One. You’re going to love
this—well, if you’ve ever heard of her.”


A strange feeling prickled across
his back. “Who?”


“Lori–”


“Summers,” he finished. There was
no reason at all for her name to be the first to his mind—except that her face
often plagued his dreams.


Twin dimples puckered Carver’s
cheeks. “You have heard of pop culture after all.”


Heard of her? Lord. Davis didn’t
have to unfold the tattered magazine page in order to envision her face, her body,
the timbre of her voice, the scent of her skin…


But all he said aloud was,
“Yeah.”


“I seen her in T2’s video, which
sucked by the way, but Chief says she’s also an ‘action swimsuit model.’ What
the hell does that mean?”


“It means she was primarily known
for doing daredevil water sports in diamond-studded g-strings.”


“Was? What happened?” 


Davis gritted his teeth. What did
happen? “I don’t know,” he answered, maintaining a neutral tone of voice. “For
a while there, if you saw a spiky-haired model on a beach, it was probably
Lori. She’s been photographed swimming, snorkeling, wake-boarding, sunbathing,
and surfing killer waves—all in equally killer bikinis.”


“Man. How do I get a job like
that?”


“You have that kid first. The
Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition has yet to do a centerfold with pregnant
cops.”


Carver let out a bark of
laughter. “Prejudiced jerks. Well, if I don’t come back after maternity leave,
you’ll know where to find me.”


Davis pushed himself back from
his desk and stood up. “For now, let’s check out our crime scene.”


By the time they pulled up to the
studio it was nearly eight o’clock. Flashing lights and gawking onlookers lined
the block. 


No parking lot. Perp had to use a
meter. No way he could get clearance for running prints on the thousands of
quarters crammed into the machines.


Davis helped Carver under the
yellow crime tape. The studio was a big stucco-on-concrete-blocks building. No
windows—probably for soundproofing purposes. Two doors, one in front and a fire
exit in back. Davis slipped on his gloves and boot-socks and held open the door
for Carver.


Techs crawled the room, taking
samples of God-knew-what. There were always fibers and fluids and any number of
flecks and specks and crumbs of identification.


That was the first rule drilled
into a cop’s head. Every time somebody enters a scene, they bring something in.
Every time someone exits a scene, they take something out. Not just the
investigating officers, but also the perp. Whoever he was.


Davis walked over to the medical
examiner kneeling by the body. “What do you have?”


“He’s been dead from two to three
hours. The 911 call came through about two hours ago and we were on the scene
within fifteen minutes.”


“Witness call from the studio?”
Davis flipped open his pocket notebook.


“No, I think cell phone. From her
car.”


“So she didn’t come inside.
Didn’t see all… this.” Something like relief warmed Davis’s cold fingers.
Civilians shouldn’t have to see all the crap that cops saw. Especially
civilians like Lori Summers.


“Who knows? She can use her cell
phone after whacking someone just as easy. Our star witness might have a little
explaining to do,” Carver said with a sardonic smile. “Ain’t that how it always
goes? Good thing she’s coming over first thing in the morning to give her
statement.”


He frowned. 


No way was Lori Summers involved
in this. Right? 


“Hamilton. Did you hear that?
Wake up.” Carver snapped her fingers in his face. “The band members got sent
home early because Tommy was expecting a ‘hookup’.”


The M.E. looked up. “That jibes with the wounds.”


“What do you mean?” Davis asked.


“Cause of death is a bullet to
the brain. Another entered his groin.”


“That one wasn’t to kill,” Carver
interrupted, wrapping her arms around her belly. “It was personal. You think
this was a breakup gone bad? Maybe Miss Summers has more explaining to do than
we thought.”


Davis shook his head. 


When Lori had disappeared and
later reemerged as the mouth-watering half-naked supermodel, he’d curled his
lip and forced himself to admit that maybe his parents had been right about her
all along. 


But even if she’d turned bimbo…
could she have turned killer? 


*          *          *


The luminescent dashboard clock
glowed 11:45. The day was finally over. Thank God. Lori couldn’t wait to get
home and—oh. Kimber. She was not going to take the lack of autograph well at
all. Crap. All Lori wanted was some peace and some privacy, but if she didn’t
bring Kimber home some kind of offering, high drama would rattle the walls.


Head pounding, she stopped at the
first grocery store she passed, headed straight for the frozen foods section,
snatched a pint of Karmel Sutra from the freezer and strode to the
self-checkout lane. Ben & Jerry’s cured just about anything.


She beeped the ice cream and set
it in a bag, then opened her purse. One dollar. Great. She fished her Isla
Concha debit card from her wallet and swiped it through the machine. 


The display flashed, “Card
unreadable. Please try again.”


Seven tries later, Lori was about
to cry with frustration. Positive the Karmel Sutra was turning into Karmel
Soggy, she picked up the bag of dew-covered ice cream and stomped into a line
with a live person. 


If a customer showing up with her
grocery item pre-bagged bemused the cashier, he made no comment. When the debit
card didn’t swipe for him either, he simply typed the digits into the register,
handed Lori her receipt, and sang out, “Have a nice evening!”


Too late for that.


Lori lugged the ice cream out to
her Mustang. For once, even her car’s vivid pinkness failed to restore her good
humor. What she needed was a nice, long bubble bath.


That thought firmly in mind, Lori
headed straight home and parked her car on the side of the street.


The house was old, but she’d bought it before she’d
made it big, and it was home. No basement, but then few in Florida had
basements. Small, but she was single and didn’t need much space. 


Until Kimber moved in.


Now, what was once comfy seemed crowded. But being Kimber’s
best friend meant she had to suck it up sometimes, because that’s what friends
do. Lori slipped her key in the lock and sighed when the door swung open
without turning the key or the handle. Bad enough Kimber never locked anything,
now she couldn’t even close the door all the way?


Lori stepped into her once-pristine living room. The
hardwood floors were littered with Kimberley’s clothes and the black leather
couch lurked under a pound of cat hair. 


As she had every day since Kimber’s cat moved in, Lori
sneezed.


Where was the little monster?


Chucking her purse onto a stack of magazines—the
cleanest place in her post-Kimberly living room—Lori’s heels clicked across the
wood as she walked into the kitchen. She tossed the now-soupy ice cream into
the freezer. 


Where was Kimber? 


She’d better not have left the house with the front
door cracked open. Best friend or no, some basic logic had to prevail.


With visions of bubble baths dancing in her head,
Lori closed the (open!) sliding glass door leading to the patio and headed down
the hall to her room. Kimber lay atop her bed and the cat stretched across
Lori’s pillow. 


“What are you doing in here, Kimber?”


Kimber looked up, her round face surrounded by a
tangled mass of hair. “Watching TV.”


Thank you, Captain Obvious. “There’s a TV in the
living room.”


“I know, but this one’s got a VCR. I wanted to tape
something.”


“The TV in the living room has Tivo.”


Kimber shrugged and returned her eyes to the screen.
“I totally don’t get Tivo.”


Lori stared at the layer of fur covering every
surface of her room. “What’s your cat doing in here?”


“Watching TV with me. What’s your problem, Lori?”


“You know I’m allergic to cats! You promised to keep
him out of my room.”


“Oh yeah. Sorry.”


Sometimes, Lori could imagine why it didn’t work out
with Kimber’s boyfriend. She was a great friend—fun, funny, upbeat, honest to a
fault. But man, was she a rotten roommate.


Deciding not to take a bath for fear she’d drown
herself, Lori turned and headed for her office. Maybe it was a good thing
Kimber had overtaken the bedroom. If she had been in here on the futon, Lori
wouldn’t have been able to do any career planning.


Taking a dog-eared entrepreneurial how-to book from
the shelf, Lori crossed over to her desk. She flipped to chapter seven—logos
and slogans. 


What would be a good name for the talent agency?
Summers’ Models? No, that was stupid. Models by Summers?  No, that sounded like
cologne. Models Etc? But there was no et cetera. Just models. Boy this was
hard.


Lori turned on her computer. Before she had time to
do more than log in, Kimber appeared in the doorway, clad in oversized flannel
pajamas and cuddling her cat.


“Come watch TV with me, Lori. Afternoon soaps are
on. I’ll put Mr. Giggles outside.”


Mr. Giggles. Yeah, that cat was a laugh a minute.


“All right. Don’t forget to shut the door.”


Kimber rolled her eyes. “I won’t. Besides, he goes
out the sliding glass door.”


“Don’t forget to shut that one, too.”


“What are you, my mom? How’s he supposed to get back
in if the door’s shut?”


For a moment, Lori indulged herself in the brief
fantasy that Mr. Giggles wouldn’t get back in. 


“I’ll be right there.”


Kimber padded off.


Pages fluttered in the open book as the air
conditioning kicked on, and Lori sighed. Her future would wait for another day.
She stood and walked to her room. Sitting on the edge of the dander-covered
bed, she hunted for the remote control. No luck.


Kimber returned sans cat, but with the remote in her
hand. Sneaky girl. Lori opened her mouth to make a comment when the commercial
cut to a newsbreak and the announcer’s voice filled the room.


“The T2 Crew is no more. Earlier this evening, Tommy
Turner of the T2 Crew was gunned down in his studio. He was working on his new
album, to be released in four months. Here, live, is–”


With a loud gasp, Kimber clapped her hands to her
chest in horror. She turned wide eyes to Lori and breathed, “Too bad you didn’t
get my CDs signed. They’d be worth a fortune now.”


Lori gawked at her. “For Pete’s sake, Kimber. How
morbid. I can’t even wrap my head around the idea that he’s dead, and you’re
thinking about making money off it?”


“I’m just saying. How much money do you think it
would get on eBay? Signed the night he died. Think about it. Mega bucks.”
Kimber flopped onto the bed, propped up by pillows.


“I don’t want to think about it. I wish I wasn’t
there.”


“It’s not like you saw it or anything. Don’t make it
out like a big deal.”


Lori fought for calm. “It is a big deal. He’s dead.”


“I know he’s dead! Nobody cares more than me. I love
him.”


“You didn’t love him. You had a boyfriend of your
own.”


Kimberley muted the television. “And T2 came between
us.”


“What?” Lori twisted to stare at her friend. “You
didn’t even know him. How could he possibly cause the breakup?”


“Marco was jealous of him. He’s not fair. I mean, I
dressed in slutty nursewear for him. Why couldn’t he pretend to be T2 for me?”


“Cripes. I don’t want to hear this.” Lori turned
back to the TV. “You’ll find someone new, Kimber. Someone better than both of
them.”


“Easy for you to say. You start someone new every
season of the year.”


The air thickened like molasses. Lori turned to
stare at Kimberley in hurt and disbelief. Sure, many men lusted after her. But
she stopped them with a well-practiced look. They only wanted her because they’d
seen her in jewel-encrusted bikinis, smiling at them from the pages of glossy
magazines.


“I’m not a supermodel like you,” Kimber continued.
“I couldn’t have a string of guys if I paid them.”


Lori stood and crossed her arms. “Well, this time I
came home to you. Lucky me.”


Kimber shrugged and pointed at the TV. “Look. Now,
there’s a hot cop.”


Accepting Kimber’s subject change, Lori turned to
the screen and froze. Davis Hamilton stood in a form-fitting suit, separated
from a gaggle of reporters by a thin strip of yellow crime scene tape. Kimber
was right. He looked good enough to eat.


“Lori—you’re blushing. Do you know him?”


Know him? That was one way to put it.


She knew how he stuck the tip of his tongue between
his teeth when he worked on his drawings. She knew how his body glistened with
sweat when he finished one of his marathon running sessions. She knew how his
eyes dilated and darkened when unable to hide his arousal. 


But did she know him? Not really. Not anymore.


“Once. A long time ago.”


“When’s a long time ago? I’ve known you for eleven
years, and I’ve never met him. What’s his name?”


Lori took a deep breath and shifted on the bed.
“Davy.”


“Ohhh. Davy. The one that took your virginity your
freshman year and dumped you for the head cheerleader?”


“Kimber, for Pete’s sake. Do you mind?”


“Sorry! I didn’t know it was still a sore spot. He’s
hot, Lori. I’d have let him do it to me, too. I still would. Look at him. Is he
single?”


Lori grit her teeth. “He married the cheerleader.”


Kimberley flipped through the still-muted channels.
“Is it a happy marriage?”


“You’re not going to sleep with my ex-boyfriend.
Find someone else.”


“Fine, fine. If you love him so much, why don’t you
get him back?”


“I don’t love him.”


“Whatever. A little possessive, I’d say, for someone
who hasn’t boinked him in over a decade.”


“Kimberley, I swear to you, I’m going to–”


A crack of thunder interrupted Lori’s threat.


“A storm! Mr. Giggles is outside,” cried Kimber. She
motioned wildly.


What, she was too depressed to fetch her own cat? 


With a sigh, Lori raced through the house to the
sliding glass door. She shoved it the rest of the way open and sprinted into
the back yard. 


“Mr. Giggles? Mr. Giggles? Come on, kitty.”


A flash of white underneath her orange tree caught
Lori’s attention and she lurched after him, snatching him into her arms. The
first drop of rain plopped onto her nose. The sky opened up and sheets of rain
drenched the yard. 


Another crack of thunder boomed in the clouds. A
streak of lightning raced across the sky. Clutching Mr. Giggles to her chest,
Lori ducked her head and ran inside, dropping the cat to the kitchen tile and
sagging against the interior wall.


“You didn’t shut the sliding door either.”


Lori blinked through wet lashes until Kimberley came
into focus. She reached out and slid the door shut without a word.


Kimberley walked to the refrigerator and snatched a
photo from the top. “Who’s this, Lori? Who’s this, and what are you doing?”


It was Sara, of course. Sissy. The two of them, over
a year and a half ago, on vacation in L.A. Sara’d been so jealous of Lori’s
crazy career, full of exotic locale’s featuring Lori’s bread-and-butter: Beach
shots. 


A humorless little laugh escaped Lori’s lips.


What did Sara have to be jealous about? Third grade
teachers were far more important than fashion models any day. Third grade
teachers knew their multiplication tables. Lori couldn’t even leave tips
without the calculator feature in her cell phone. 


Kimberley waved the photo in her face.


“I can see. Thanks,” Lori muttered.


Sara. The tail end of her summer vacation had
dwindled and she was determined to do something wild. If Lori had only known…


“How long has it been?” Kimberley insisted. “A
year?”


Yeah. Almost exactly one year since the sunny
afternoon Sara had talked her into hang-gliding to get over her fear of
heights. That plan had failed in more ways than one.


“Put it away.” Lori folded her arms across her wet
shirt. 


“Oh, I’ll put it away.” Kimberly slapped the photo
back onto the refrigerator. “When will you? She’s dead, Lori. You have to start
getting over it.”


No. Lori’s muscles bunched in repressed anger.
“First my dad, then my sister. How am I supposed to get over losing the people
I love?”


Kimber shrugged and stroked her cat. “I don’t know.
Maybe you can’t. But you have to move forward. You haven’t done a single thing
since Sara died.”


“I have so.”


“Yeah?” Kimber raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Name
something.” 


“I’m going to start my own business.”


“Oh yeah? When? I’ve been hearing about your ‘talent
agency’ since before Sara died. At the time, I thought you’d really go through
with it. I thought you could do anything. But I bet you’re no further on it now
than you were then. I bet you don’t even have a name picked out. It’s just
talk. All you’ve got is talk.”


Mr. Giggles pounced onto the kitchen table, sending
wet cat fur and Lori’s mail flying everywhere.


“I hate your cat.” Lori contemplating chucking the
little monster back outside.


Kimberley scowled. “Well, he hates you, too. Oh, and
what’s this?” She bent and picked up an envelope from the floor. “From
Playboy.” She ripped it open and unfolded the letterhead within. “Looks like
they want you to be a centerfold. Guess that’s how you know your career is
over.”


Lori snatched the letter from her hand. “That’s not
true.” She crumpled up the paper and threw it in the trash without reading it.
“It doesn’t mean anything.”


“Whatever.” Kimber scooped up her cat and kicked the
rest of the mail in Lori’s direction. “I’m going to watch TV.”


Steaming with frustration and injured pride, Lori
stared after Kimber’s retreating form. She gathered up the rest of her wet,
cat-scented mail. She dumped it all back onto the table before stalking out to
the living room. A little alone time might help. Maybe some retail therapy.


“I’m heading out!” Lori yelled at the empty hallway.
She grabbed her purse from the couch and stalked to the door.


“Where you going?” came Kimber’s bored voice.
“Everything’s closed but bars and strip joints.”


Far, far away. “Driving. Maybe off a nice, tall
bridge.”


Scuffling footsteps raced down the hall. Kimber
skated into the living room. “Let me find my shoes and I’ll go with you.” She
shrugged into a floor-length faux fur coat and kicked out a tennis shoe from
behind the recliner. 


Lori shook her head. It wasn’t that cold, and
Kimber looked like a yeti.


“I’d rather be alone.”


A flash of hurt crumpled Kimber’s face and, just as
quickly, the look was gone. 


“Fine.” She strode back down the hall, one shoe on,
fur coat floating behind her, head held high.


Lori considered calling her back with an apology and
a promise to hang out later, then changed her mind. With the mood she was in,
she’d only wedge the distance between them even further. 


She couldn’t afford to lose anyone else.
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Davis groaned when the
early-morning scent of a burning coffee pot wafted down the hall from the break
room.


Thank God he relied on tasty,
non-burnable Mountain Dew.


“Your buddy, the Detective
Sergeant, is totally out to get you,” Tonda Carver huffed as she plopped into
her chair.


“Why me?” Davis asked, not
expecting an answer. “You’re my partner. Shouldn’t he be after both of us
equally?”


Carver shrugged and fiddled with
a cough drop. “Don’t ask me. He’s a man. You’re a man. Ain’t a woman on this
earth who understands men.”


“Thanks.” Davis debated telling
her than men didn’t understand women either, but figured she already suspected
as much.


“All I know is, you better solve
this case and solve it fast. He’s under pressure due to the whole ‘high
profile’ aspect, and he’s making noises like the fall guy won’t be him.”


“Nice.” This wasn’t the first
time his superior officer breathed down his neck.


Carver sucked the orange-scented
lozenge into her mouth, distending her left cheek with its bulge. “Didn’t he
threaten to lateral you last year?”


Davis clenched his jaw. 


The threat had nothing to do with
his performance on the job and everything to do with the one aspect of his life
he’d never had any control over—his father, the unstoppable defense attorney
from hell. 


“Yeah,” he answered. “But he
knows I’d rather stay here.”


She snorted. “No kidding. It
wouldn’t be a threat if you wanted to work somewhere else, dingdong. You
think he might do it?”


He threw a pencil at her. “What
do you care? You’ll be on maternity leave.”


Carver scooped up the pencil and
stuck it behind her ear. “Raising a kid without a father will be hard enough.
Coming back without my partner—now, that might be too much. I expect your butt
to be in that chair.”


“Then let’s get back to work.
What do we have?”


“First off, a witness.”


“Potential witness,” Davis
corrected. “She called it in, she didn’t say she saw it.”


“Whatever.” Carver sucked loudly
on the cough drop, most likely to annoy him. “Obvious surfaces were wiped
clean, but forensics is checking the rest of the place for prints.”


Davis nodded. “Lots of traffic,
so that will take a while.”


“A single blonde hair found stuck
in the blood. What color is the witness’s hair?”


As if he could forget. “Blonde.”


Carver retrieved the pencil from
her ear and scratched a note on her desk calendar. “So, we might have a
suspect.”


Wrong. “No motive, no suspect.
Statistically, most killers are men who–”


The lead snapped from Carver’s
pencil. “Statistically, hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Davis didn’t look at her. He already knew.


“The M.E. said Turner’d been shot
in the crotch. Crotch shots are personal. Personal, Hamilton. Turner being
ridiculously heterosexual, one has to assume the perp could be a disgruntled
female.”


“Our job isn’t to assume. Our job
is to find proof.”


Carver rolled her eyes. 


“First we have to be suspicious.
Hence, a suspect. Let’s see, perp might be female. Whaddya know, Ms. Summers is
female. Blonde hair found on scene. Whaddya know, Ms. Summers is blonde.
Motive? Hookup gone bad, spurned for a new lover, could be anything. Means?
Money buys guns and supermodels have money. Opportunity? She called it in
herself. And—here’s the big ‘and’—the blonde hair was lodged in a pool of the
vic’s blood.” 


Carver crunched on her lozenge.
“What the hell was she doing next to the body if she wasn’t killing him?”


Davis wished he could throw
something at Carver heavier than a pencil. 


“Checking his pulse?” he
suggested. “CPR?” Lots of reasons. Hell, Lori didn’t even kill flies. “In every
murder case, somebody has to come across the body or the police would
never be involved. Crotch shots can come from jealous boyfriends, too. Bet not
all of Turner’s women were single.”


“So let me get this straight. She
hears shots. She knows somebody with a gun is inside.” Carver’s tone turned
sarcastic. “So she enters, despite a deranged gun-wielder present, just in case
there’s any dead bodies she can do CPR on?”


Put like that, his explanation
did sound a little weak. “We’ll have to ask her.”


“Oh yeah, suspects are always
truthful. That’ll clear things right up.”


Davis counted to ten before
answering. Lori had never been a liar. Or a murderer. Of course, that had been
high school, but how much could someone change?


“I ran her name through every
database we’ve got. Nothing. Not even a parking ticket.”


“See!” Carver’s eyes lit with
triumph. “You thought she was mighty convenient, too.”


“No, I’m a cop. I’m efficient.
Stop making me crazy.” Davis counted to twenty this time. “Carver, you said
yourself that supermodels have money. Why would a supermodel steal a wallet?”


She shrugged. “There’s more
reasons to steal a wallet than just money.”


“Top secondary reason being to
conceal identity of the victim. You can’t tell me she thought nobody would
notice the dead rap star looked mysteriously like guy in the posters plastered
over all the walls.”


“Bullet to the face. Besides,
there could’ve been something else in the wallet. We don’t know because we
don’t have the wallet.”


“Carver–”


A tidal wave of low wolf calls
swept through the room. Conversation ceased, then continued in louder, faster
tones. He knew without turning to the window what he would see.


“Hamilton,” Carver cooed with a
smirk, crunching her cough drop between her teeth. “Looks like your one o’clock
is here.” She grinned and made fish faces. 


Davis glared at her. He stood to
face the glass. 


And then there she was.


High, strappy sandals. Long,
skinny skirt. Some sort of flowy top. Slender neck. Perfect face obscured by
massive movie-star sunglasses. Who wears sunglasses indoors? 


And that long, silky hair he
loved so much, gone. Instead, her locks tumbled in a sexy, tousled shag.
Different look, same effect. His body tightened in response, although whether
to memory or reality, he didn’t know.


He sure didn’t need a leggy
blonde to screw things up. Not his case, not his life, and not his otherwise
clear thinking.


“I’m going to take her into
Interrogation Room One. You can watch through the glass.”


Carver smirked. “Whatever.”


Davis crossed to the doorway and
stepped into the main antechamber. With one pointed look, junior officer Bock
made a beeline for Lori’s side. 


Man. Had they truly not spoken
since high school?


She’d been so creative, so wild,
so fun. She’d smelled like flowers and cheap shampoo and grinned at him
constantly. 


Now she looked like money and
expensive perfume, just like Juliana, his high-society mistake. Lori had never
been pretentious and full of herself before, but she hadn’t been rich and
famous before, either. 


People changed.


*          *          *


Noon had come and gone. She
should have been here hours earlier… and she might have, if it weren’t for
sleep evading her until just before dawn.


Lori stood inside the entranceway
to collect her breath and her thoughts for a moment. She tugged open the large
glass door, stepped inside, then sagged against the cool concrete wall. 


No. She couldn’t breathe. It was
just like Daddy’s precinct. 


Pungent bleach, fast-food
hamburgers and forgotten dust mixed in the recycled air. White, textured walls.
Blinding fluorescent lights. Tile floor, scuffed and stained. Phones ringing.
Handcuffs clinking. Voices. Laughter. The screech of rusty file cabinets. 


Lori closed her eyes and willed
herself to forget.


“Miss?” came a hesitant male
voice.


With a sudden swallow and a jerk
of her head, Lori focused on the young uniformed officer eyeing her as if she
were a wild animal. His nametag introduced him as Jim Bock. Lori nodded and
thrust out her hand.


“Officer Bock, I’m–”


“Lori Summers. I know.” He shook
her hand as though it were made of delicate porcelain. “I’ve still got that
Swimsuit Edition from two years ago. Awesome to meet you.”


Great. That wasn’t an awkward
conversation opener, or anything. Lori glanced around the open area and gulped.



The two female cops were eyeing
her curiously, but all seven of the men—three in cuffs, four in uniform—stared
at her as though practicing x-ray vision. Lori extricated her hand from the
officer’s loose grip and forced her features into a smile.


“I was asked to come in today
because I called in what sounded like gunshots at Tommy Turner’s studio.”


“Oh, it was definitely gun shots.
What were you doing there, anyway?” 


The expression on the young
officer’s face broadcasted his belief that she’d been there to add herself to
Tommy’s gaggle of groupies. 


Much as Lori didn’t want people
thinking she made a practice of having sex with rap stars, claiming she’d shown
up to get an autograph sounded equally lame. Even Tommy hadn’t believed her.
Why would the cops be any different?


“I… Do you know who I’m supposed
to meet with?”


“Hold on.” He turned and made
wild hand signals at a large window connecting an adjoining room before turning
back to Lori. “Either Detective Carver or Detective Hamilton.”


A strange sensation bubbled in
Lori’s stomach. It couldn’t be. But–


“Did you say Detective Hamilton?”


The young cop stopped, turned,
and shot her a surprised look. “Yeah. Davis Hamilton. You know him?”


Oh boy. Did she ever. 


This didn’t seem the time to
mention she knew him biblically, that the first time she’d seen him she’d lost
her heart. And later, along a stretch of beach notorious for kissing couples,
lost quite a bit more than that. 


“Maybe,” she hedged. 


Davis had no doubt forgotten
their long conversations, their first tentative touches, those stolen moments
in the photography dark room. 


She’d have sworn he’d forgotten
her, too, if he hadn’t shown up at Sissy’s funeral. He’d been somber, silent,
stricken. She was so sure he felt the pain that stabbed inside her soul, but
he’d left without saying a word. 


As if she’d conjured him with her
mind, his profile appeared through the window. Pacing, and on the phone. Davis
had always hated talking on phones. 


He looked surreal. Taller. Older.
Clean-shaven. 


His shaggy brown curls had been
cropped close to his head. He didn’t seem like Davis without wavy hair and
paint-stained fingers. Had he looked like this at the funeral? All she
remembered was sadness, and the rain. 


Officer Bock motioned again at
the window. “He’ll be right out.”


How strange to think of Davis as
a cop. He’d been an artist for so long. 


Lori had been so angry when he’d
given in to his parents and gone away to law school. His father was a big shot
defense attorney who expected his progeny to aspire for the same lofty
paycheck. And unlike her, Davis had the SAT scores to do anything he wanted.


But a cop? That was a big a
stretch from lawyer as it was from artist. 


Why this path? For the sense of
power? The Davis she’d known hadn’t cared much for power. But then, the Davis
she’d known hadn’t wanted to go to law school, either.


“Lori?”


Suddenly, he was in front of her.
Bigger. More muscular. 


Lori swallowed but couldn’t
speak.


The quiet, deep voice she
remembered. The same soft brown eyes. New scent. He used to smell like paint
and charcoal and art fixative. Now he smelled like cop—soap, sweat, spicy
aftershave. 


Pure trouble either way. 


*          *          *


“Lori?” Davis asked again. 


She stared at him without moving.


Her scent invaded his nose and
all he wanted to do was touch her. He couldn’t let himself act on his crazy
impulses. One touch and he’d be lost. 


He had to remain objective. He
was a cop. She was practically a suspect. 


Despite the self-warning, his
fingers grazed her arm before he even realized he’d reached out to her. 


She jumped.


Oh, nice. His very touch repulsed
her. That ought to remind him to keep his distance.


“Lori, do you want to go into a
private room with me to talk about yesterday?”


She nodded and fumbled with her
sunglasses. They slid up to the top of her head. Her eyes were wide and
bloodshot. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days. 


Davis decided not to mention it.


“All right,” he said instead.
“Follow me.”


She followed him into the
interrogation room. 


For the first time, he wondered
what the familiar room looked like to someone who wasn’t a cop. Stark walls,
one of them halved by the two-way mirror. A single oblong table, covered in
forgotten stains. 


Not exactly a Martha Stewart
special.


He motioned to one of the metal
folding chairs and she sank into it gracefully. She’d always been graceful.
Well, except for the hot nights when they’d been–


“So.” Davis cleared his throat.
“Tell me about yesterday.”


“It’s good to see you,” she
answered, her voice husky.


He fell into his chair. “Yes,” he
answered and stared at her as if he’d been given permission to breathe again.
“It’s been a while.”


“Since the funeral.”


Davis nodded. “Since the
funeral.”


“You didn’t speak to me. You
spoke to my mom, but not me.” She rubbed her nose with the back of one hand and
for a moment, Davis was transported backward through time.


“I– I saw you, but I didn’t know
if–”


“I got to the studio between six
and six-thirty. I don’t know exactly. I don’t wear a watch. I was coming from
across town, from the main library. Traffic was bad. Spring Break. Rush hour.
Sunset. No place to park… that block is metered. The shots—I was pretty freaked
out.”


Davis checked his notes. “The 911
call came through at six twenty-five.”


She paused, as if considering.
“That’s about right.”


“Did you call right away?”


Lori shook her head. “No.”


“Why not?”


“Like I said, I was pretty
freaked out. Call me a coward, but I drove off. Headed for home. And as soon as
I could breathe without hyperventilating, I pulled over and called.”


“How much time would you say went
by?”


“I don’t know. Five minutes? Ten,
max?”


Davis nodded. “That jibes with
the M.E.’s report. How do you know Tommy Turner?”


Lori removed her sunglasses from
her head and tucked them into the neck of her blouse. “I was in his first music
video two years ago.”


“And you kept up a
correspondence?”


“Not exactly.” The weight of the
glasses tugged the neckline even lower and a hint of cleavage winked at him as
she shifted in her seat. 


Davis swallowed.


“Then why did you go over there
last night?”


Lori looked away. It was just for
a second, but that slight break in eye contact pricked at Davis’s well-honed
sense of mistrust.


“No reason.”


“Come on, Lori. We all have
reasons for everything we do.”


“Why didn’t you talk to me at the
funeral, then?”


Dammit. “Focus. We’re talking
about Tommy Turner.”


“Okay.”


“Were you his girlfriend?”


“No.”


“Were you going over to have sex
with him?”


Lori’s cheeks pinked. “None of
your business, but no.”


“We spoke to the band members.”


“So?”


“Tommy sent everyone away at five
thirty because he was expecting a ‘hookup’. He’d told them about it on Sunday.”


Lori crossed her arms. “Well,
today’s Tuesday, and even I didn’t know I was going over there until yesterday.
Monday, in other words. So I guess I wasn’t the hookup.”


“Then why were you there?”


She tossed her head. Much of the
effect was lost without her long hair to flip over her shoulders, but the
mulish expression was the same as old times. “To get his autograph, okay?”


“Give me a break, Lori.”


“Not for me, for a friend.”


Davis could just feel Carver
smirking from the other side of the glass. “Lori. Do you know how many times
we’ve heard the ‘for a friend’ routine?”


Lori glared at him, her
red-rimmed eyes direct and unwavering. “Well, it’s true.”


He sighed. “Let’s talk about
something else for a while.”


“Fine.”


“Why are you in Isla Concha?
Aren’t you usually traveling for photo shoots and the like?”


“Why? Are you going to tell me I
can’t leave town?”


Davis grit his teeth. “Maybe.”


“Screw you, Davy.”


Davy. God. He hadn’t heard that
name in… twelve years. Not since– no. Concentrate. “Lori, please answer the
question.”


“I’m not doing photo shoots
anymore.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t see what that has to do
with anything,” she snapped, her posture stiff and her glare belligerent.


“Then how about this. What were
you doing with the body?”


“What?”


“We know you were in the room
after he was shot. Did you try to give him CPR?”


“I didn’t give him anything! I
didn’t even see him because I never went inside. I learned Tommy was dead on
the eleven o’clock news. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Acting secretive isn’t helping
you, Lori.”


“I’m not being secretive, and I
haven’t acted since high school. Not that my career—or my secrets—are any of
your business.”


Davis tried to relax his posture.



The woman he’d once loved sat
across from him, beautiful and seething. She had potential means, potential
motive and plenty of opportunity—but no alibi. Her answers were shaky, at best.


Although his gut told him she was
no killer, his brain insisted that she visited the studio for more than an
autograph. The sudden surge of jealousy coursing through his veins made him
hope his suspicions were unfounded.


The question burst from his lips.
“Were you and Tommy Turner lovers?”


“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Lori
uncrossed her arms and stared over his head at the mirror. “I slept with him. I
slept with the whole band. And their landlord, and their neighbors, and the guy
who checks the meters. Is that what you want to hear?”


No. It wasn’t what he wanted to
hear. Davis’s chair scraped across the bumpy floor. He couldn’t stand the
thought of her with someone else. 


He stood and strode to the
two-way. Shading his eyes with one hand to his forehead, he tried to peer
through the glass. All this interview proved was that he hadn’t gotten over
Lori. Carver had to be rolling with laughter. 


A handful of amused observers
watched and listened from the other room, but all Davis could see was darkness.


*          *          *


Lori stared at Davis’s back. It
felt like hours had passed since he’d stalked to the mirror, but she doubted
even a full minute had gone by. What was his deal?


He used to be so fun. So
passionate. A dreamer. 


Now here he was, a robot in a
suit, stodgy, straight-laced, an empty copy of who he used to be. At least,
until he’d leapt from his chair in a fit of temper. 


That was the first sign of life
he’d shown, the first glimmer of the real Davis Hamilton.


When he turned around, however,
the old Davy was gone and the blank-faced detective had resumed his features.


“We’re not getting anywhere,” he
said, irritation in his voice belying his calm.


What the heck did he want? 


“I don’t know what you expect
from me,” Lori answered. “I heard shots, I called them in. I was asked to come
to the station, here I am. You ask me questions, I tell you everything I know.
Now what?”


Davis flipped through his
notebook without responding, his expression unreadable.


Lori drummed her fingers on the
table, her French-manicured nails clicking into the eerie silence. 


“Very fidgety, Lori. Feeling
guilty?”


She glared and refused to
respond. 


This claustrophobic little room
sucked. It stank of fear, cigarettes and disinfectant. People probably
confessed to anything, just to get out of this tiny dank box. 


The pale concrete blocks closed
in around her and the tick-tick-tick of her fingernails grew louder and more
erratic. Lori sank her damp palms to the icy tabletop, willing her twitching
fingers to hold still.


“What I want,” Davis said at
last, “is to solve this case.”


Not a huge surprise. He was the
cop, she was the witness, Tommy was dead. 


She’d never pegged Davis as the
steady-day-job sort—well, if he was on duty last night, maybe he worked
seconds, but all the same—he impressed her by sticking with it. 


By doing it at all. 


Being a cop wasn’t easy. Being
part of a cop’s family was even harder, if not impossible. Lori swallowed. Now
was not the time to dredge up memories.


“Davy, trust me. I hope you find
him, whoever did this. If there’s anything I can do to help, I will.” 


“Then tell me the truth.” His
eyes never left her face.


“I’ve been telling the truth.”
The muscles in her back twitched with anger. “I went to the studio, I heard
shots, I left, I called 911. What else is there?”


“I want to know why you went
there in the first place.”


“I told you. For an autograph.”


Davis rubbed the back of his
wrist against his forehead. “An autograph for whom?”


“Kimberley Jackson. My best
friend.”


“How long have you known her?”


“Forever. She transferred into my
math class the year after you graduated.”


He scratched something in a small
notebook. “If you’ve known Tommy Turner for two years, why did she wait until
yesterday to ask for an autograph?”


“She didn’t. She’s been hounding
me since before I knew him. I just didn’t give in until yesterday.”


“What made you give in? Why
yesterday?”


Lori sighed. “Her live-in
boyfriend broke up with her last week and she’s been wrecked. I had to do
something to cheer her up, even if it meant speaking to Tommy.”


Davis frowned. “You didn’t like
Tommy?”


“I didn’t kill him, if that’s
what you’re getting at. But no, I don’t like him. He’s a lizard. Constantly
making disgusting comments, groping at me and all the other women forced to
work with him professionally. I have no idea how the girls in his entourage
stand him. He’s very full of himself. Or was.”


“Then why did you do it? Work
with him, I mean. Professionally.”


“Publicity, of course.” Lori gave
a self-mocking smile. “You know what they say. As long as they spell my name
right…”


Davis leaned against the mirror.
“My partner is watching you. Listening to us.”


“I figured as much. Officer
Carver, right? Or is it Detective Carver?”


“Detective. Good memory.”


Lori shrugged. “Cop’s daughter.”


Davis started. “I completely
forgot your dad was a cop.”


“Was.” Lori stared at her fingers
splayed on the table. “There are a lot of ‘was’es in my life.” She slid her
hands into her lap. “Your dad’s still a lawyer, and your mom is still a–”


“Society princess.” Davis
retrieved his chair and plopped back down at the table. “So let’s brainstorm a
minute about the case.”


“Is that why you mentioned your
partner? Do you want him in here?”


“Her. She’ll be all right. If she
detects violent tendencies, she’ll come in to save me.”


“Funny. And I’m glad your partner
is a woman. It always seemed like such a man’s world.”


Davis cocked his head. “I never
pegged you as a feminist.”


“I’m not a feminist, I’m a
female. I could never be a cop myself.” Too many details to track. Studying
every night, she’d barely passed remedial math. No wonder drama had appealed, and
why modeling, with all its travel and excitement, had stolen her heart. “So,
what do you want to brainstorm about?”


“The killer.”


“Davy, I swear to you. I have no
idea who killed him.”


He took a pen from his pocket and
set it down on the table. “We have his Blackberry and his email contacts.”


“Sounds like a good place to
start.”


“Are we going to find you in his
address book?”


“Not my home address. My cell
number, sure. I told you—we worked together. I did the first video and the
album cover. It was lucrative. Just because I don’t like a client’s attitude
doesn’t mean I’ll pass up a career opportunity.”


Davis flipped through his
notepad. “And your friend, Kimberley Jackson. Will we find her connected to
Tommy Turner?”


“She wishes.”


Davis’s eyebrows shot up. “What
the hell does that mean?”


“It means she’s one of the
zillion fans that had a crush on him from the moment he burst onstage with a
microphone and a muscle t-shirt. Why do you think she wanted an autograph?”


“Did she know where to find his
studio?”


“Davy, get real. Is there anybody
in Isla Concha who doesn’t know where his studio is? Kimber didn’t kill him
either. She just wanted his autograph.”


“No need to get defensive. I’m only
asking questions.”


“Well, your questions are
stupid,” Lori snapped. “I didn’t sleep with him and I didn’t shoot him. And
neither did my friends. May I go now?”


Davis watched as she sprang to
her feet, his calmness boiling her blood even hotter.


“You’re not under arrest,” he
answered with a little wave toward the door. “You’ve always been free to
leave.”


“You’ve always been free to
leave,” Lori mocked under her breath and stomped past him as best she could in
high-heeled sandals. 


*          *          *


Amber slipped out the back door of the Isla Concha
Savings & Loan to catch ten minutes of peace. She withdrew the crinkly
softpack of Virginia Slims from her purse, knocked out a cigarette to place
between her lips, and dipped her head to light it. 


Ah. Nothing like the satisfying feel of hot smoke
filling her lungs. She held the cigarette, now tinged with red lipstick,
between two scarlet-taloned fingers and closed her eyes to the hot sun in order
to better enjoy the nicotine zipping through her veins.


It wasn’t every day that she killed somebody. Amber
smirked. Nah, it’d been a good decade since the last time. She’d forgotten the
amazing rush, the sense of power, of satisfaction, rightness, victory.


Except, last time, everything’d gone right. Exactly
perfect. 


This time, there was Lori Summers to deal with.
Little Miss So Perfect She Can Steal Anybody’s Sugardaddy. Dead wrong.


The back door squeaked open. “You out here?”


Amber’s eyes flew open and she immediately squinted,
shielding her face from the sun’s rays as she whirled toward the door. “What?”


“Sorry to bother you,” said the new guy. 


Please. He wasn’t sorry. He was a teller. The only
reason he escaped his cage behind the counter was because of his barely veiled
hope of getting in her pants. He probably thought if he were lucky enough, he’d
score a quickie right here, between the steamy brick walls and the pungent
Dumpster. 


Amber took another drag on her cigarette, letting
the words unfurl from her mouth. “What can I do for you, honey?”


“I, uh.” He stared at her lips, then dipped his gaze
to the damp cleavage visible between the curling flaps of her blouse. “I mean,
they need you inside. Somebody needs help with their account.”


Amber pouted and took one last puff before flicking
the butt to the ground and sliding past him. Piercing Musak assaulted her ears
as her vision adjusted to the softer lighting. Facing her desk slouched a kid,
late teens, with gelled hair, sunglasses, a t-shirt, and swim trunks. Welcome
to Spring Break in Florida.


She sashayed over to her desk and gave her sexiest
smile when he caught her eye. Holding out a hand for him to shake, she asked,
“Now, what can I do for you?”


He smirked, staring at her chest when he should have
been shaking her hand. 


Amber sat down, tucked her arms under her breasts
and leaned forward. “Having a little trouble with your account?”


“Yeah.” He fished a crumpled check from his pocket
and threw it on her desk next to her keyboard. “I need to cash this, but I
don’t know my account number.”


Oh, for God’s sake. They interrupted her smoke break
for this? Even those idiots behind the counter could look up account numbers if
the customer could flash a driver’s license. 


Amber nodded and curved her lips into an
understanding smile. “Got an I.D.?”


“Yeah.” He tossed his license. 


It bounced off the crumpled check, skated across the
keyboard, and landed on the floor. College kids. He bent to retrieve it and
Amber tried to keep from killing him. 


“Okay, let me look it up,” she said when she had the
license propped up in front of her monitor. The pitiful tellers couldn’t hunt
up accounts without a matching license, but as an Account Manager, she could
hunt up anyone in the state. She typed his name and hit Enter. Nothing. She
erased his first name and tried again. One hundred hits matched his last name.
No wonder the tellers couldn’t help him.


“You find it?” he asked.


“No,” Amber answered, wishing she were back outside
with the sweltering sun and stinky garbage. At least she could smoke there.
“You don’t have an account here.”


“I do so. But it might be in my dad’s name. The
check’s from him.”


Ohhh. Daddy’s money. Why didn’t he say that from the
beginning? Maybe he had. She hadn’t been listening. Amber unfolded the check
and keyed in Rich Daddy’s name. Bingo. 


Before writing the account number on a sticky note,
she pasted on an I’m-concentrated-on-helping-you expression and paged through
the account. 


Yikes. Who keeps a six-figure balance in a
no-interest checking account? 


Daddy sure had money. What did he spend it on? Hm,
pending transactions. Country club, golf, steakhouse. Last statement… there.
Plane tickets to God-knows-where, yacht rental.  Surprised he didn’t own his
own yacht. Maybe he did, and rented another for his bouncing baby boy. 


Amber finished scribbling the number before she
yakked all over Mr. College Is My Life. Her daddy hadn’t given her checks for
two grand. She hadn’t had a bank account or a father. She’d paid her dues, all
right. The world owed her.


She was about to hand over the sticky note when the
front door opened and a tall, skinny blonde bounced through the door. Lori
Summers, Barbie doll extraordinaire. Unbelievable.


Snatching back the paper, Amber ducked her head
behind her monitor. How did she track her down? What was she, half-Barbie,
half-bloodhound? 


“What are you doing?” asked the kid as he
‘scratched’ the inside of his nose.


Jesus. “Hiding, obviously.”


He twisted in his seat to look. Little Miss Model
sauntered straight to the new teller, of course. Why would she waste her time
with the two sorority dingbats when there was male blood behind the counter? 


“Why are you hiding?” he whispered, glancing around
the room like he ought to duck for cover himself.


“I stole her boyfriend,” Amber hissed. “Shh.”


He turned back toward the desk and eyed her
appreciatively.


Without once glancing her way, Lori Summers
retrieved some bills from the new guy, slipped them in her designer purse, and
waltzed back out the door.


So she didn’t know. Not yet.


“Here’s your info.” Amber shoved the paper across
her desk along with his sweaty license and crumpled check. “Give these to
anybody up there and they’ll cash it for you.”


“Hey, thanks.” He backed away from her desk and
loped to the counter.


God that was close. For the first time in her life,
a stab of fear had sliced through her calm exterior. Amber was never caught
doing anything. It was all part of her charm. Lori Summers wasn’t going to ruin
that streak.


Now that the bank was empty again, Mr. Horny New Guy
beelined for her desk and flopped in the customer seat.


“So,” he began. “Did you hear about T2’s death?”


Amber dug her lipstick out of her purse. “Yeah,” she
answered while coating her mouth with an extra layer of shine. “It’s a shame
isn’t it. Who was your girlfriend?”


He grinned. “You didn’t recognize her?”


Please. She’d know that witch a mile off. “Looked
like Lori Summers,” Amber offered with a delicate shrug.


“What a hottie.”


Amber’s phone rang, saving her from having to
comment on that observation. Waving him away, she picked up the phone and
tucked it on her shoulder. Her hoop earrings clicked against the receiver.


“Thanks for calling Isla Concha. This is Amber
Tompkins.”


“Hi, Amber,” came the breathy male voice. George
Culver always sounded like a dirty prank caller, not the bank manager of the
branch across town.


“Hi, George,” she answered absently, calling up his
name and finances on her screen. A far cry from Mr. Rich’s daddy. “What can I
do for you?”


“I’m calling to ask about Saturday. You never gave
me a direct answer.”


Get a clue, moron. No answer means no date. “Oh, I’m
so sorry. I keep forgetting to check my calendar. I’ll totally understand if
you make other plans.”


Static crackled as George’s petulant huff filled the
line. “I don’t want anybody else, Amber. I want you.”


A little subtlety wouldn’t hurt. Make a woman feel
desired, not stalked. “I know, honey. I’ll get back to you soon.”


“When?” he whined. “Tomorrow’s Wednesday already.”


Amber clicked to the recent transactions screen.
Pizza, renaissance fair, more pizza. “Soon. I promise. Now I gotta go. I
interrupted a customer just to take your call.”


“You did? Oh, Amber.” The pleasure pulsed from his
voice. “You shouldn’t have done that. It’s not professional.”


“I’ll let you go now, Georgie. Talk to you later.”


“Amber, I–”


Amber hung up. What she needed was Caller I.D. She
backed out of George’s account and stared at the blank entry screen. God, the
days here were so long. She’d probably memorized the account info for everyone
on the planet.


What about people no longer on the planet? Amber
smirked and keyed in Tommy’s name. Nothing. She tried the band name. Still
nothing. Damn him for using some other bank. That would’ve been a fun one.


Wait. 


Amber hit escape and her fingers flew across the
keyboard. Bingo.  


Wow. Lori Summers was doing even better than Mr.
Nose Picker’s rich daddy, although she was smart enough to have most of it in
savings. 


What were her recent transactions? Beauty parlor. No
doubt a tax on Miss Model’s time to keep up perfect hair. And the most recent
charge... Who the hell spends $4.97 at the grocery store? Amber never escaped
for less than twenty bucks. Bitch.


Where did someone with a healthy six fig’s live?
Amber paged back to the main screen. Cypress Circle. 


Of course. 


Those houses were spaced widely enough to give the
illusion of privacy, old enough to boast ‘Old Florida’ charm, and apparently
flashy enough for man-stealing supermodels.


Some people. Amber narrowed her eyes at the screen. 


She oughtta go by and give Lori something to think
about. No. Even better. She oughtta go by and give Lori a reason to stop
thinking. Permanently. 


Amber grabbed a pen, printed the address in big
block letters, ripped the sticky-note off the pad and stuck it inside her
purse. When she got out to her car, she’d stick it on her gun. And when she got
to Cypress Circle, she’d stick it to Lori. 


For good. 


*          *          *


Tonda Carver was leaning on his desk when Davis left
the Sergeant’s office and returned to his station. Davis sidestepped Carver’s
distended belly and sank into his swivel chair.


“Well?” she asked. “You know why I’m here.”


“He’s less than thrilled about the status of the
case.”


Indignation colored her voice. “It hasn’t even been
twenty-four hours.”


“Yeah, well, chop-chop. He wanted a briefing on the
Crimestoppers line. I had to give him that bad news, too.”


“He’s been around the block. He knows 99% of callers
are crazy-cakes. What’s he expect to get, a quick buzz from the murderer
himself? Or herself?”


Davis watched in fascination as Carver leaned
backward, shifting her belly with her hands. “What are you doing?”


“Baby’s kicking me. I’d kick him back just to show
him how it feels, but the best I can do is rock the boat once in awhile.”


“You’re a weird one, Carver.”


“Ha. Wait till you have kids. Then we’ll talk.”


Ice twisted in Davis’s gut. 


If Carver wanted to see him with kids, she’d be
waiting until hell froze over. 


He’d come close, once. Real close. But he hadn’t
known about it until after the fact, when Juliana’s doctor had called. She’d
missed her post-abortion checkup. The phone had clattered from Davis’s hand. If
he’d been a violent man, he’d have clobbered her with it. 


Instead, he read the writing on the wall. 


“Nah,” he said aloud. “Kids aren’t in the cards for
me.” 


“No kids right now, dingdong,” Carver said with an
affectionate grin. “You got no wife. You oughtta try it sometime.” 


Davis shook his head.  


When he’d joined the Police Academy instead of his
father’s law firm, the expression on Juliana’s face had screamed her
disapproval. A few months later, when Juliana refused to ruin her figure for a cop’s
baby, Davis didn’t bother to contest the divorce. He wished he wasn’t always
right.


“Been there, done that,” he told Carver with a
cynical smile. “How ’bout you? You’re a good one to talk.”


Carver’s shoulder jerked, and Davis regretted the
question. 


Being a cop’s wife was hard, even for women who
weren’t Juliana. It had to be just as tough to be a cop’s husband. If it
weren’t, she’d be married. A good woman like Carver deserved to be married. She
hadn’t mentioned a painful past, but he was a cop. Cops were paid to read
between the lines. 


“Let’s talk shop,” Carver said with a forced smile.


Davis nodded. He felt like a jerk. “Any news while I
was gone?”


She smiled with relief and fetched a folder from her
desk. “Forensics.”


 “What’s the word?”


“Incomplete.” She fiddled with a lemon drop. “But a
few choice details.”


“Caliber?”


“9mm.” The candy popped into her mouth and the words
came out garbled.


“Range?”


Carver tossed the wrapper in the trashcan. “Two to
three feet.”


“So, even if the perp’s arm was straight in front of
him, adding another, say, three feet… The furthest away he could be is six
feet. Definitely someone Turner knew.”


“We figured as much from the crotch shot, Sherlock.”


“Perps are smart. They watch Law & Order and
CSI. They know how to make things look like what they’re not. Take the wallet,
for example. That could be another attempt at misdirection.”


Carver inclined her head, her unruly poodle-curls
obscuring her face. “True.”


He sat up straight. “Want to do some detecting,
Detective?”


“Ready when you are.” She got to her feet and
followed him out of the station.


Davis drove to the recording studio in silence.
Carver frowned to herself, as preoccupied with mulling over the case as he was.
He helped her under the tape and opened the door. Shadowed movement flickered
in the darkened corner of the studio.


He motioned to Carver and withdrew his weapon.
“Police!” he called out, stepping to one side. “Come out where I can see you.”


A black-clad form blurred past him, almost bowling
Carver over. Davis leapt and knocked him to the ground, landing on his back and
twisting his arms behind him.


“Who are you?”


“Mrrgle Blempgorf.”


“What?” Davis snapped on the cuffs and rolled off
him, letting the kid lift his face from the concrete and spit a stream of dirty
spit to the ground. 


“I said, I’m backup vocals for Tommy. Can you take
these things off?”


Carver stuck her toe in his ribs. “Not until you
tell us why you went all Speedy Gonzalez. Wanted out of the band, did you?
Enough to kill T2?”


“No!” The kid rolled over, fear in his eyes.


“Then what are you doing here?” Davis asked.


“Forget it, Hamilton. Killers always return to the
scene of the crime. We’ve got our murderer.” Carver gave him another nudge with
her boot.


“No, I swear. I just… I left something here. I
needed it.”


Davis ran his hands down the kid’s sides and felt
something crinkle in the side pocket of his cargo pants. A second later, they
had their answer.


“Weed? You trespassed into a crime scene for weed?”


The kid scowled. “I’m in the band. I can come
whenever I want.”


“Wrong. Not when the peripherals say, ‘Crime scene.
Do not enter. Police only.’”


“And not when you’re coming to get illegal
contraband,” put in Carver with another jab to the ribs.


“All right! Keep it. Forget it. Take the cuffs off.
I’ll do anything.”


“Anything?” Davis asked. “What do you want him to
do, Carver?”


“I don’t know,” she mused. “Anything we want to
know?”


“Sure, I’ve got it.” Davis hauled the kid to a
sitting position. “Who killed Tommy?”


“Man, I don’t know! Could be anybody, according to
him.”


What did that mean? “Have you been talking to him
since he died?”


“No way. I mean, that dude was paranoid. He thought
everybody was gonna get him. Ain’t you never listened to his songs?”


Davis glanced at Carver for corroboration. She
raised one shoulder and gave a little nod.


“Okay, but who have you seen hanging around him?”


“Come on, man. I seen everybody hanging around him.
He’s the rock star of rap around here. He’s got more women than Hef.”


Carver smirked. “I doubt that.”


“How about Lori Summers? You see her hanging around
him?”


“That one? Nah. Hot as hell, but cold as ice, if you
know what I mean. He tried and failed. Nobody else had any luck with her
either.”


A strange sense of smug satisfaction warmed Davis’s
middle. “When? This weekend?”


“Are you crazy? Ain’t seen her in years.”


Carver bent toward the kid. “Any reason why she’d be
crawling around here again?”


“I don’t know. New album? Maybe she’s gonna be on
the cover of this one, too.”


There’s a thought that even made sense. But if it
were true, why wouldn’t Lori have mentioned it?


“I thought Tommy sent you kids home because he had a
hookup that night,” Carver said.


“Yeah, but not with her.”


Carver loomed over him, her back to the sun. “Who
with?”


“I don’t know.”


“Then how do you know it wasn’t her?”


The kid shrugged. “Guess I don’t. Just figure
he’d’ve said if it was her.”


“Who do you know for sure that Tommy was seeing?”
Carver asked, enunciating each word as though speaking to the hard of hearing.


“I told you. That dude was ‘seeing’ everyone.”


“Names,” Davis interrupted, retrieving his pad and
pen from his inner jacket pocket. “I’m going to need names, numbers,
addresses—whatever you’ve got.”


By the time Davis finished chronicling the laundry
list of Tommy’s lovers, he’d almost run out of paper. By the time they finished
interviewing the sixth vapid vamp, he’d almost run out of patience. Tommy had a
pattern: blonde and willing.


When they pulled up at the seventh, Davis was ready
to shoot himself in the eye. The brown, nondescript condominium complex was
sandwiched between two other brown, nondescript condominium complexes, and the
elevator was tight and humid.


Carver knocked on the door, flashed her badge, and
stepped inside. Davis followed. The high-cheekboned woman in the doorway
dragged her gaze from his face on down, and there was no mistaking the
invitation in her eyes. 


“Miss Tompkins.” Davis checked his notes. “Miss
Amber Tompkins?”
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“You can call me Amber,” she interrupted in a
practiced drawl. Davis had the feeling she’d spent years perfecting the
Southern belle accent. She smelled like gum and cheap perfume, but the condo
stank like a smoke factory.


“Amber,” he acquiesced, and Carver rolled her eyes.
“We’re here about Tommy Turner.”


“Wasn’t that the worst, most scariest thing?” Amber
cooed.


God save him from groupies. “How did you meet him,
ma’am?”


“Oh,” she answered, brushing her hand across his
sleeve. “You don’t have to call me ‘ma’am’.”


No surprise she went home with Tommy. From behind
her, Carver made exaggerated gagging gestures. 


“How did you meet him, Amber?”


“At the bar,” she answered, blinking heavily
mascaraed eyelashes at him. 


Like the rest of Tommy’s girls, her face was pretty,
but overdone. The black eyeliner was too harsh a contrast for the blonde hair
and pale blue eyes, the intensity of her red lips burned his corneas, and he’d
never been a fan of sweeping blue eye shadow. 


However, there wasn’t a man on earth who’d deny the
effect of two possibly augmented breasts bursting from a sheer blouse, a
miniskirt so short it could double as a leather belt, and a pair of heels so
high she must have been born in them to walk without wobbling.


“Bar, Hamilton,” called Carver, making hurry-up
motions with her hand.


“Right.” Davis scratched a note on the paper. “When
was this?”


“Saturday.”


Davis stopped writing. “This Saturday?”


“Mm-hmm.” She nodded, and licked her lips. “We just
met once.”


Damn. He’d been hoping to find someone more
girlfriendish. Someone with an axe to grind, who fancied herself in love, who
looked a little guilty. 


This one hadn’t even known Tommy long enough to look
sad. She looked like she’d just as soon rip Davis’s clothes off as the
rapper’s. 


A little creepy.


Carver’s incredulous expression said she was reading
the vibes loud and clear.


He glanced back at his notes. “And you just saw him
at the bar?”


“No, silly,” Amber said with a coy look, as if he
were teasing her. “I went home with him, of course.”


Davis glanced over her shoulder in time to see
Carver mouth, “Of course.”


“Did he mention being afraid? That anyone was after
him, or angry with him?”


Amber shook her head. “He didn’t mention anything.
We didn’t do much talking.”


Nice girl. Carver was now making explicit hand signs
and exaggerated ‘orgasm’ faces.


“I see. Did you talk to him since then?”


“No,” Amber answered with a little pout. “And he
said he’d call.”


Bet that ticked her off. “Maybe he was going to–”


“–but he ended up dead,” Carver finished. “Will you
be around if we need to ask any more questions, Miss Tompkins?”


“Oh yes,” Amber said with a smile. “I live here.”


Before Carver started kicking her in the ribs, too,
Davis grabbed her elbow and towed her toward the door, away from Amber.


“Thank you, ma’am,” he said through clenched teeth
when Carver dug her nails into his arm. “We appreciate your time.”


“Oh, anytime,” Amber answered, waving red-lacquered
nails. 


She stood at the door while Davis and Carver strode
to the elevator and headed for woman number eight out of thirty-two.


So far, they were batting a thousand on crazy. 


*          *          *


As soon as the pigs drove off, Amber slammed the
door to her condo and stalked to the ashtray teetering on the cracked linoleum
counter. Lipstick-tinged Virginia Slims threatened to burst from their pink
plastic stronghold. A thin tendril of smoke rose from the brimming pile. 


Amber’s unerring fingers extricated the still-lit
remains of her interrupted break. She brought the butt to her lips for one last
drag.


Damn damn damn. 


If that preggo pig hadn’t been there, the sexy cop
would’ve been putty in her hands. Wide shoulders, over six feet tall… he wore
that suit like he’d been a born businessman. 


Last thing she needed was a cop in her life, but if
he had to be there, she’d rather him sweaty and thrusting than quizzing her
about Tommy.


Why had they come? How did they find her?


No doubt it had something to do with that big-mouth
Lori. 


Miss Sassypants strolls into the bank and not three
hours later, Abbot and Costello traipse up her drive. Coincidence? Ha. She
hadn’t been home long enough to finish a damn cigarette.


Amber lit another. 


She yanked out one of the wicker chairs from under
the burn-marked card table and flopped onto the seat. 


God, she hated this place. Sterile white walls,
palmetto bugs the size of her fist, the neighbor’s colicky brat howling through
the night. She’d have been out of there if she’d have got Tommy.


If it weren’t for stupid Lori. Today sucked.


Dry lips clung to the cigarette when Amber moved to
stub out the butt. She grabbed her purse. Had to be lip-gloss in there
somewhere. Any other day, five tubes of the crap would fall out while she was
looking for– Oh. She’d almost forgotten.


Amber’s manicured fingers smoothed out the sticky
note. 


Cypress Circle. Pay dirt.


She pushed herself up from the chair and crossed to
the counter, ignoring the teetering pile of unwashed dishes. The window glass
might be smudged, but the view told her all she needed to know.


No cops. No movement in the parking lot below
whatsoever. And no sun.


The last vestiges of sunset disappeared behind the
row of carports facing her. In the dusky twilight, all the cars looked gray. 


Beautiful time to pay Little Miss Perfect a visit.
No Lori, no witness. No witness, no testimony. No testimony, no problem. 


Amber shoved the sticky note back into her purse
next to the Glock and headed for her Camry. 


Cypress Circle turned out to be just that—a circle.
A cul-de-sac of classic Florida homes. Smaller houses than she’d anticipated,
sure. But each swam in a large lot, surrounded by reams of well-manicured lawn.
Amber checked the number again. 


There. Third one on the right.


She drove past and parked on the side of the road, a
half-block from the entrance to the circle. No sense broadcasting Miss Model’s
last night to live.


Flicking her cigarette onto the sidewalk, Amber
closed the driver door carefully and made her way to Lori’s little house,
tugging on some dollar-store gloves and tucking her hair under a ball cap. 


No need to spread forensic evidence around like
candy.


A Disney-themed welcome mat graced the front
doorstep. Wasn’t that cute? Amber gave it a good kick, pleased to see it fly
into the bushes. 


She decided to circle the perimeter before knocking
on the door to put a bullet in Barbie’s brain.


Darling little flowers surrounded the house. Barf. Amber
made sure to step on them, enjoying the feel of her stilettos impaling the
blossoms and the stems crunching underfoot. 


Most of the windows were dark, but one flickered
with life. Looked like TV. So much for a model’s exciting life. 


And what’s this? Amber halted, standing still in
surprise.


A sliding glass door separated Lori’s interior from
the exterior. And the door was open wide enough for an elephant to saunter
through. Guess fancy schmancy supermodels didn’t have to worry about the cost
of air conditioning like the rest of the mortals. 


The icy blast hardened her nipples from three feet
back. Christ. It’s as if Lori wanted to die tonight.


Amber smiled. She’d be glad to grant that wish.


As she stood, a pale, scraggly cat slunk out the
opening and curled around her leg. God, she hated cats. Amber bent, lifted it
by the scruff of its ugly neck, and hurled it over her shoulder backward. The
satisfying mewl as the critter hit the ground barked loud into the stillness. 


How annoying. Amber wiped her hands on her skirt.
Fur was so obnoxious.


Before crossing the threshold into Lori’s pristine
kitchen, she leaned against the outer wall and slipped off her shoes. No sense
alerting the prey to the lion’s presence, after all. And that’s what she felt
like. 


A hungry lion. A ferocious tiger. A hunter on a
mission to kill. Amber Tompkins, huntress.


Amber slung the purse strap over her neck crosswise,
and wrapped her eager fingers around the cold metal of the Glock. She drew it
out and aimed it straight in front of her chest as she prowled barefoot down
the hall.


Soundtrack laughter shattered the stillness.
Sitcoms. Amber smirked. As soon as she had a clear shot, she planned to fire.


Laugh it up. Enjoy it. She who laughs last… dies. 


The form swathed in homey-looking afghans giggled at
the screen. Amber unloaded six bullets in rapid-fire succession. The body
twitched. Amber grinned. Mission accomplished. 


Before any hoity-toity neighbors got the urge to go
all ‘neighborhood watch’ and call the cops, Amber slipped back out the door and
into her shoes. 


By the time she got the Camry started, a fit of
laughter overtook her.


Nothing could stop her now. 


*          *          *


Lori slammed down the lid of her trunk, surprised it
could latch with all those shopping bags stuffed inside. 


She really should have let Kimber come, too. Now
that she’d had a few hours to stew over their conversation, she’d come to a few
conclusions.


First, Kimber had a big mouth and little tact. 


Lori unlocked the driver door and slid into the
seat. On the other hand, her pull-no-punches friend only wanted the best for
her. In fact, much as it galled her to admit it, Kimber may have been right. 


The Mustang’s engine roared to life. 


At least she’d come to her senses while browsing at Tiffany’s.
Maybe Kimber would accept a peace offering.


Lori edged the big pink rig free from the tight
space and out of the mall parking lot. 


Kimber said it was time to start living again.
Easier said than done. She could never forget the witty, brilliant sister she’d
always wished she were more like. 


And her run-of-the-mill queasiness around heights
hadn’t stormed into a full-fledged phobia until Sara had tumbled from her
hang-glider right before her eyes—and Lori hadn’t been able to save her. How
was she supposed to ‘get over’ something like that?


Belatedly turning on her blinker, Lori merged onto
the highway.


Every day, she found herself thinking, “Wait until I
call Sara and tell her–” before she remembered she was never going to call her.
Never going to hear her sister’s voice again. Ever.


Lori turned on the radio and punched her pre-set
buttons. Commercials.


She might have a radio commercial too someday if she
ever started that talent agency. Kimber accused her of being all talk and no
action. Doubted she’d even picked a name. Lori hated being read so easily.


She flicked off the radio and sighed.


Playboy magazine? Not the end of the world, but also
not for Lori. 


A centerfold spread might be jumping the shark for
some people and jump-starting a flagging career for others, but Lori didn’t
want to reclaim her supermodel status. 


Lori exited the highway and headed toward the
residential neighborhoods.


She wanted to help people, give guidance, be her own
woman. She wanted to start over. With her life, with her family, and with
Kimber.


Starting now. 


Lori pulled onto her street and parked her car
across from her house. She unlocked the trunk and withdrew the blue box
containing beautiful pearl earrings. 


Kimber never stayed angry for long. And even if she
still harbored hurt feelings, Kimber was a sucker for earrings. 


Lori didn’t mind not playing fair if it meant
getting her best friend back.


She jogged up to the door and tried the handle. 


Locked. Good girl. 


With a smile, Lori retrieved her key and made her
way inside. She shrugged out of her jacket and tossed it on the couch before
turning on a light. 


The sliding glass door stood wide open. 


Kimber– no. She wasn’t even going to mention it. She
was here to make up. 


If Mr. Giggles had to pee outside like a wild cat,
then Mr. Giggles had to pee outside like a wild cat.


From the back bedroom, a game show audience cheered.



She grinned. Kimberley claimed to hate game
shows—claimed she only watched situational comedies. Lori would have to tease
her about this one. 


“Kimber? I’m home. I brought you something.”


No response. 


Had she fallen asleep?


Lori stepped into the room. TV images fluttered
eerily across the bed, and at first Lori didn’t recognize what she was seeing.
When reality permeated her horror-struck brain, she dropped the box of earrings
and started screaming.


Blood covered the bed. Slime covered the pillows.
Kimber wasn’t moving. 


Half her face was gone.


Lungs seizing, Lori fumbled for the cell phone at her
waist. It clattered to the hardwood floor. She crumpled and slapped her hands
around to find it, terrified to turn on the light. 


Oh no, oh no, oh no. Where was the stupid thing?
Okay. Here. Lori flipped it open and blinked at the bright display. 911. Ringing…
come on. Answer.


“911. What’s your emergency?”


For a horrible moment, Lori couldn’t speak. She
didn’t have an emergency—she had a tragedy. Kimber, dead. It was too late. She
was too late. Again. How could this be happening?


“Are you there, ma’am? Do you have an emergency?”


“I– yes. This is Lor– I’m– My best friend is dead. I
can’t think. I don’t know what happened. Her face– Kimber’s face– no. I can’t.
Send someone. Please.”


Somehow she made it through the rest of the
conversation. 


She picked herself up off the floor and forced her
shaking limbs to stumble out of the bedroom and down the hall without looking
back. As if the flickering image of Kimber’s shattered skull wasn’t indelibly
stamped on her brain. 


Oh no. No no no.


Lori stepped outside, leaving the front door wide
open and no longer caring. What did it matter? What did anything matter without
Kimber? 


Kimber had come to Lori for unconditional love. And
what had Lori done? Argued with her and stormed out of the house. That’s right.
What a good friend. Kimber needed her to protect her broken heart, and Lori had
left her alone to die. 


To die! 


Lori collapsed in the middle of her walkway, half on
a stepping-stone and half in the wet grass. 


Kimberley. Without her, Lori would never have made
it through geometry. Through life.


No. 


Lori stared straight in front of her, eyes open but
unseeing. Nobody knew Kimber was here—not even Marco. Someone had killed Kimber
because they wanted to kill Lori. Someone was after her. Tommy might
have been shot for the same reason! Lori’s head reeled.


Everybody around her died. 


Her dad. Her sister. Her best friend. Even Tommy.
She barely had anyone left. All she had to do was reach out, and bang. Loved
ones dropped like flies. 


She was a black widow. She was cursed. And there was
nothing she could do.


Lori heard the sirens before the first of the
flashing lights careened around the corner. Police cars. An ambulance. A fire
truck. A fire truck? Lori twisted around to glance at her house. Not on fire.
That’s the one calamity she hadn’t yet caused.


She did her best to answer questions, but the
faceless officers and nameless technicians seemed to be speaking from the other
side of a deep void. One by one, they left her alone and went inside. 


Another car screeched around the corner and pulled
in front of her house. 


The passenger door flung wide and a hugely pregnant
woman struggled out of the seat. Lori hoped she didn’t give birth on her lawn,
just in case her death-curse now encompassed people she barely knew. 


The driver door opened and a tall form loped around
the rear. Even with the sirens blaring and the red-and-blue lights blinding
her, Lori recognized the masculine, take-charge silhouette. 


He was probably here to arrest her.


*          *          *


“Jesus,” Carver said with a disgusted sigh. “They
left her in the grass.”


Throat suddenly clogged, Davis couldn’t speak. 


Lori sat unmoving, her long skirt riding up and a
lost expression on her face. Pale knees jutted forward, leaving her legs tucked
underneath. Head down, shoulders bent, her arms lay limp in her lap. 


He was by her side in less than a second, kneeling.


“Lori.”


Her eyes were the only movement. Huge and glassy,
they peered at him as if he had all the answers. He had nothing.


“Lori, listen,” he tried again and faltered. He laid
a tentative hand on her shoulder. She didn’t react. “What happened?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” she whispered.


Carver tried to kneel down and almost toppled over.
Giving up, she straightened and said, “Try. Start from the beginning.”


Lori jerked her head up as if startled to hear
Carver’s voice. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.


“Do you want to stand?” Davis asked. If only he
could touch her.


She nodded.


He looped his arms under hers and drew her closer.
She shivered, her skin damp. Cold. Davis hugged her to his chest as he pulled
her to her feet, then stepped away.


She still stared at Carver. 


Carver glanced at Davis. He shrugged. No doubt Lori
was still in shock.


“Did you just get home?” he asked Lori as she
clutched her arms around her middle.


Still looking like a small, lost child, her head
dipped in a slow nod.


“Where were you before?”


“At the mall,” she answered. Her once-spiky hair lay
plastered to her head.


“By yourself?” he asked.


She nodded again. “I bought earrings for– for
Kimber.”


Carver’s voice turned gentle. “And you came home…”


“I came home and went inside.”


“Was the door locked?”


“Yes. No. The front door was locked, but the sliding
door was open for Mr. Giggles.”


Carver glanced at Davis again. He met her blank gaze
with one of his own.


“Who is Mr. Giggles, Lori?” he asked her.


“A cat.” Lori jerked toward him and tugged the front
of his suit. “You have to find him! Cripes. I didn’t see him. Where is he? The
door was open… I left the other door open, too… if anything happened to Mr.
Giggles, I’ll… I’ll…”


Davis covered her freezing hands with his hot, dry
palms. “I will.” He returned her arms to her sides and turned toward Carver.
“Will you stay here with her?”


Carver shot him a scathing look. “Of course.” She
wrapped an arm around Lori’s trembling shoulders.


A cat. Shows how flaky memory could be. He’d have
sworn she was allergic to cats. 


Davis made his way to the front door and stepped
into the house. Technicians and uniforms swarmed everywhere. He recognized Bock
across the room and motioned him over.


“First to the scene?” Davis asked.


Bock looked slightly ill, his young features twisted
into a grimace. “Yeah.”


“The vic?”


“Dead female. Purse on the dresser ID’s her as
Kimberley Jackson, twenty-eight, local resident.”


Davis nodded. “Wound?”


Sweat tinged Bock’s brow and he swallowed. “Wounds,
plural. Shot several times, they said probably from down the hall.”


Interesting. The killer was close, but not too
close. Why not? Would Kimberley have recognized him? Been suspicious? Fought
back?


“Where?” Davis asked.


Bock wiped his nose with the sleeve of his uniform.
“Everywhere. Two to the face, one to the neck, three to the chest. Cause of
death could be any of ’em. All of ’em. Hard to say.”


“Ammo?”


“9mm.”


Same as the Turner case. Maybe coincidental, maybe
not, but Davis was a cop. Cops don’t believe in coincidence. 


Nonetheless, he’d keep that information between
himself and Carver. And their report, of course. If any of the Crimestoppers’
tips mentioned the link between the killings without reporters splashing the
connection all over the news, they’d know they were onto something.


“Go on outside, Bock.”


“Thank you.” 


Davis hoped Bock made it out back before vomiting.


Somewhere along the line, someone had flicked on
every single one of Lori’s lights. Probably for documenting the scene—photos
would be worthless in the dark. 


Davis walked along the perimeter of each room,
cataloguing the scene in his mind. 


Hardwood floors, no rugs. Spackled ceilings,
overhead fans. The living room contained a large black sofa, a matching leather
recliner, and a flat screen TV. 


A double row of shelves stretched along the walls,
right about eye level. Both were filled with blown-glass figurines. Palm trees,
ballet dancers, roses. No dust.


He drifted into the kitchen. 


Sliding glass door, open. Bock outside, puking.
Grass, orange tree, no privacy fence. Davis turned away from the backyard. 


Not a spoon was out of place, but the kitchen stank
like wet cat. Had to be the work of the mysterious Mr. Giggles.


Davis stepped over to the table and leafed through a
small handful of envelopes. Mostly bills and you’ve-been-pre-approved junk.
Guess Lori’s mail wasn’t any more exciting than his. 


The shiny metallic refrigerator hummed to life. 


Photos littered the front panels, attached with
alphabet magnets. Strange. The five-by-seven on the freezer door hung cockeyed.



Davis stepped closer and pulled it down. 


Lori and Sara, smiling and swimsuited. Lori sported
a tiny black bikini. Sara hid in a flowery one-piece. They stood ankle-deep in
sand, outer arms clutching fluorescent surfboards and inner arms around each
other’s shoulders.


Man, that funeral had been rough. 


Bad enough he hadn’t seen Lori in years. Sara was
his age, had been in some of his classes. Not the art classes—Sara wasn’t like
that. She was about as opposite her sister as possible. No, Sara had been in his
block classes—History, Science, Algebra. 


Nonetheless, the girls had been inseparable.


Davis put the photo back on the fridge and headed
for the hallway. Most of the action was at the end of the hall, which led into
a bedroom. 


The door on his left opened to a shell-themed
bathroom. The door to his right opened to an office. Davis stepped inside.


No tchotchkes in here. 


Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves covered the walls, each
row packed with neatly lined books. Paperbacks, this shelf. Hardbacks, that
shelf. 


Davis looked closer. 


How to Start Your Own
S-Corporation. Modeling
in the New Millennium. The Entrepreneurial Spirit. Home Based
Business for Dummies. Lori was many things, none of which implied
stupidity. She’d always been one to underestimate herself.


He moved to the desk and nudged the cordless mouse
with his knuckle. 


The monitor glowed to life, displaying a blank
desktop. A book lay open next to the keyboard. Davis opened it to the bookmark.
Chapter Seven, Logos and Slogans. Interesting. He closed the book, took a deep
breath, and headed for the hallway.


No wonder Lori looked like a Mack truck blindsided
her. 


Davis shuddered. Nobody should ever have to see
someone they love look like this. 


As many cases as he’d been on, he doubted he’d ever
get used to it. He doubted anyone ever truly did. He wished he could take Lori
into his arms, comfort her. 


But he couldn’t.


No matter how he sliced it, Lori was still a ‘person
of interest’ until forensics said otherwise. No alibi, no forced entry. His gut
said there was no way in hell she could have done something like this, but his
report was going to have to list the facts. With no editorializing.


He stepped back into the hall and almost smacked
into Bock.


“You all right?” Davis asked.


Bock nodded, but he still looked wobbly.


“I want you to find all the hairbrushes in here and
bag some samples.”


Bock frowned. “Why?”


Young cops. God save him from the F.N.G.
“Exclusionary purposes.”


“You’ve got hair at some other scene?”


What did he need, a map? “Something like that. Can
you take care of it?”


“Yeah, yeah, no problem. Oh, and…”


“What?”


Bock looked like he might throw up again. “I don’t
know if it means anything, but there’s a whole mess of cat hair outside.”


Sweat sprang to Davis’s neck and sleet filled his
stomach. “What?”


“You see that orange tree?”


“Yes. Tell me about the cat.”


Bock sagged against the wall. “No cat—just cat hair.
Lots of claw marks at the bottom, as if it fell out of the tree.”


No doubt these marks were from the missing Mr.
Giggles. Fantastic.


“Thanks, Bock.”


“No problem. I’m on the hair samples, too.”


Bock peeled himself from the wall and bounced off.
He was a freaking puppy. 


Or a cat. 


Mr. Giggles was MIA. How was he going to tell Lori?


*          *          *


Detective Carver stood next to Lori in what she no
doubt hoped was companionable silence. 


No matter. Lori didn’t want to speak anyway. 


What was there to say? Her best friend had been
carried outside. Not on a stretcher to the hospital, but on a one-way trip to
the morgue.


Lori no longer faced the road. Instead, she watched
the door to her house. Waiting. 


Ah, there he was. 


She frowned. Something was wrong.


“Where’s Mr. Giggles?” Lori demanded when Davis
reached earshot.


Detective Carver inched away, as if she thought
there might be a throw-down in the front lawn.


“He’s not here,” Davis answered. He slanted his
partner an inscrutable look. Stupid man. He probably thought she was going to
go bonkers. She was perfectly calm. Why not lose Mr. Giggles, too? She’d lost
everyone else. 


“But where is he?” Lori shouted, unable to keep the
words in her mouth. She flung her arms toward the house, palm-up. “I let him
run off?”


“I– I’m sorry, Lori. At least he’s okay. We’ll let
you know if he turns up.”


Damn it. Lori blinked faster and faster
as hot tears prickled her eyes. 


She hadn’t cried yet, and she wasn’t going to cry
now. She would not let a single– the first tear hovered on her eyelashes before
burning a hot streak down her cheek, but Lori forced the rest of the tears back
inside her heart. 


She’d lost Mr. Giggles. She was the worst friend
ever.


“I’m sorry, Kimber,” she mumbled.


Davis loomed closer. “Lori, I’m going to need to
know who to contact about Kimberley. Does she have family in town?”


Lori swallowed. 


She had to be strong for Kimber’s parents, at least.
She wiped her cheeks with trembling hands and faced Davis. Before she could
reply, the young cop from the station materialized at his side and nudged him
on the shoulder.


“Hamilton.”


She squinted at his tag. Oh, yeah. Officer Bock.


Davis gave her a gentle smile before turning to the
uniformed officer. “What?”


“Should I get one from her, too?”


Lori frowned. “One what?”


Officer Bock held up a plastic bag. “A hair sample.”


“For what?”


“To match against the other case Hamilton’s–”


“Bock.” Davis looked like he wanted to strangle the
officer. Lori wanted to throttle Davis.


“You think I killed her? You think I killed Tommy,
and then I killed my best friend? You’re an ass. I’m not telling you anything
else about Kimberley. I’ll talk to her parents myself. I don’t want you
marching over there and making it sound like I shot their daughter!”


Davis touched her goosebumped arm and she twisted
out of his grasp.


“Lori–”


“Screw you, Davy. I don’t want to hear it. I’m
leaving. I can’t stay here tonight.” Lori turned to Detective Carver. “May I
go?”


The detective glanced at Davis before nodding. “You
can’t stay here anyway, until forensics is done. Active crime scene and all
that. You got somewhere to go? I’ll be glad to drive you anywhere you want.”


Furious, Lori shook her head. “I’ve got a car, but
thanks.” 


“Don’t worry,” Bock piped up. “Forensics is done
with your car anyway. Clean.”


Lori whirled back to Davis. “You should be using
your so-called brain, Davy. I’m no murderer. I’ve never even used a gun.
Somebody is after me.”


He blinked. “After you?”


“Tommy and Kimberley aren’t dead because I killed
them. They got in the way of somebody killing me. Think about it. Nobody
knew Kimber was staying with me, except maybe her parents, and I doubt they’re
who you’re after.”


“So… the killer is blind?” Davis asked, raising
skeptical brows. “Both were shot at close range and you don’t look much like
either of them—especially T2. If a killer was after you, he’d have killed you,
not random people in your acquaintance.”


In other words, Davis found her capable of murder.
Didn’t he know her at all? 


“I have no idea how a psychopath’s mind works,
Davis. I don’t even know how yours works.” Lori turned back to Detective Carver.
“Do you have some kind of safe house?”


The detective shook her head. 


“Department can’t afford anything like that. Our
budget couldn’t even put you in the Holiday Inn, not that you’d find a room
anyway with Spring Break in full swing. You sure I can’t take you somewhere?”


“No, I’ll–” No safe house. Either that, or the
partner didn’t think anyone was after her, either. Great. Where would she go?
“I’ll go to my mom’s,” Lori decided before casting one last burning glare
toward Davis. “After I talk to Kimberley’s parents.”


Detective Carver nodded. “Just make sure we know
where you are.”


“Fine.” 


Lori stalked to her car. 


She glanced backward before unlocking her door, but
nobody made a move to stop her. Good. She turned her back to her house and set
out for Kimberley’s parents’ place across town.


Her hands had stopped shaking when she hit the
halfway point of the journey, but they started again when she parked and took
her first steps toward their front porch. It wasn’t every day she told her best
friend’s parents their daughter was dead. 


She’d hoped for ‘never’.


With a palsied hand, she rang the doorbell. 


After a few moments, lights flickered on and the
door cracked open until it caught on the chain lock. 


“Oh!” Mrs. Jackson exclaimed. “Lori. What on earth are
you doing here?” She shut the door for a moment, the chain clinking as it
disengaged. 


When the door reopened, her husband stood behind
her. “You want to come in?” he asked. “Where’s Kimberley?”


Lori hesitated. What was protocol here? If she went
inside, she’d probably start bawling. Was it rude to stand outside and give the
bad news? This was awful, awful, awful.


She forced a smile and stepped into the doorway, but
no further.


“Mr. and Mrs. Jackson, I’m really sorry. It’s
Kimberley. She–”


“Oh my gosh.” Mrs. Jackson clapped her hands over
her mouth and stumbled from the room.


“What happened?” demanded Mr. Jackson. “Where’s our
girl? Is she all right?”


Lori shook her head, the tears she’d hoped to avoid
fogging her vision. 


“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “There’s been an… an
accident.” An accident? Boy was she fumbling this. She should’ve let Davis come
out with her. He’d know what to do.


Mr. Jackson paled, his pockmarked cheeks turning as
white as his mustache. “Is she…?”


Lori nodded. “I– I thought you’d want to hear it
from me. I’m pretty sure the police will be by.”


He stared at her without blinking for a long moment.
“Thank you. I think… I think I’m going to go to my wife now.”


Nodding again, Lori stumbled outside. The door
closed behind her.


After all this, could she really go to her mother’s?
Mama had said never to come back, that she never wanted to speak to her again.
But she couldn’t mean it, could she? 


Lori was her daughter. Mothers opened their doors to
daughters when they were needed. And Lori was pretty sure she’d never needed
her mother more than she did tonight.


Kimberley was dead. Davis thought she was a
murderer. The cops humored her about her unknown stalker. A killer was in her
home, her privacy invaded, her best friend shot in her bed. Lori was forced
from the house she hadn’t spent a night away from since Sara’s death. 


Her life tilted on its axis. 


Mama would welcome her, make her feel better. She
would.


Lori pulled into her mother’s drive and ventured up
to the door. She banged the knocker three times and waited. 


After a moment, the door opened. Her mother stood,
backlit by a reading lamp. She wore her hair curled in bobby pins and dressed
in a long cotton nightgown, wrapped in a blue terrycloth robe. 


“Mama–” Lori began.


“What the hell are you doing here? It’s eleven
o’clock at night.” The too-familiar stench of booze wafted from her lips as she
spoke.


“I know. I’m sorry. I–”


“You’re always sorry. You’re the sorriest one there
ever was. I told you not to come back. You don’t listen.”


Heat flooded Lori’s face. Her mother could always
make her feel like she was five years old. “Mama, please. I need you. I–”


“You, you, you. Always you. If you’d needed your
sister, she’d be alive right now, not buried in a box because you talked her
into being as reckless and stupid as you are.” She retrieved a bottle from
behind her back and took a healthy swig. “Don’t come back.”


Lori shoved her foot forward to stop the door from
slamming in her face.


“Mama–”


“What?” Her mother crossed her arms and scowled,
irritation etched in every wrinkle.


“Kimber’s dead,” Lori blurted.


Her mother took a step back, loosening her pressure
on the door. “What?”


“She’s dead. Somebody came into my house and killed
her while I was gone.”


The flash of shock passed, and suspicion reentered
her mother’s eyes. 


“So you thought you’d come moseying around here?
Spread a little of your poison around? No thanks. I’ve had about enough of you.
You’re no daughter of mine.”


This time when her mother slammed the door, Lori
offered no resistance. 


She turned and trudged to her car, hating the
impotent rage and humiliation coursing through her veins. If a mother couldn’t
forgive her own daughter, was there any hope? Lori shoved the keys into the
ignition and eased down the block. 


Maybe her mother was right. Lori had sure heard it
enough. 


Twenty years of more or less the same speech—always
doing the wrong thing. Lori was tired of being blamed. Tired of feeling guilty.
Was it her fault Sara was dead? Was it her fault about her father, too?


When Mama had told Daddy to hurry home, and Lori had
grabbed the phone to ask for blue-raspberry slurpies… 


How could she have known there’d be trouble? A
convenience store robbery, a cop in the wrong place at the wrong time, his
hands too full of slurpie to reach for his weapon fast enough.


Her fault. Always her fault. Over and over again.
She didn’t deserve forgiveness.


Lori slammed her fists on the wheel and kept
driving.


Three hours and eleven hotels later, Lori was ready
to drive off a cliff or sleep in her car, whichever came first. She trudged
through the lobby of the shadiest motel she’d ever been to and waited for the
frazzled clerk to finish arguing with drunken spring breakers. 


After a long discussion about tossing kegs in the
swimming pool, he made his way over.


“May I help you?”


Lori took a deep breath. “I’d like a room.” 


“Just one left. One bed, ground floor. Smoking all
right?”


At this point, a cot would be fine. Lori nodded
gratefully. 


A room felt like it would solve all her problems.
Someplace to close her eyes and pretend she could sleep. It couldn’t bring back
Kimber, of course, but at least the killer would never find her here. 


Nobody in the world would guess that Lori Summers,
supermodel, was spending the night in a ratty dive of a motel, a stone’s throw
off the interstate.


“How you wanna pay?” he asked.


She plopped her purse onto the counter. 


“I’ll do plastic.” 


Lori slid her Isla Concha debit card across the
counter for the clerk.
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T2’s snarling rhymes shook the condo walls. Amber
slapped at her alarm clock until his voice shut off, and then sat up. 


Stupid top forty station. 


Tommy’d probably be richer now than he ever was
before he died. She’d done the creep a favor. 


Amber threw off her sheet, stood, and stretched. 


Something… something… ah, yes. She grinned so
suddenly her chapped lips cracked and she tasted blood. Lori Summers, dead at
last. 


What a fun night.


Rubbing her eyes, Amber stumbled out into the living
room and flicked on the TV. She thumbed through the channels until she found a
news station. 


No frantic reporters or flashing headlines. Must
not’ve found the body yet. 


Amber squinted at the VCR. Seven thirty. Plenty of
time for Isla Concha to freak out when their favorite local celeb turned up
with more holes than brains. 


Not that Lori Summers had brains. She got rich on
her precious body, after all. The high-priced body now riddled with bullets,
that is.


Smirking, Amber stripped her t-shirt over her head
and tossed it over her shoulder as she sauntered to the bathroom. She stepped
into the still-wet tub. 


Damn faucet still leaked. 


She should’ve swiped some of Barbie Hot Pants’
expensive doodads while she was in there. Oh well.


Amber showered and then blew her hair dry. She
debated wearing a bra today and decided against. Next was makeup… there.
Gorgeous. 


She strolled into the living room, grabbed her pack
of Virginia Slims and her Hard Rock Casino lighter, and flopped onto the lumpy
couch.


Still no word about Little Miss Model… wait. 


Murder on Cypress Circle. Had to be hers. Amber
grabbed the remote and jacked up the volume full blast. She almost toppled off
the couch when the announcer spoke.


“Tragedy struck last night on Cypress Circle.
Twenty-eight year old Kimberley Jackson was gunned down while visiting Lori
Summers’ south-side home. We go live to–”


Amber’s senses shut down without the television
muting. A loud, rushing noise filled her eardrums as if she held conchs to her
ears and listened for the ocean. 


Kimberley who? Visiting Lori? God freaking damn it.
How could this happen?


She fumbled for the channel changer, shut off the
TV, and hurled the remote at the wall. The plastic shattered, sending tiny
buttons and AAA batteries flying.


No way was this happening. If Lori wasn’t dead,
where was she?


Amber threw on a pair of shoes, grabbed her purse,
and flew down the highway. Work would be so surprised when they saw her—five
past nine was her usual. Today she’d show up fifteen minutes early. 


Who cared what they thought. She had to know.


 Half an hour later, she pulled into her employee
parking spot and nearly forgot to hide her gun in the trunk before heading
inside. She cast the obligatory smiles at her coworkers as she beelined for her
desk.


“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” she muttered. Why did
computers take forever to boot up? 


Finally. She logged in and double-clicked the Isla
Concha Member Accounts icon. She had to start over three times because her
fingers jabbed at the keys too quickly and jumbled up the letters. 


At last, Lori’s account flashed on the screen.


Recent transactions… click. Come on, come on… there.
At two fifteen a.m. the Shell Motel logged an eighty-three dollar charge.
Unbelievable. Lori Summers, alive and well.


Amber never made mistakes. Never. And she refused to
accept failure.


She snatched another sticky note from her desk and
googled Lori’s new location. Who the hell was Kimberley Jackson? With fingers
shaking with anger, Amber typed the name into the Isla Concha account system. 


Nothing. 


The shrill ring of her phone jarred Amber from her
concentration on the screen. God, why did there have to be customers?


“Thanks for calling Isla Concha Savings & Loan.
Amber Tompkins speaking.”


“Amber.” 


Crap. Not George again. Didn’t he have anything
better to do than bug her? He ran the bank on the freaking beach. Surely
somebody out there needed money.


“Hi, Georgie. How can I help you?”


“It’s Wednesday, Amber. You said you’d let me know
today. About Saturday. Can I count on you? Please?”


She so did not have time for this. Any other day, he
was obnoxious enough, but today she had an escaped murder victim to deal with.


“Georgie, I’m real busy here. Can I call you back?”


“But you were supposed to call me back today,
Amber,” he whined.


Amber debated chucking her phone against the wall.
She hoped it’d shatter even better than her remote. “Georgie, Wednesday isn’t
over. I just woke up. Can I please call you back?”


“Fine,” he huffed. “I’ll be waiting, Amber.”


Joy. 


Amber replaced the receiver and tried to regain her
flow of consciousness. 


Once she took care of Lori, who else did she have to
worry about? Maybe that preggo pig. What was her name? Can’t think, can’t
think… Okay, what was his name, Mr. Hottie Pants? Hamilton. Dave? David? Amber
tried both in the system. 


Nothing. 


Why wasn’t it mandatory to be an Isla Concha
customer? She wished she could keep tabs on the world. Forget it. She had Lori
in the crosshairs. Amber stared at the yellow sticky note and shoved it in her
purse.


Tonight.


No, not tonight. Tonight wasn’t soon enough. What if
Lori left the motel by then? 


Sooner. God, what time was it? Nine thirty-five. 


How soon could she take lunch? Maybe noon. She could
say she had a dentist appointment, might be late coming back. She’d be to the
motel by twelve thirty, find and kill Lori, be back to her desk by a quarter
after one. 


Yeah. That’d work. 


Amber called up Lori’s account again and stared at
the screen. 


Shell Motel, get ready. The huntress was on her way.


*          *          *


Lori bolted upright, lungs hitching with panic. She
clutched sweat-soaked sheets around her legs and forced her breathing into a
regular rhythm.


Motel. Kimberley. Everything going wrong. 


Even while she slept, she couldn’t escape. Her
dreams were filled with twisted memories. Skydiving with Sara, watching her
drown. Shopping with Kimber, watching her convulse with bullets. Asking Daddy
for a treat on his way home…


Lori turned on the cheap television to drown out the
onslaught of her whirling mind. She hobbled into the bathroom, one leg caught
in the blanket. Didn’t look like this day was starting out much better.


Under the shower, however, her thoughts slowed and
she began to make sensible plans. First item of business: clothes. And a
toothbrush.


With a towel encasing her hair and another wrapped
under her arms, Lori padded to the bedside phone and dialed the operator.


“Shell Motel. May I help you?” came the harried male
voice.


“Yeah, this is room…” Lori checked the tag attached
to the metal room key. “117. Can you send over a toothbrush? Oh, and where’s
the closest breakfast?”


“There’s a diner a half-block south, called Auntie
Lou’s. I got a toothbrush, but you’ll have to come get it yourself. I’m the
only one to man the desk.”


Lori sighed. “Fine. I’ll be there in a minute.”


This place was positively archaic. No plastic door
cards, no room service… 


Well, at least she was on the ground floor. She’d
have slept in her car before she’d have taken some high-rise elevator. The last
thing she needed was a panic attack.


The motel hairdryer was earsplitting but hot, and in
no time Lori was clean, dry, and in the same grass-stained clothes she’d worn
yesterday. Great. She checked her cell phone—still full battery. 


That much worked.


She dialed the police station and asked for Davis.
After being on hold for what seemed like forever, his voice came across the
line amidst a cacophony of static.


“Hell… there?”


“Davis?”


“Lor… you? Call… mobile.” His voice echoed as though
he spoke through a tunnel. 


“I don’t know your cell number.”


“What?”


Cripes. Lori held the phone an inch from her lips.
“I do not have your number!”


“Call… station. Give… number.”


“Okay, one second.” 


She hung up without waiting for an answer and dialed
the station. Surprisingly, the man who answered gave her Davis’s number without
question. Davis answered on the first ring.


“Lori?”


It was so good to hear his warm, deep voice.


“I’m here,” she answered.


“Sorry about that. They patched it through and
sometimes it screws up like that.”


Lori sat on the edge of the bed. “I was surprised
they gave me your number.”


“I told them to. Just because I couldn’t hear you
doesn’t mean I couldn’t radio in.”


“Oh.” Duh. 


“Where are you?”


“Motel.”


“Thought you were going to your mom’s.”


Lori closed her eyes. 


She wasn’t proud of her relationship with her
mother. Never had been. Kimber had been the first and only friend to meet
her—and Mom hadn’t spoken any more highly of Lori, even back in high school. 


“Changed my mind. I’m at the Shell Motel.”


“Where’s that? On the beach?”


“No—it’s off the highway. Exit forty-two.” 


“Right. Listen, I’m sorry about last night. It
wasn’t like you thought. Exactly. We were just doing exclusionary comparisons.
You know, to prove it wasn’t you.”


Whatever. “Okay.” Lori made a pile out of the uneven
motel pillows.


“So… were you calling just to check in? They said
you asked for me specifically.”


She did, didn’t she. 


Lori smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand.
She could’ve asked for Detective Carver just as easily. Davis was still the
first face that sprang to mind. 


After all these years, it rankled that her
traitorous heart still felt just as strongly for him as ever. 


This time, however, she was all grown up and not
going down that road a second time. He’d dumped her once. He’d do it again.
Besides, now he was a cop. No way was she going to involve herself with someone
who could die anytime. 


Not even for Davy.


“You still there?” he asked. “Did you need something
or what?”


Lori cleared her throat. “I– I wondered if it was
okay to come home. I left without packing a bag and I don’t have any clothes.”


“No clothes?”


He paused and Lori rolled her eyes. Men.


“I’ve got the same clothes I had on yesterday, Davy.
I don’t have any clean clothes.”


“Oh. Right.”


“So, can I go home now?”


“Unfortunately not. Still processing the crime
scene. No civilians.”


 “But I live there.” Lori punched a pillow. “It’s my
house.”


“Still a civilian.”


“What am I supposed to do, buy all new clothes?”


“No… It’s just that your bedroom was the scene of
the crime. Tell you what, let me know what you want and I’ll swing by and pick
something up for you.”


Lori considered the wisdom of authorizing Davy to
loot through her panty drawer. Then she considered the attraction of wearing
the same mud-stained outfit for the next Heaven-knew-how-many days.


“Fine. Just about everything is hanging in the
walk-in closet, and there’s a backpack on the floor. Use that.”


“What should I grab?”


How to describe coordinating fashion to a man? “I
don’t care. Try to make matching possible. Don’t forget deodorant, my
toothbrush, and… some underwear.”


Silence emanated from the phone.


“Underwear. Right.”


Lori chose to ignore the husky edge to his voice.
“How soon can you come?”


He paused. “What?”


“How soon can you get here, Davis? Get your mind out
of the gutter.”


Men.


“Oh. Maybe an hour. Why?”


“I’m starving. There’s a diner down the block. You
want to meet me there, instead?”


“Sure. What is it, Auntie Lou’s?”


Lori blinked. “You’re weird, Davy.”


“What? You’ve never eaten at Auntie Lou’s?”


She glanced at the alarm clock. “It’s a quarter past
eleven. See you in an hour?”


“I’ll be there.”


Lori snapped her cell phone closed. One hour. A tiny
hotel room that stank like a cigarette box and still-damp clothes from the
night before. Maybe she’d head over early, kill some time. 


No sense hanging out in this dump.


 Before schlepping over to the diner in wet high
heels, she swung by the front desk for toothpaste and a toothbrush. She could
get that much done, at least. 


The clerk was a tall, skinny man with olive skin.
Maybe Latin. Maybe not. 


He gave her the brush and a take-out menu for Auntie
Lou’s, which made no sense since she had to walk over there either way. Lori
just smiled and thanked him and headed down the block.


The outside should have prepared her for the inside.


The diner bulged on the corner, about the same color
and dimensions as one of those silver, bullet-shaped Airstream RVs but five
times the size. A massive, asymmetric backboard boasted a neon sign proclaiming
“Auntie Lou’s” in flashing letters. 


The whole effect was sort of 1960s Americana meets
the Jetsons. 


The thick scent of grilling hamburger assaulted
Lori’s nose from the moment she pushed open the asymmetric door. She changed
her mind about breakfast and began to think about lunch. 


Tiny booths clustered along the outer walls. Each
old, warped table staggered under silverware, paper placemats, and tableside
mini-jukeboxes.


A long U-shaped breakfast counter hogged the center
of the restaurant, surrounded by metal-rimmed turquoise swivel stools, attached
to the floor on their single stands. Old men dotted the seats, each wearing
matching leers when she walked through the door. 


Lori shrugged it off and fed herself the usual
justification. 


Since she didn’t have the most brilliant mind, her
chosen career set her body up to be objectified. She couldn’t complain when men
did just that. 


Even creepy old guys.


If they didn’t like looking at her, she wouldn’t
have had a job. But she didn’t have to like being leered at.


Now, more than ever, she wished she’d started her
talent agency after all. She’d be glad to trade Lori Summers, supermodel, for
Lori Summers, businesswoman.


Lori glanced around for a hostess and didn’t see
anyone. The hand-lettered sign read “Please Be Seated,” so she wandered around
the diner, peering at all the sepia-toned photographs of pre-condo Florida
adorning the walls. 


She chose a corner booth and ordered a vanilla
milkshake from a bouncy waitress in a checkered apron. 


Why not? Might as well ruin her diet while she was
ruining her life.


The one thing she wouldn’t stand for, however, was
ruining anybody else’s lives. Davis had to catch the killer before more people
were caught in his crossfire because of her. She had a bad enough history as it
stood. 


Everyone who loved her, who trusted her, died.


*          *          *


Davis stood in Lori’s bedroom feeling like a Peeping
Tom. 


Other technicians bustled around the room. It wasn’t
as if he were alone in here, sniffing her panties. For the first time in his
life, however, he could see how a man could be driven to such a thing.


The drawer before him was a candy store of delights.



Tiny wisps of white lace, stretchy scraps of black
fabric, flower-studded g-strings, silky bikini-style panties… even what looked
like a pair of Wonder Woman underoos. He didn’t know why that turned him on,
but it did.


Everything about her turned him on.


You’d think he’d be over her by now. Twelve years,
man. That’s a long time to carry a torch. Especially when he was the one who
did the dumping.


Davis stuffed a handful of assorted panties into a
side pocket of the canvas backpack. 


More than his father, he blamed his mother for
talking him into breaking up with Lori. 


Although why he’d listened to either of them was
beyond him. Mother stayed in a loveless relationship because she married money.
And his father stayed because he hadn’t gotten a pre-nup. 


It was as simple as that. 


Silk slid through Davis’s fingers. No way could he
pick and choose  tiny underthings without imagining Lori wearing them. She’d
have to make do with what she got, Wonder Woman and all. She was a wonder
woman.


On the surface, Juliana had seemed a good catch. She
wasn’t as sexy as Lori, of course, but she had pigtails and pom-poms and
country-club lineage. 


In retrospect, big deal.


Lori hadn’t wanted a pre-nup. Juliana did.


Davis slung one backpack strap over his shoulder and
stepped into the walk-in closet. 


Wire shelving ran around the top of the walls with a
matching bar underneath for hanging clothes. Every inch burst with color.


He’d wanted Lori in a powerful, frantic way that
he’d never felt for Juliana. 


Even now, just the scent of Lori’s clothes made his
heart spasm. But at eighteen, his parents were an immovable force.


Davis thumbed through the closet, forgetting to
breathe when he came across a long black dress very similar to the one Lori had
worn to the winter formal. That had been the first night they’d made love. He’d
told himself he’d never let her go.


In the end, he’d followed his parents’ dictate like
a sheep. 


Juliana was heading to the same university, not that
she planned to ever do anything so vulgar as actual work. Lori was still
heading into her junior year. 


His mother called Lori his ‘white trash mistake’—but
then his mother didn’t think much of anybody. Oh, the irony, when Lori’d first
shown up on TV…


Davis found a stack of khaki shorts and stuffed them
in the bag.


He should’ve sung his own tune. Danced to his own
drum. Married Lori right out of high school like he’d wanted to. Snuggled her
every morning. Made love to her every night.


His father would’ve followed through on his threat
to disown him, but who cared? He hadn’t gone after partner in the law firm
anyway.


Davis selected a few random blouses and tucked them
into the bag. 


Everything went with beige, right? She’d make it
work. 


Lori looked good wearing anything. Or nothing. He
ought to know. Tangled hair, satin and sweat, hot breath on his neck, his heart
pounding like his…


Bad train of thought.


He headed for the bathroom to toss some toiletries
in the bag. What had she said? Deodorant and a hairbrush. Or was it a
toothbrush? Better bring both.


How much had Lori changed? Was she like Juliana now,
the sort of woman who prized money over values, preferred a slim stomach over a
family?


Davis shoved as many little bottles into the front
pocket of the backpack as he could.


He’d never believe that. 


He should’ve married her back when she might’ve said
yes. Taken the chance before life had turned them into two very different
people.


But that was then, and there was no going back.


Davis zipped the backpack, nodded goodbye at the
technicians on the scene and headed for the diner. 


Auntie Lou’s had always been a rockin’ place. His
parents would die rather than lower themselves to such a level, and that’s
probably why he loved it so much. 


Childish, perhaps. He couldn’t help it.


Once he hit the highway, Davis punched up Carver on
his cell.


“Yeah?” she barked. “Where the hell are you?”


He navigated up the on-ramp. “Highway. I’ll hit the
station in another hour or so and pick you up.”


“What are you doing?”


“Interviewing a witness.”


Carver snickered. “Lemme guess. Miss Summers?”


“Right in one. And I don’t want to hear about it.”


An inelegant snort crackled across the line.
“Ten-four, big daddy. See you at the station.”


“Yeah. Later.”


Davis clicked his phone shut and pocketed it. He
turned up the radio and listened to soft jazz until Auntie Lou’s loomed into
sight. He couldn’t wait to see Lori. His stomach burbled with anticipation. He
felt like a freaking teenager. 


Think she’d punch him if he tried to kiss her? 


Bad idea. No kissing allowed. She was a witness. He
was a cop. 


Nonetheless, as he strode to the diner from the
parking lot, he couldn’t help but wish he came bearing more than an army-green
backpack. Flowers, maybe. Roses.


He shoved open the door and stepped inside. 


His eyes found her immediately. She was the one in
the back corner being ogled by no less than nine dirty old men and at least two
illegal-resident cooking staff.


Holy crap. Was that stabbing actual jealousy? 


No, of course not. Just cop instinct, that’s all. 


Men were bigger and stronger and meaner and dumber
and put women of all types at a disadvantage. There’s no gender equality. He
shouldn’t have let her come here alone.


He muscled his way past a drooling busboy and
deposited her bag on the seat next to her. She looked up at him and grinned. 


His heart melted.


“Listen, Davy.” She punched up the volume on the
jukebox. “It’s Tommy James. You remember?”


Did he ever. Davis sank onto the bench like he took
a bullet to the gut. 


Thirteen years ago. A ‘sock hop.’ 


He thought it was the stupidest thing he’d ever
heard of in his life. But Lori wanted to go, and in those days, he’d be
anywhere she asked. No way was he letting some other guy take her out, dance
with her, hold her. Like hell.


“How can I forget? I fell down eight times.”


She smiled. “You were so cute. Slippery dress socks
were maybe a bad idea, but you did the twist with such… such gusto.”


Some call it ‘gusto,’ others might call it ‘making
an ass of himself.’ Whatever it took to win the girl.


“You were good, anyway,” Davis muttered. 


She’d been phenomenal. 


No poodle skirt, though—just something else for the
‘cool’ kids to ride him about—but she knew all the steps. Who knew ‘mashed
potato’ was a dance? He’d thought it meant the cafeteria was serving midnight
snacks, and she hadn’t even laughed at him.


“So, why weren’t you at your mom’s?” he asked.


Lori jacked the volume up higher. 


Fine. No questions about her mom. Maybe family meant
little to her. 


Maybe she was more like Juliana than he could have
ever guessed. Maybe he should run screaming before letting his foolish heart
get all sorts of bad ideas about rekindling a romance with Lori Summers.


Davis twisted the knob on the jukebox until he could
talk without shouting.


“You ate?”


“Yeah,” she answered and gestured to an empty plate
and a half-drunk milkshake.


Those dormant protective feelings bubbled to the
surface again. If he thought the creeps in here were bad, what about the Shell
Motel? Talk about sketchy.


“Can I walk you to your room?”


Something flashed in her eyes. 


“No.” 


Lori snatched up her purse and tossed a twenty on
the table. She slung the backpack over one shoulder and rose to her feet.


“Lor, I just–”


“I said no.”


Lori turned away, shoulders back, spine ramrod
straight, the rear of her skirt smeared with dirt and grass stains. She looked
like a million bucks. Way out of his league. She stalked toward the door,. 


She didn’t need him. Worse, she didn’t even want
him.


He shouldn’t feel empty without her, but he couldn’t
help it. Lori turned to look back at him one last time. She made a face, then
returned to the table to pat his arm. 


She pitied him. Nice.


*          *          *


Noon. At last.


Amber extricated herself from
another boring recitation of the sorority’s fraternity-attracting parties with
a word about her ‘dentist appointment’ and an anticipatory wince for good
measure. 


Those doll-faced idiots shooed
her off with useless advice and the promise to cover for her if she ran late.
All Amber wanted was a little luck, for crying out loud. Just a supermodel with
her face in front of her gun. Was that too much to ask? 


She stepped out into the blinding
sun and checked the note again.


Shell Motel.


“I’m off to kill the model…”
Amber sang under her breath. She slapped the Glock into her purse and closed
her trunk.


Twelve-oh-three and she was on
her way to spread a little premature death around. Lori didn’t even know how
close she was to a bullet. If she wasn’t scared yet, she’d be scared soon.


Amber turned onto the expressway
and lit a cigarette.


Then again, maybe the Super Slut
was scared already. God, Amber hoped so. Hadn’t Lori put her through enough?
The sneaky visit to her bank, springing Hot Cop and Preggo Pig on her at home…
The least she could do was back off and leave Amber alone. 


But no, that witch was crazy. 


Yesterday’s events raised the
suspicion that maybe Lori really could identify her. Maybe even knew Amber’s
name.


If so, the only reason the cops
hadn’t cuffed her for a 10-29 and hauled her off to county was because the
little fashion slave had to be running scared. Her sitcom-sucking friend’s
death served as a little warning. 


Well, good. At least something
went right around here.


Sassypants Summers needed more of
the same—a slug in her own forehead this time, thank you very much—and fast,
before she got too full of herself and started singing to the cops.


She signaled and pulled off on
Exit 42.


Hadn’t ruining all Amber’s plans
for Tommy been enough? Plugging Lori with bullets would be too kind. 


Amber glanced at the time. Half
past noon. Too kind or not, emptying a round into Lori’s face was all she had
time for. Some people had real jobs and couldn’t waste their lunch hours. She
pulled in to park.


The Shell Motel looked
ridiculous.


First of all, it was on the
opposite side of town as the Gulf, so the name was stupid right there. But then
again, tourists were idiots, so maybe that part was a brilliant marketing ploy.



Secondly, it looked about as
ghetto as Isla Concha got. 


The building was E-shaped, single
story, and decorated with illiterate graffiti. Each room had a solitary window,
curtains that didn’t quite close in the middle, and a dirt-crusted door facing
the street—ensuring maximum highway noise and a complete lack of privacy.


Thirdly, the place was a dump. 


Except for Lori’s blinding pink
monstrosity, the rest of the cars were missing taillights, wheels, or windows.
The concrete was covered with more cigarette butts, beer cans, and Burger King
wrappers than Amber’s freaking trailer park.


Hoity-toity Summers chose to stay
here? God. Goes to show supermodels got no taste. If Amber had half that
chick’s cash, she’d step it up to at least the Quality Inn. This place was
sketchy as all hell.


Good thing she brought her gun.


Shaking her head, Amber
straightened her purse strap and strode into the lobby.


A dozen or so half-naked spring
breakers milled around the small room, swarming over each other like blind rats
in a fishbowl. Every single one of them held a beer in each hand. Amber glanced
around. No bar. Just beer. 


Their sandaled feet crushed empty
cardboard twenty-four packs underfoot. Classy.


She made her way to the front
counter, trying not to get groped—or at least trying not to kill the fools that
dared to touch her. Time permitting, she’d deal with them later.


The skinny front desk clerk
sipped from his Styrofoam cup and stared at her as she walked up. Or rather, he
stared at her bouncing braless breasts. 


So far, so good.


“Hey, sexy,” Amber purred. “You
do me a favor?”


Coffee sloshed over his hand as
he slapped the cup down on the counter. He didn’t even notice.


“Anything. What can I do for
you?”


Amber leaned closer, half-hoping
one naked breast would swing through her gaping blouse. He’d probably keel over
and die, making her job that much easier.


“Could you get me some pillows?”
she asked, trying to infuse as much suggestive sexuality into the request as
she could.


“Pillows?” he repeated. He cast a
frantic glance around the raucous room. “They’re in the back and I’m the only
one here… What do you need ’em for?”


“Oh, you know how it is. I’ve got
some… friends… over, and everybody wants their own.” Amber gave him a slow
wink, making sure she telegraphed the image of a dozen naked bodies writhing in
her bed. “What time’s your shift over, honey? You bring me some pillows, I’ll
give you my room number… and a whole lot more.”


“I– I– Pillows? Gimme two
minutes. I’ll be right back.”


He disappeared out a side door.
Hopefully the supply closet was four counties away.


Without even wasting a glance
toward the college kids, Amber slid behind the counter and peered at the tiny
computer screen. God, what a simple system. Shell Motel must employ a string of
idiots.


She typed in Lori’s name and got
the number in seconds. 117. Easy peasy.


Now for the key. Amber glanced
around for a stack of plastic key cards. 


Nothing. Not that kind of place. 


Instead, she found two bursting
key rings marked ‘Custodial’, each key clearly marked with the corresponding
room number.


Yep. Shell Motel definitely
employed idiots.


After flipping to find number
117, she grabbed that ring and left the other. Deciding not to exit through the
same side door as the clerk, Amber threaded her way through the drunken
teenagers and went straight out the front doors.


Now, which way was 117? 


She squinted to the right in the
direction the clerk had gone. Room 150, 151, 152… 


Amber headed off to the left,
tugging on her gloves and hat. If anyone asked, she’d claim leprosy.


She found Lori’s room in less
than thirty seconds. Excellent. There might be time for lunch, after all.


“Ready or not, here I come,”
Amber sang out.


She twisted the key and kicked in
the door.


Freaking empty. Unbelievable.


Amber stepped inside and the door
closed to a crack. Christ, where the hell was she? It wasn’t like there was
anything to do in this dump except watch TV, unless you wanted to drink
Milwaukee’s Best with nineteen-year-olds.


Aargh. Amber felt like screaming.


Instead, she stalked through the
room, smirking at its dowdiness. Crappy place didn’t even have any branded
bedside pens or pads of paper for her to steal. What was the world coming to?


Amber plopped on the edge of the
bed to wait for Lori.


She rattled her purse for
lip-gloss. How come she could never find the damn stuff when she wanted it? 


Handgun, tampon, Coors Light
pocketknife, crumpled sticky-note… no lip-gloss. 


Hold on. Pocketknife. 


Maybe she could have some fun
here while she waited. Slow down the investigation a little. 


With a smile, Amber opened the
pocketknife and began walking along the perimeter of each wall, digging deep
grooves in the drywall and smirking at the flurry of flaky plaster coating the
room. 


Can’t wait to see the checkout
charge for that one.


When she passed the TV, she
knocked it off the side. The metal chain anchoring it to the table didn’t
prevent the screen from imploding when it hit the floor.


Amber cut abstract designs into
the sheets and mattress before heading to the bathroom and slicing up the
mold-covered curtain. They should’ve replaced that disgusting thing years ago. 


She was doing a freaking public
service.


When she couldn’t see anything
else to deface, Amber glanced around for the alarm clock. Five after one
already. Damn.


If Miss Priss didn’t show up
soon, Amber’d have to go back to work. She tapped the toe of one restless
stiletto against the bedpost. Lori better hurry.


Amber was dying to kill somebody.
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Lori clutched her backpack to her chest and burst
out of Auntie Lou’s into the muggy parking lot. She hoped her dramatic exit
hadn’t come across as moody and childish, but seriously… 


She’d already had one man mistake ‘autograph’ for
‘etchings’ and wind up dead. The last thing she needed was Davis following her
to his death. Or to her bed. Death was worse, sure, but if she let Davy into
her heart again… No.


Too risky. Ever.


First and foremost, the last time he’d had her
heart, he’d abandoned it in the cold when he’d disregarded both her feelings
and their past in order to hook up with a smarmy, conceited cheerleader.


Not that all cheerleaders were caricatures of
evil—just that one.


Second, a madman was on the loose. Maybe Davy wasn’t
convinced yet that the killer targeted Lori specifically, but she was pretty
sure. Tommy may have had enemies, but Kimber sure didn’t. 


Lori was the connecting thread.


She fished her key out from her purse and walked
faster. The sweltering sun was impossible. She’d have to take another shower.
At least she had clean clothes to change into this time. With luck, they even
matched.


Ten feet from her door, Lori halted. 


Maid service. Great timing.


Her door stood slightly ajar and shadows simmered
through the crack in the curtains. Maybe if she asked them to leave, just long
enough for her to take a shower…


Lori took another step forward and stopped walking.


Wait.


The clerk had been very clear—checkout was at two
o’clock on the dot because the maids cleaned from two to five. What time was it
now? Lori glanced at her wrist. No watch. She grappled for her cell phone. 


One seventeen.


Growing unease morphed into a roiling sensation
close to nausea.


The motel was many things, but Lori doubted
over-punctual was one of them. No towel-laden cart parked in front of her
window. The ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign still dangled from her doorknob. Oh no.


He was here.


Lori turned on shaky heels and ran.


*          *          *


Davis was less than a mile from the precinct when he
got the call. He barely had time to say his name before Carver interrupted him.


“Where are you?” she barked.


Not by Lori’s side, where he wished he was. Being so
close to her and yet unable to touch had been torture. If only… “Corner of
Seventh and Gaspar. I’ll be there in five. What’s up?”


One of her stupid cough drops clicked between her
teeth as she spoke. “Don’t know if you really wanna be here right now. Remember
Detective Sergeant’s threats to lateral you?”


“Yeah?”


“According to him, he just might can you
instead.”


He frowned. “What?” 


“The lead witness to our career-breaking high
profile case just called and said that not only did the killer strike again,
she thinks that Detective Davis Hamilton may have tipped him off with her
location.”


“What?!”


“I thought you were out protecting her, big man.
What gives?”


Davis wished he knew. 


He pulled to a stop in the emergency lane on the
side of the grassy median and stared at three lanes of Spring Break traffic.
The car tilted, half on overgrown weeds and half on gravel, but now was not the
time to lament the loss of his parking skills.


“Take it from the top, Carver. I left her not twenty
minutes ago. Whole, healthy, and killer-free. She drank a milkshake right in
front of me. She didn’t seem to suspect me of anything.” 


Except, maybe, of trying to get in her pants. After
all, they’d been lovers once. And… he was male. No doubt that was why she
insisted on returning to her hotel room alone.


“Ms. Summers says she did not go to her mother’s
house, as she told police.”


“Right.”


Carver crunched on her cough drop. “Contrary to last
night’s report, she says she went to a motel instead.”


“Right.”


“And that the only person who knew of this change
was you.”


Davis gripped the parking brake without responding.


“And that she called you directly, herself, with her
location.”


Itchy sweat trickled down Davis’s neck.


“And that you met her today, next to her motel.
Davis, are you still there?”


“Yeah.” The word came out choked.


“And that when she got back to her room, the killer
was inside.”


Nice work, Hamilton. He should have walked her back
like he wanted to. He should never have left her alone. “Is– Is she–”


“She noticed the door ajar and got the hell out of
there.”


Davis put the car in gear and made a U-turn on the
uneven grass. “Where is she now?”


“No idea. Wouldn’t say. Seemed to think trusting the
police—or at least, trusting you—was a direct line to trouble. And let me just
say, Detective Sergeant is not pleased.”


“He’s the least of my concerns right now. I’m on my
way to the motel. And Carver… thanks.”


Carver snorted a humorless laugh. “Yeah.”


Davis snapped his cell phone closed and sped back to
the motel, wishing his rig came with sirens. And maybe a sniper rifle. If
Lori’s stalker ever came within his sight, he’d–


Lights flashed in the Shell Motel parking lot. Davis
pulled up next to a squad car and strode inside. 


Although almost empty now, the lobby looked like it
had been a major party scene scant moments earlier. The gangly motel clerk
speaking to one of the uniforms tried to surreptitiously kick a beer can under
a couch. Unfortunately for him, the can was half full and the contents drenched
his shoe. 


Catching sight of Davis, the other officers melted
backward.


“What happened here?” Davis demanded as he stalked
up to the clerk.


“I don’t know, man, they were just unruly, that’s
all. I told ’em no drinking in the lobby, but they didn’t listen. I’m pretty
sure they were of age, but I’m not a bartender, man, I’m–”


“Making me crazy. What happened with Lori Summers?
The one whose room got broken into?” Davis raised an eyebrow and gave him a
pointed stare.


“Oh, her. Okay, first, this broad comes in. Sexy in
a slutty kind of way. Easy. Not Summers—this other chick. You know, the kind
with her shirt undone and everything just hanging out? 


“Anyway, she feeds me this line about how she needs
some extra pillows—which, by the way, is a legitimate guest request—and how
she’ll do me and whoever once I get ’em. So, I bring back the pillows, and not
only is she gone, so’s half the keys. 


“What am I supposed to do, knock on every door on
the north wing and ask if some blonde is throwing an orgy inside? I gotta man
the counter. Spring Break. How was I ’posed to know she’d be vandalizing the
place like a teenager? 


“Maybe it wasn’t her. Maybe it really was a
teenager. Drunken assholes. Not that I condone underage drinking. I didn’t have
nothing to do with it, you know? I’m just the clerk.”


Davis finished counting to ten—twice—and tugged his
notebook from his pocket. 


“Forget the kids. A woman stole the keys? What did
she look like? Besides blonde. Height? Weight? Eye color?”


The clerk shrugged. “I don’t know, man. She came in
and all I saw was nipples, red lipstick, and visions of sugarplums, you know
what I’m sayin’? Eye color? No idea.”


Gritting his teeth, Davis glanced over his shoulder
at the beat cops. One rolled his eyes, the other shrugged. They hadn’t had any
luck with this clown themselves, or they’d be sharing what they had. 


Davis let his gaze wander around the lobby and he
took careful notes on everything he saw. Suddenly, something above the counter
caught his eye.


“You have a freaking video camera and you didn’t
mention it?” Davis demanded. “I need to see your security tapes.”


“Aw, man, there’s no tapes. It’s not even wired.
It’s a deterrent. You know, to crime.”


Davis clenched his jaw and stalked over to the
registration area. He slapped his notebook onto the cracked counter, flipped to
a fresh page, and motioned to the clerk. “Come here. Now.”


Tugging at his hands, the clerk shuffled over and
slumped against the counter.


“Okay. What did her face look like? Don’t tell me
you don’t know. I don’t want to hear it. Was she fat? Skinny? Freckled? Tell
me.”


The clerk closed his eyes and gnawed at his lower
lip for a moment. 


“No freckles. Mostly skinny. In a way. Kind of a
round face, but not fleshy, you know? Like the skin was right over the bones.
Hard to describe. Cheeks like Michelle Pfeiffer. Real noticeable. Lots of
makeup. Don’t remember her eye color… but I do remember her eyebrows. Real
pointy. Like Scarlett O’Hara. My mom made me watch that movie. I think an
ordinary nose. It can’t have been all pointy or one of those snub pig-noses. I
notice noses when they’re weird.”


Davis’s pen flew across the paper, sketching as the
clerk spoke. “Mouth? Teeth? Haircut? Identifying marks?”


Eyes still closed, the clerk shook his head. “Sorry,
man. Red is all I can think of about her mouth. Real white teeth, though.
Remember that because of how red her lips were. Don’t know what kind of style
you call it, but she did have big hair. Don’t know if that helps.”


“Long? Short? Bangs?”


“I guess bangs. Long bangs. Teased up at the top and
over her ears.”


Davis tapped his pen against the notepad. “Earrings?
Tattoos? Help me out here.”


“Don’t remember, dude. Sorry. Seriously, all I was
thinking about was getting–”


“Look at this. Tell me if I’m close.”


The clerk opened his eyes and staggered backward in
surprise. “Dude! That’s pretty good. You should be an artist. Me, I can’t draw
more’n stick people.”


Davis jabbed a finger at the notepad. “Does she look
like this or not?”


“Mostly, yeah.” The clerk studied the sketch,
squinting at it from several angles. “Wrong expression, though. More sultry,
you know? Like she’d go home with anyone who asked.”


Blonde, red-lipsticked, and willing to go home with
anyone. 


A perfect description of all thirty-two women Tommy
Turner had been involved in over the last two months. 


Davis wished he’d at least gotten eye color. Less
than half of the women had high cheekbones, though. And maybe half of those had
white teeth. That left maybe eight potentials to re-interview and alibi. 


But, first, he needed to check out the crime scene. 


One of the uniforms led him to the room, not that
the yellow tape was a dead giveaway. The bed was slashed and the walls gouged.
Drywall particles and pillow fibers floated everywhere. He wasn’t sure if this
was an evidentiary wet dream or a forensics nightmare.


“Knife marks. Perp was armed. And angry,” one of the
cops piped up helpfully.


“Thanks,” Davis muttered, snapping on his gloves and
ducking under the tape.


Forensic techs were busy bagging everything in
sight. 


Davis crossed over to one standing by the bed and
asked him to compare any hairs to the one found at Tommy Turner’s studio and
the exclusionary samples collected at Lori’s house.


Lori. Was she safe? Where was she? Why would a
groupie target her like this? 


Even if she had been sleeping with Tommy—although
she’d sworn she had not—every single one of Tommy’s women had to have known
that he was far from monogamous.


Maybe Lori knew more than she was saying. Maybe she
could identify the killer’s vehicle at the studio. Maybe she could even
identify the killer. 


No doubt Lori was scared. She was in real danger.


Davis was scared, too. 


*          *          *


Trying not to freak out, Lori cruised southward down
Gulf Boulevard slow enough to get honked at. 


Her bright pink boat was a beacon of conspicuousness
and she had to get it off the street. 


Now. 


Catching sight of Tiki Nation’s massive thatched
roof ahead on the right, Lori swung in and gratefully handed her car and keys
over to the valet. Wherever he parked her car, at least it wouldn’t be visible
from the road.


Strands of damp hair clung to her face in the sudden
humidity. Lori was sure the silhouette of her bag was outlined in sweat on the
back of her shirt. 


She avoided the football field-sized “mingle” area
already packed with swimsuit-clad bodies and headed instead for the tiki bar.
She settled atop a tall barstool and dropped her bag beneath her feet. 


With the gyrating crowd in front of her and the
ocean to her right, Lori had a clear view of the street to her left, only
obstructed by a few palm trees and scattered tiki torches. 


Not that she had any idea what she was looking for.
The killer could be driving the Goodyear Blimp for all she knew. He was the one
with all the advantages. 


At the motel, he’d come so close…


“What can I get you, honey?” asked the
platinum-streaked bartender in a husky smoker’s voice. “Daiquiri? Margarita?
Piña Colada?”


Lori realized her hands hadn’t stopped shaking since
she’d torn out of the motel like the devil himself was on her heels. Maybe he
was. And maybe a drink wouldn’t be a bad idea. 


“Margarita,” she decided, giving the girl behind the
counter a grateful smile. “Rocks. Salt.”


“Coming right up. Want to start a tab?”


With the kind of week she’d been having? Why not. 


Lori nodded, then jumped when loud music suddenly
blared from her army bag. 


She hopped off her chair to fish in the front pocket
for her cell phone and frowned when she didn’t recognize the number. She
climbed back up her chair and leaned her elbows on the counter before
answering.


“Hello?”


“Thank the Lord,” breathed a soft, deep voice. “Are
you somewhere safe?”


Davis. Lori’s stomach clenched and the shaking in
her hands worsened.


“How did you get my number?” she stammered.


“Caller ID on my cell phone. You called me this
morning, remember? Lori, you don’t seriously think I have anything to do with
this, do you?”


“I don’t know,” Lori answered truthfully, shooting
the bartender a frazzled smile when her margarita appeared before her. “You
thought I killed Tommy. Seems to me you’re acting even more suspicious.”


“Come on,” Davis said, his agony plain in the
strained tone of his voice. “I never thought you killed anyone. I just thought
you might know more than you were saying, that’s all. Why else would a killer
come after you? Tell me where you are. I’ll put you up somewhere safe if I have
to pay for it myself. Why the hell would I want anything bad to happen to you?”


Lori traced the rim of her glass with one finger,
knocking some of the rocky salt into her drink in the process. She took a deep
breath.


“I don’t know, Davis. I wouldn’t think you did,
but…”


“But what?”


“But look at it from my point of view. Two people I
know were killed in two days time. Someone is clearly after me. I hide out in
the most disgusting motel I’ve been to in years, and the only person I trust
enough to tell where I am is you. An hour later we’re shifting uncomfortably in
the diner, and the killer magically appears in my motel room. You tell me what
to think.”


Davis sighed. “I’ll be honest. I have no idea what’s
going on. But I do know that I have nothing to do with it and that you’re just
as innocent. Not only that, but you’re in danger. All I want is to protect you.
Lori, I–”


Lori waited, but Davis didn’t complete his sentence.


“Look,” she said finally. “Despite… our past, I
can’t imagine any reason why you’d want to hurt me. I want to believe in you. I
did believe in you. But the facts tell me something is fishy. If you didn’t tip
off the killer, then you had to have told my location to someone who did.”


“The only people who knew where I was going were
cops, Lori.”


“Then there’s a leak in your department.”


“What? No way. I’ve known all of them for years.
Except the new guys, who, trust me, are too green to leak anything anywhere.
There’s got to be some other connection.”


Lori leaned forward and took her first sip of the
margarita. Man was that strong. She wiped salt off her upper lip with a small
square napkin and considered his point.


“Then you tell me, Davy. If the only people who knew
where I was were cops, how else could the killer possibly know where I was?”


Davis was silent for a moment. 


“I don’t know,” he admitted. “If you’ll let me come
to you, I’ll protect you any way I can. I won’t tell anyone where you are,
except my partner, and I’d trust her with my life. If it makes you feel better,
I’ll even let her ride with me without breathing a word about where we’re
going. It’ll drive her crazy, but she’ll let it go.”


Lori took another sip of her margarita before
pushing the still-full glass a few inches away from her. Better not drink it.
Best to think clearly. 


She shut her eyes and let the noise envelop her.
College kids shouting and flirting. Blaring music from a distant car stereo.
Cars, honking from the log-jammed boulevard. The salty ocean, its waves barely
discernable over the cacophony of sound. Glasses clinking. 


Nothing amiss. She was at a tiki bar, for Pete’s
sake. 


Was she really safe here? Was she really safe
anywhere? Should she trust Davis again? Her heart said yes. But then again, her
heart didn’t know much. It had gotten her nothing but heartache when it came to
Davis Hamilton.


“Are you there, Lori? Please tell me you’re
somewhere safe. Somewhere public. Stay there and let me come to you. I won’t
put it in my report. I swear. I just want to keep you safe.”


Lori opened her eyes. 


“All right. I’m at Tiki Nation on Gulf. It’s very public—there’s
about a million kids here and I have a good view of the road. I’ll look for
your car.”


Davis breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I’ll
swing by the station and pick up my partner, and then I’ll be right there.
Forty-five minutes, okay? With traffic, an hour, tops.”


“Okay.” Lori snapped her phone closed and sat it
next to her untouched margarita.


“Something wrong with it, honey?” asked the
bartender. “I can make another.”


“No, it’s fine. I just decided I wasn’t thirsty
after all. How much is it? I’ll settle up.”


“Six fifty.”


Lori reached in her purse and started to withdraw a
twenty-dollar bill before deciding that she’d better hold on to her cash. 


Instead, she pulled out her Isla Concha debit card
and handed it to the bartender. 


*          *          *


Amber’s red-lacquered nails clicked against the
keyboard as she punched up Lori Summer’s account for the fortieth time since
she’d been back from her “dentist appointment”. A litany of four-letter curse
words marched a marquee through her mind. She refreshed the screen one more
time.


Gotcha.


No need for a sticky note this time—Amber knew
precisely where to find Tiki Nation. West side of Gulf Boulevard, barely a
two-cigarette drive from here. She slammed her rolling chair into her desk,
slung her purse over one shoulder, and stalked toward the exit.


“Hey, Amber. Where you going?” called out one of the
revolting sorority sisters. “You haven’t even been back half an hour. Something
wrong with your tooth?”


“Something like that,” Amber replied with a brittle
smile. 


She strode out the door, her heels striking the
steamy concrete and her keys jingling in her hand.


With a growl, she ducked into her Camry and pulled
out of the bank parking lot.


“Please let me get there in time,” she muttered
under her breath. “Don’t let her have left yet.”


Tiki Nation was a beachside dive, stretching the
equivalent of a city block or so down the narrow strip of sand. Except for the
covered tiki bar, the whole place was wide open—nowhere to hide. Even the bar
was just a C-shaped curve of counter flanked with a few rickety barstools. 


Amber sped across town. 


One hand extricated her Glock from her purse while
the other gripped the wheel.


If little Miss Thang was anywhere near Tiki Nation,
Amber’d be able to see her from the street, no problem. Matter of fact, if she
was stupid enough to be standing around in plain view, Amber’d probably be able
to take her out from the convenience and safety of her car, without having to
traipse across the sand in four inch stilettos. 


Brilliant.


Lori Summers, bane of Amber’s existence. Soon to be
ex-bane. It was practically a holy execution. Amber Tompkins, huntress, bringer
of death. Lori Summers, supermodel, super dead. God rest her slutty soul.


Amber laughed out loud as she pulled onto Gulf
Boulevard. Her Camry sliced from lane to lane, fishtailing around curves in her
eagerness to silence her quarry forever, her gun and purse sliding around the
seat next to her.


Tiki Nation loomed ahead. Amber cut into the
right-hand lane, downshifted, and lowered the passenger-side automatic window.


Just ahead, a car pulled into the Tiki Nation lot.
Damn. 


Amber didn’t need binoculars to recognize the car as
belonging to Hot Cop and Preggo Pig. She fished around on the passenger seat
for her gun and grinned when her fingers closed around the cool metal. 


If the detectives were here, that meant the model
from hell was here, and this was Amber’s last chance to silence her.


Amber pointed the gun out the open window, her gaze
rapidly darting between the traffic on the road and the perfect view of Tiki
Nation’s clientele.


The skinny blonde perched atop the corner barstool
looked like exactly the person Amber planned to kill.


 


 






[bookmark: Chapter_07][bookmark: _Toc337234394][bookmark: _Toc134928223]CHAPTER SEVEN


 


After checking her watch for what felt like the
millionth time, Lori glanced up to see Davis step onto the curb. 


He bent and spoke to his partner through her open
passenger-side window before turning back toward Lori and waving. He walked
toward the tiki bar with a tentative smile and made “come here” motions with
his hand.


Lori slipped from the stool and bent to retrieve her
bag. When she straightened, she found her view of Davis blocked by two drunken
college kids. 


The boy, red-faced and leering, breathed all over
the giggling girl while groping her with clumsy hands. When he goosed her, the
girl squealed and jumped, sending drops of sloshing appletini spraying across
Lori’s otherwise clean shirt.


With a sigh, she reached out her hand to rescue the
precarious appletini from the girl’s outstretched arm when a sudden blast rang
out. 


Gunfire.


The appletini exploded, sending broken glass and
sticky sweet droplets flying through the air, spraying across Lori’s face and
clothes. 


The boy crashed into the screaming girl, knocking
her to the sand and covering her body with his own. With a yelp, the bartender
dove down behind the counter.


Lori froze, terrified, exposed.


She was going to die. 


*          *          *


Davis ran.


Feeling like everything before
him unfolded far too fast, he watched the partiers topple, everyone hitting the
sand as fast as they could except for Lori, who stood alone and fragile, an
expression of shock and horror frozen on her face.


Horns honked, tires squealed, metal crunched. 


Davis could hear cars scraping against each other in
their haste to avoid the drive-by maniac, but he didn’t turn around to watch.
He kept his gaze fixed on Lori’s, who gave a sudden little jerk and crumpled to
the sand.


No. No, no, no.


Davis sprinted across the beach as fast as he could,
leaping over trembling bodies and trying to ignore the blood rushing in his
ears.


“Lori,” he called. “Lori!”


Wonderful. Why was he always too late? 


The one woman he’d sworn to protect forever lay in a
crooked heap where she’d tumbled.


“Lori,” Davis breathed, and fell to his knees by her
side. “Please tell me you’re okay. Please, Lord, don’t take her from me.”


He knelt across her body, skating his palms along
her hot, feverish skin and searching for wounds. Something had sliced one of
her cheeks and blood trickled into her hairline. 


His heart hitched in his chest. 


Not a bullet—maybe glass?—but if it scarred, she
might never model again. Actually, if she didn’t open her eyes soon, he might
never wear a badge again. What kind of a cop was he?


“Come on, Lori. Wake up, wake up, wake up.”


Davis bent over her frame and clutched her to him,
his ear to her mouth. 


She was breathing. Good.


He checked her again for wounds and found nothing
life threatening. Could he be so lucky that she hadn’t been hit by a bullet?
Might she have just passed out from shock? Man, he hoped so.


Davis glanced toward his car. Gone.


Carver must’ve slid into the driver seat and chased
after the perp. 


Wait. Carver’s belly was too big for her to slide
anywhere. She would’ve had to get out, cross to the other side, get back in,
merge into traffic… catching up with the perp’s vehicle would be nothing short
of a miracle.


A hitching breath hiccupped from Lori’s chest.


She opened her eyes and blinked at him. “Davy?”


“You’re all right,” he whispered, unsure whether he
was trying to convince her or himself. “You’re going to be all right.”


Her eyes widened and her lips quivered. “I thought
he killed you.”


“Who?”


“The killer, whoever he is. I saw you, I heard the
gun shots, everybody was screaming, my clothes smelled like apple—I thought it
was going to be like my dad all over again.”


“I didn’t think he was killed in the line of duty,”
Davis faltered, then mentally chastised himself. What kind of idiot thing to
say was that?


“He wasn’t,” Lori agreed. “But he was a cop, a good
cop, who got shot for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. A place I’d
asked him to go, just like I asked you to come here. I should never have told
you. It wasn’t safe for either of us.”


“No.”  Davis pulled her into his lap, cuddling his
arms around her trembling form. “I’ll keep you safe. I will. No matter
what it takes.”


Lori sagged against him. “How? The killer is
everywhere. He knows everything.”


“She.”


With a sudden intake of breath, Lori jerked upright
to stare at him. “You found the killer?”


Davis forced himself to shake his head. 


“Not yet. But we will. We have a huge lead, and
several potential suspects. By this time tomorrow, she’ll be behind bars.”


Lori frowned. “What about the leak in your
department?”


“I can’t explain it, but I don’t think there is a
leak. I didn’t even tell Carter where we were going until we pulled up.”


“Then how does she keep finding me?”


Good question. “I don’t know.”


“Then how can you promise to keep me safe? You don’t
know that, either.”


Davis tightened his arms around her, hugging her
body more closely to his. “I can so. Let me think for a moment.”


He couldn’t believe anyone in his department would
leak information, not even on accident or in passing. His gut said his
department was blameless. His heart said that where Lori was concerned, he
couldn’t take any chances.


“I’ll take you to my house.”


“What?” Lori jerked in his arms. “To your house?”


“I have a little place on the Gulf, beachside, maybe
twenty miles south of here.”


Her wary expression broadcasted her doubt. “What
will the other officers say?”


“They won’t know. I won’t tell them.”


“Are you allowed to do that?”


Davis shrugged. “No.” But they wouldn’t have
believed him, even if he did tell them.


Lori twisted in his arms to face him. “Then… why?”


“I won’t tell anyone at the department you’re there.
Not a single soul. Because if there really is a leak, that’s the last place on
earth any of them would suspect. Somewhere they’d never guess. Because I am
a cop. Cops are naturally suspicious and inherently paranoid. The last thing a
sane cop would do is take you home. It’s the safest place I can think of.”


Lori grabbed his hands and a jolt of want and lust
and fear and aching memory washed through his body. He wished he could hold her
for hours, if only for tonight.


He smoothed her flyaway hair with the palm of his
hand and wished like hell they were somewhere else. That she was in his arms
because she wanted him to kiss her, because she wanted him, not because
some maniac had taken potshots at her from a speeding car.


Davis pressed his lips to her forehead. 


“What do you say?” he murmured, his lips tracing the
question on her skin.


Her arms suddenly convulsed around his neck and she
dipped her head against his shirt. 


“Okay,” she whispered. “You can take me home.”


A strange feeling settled over him as listened to
her uneven breathing. 


She’d actually said yes. Part of him had thought
she’d either laugh in his face or run away screaming. 


Davis wasn’t sure if he’d made the best decision of
his life… or the biggest mistake. 


*          *          *


Lori found herself agreeing to go home with Davis. 


Not that the thought hadn’t occurred to her before.
If she were honest with herself, she’d daydreamed about that very thing for
months—okay, years—after they broke up before she’d finally gotten over him. 


However, her dreams had made the notion seem a bit
more romantic, and had somehow failed to spotlight a certain psychotic killer
intruding on the scene.


Before Lori had a chance to think about much of
anything with any kind of slow, rational thought process, a four-door sedan
squealed to the curb in front of Tiki Nation.


“Isn’t that your car?” asked Lori.


“Yeah,” Davis answered. “Damn.”


Lori sat forward and Davis’s arms fell away from her
shoulders. She missed his warmth immediately. “Didn’t you want your car back?”


Davis unfolded his body until he stood upright and
reached out one arm for her hand. “I did,” he explained, “I just hoped the backseat
wouldn’t be empty. Long shot, I know.”


Oh. His partner had gone after the killer. Lori
hadn’t even noticed the car was gone until its noisy return. She’d been too
busy dodging bullets and flying glass, people screaming and sudden chaos
followed by a brief fainting spell and the achingly familiar feel of waking in
Davis’s arms. 


She placed her hand in his and let him guide her to
her feet. 


Even the appletini stench emanating from her hair
and the sharp sting in her left cheek couldn’t mask the sensation of
devastating rightness when their fingers met. 


For Pete’s sake. Some nut job vigilante killed her
best friend and came within inches of killing her too, and here she was mooning
over his strong biceps and impossibly long lashes? 


 Furrows creased Davis’s brow. 


How long had she been staring at him? Settle down,
Summers. The last thing she needed was to fall back in love with someone who’d
proven his claim long ago that he wasn’t for her.


Lori removed her fingers from his and swiped at the
sand coating her shirt and pants. 


“Stop. Here,” he said, forcing her hands to her
sides. “Be careful. Let me do it. I don’t want you to cut yourself with shards
of glass stuck in your clothing.”


With gentle hands, Davis brushed at the thin
material covering her skin. Lori froze, unable to move. 


She blushed at her uneven breathing and prayed that
he attributed it to shock. When Detective Carver lumbered up to intercept them,
Lori almost hugged her in relief.


“No luck,” she snarled, the rounded pregnant body
not matching the venom in her voice. “Or rather, little luck. I got the color
and the make, and I think part of the plate. I already called it in. I see the
cavalry arrived.”


Lori glanced over her shoulder, surprised to see a
cavalcade of squad cars pulling up to the curb, lights flashing blue and red. 


Traffic ground to a near halt as gawkers slowed to
peer at the ruckus on the beach and wonder what had happened. The screams had
long since died down when no one had been critically injured. 


Uniformed officers swarmed the sand with notebooks
in one hand, radios in the other. 


Lori snapped her head back around when Davis spoke.


“What’s the word?” he asked Detective Carver,
motioning impatiently with one hand.


“Camry, red. Generic orange plate, like 80% of the
drivers in the state, last letters N-T-A, or maybe M-T-A. Didn’t seem like
vanity. They’re running it now.”


Davis turned to back toward Lori. “Sound familiar?”


She shook her head and wished it did. She wished she
knew anything at all that could help catch this wacko. Who could hate her so
much? A fan? A photographer? Someone she’d modeled with? Heaven forbid, someone
she’d never even met and would be unable to recognize?


With a practiced flip of the wrist, Davis flipped
open his notebook and paged through the contents. 


“I’m looking,” he mumbled, fingers flying through
the pages.


“We got thirty-two,” Detective Carver interrupted,
popping some sort of cough drop into her mouth. “All blonde.”


“All but three have red or reddish vehicles, but
only seven have Toyotas and just a few are Camrys. Bingo.” 


He tore out a sheet and scribbled three names on one
side before handing the paper to Detective Carver.


“Gotcha,” she said with the kind of grin that sends
shivers down spines. “I’m on it.”


“I know,” Davis answered, reaching behind him
blindly for Lori’s arm. His fingers closed around her wrist and slid down to
skate against her palm before dropping back to his side. “I’m taking Miss
Summers to a safe house.”


Detective Carver raised her eyebrows and cocked her
weight to one hip. “Where?”


“Somewhere safe,” Davis answered with finality.


Lori held her breath, certain his partner was about
to tell him to stay away, that the department wouldn’t cover safe houses, that
she was on her own and good luck to her.


Instead, the detective pursed her lips and nodded.
“You do that. The fewer that know, the better. I’ll cover you here.”


“Can you ride back with Bock? I’m going to take her
in my car.”


“Yeah, no prob.” Detective Carver twiddled her
fingers at them and headed off.


“What about my Mustang?” Lori asked. “I parked it
valet. It’s here somewhere.”


Davis turned to face her, his expression solemn.
“And it’ll stay here. First of all, I don’t drive pink cars. Secondly, that
thing is worse than the bat symbol. Mr. Magoo could find you.”


Irksome as it was to admit, he was right.


The first five minutes of the ride to Davis’s house
were quiet. He didn’t speak, she didn’t speak, and even the radio was silent. 


He’d placed his navy suit jacket around her
shoulders before helping her into the passenger seat, and Lori fought against
the urge to snuggle deeper into the Davis-scented fabric.


This was a bad idea. Especially if her heart was
stupid enough to dredge up old feelings.


“What if the killer comes after you?”


Davis looked at her sharply. “After me? Why would
that happen?”


“So far, he’s targeting everyone I know.”


“She.”


“Couldn’t I be putting you in danger?”


He shook his head. “I told you. Nobody knows you’re
with me but you and me.”


“And your partner.”


“She thinks I’m dropping you off somewhere. Trust
me, she’d never expect this. Besides, didn’t you hear? We’ve got a major lead.
Plate partials are excellent, especially when we’ve got a list of potentials to
run it against.”


She shivered. 


With luck, the madwoman would be found before they
even made it to Davis’s house. Lori frowned. What kind of house did a
ex-rich-lawyer-turned-cop live in? Neither profession seemed to scream “beach”
to her.


“Tell me about your house. You said Gulfside?”


“Yeah.”


“Back door open right on the sand?”


“No.”


Men. Such stunning conversationalists.  


Lori shook her head then froze when she was hit by a
sudden thought. “It’s not some high-rise condo, is it?”


“Nah.” Davis didn’t take his eyes from the road.


Thank heavens. If she’d had to go up some
claustrophobic elevator… Just the thought of being up high turned Lori’s
stomach queasy. The killer wouldn’t even have to bother coming after her. Lori
could barely climb up a stepladder. She’d just as soon sleep in his car. 


Craning her neck, she glanced in the backseat. Not a
single piece of fluff out of place. Add a pillow and—voila!—an instant bedroom
on the go. 


She turned back to Davis and tried to think up a
question without a yes or no answer. “What made you decide on a beach house?”


He grunted. “It’s on a secluded stretch of sand.
Very few other houses around, so there shouldn’t be any gawkers, if that’s what
you’re worried about. Nothing but you and the ocean. Well, and a little sandbar
about forty yards out with about a million sand dollars. But they won’t bother
you. And seagulls. Those bother everyone, but hey. Welcome to Florida.”


Lori nodded. Isla Concha was very old-world Florida.



She turned to stare out her window and watch various
kitschy inns and ice cream parlors zip by, brief views of sparkling ocean
flashing between. 


How long had it been since she’d come to the beach?
At least a year. Since Sara. 


Almost impossible to believe she’d been within scant
miles of the water all this time. When was the last time she’d done something
fun? Hunted for starfish? Lay around on the sand? 


She couldn’t even remember. 


Davis guided the car over a little drawbridge and
then onto a small island parallel to the coast. This seemed to be the only
stretch of road bisecting the narrow expanse of beach, and very few houses
dotted the lonely shore.


Lori blinked and sat up straight.


Stilts? All the houses were up on stilts! Tall,
skinny, rickety scraps of wood. No way. No, no way. She couldn’t do it.
Impossible. 


Davis pulled into the drive and Lori’s lungs
shriveled in her chest. 


The wooden stilts seemed horrifically tall. The
robin’s-egg-blue house loomed on its precarious perch. Lori could practically
see it swaying with the breeze.


“You live… here?” she managed to choke out.


He flashed her a quizzical look. “What, is it too
small? Two bedrooms, one bath, no foyer, no fireplace, no frills. Bachelor pad.
What can I say? Come on, let’s get you inside.”


Lori gripped her door handle and stalled for time.
“What about Juliana?”


“What about her? We divorced before our first
wedding anniversary.” Davis opened his door, grabbed her bag, and stepped
outside. He circled around to her side of the car and pried open the passenger
door. 


She folded her fingers across her lap. “This place
was her idea?”


“She never lived here. Will you get out of the car?
I don’t want to talk about Juliana. I want to talk about you, upstairs, out of
view from the street, safe from danger. Now.”


He hauled her up by her elbow and led her to the
foot of the stairs, if that’s what you wanted to call the shaky collection of
slatted plywood clinging to the side of the structure.


“Are you sure this thing is safe?” Lori blurted.


Davis didn’t dignify the question with a verbal
response. He simply ran up the steps two at a time. He paused long enough to
shout down, “Wait until hurricane season,” before unlocking the door and
disappearing inside.


Fine. One extra story? She could do it. 


True, she felt like the world’s biggest wimp, afraid
to climb a single flight of stairs. Never mind that said stairs were a wobbly
contraption nailgunned to a bungalow perched on stilts protruding from a
desolate strip of sand.


Lori counted the steps. Thirteen. Naturally.


She gripped the handrail—at least there was a
handrail, however unsteady—and closed her too-dry eyes. She took the steps one
at a time, counting as she went, slow, steady, three, two, one. 


Sucking in a deep, wheezing breath, Lori practically
burst through the door.


“What did you do, run up the whole way?” Davis
asked. “Relax.”


Lori smiled through clenched teeth and took in her
first glimpse of Davis’s home. Giant windows lined the perimeter, some with
curtains, some with blinds, all of them pulled back to better display the view.



Being fair, he did have an excellent view of the
ocean. 


The entranceway had opened into a small kitchen,
shaped like a half-crescent with an island along one side and three padded
barstools. No breakfast table, but like he’d said—bachelor pad. 


He stood at the other end of the kitchen, the
refrigerator door wide open. 


“Bottled water? Heineken? Lemonade?”


Lori blinked. “You have lemonade in there?”


“No,” he answered with a rakish grin. “I was hoping
you’d choose Heineken.”


Although she rolled her eyes, she couldn’t suppress
a smirk. Men. 


“Just water.” 


“Coming up.” He tossed her a plastic bottle. “Make
yourself at home.”


Sipping on the icy water, Lori wandered through the
house. The kitchen opened into a living room area, filled with a wide-screen TV
and an L-shaped couch. 


Through the living room was a hallway with four
doors, two on each side. The first door led to a room that was part office,
part gym. Filing cabinets and a computer desk lined one wall, while workout
equipment cluttered the other. 


The second door led to a small but tidy bathroom. On
the other side of the hallway, the third door led to a bedroom, presumably
Davis’s—Lori shut that door as quickly as she’d opened it—and the fourth was
the… linen closet?


“Hey,” she called, striding back into the kitchen
where Davis still lounged by the counter. “I thought you said this place has
two bedrooms.”


“It does. Well, did,” he corrected. “One’s my work
room now. Don’t look so surprised, Lori. You can’t seriously tell me you’ve ever
been in a bachelor pad with a guest room.”


Good point. But. 


“Where am I supposed to sleep?” she demanded. “You
can’t expect me to–”


“Stop right there, honey, before you make an offer I
can’t refuse,” Davis interrupted with a sexy smile. “I’ll bunk on the couch. I
do half the time anyway, when I fall asleep watching the ever-fascinating
late-night infomercials.”


Lori narrowed her eyes at him and his grin stretched
wider. Incorrigible man. 


She snatched her bag up from the floor and stalked
off to his bedroom, throwing her belongings on the bed and slamming the door
behind her. Deciding she was being a bit more childish than truly necessary,
she reopened the door and stepped back out into the hall. 


Or, she would have, if Davis hadn’t been standing
just on the other side of the door. 


Their bodies collided with a soft thump, and his
hands flew to her upper arms to steady her against his chest. Nothing could
steady the fluttering in her stomach or the trembling of her hands.


“Hey,” he said softly. “If this doesn’t work for
you, I’ll take you somewhere else.”


Lori shook her head, cognizant of nothing but the
warm feel of his palms on her skin. “I’m sorry. It’s not that. I’m just shook
up. It’s been a long day.”


His hands traveled up her shoulders to her cheeks,
but his eyes never left her face. “You’re telling me. I thought I lost you. It
was the worst moment of my entire life.”


Heat seared up Lori’s neck and the churning inside
her body turned molten. “I—You didn’t lose me. Davy–”


Then his mouth was on hers and she forgot about
saying whatever secret longing that she’d almost confessed. His lips brushed
against hers side to side, his breath hot against her skin, his touch
tentative. 


She wanted more.


Lori rose to her toes and pressed her mouth firmly
to his, clinging to him for a moment before twining her hands around his neck. 


Davis swayed for a second, then pivoted and led her
backward until his legs hit the bed. He leaned his back onto the mattress,
taking her with him until she lay atop him, their legs entwined and their
kisses desperate for something neither was willing to put into words.


*          *          *


A stream of stinging curse words
spewed from Amber’s lips.


“Who am I, Snidely Whiplash?” she
muttered. “I’m smarter than that.”


With a jerk of the wheel, she
squeezed her Camry in a tight spot between a minivan and an SUV, both
inconveniently parked over the line. It may be Wednesday, but it was also
Spring Break and the mall’s parking garage next to the AMC 20 bulged with cars.


Perfect, if she did say so
herself.


Amber popped her trunk, tossed in
her Glock, pulled out a screwdriver, and slammed the lid. She hesitated only a
moment before reopening the trunk and tossing her gun back in her purse. Better
safe than sorry, and right now—much as it galled to admit– she was a little
sorry.


If only she hadn’t had to tear
out of there with Preggo Pig just scant seconds behind! 


She would have loved to
see whether she’d finally managed to plug a bullet hole in Miss Sassypant’s
smarmy little face.


Never mind. Work to be done. 


She lounged against her trunk,
smiling idly at startled passers-by until her aisle emptied of teenagers
scurrying to the big screen. 


In seconds, her license plate
clattered to the ground. Amber snatched it up and tucked it under one armpit.
Wasting no time, she crouched behind the SUV with the bad park job and poised
to remove the plate. 


No. 


Straightening, Amber scanned the
row of cars. She stalked over to the other side of the garage before she found
what she wanted. 


Another Camry. Wrong year, yes.
More burgundy than red, fine. No spoiler. Retarded “Baby On Board” monstrosity
hanging in the back window. None of that would show in a police scan. 


Right make, right model, same
stupid Florida orange.


Less than a minute later, Amber
strode back to her Camry, a shiny new license plate under her arm. Okay, not
shiny. More like grimy and disgusting. What trailer park did those freaks crawl
out of? The first thing she was going to have to do was change her clothes. 


Done with the new plate, Amber
replaced her screwdriver in her trunk and groaned. 


Clothes. She could hardly go
home. Ever. Damn that Lori Summers! She would have to reinvent herself. Change
names. States. Maybe spend a year in Mexico. 


But first, she needed new
clothes. And money. Amber glanced at the mall entrance. No sense taking the
chance that her accounts were frozen or, worse, being watched. 


She smirked. Most people had no
idea what terror technology could bring. Amber slipped behind the wheel and started
the engine. 


The easiest path to clothes and
money was a little three-letter word: men. 


With one hand, she fished in her
purse for her cell phone. She scrolled through her contact list. 


All the men she’d slept with over
the past years were rich and generous with their money. Most had strong reasons
of their own not to mention their relationship. And those who had earned more
than a single booty call typically had a drawerful of Amber-sized clothing,
whether they knew it or not. 


Boy Scouts weren’t the only ones
to always be prepared.


Amber backed out of her parking
space and headed for a small town outside of Isla Concha. 


Her outlook had already improved
and her bunched muscles began to relax. Tonight she’d get some clothes, some
money, some sex. Watch a little TV. Make a few plans. Reload her cigarette
supply. 


And tomorrow, she’d take care of
little Lori Summers.
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He should’ve never let her go.


The feel of Lori’s soft body draped across his was
more than enough to bring back a barrage of feelings. 


Protectiveness. Contentedness. Arousal.


Davis wasn’t sure he’d survive staying this close to
Lori. Her mere presence brought up painful memories. The touch of her tongue
against his made him want to claim her as his. Forever.


With a desperate groan, Davis rolled over, taking
her with him, so that he was on top and she lay underneath. He meant to get up,
to go away, to leave her alone, but somehow he’d managed to not break the kiss
and now all of his good intentions evaporated into the ether.


Her slender fingers tugged at his hair, her breasts
strained against his chest, and—oh, Lord—her long legs slid up to wrap around
his hips. There was only one place this kind of monkey business could lead, and
he couldn’t get there fast enough. 


Man, how he’d missed her. And today, that one
horrible moment when he was so sure that she’d been hit… 


A new layer of sweat moistened Davis’s skin. He had
to touch her. He had to see her.


He fumbled at her shoes, the tiny straps refusing to
cooperate. 


She removed one hand from his hair and helped him
out, throwing each against the wall in rapid succession. 


Davis grabbed her wrists and forced them over her
head, gripping them with his left hand while the right unbuttoned her blouse. 


Seven buttons seemed like seventy. Each exposed
another inch of creamy skin. 


She must not have been tanning through the winter.
The satiny bra seemed shockingly black against her pale skin. Hard nipples
poked up through the thin material. Davis took one into his mouth, his tongue
dampening the silk as he suckled. 


Lori nearly came up off the bed.


Her wrists burst from his grip. She leaned upward,
shoving her breast deeper into Davis’s mouth. Within seconds, her blouse flew
to the floor and she had her bra unhooked.


Davis slid his mouth to the valley between her
breasts and bit down on the black silk. He tugged the scrap of fabric from her
with his teeth and tossed it over one shoulder. With a smile, he pushed her
back onto the mattress. His tongue flicked across bare nipples. 


Lori arched her back and moaned.


He broke contact for a brief moment, just long
enough to unbuckle his dress pants and wiggle them to the floor, revealing navy
boxer shorts and a massive erection. He tugged off her jeans,
accidentally-on-purpose taking her panties with them.


She sat up on the edge of the mattress, pulling him
between her legs. 


Even through the now-tight cotton, he throbbed
against her. He rubbed his cheek against the top of her hair and the scent of
her shampoo enveloped him.


Slowly, she unbuttoned his dress shirt and let it
fall to the floor. Davis crossed his arms at his waist and nearly ripped off
the white t-shirt beneath in his hurry. 


Lori gave him a catlike grin and pressed a trail of
hot kisses from the center of his chest to his navel to the elastic waistband
of his boxer shorts, which twitched in response. 


He should’ve gone commando.


Davis tugged off his shorts and tilted her backwards
until she rested on her elbows, her hips at the mattress’s edge and her nipples
dark against plump, round breasts. He teased the erect nipples with the tips of
his fingers before cupping both breasts in his hands. 


She closed her eyes and a garbled mewl escaped her
throat.


He captured her mouth with his own, his arousal
straining against the damp heat between her legs. Lori widened her knees. 


Davis angled himself to enter, then paused.


“I thought you died today,” he whispered against her
mouth.


“I didn’t,” she answered, her breath sweet and
moist.


“I thought I’d lost you,” Davis heard himself
insisting, his voice husky.


She wiggled her hips, wetting his skin in the
process. “I’m here.”


He sucked in a deep breath. “I thought–”


“You think too much.”


Lori fell back against the mattress as she reached
out her hands to his backside and forced their bodies together. 


Davis completely forgot his train of thought as he
lost himself in pure pleasure. Bracing his feet on the floor, he slid his
upturned hands beneath her back, hugging her warm little body to him as he
rocked into her, their hungry mouths never parting.


He was in heaven. Lori was right here—he was holding
her. Pleasuring her. She was naked. She was perfect. She was moaning. She was…
coming. 


Davis couldn’t hold back any longer as Lori’s
spasming muscles brought him over the edge. Once he could breathe again, he
scooped her in his arms. 


He centered her on the bed, snuggling beside her,
and enveloping her in a full body hug. 


Arms and legs tangled together with hers, Davis
grimaced into the top of her head and wondered what on earth he’d just done. 


*          *          *


Lori awoke to the sound of running water. 


Had Kimberley left the faucet on again? Lori shot up
in bed and then blinked owlishly at the room, disoriented. Although the artwork
on the walls complemented the shades-of-blue décor, this was not her décor. 


This was not her bedroom. Kimberley was not here.
Life was horrible.


Davis. Davis was in the shower. Naked. 


Lori clutched the sheet tighter. Life wasn’t one
hundred percent horrible. Last night had been amazing. Frantic. Perfect. 


There was no way it could last.


She’d felt so safe wrapped in his arms. Protected.
Loved. Both were an illusion. As long as the killer was out there, hunting her,
she could never be safe. And as Lori’s teenage memories could attest, great sex
with Davis Hamilton never equaled happy ever after.


 Not that he wasn’t attracted to her. That much had
been deliciously clear. 


Lori swung her legs over the side of the bed and
permitted herself a rueful smile. If she slid open the shower curtain right
now, still naked from last night, she doubted they’d even make it back to the
bedroom.


She frowned. 


Talk about a bad idea. A maniac was on the loose;
someone targeting the innocent people around Lori and crazy enough to kill
anyone in her path. Davis had been safely out of her life for more than a full
decade, and in one night she managed to clutch him to her and endanger him as
well. 


What the hell had she been thinking?


The bedroom door swung open and Davis stepped
inside. A white terrycloth towel hung around his waist. Droplets of water
beaded on his chest. Damp hair clung to his forehead. He was irresistible… she
would have to be strong.


“Well, good morning,” he said with a warm smile. His
eyes heated as his gaze traveled her nude body.


Lori shook her head. “I should leave.”


“Leave? What are you talking about?”


“I can’t do this.”


“Do what? I’m not going to ravish you. I have to go
to work.”


“Listen to me. You’re in danger as long as I’m here.
Everyone around me is in danger.”


“That’s not true.” Davis removed the towel from his
waist in order to dry his hair.


Lori tried not to stare. 


“Come on. Why am I here in the first place? Not
because you’ve been pining to rekindle our relationship. I’m here because of
Tommy Turner. Because of Kimberley. Because some whack-job is trying to gun me
down. I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.”


Davis waved one arm. “So what are you saying? You
should run off by yourself? Cruise into the sunset with your big pink Mustang
and a tank of gas? How long do you think you’d last before she found you?”


“At least nobody else would have to die,” Lori
muttered. She’d barely finished the sentence before Davis loomed over her,
squeezing her wrists in a viselike grip.


“Never—I mean never—talk like that. Ever
again.” His intense stare seemed to bore into her soul.


“I’m just saying I more or less dragged you down
with me.”


His hands shook around her wrists before he abruptly
dropped her arms and stalked back to the doorway to retrieve his towel and tie
it back around his hips. “You didn’t drag me anywhere. I’m a cop, in case you
hadn’t noticed.”


“I did notice. You’re a cop, not a babysitter. And
hopefully not a target.”


“Lori, the only person who did any dragging was the
killer. That’s who got us all into this mess. I’m not going to have you feeling
guilty for something you have no control over.”


“How am I not supposed to feel guilty?” Lori cried
out, throwing up her hands. “People are dead! My best friend was killed in my
bed. This has got to stop, any way it can.”


“So, what’s your big idea?” Davis asked in a tone
that implied he was ready to kibosh anything she suggested.


“The killer wants me dead, right? So give me to her.
Set a trap.”


Davis shook his head. “Dangle you in front of an
armed lunatic? You’ve got to be kidding. There’s no way I’m using you as bait.”


“You want to catch her, right? Before more people
get hurt?”


He stared at her for a moment without responding,
emotion twitching across his face. “You know I do. I want to stop her. I need
to stop her. And I will stop her. But I can’t risk you to do so. I just can’t.”


Lori opened her mouth to speak, but Davis held up
his palm in warning.


“Don’t ask again. I don’t want to hear it. I
actually came in here to tell you that you don’t have to sleep naked anymore if
you don’t want to. Feel free to borrow my shirts or anything that you want.
Nightclothes didn’t even cross my mind when I was at your house packing that
bag. I could barely handle the pressure of keeping a clean mind while I picked
out panties.”


He focused on the wall above her head. Lori sighed.
He was obviously struggling to change the subject. Fine.


“I do have a pajama drawer,” she admitted. “Not in
the closet. Once you go in, it’s on your left, third drawer down.”


“No.”


“What do you mean, no? Yes, it is. What did you do,
rearrange my laundry?”


A smile cracked his stony exterior and he finally
met her eyes. “Don’t be silly. Men don’t do laundry.”


She stuck out her tongue.


“What I meant is, I can’t go back to your house.
It’s too dangerous. Although we’ve got officers driving by every half an hour,
we don’t have the budget for a full-time stakeout. If the perp is watching your
house, I can’t take the chance of leading her straight to you.”


Lori swallowed.


“I’m sorry,” Davis said, sincerity in his eyes, “but
I don’t want to run the risk of advertising your location. To anyone. Not the
killer, not my department. It’s going to have to be t-shirts until the perp’s
locked up where she belongs.”


“Okay.” Lori nodded.


“And that’s another thing. You’re famous.”


“I am not.”


“Now’s not the time to be humble. This is where you
grew up. Even if you were only famous to a few people, you’d still be famous
here. And get real—your face has been plastered on billboards nationwide.”


“That was over a year ago.”


He raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t changed that
much, Blondie. Half the guys at the station have your Swimsuit Edition taped
inside their lockers.”


“Davis, that’s just creepy.”


“Give me a break. You know men don’t read magazines
for the articles.”


Lori crossed her arms.


“Don’t be bullheaded about this, woman. I’m serious.
If somebody recognizes you, word will travel fast, whether you believe that or
not. Way too risky. You can’t leave the house unless I’m with you.”


 “Are you going out to breakfast,
then? I’ll come with you. I’m hungry.”


He shook his head with a smile. “Maybe tomorrow,
once this is all behind us. This morning I’ve got to go catch me a killer.
You’ll have to make do with Coco Puffs.”


“You’re joking, right?”


Davis didn’t change expression.


“Come on. You don’t still eat Coco Puffs, do you?”


He shrugged one tan shoulder. With a smirk, he
turned to his dresser and began pulling on clothes. The man was just as sexy
and infuriating now as he was a decade ago.


“Oh.” Davis turned back toward her as he tucked in
his button-down shirt. “And stay off the phone in case I try to call you. I
don’t have call waiting.”


“You’re a dinosaur.”


“So, no phone calls unless they’re either from me or
to me. Got it? If I call and get the busy signal, I’m going to assume the
worst. And if I get here, sirens blaring with the SWAT team behind me, and
you’re chatting with your fan club, I’m going to be really, really mad.”


“First, I don’t have a fan club. Secondly, you’ve
turned into a very suspicious man.”


“I’m a cop. I’m supposed to be suspicious. A lot of
bad people do a lot of bad things for a lot of bad reasons. If keeping you
inside and off the phone saves your life, then that’s a sacrifice we’ll have to
make.”


“I won’t touch your phone, Mr. Sacrifice. Don’t
worry.”


Davis tilted his head to one side. “If all goes
well, you could be back in your own place by tonight. Forensics is done with
your house. As soon as we get the perp in custody, you’re home free.”


Tonight. No more Davis. Home free.


“Yeah,” she managed.


He glanced at his watch. “I have to get going. I’m
already late.”


Davis stood and looked at her for a long moment
without moving. Lori had the feeling that if she gave the slightest indication
of encouragement, he’d haul her to his chest and give her a good-bye kiss she’d
never forget.


Lori just wasn’t sure that was the best idea, for
either of them.


Before she had a chance to figure out what she
really wanted, the moment was gone. Davis tossed her a too-cheery grin and
walked out of the bedroom, leaving her to her own thoughts. A moment later, his
engine gunned to life below and he was gone.


She was alone. Isolated in this tiny house atop
stilts. Stifled.


Sighing, she picked herself up out of the bed and
stumbled to the shower. The steamy water didn’t help to clear her thoughts.


Davis was putting himself and his career on the line
by keeping her here, covering her up. She wished he didn’t have to do that, but
the truth was that a killer wanted to cover her up permanently. With six feet
of dirt.


Lori rinsed the shampoo from her hair and squinted
around the tub. No conditioner. Typical man.


His house felt lonely without him in it. 


She felt stranded. Abandoned. Helpless. And without
a car, she was physically stuck here. How did her life get like this? Somehow,
she must’ve gone down the wrong road, her once-bright future now tangled and
bleak. She shut off the water and toweled dry, then hunted for her army bag in
search of clothes.  


Her mother was probably worried sick about her. 


Lori snorted at her own foolishness. Who was she
kidding? Mama didn’t give a fig what happened to her. Nonetheless, that didn’t
mean she shouldn’t be responsible and let her know she was all right. She
glanced at the phone by the bed. No calls, he’d said. Fine.


If the Lord had wanted humans to use landlines, he
wouldn’t have invented cell phones.


Too bad Davis hadn’t packed her charger. Only two
bars of power remained. Even worse was the message flashing across the center
of the screen. No service available.


Stupid beach. 


Bet if she walked a little ways inland she could get
a better signal. Lori’s eyes widened. That’s right, she didn’t need a car to
walk. She wasn’t trapped here after all, perched in this towering monstrosity
of picture windows. 


Then again, he hadn’t left her a key. She wasn’t so
irresponsible as to leave his house unlocked even for a brief moment. Was she? 


He meant for her to feel protected in his house, but
instead she felt exposed. Open. Vulnerable. Not to the killer—to the view from
the windows. 


With every ripple of the ocean, she imagined the
house swaying with the waves and toppling into the tide. 


Lori peeked out the glass and gulped. 


She could almost feel the house swaying. No way
could she stay inside all day, just waiting for a strong breeze to knock over
the stilts and plunge her, walls and all, into the salty water.


Clearly, if she stayed here, she’d lose her mind.


Davis’s whole point was for her to stay clear of
people, right? She could do that. Just walk far enough away to get a decent
cell signal. Just for a few minutes. 


Lori strapped her cell phone to her waistband and
headed to the kitchen to check the cupboards. Davis wasn’t kidding about the
Coco Puffs. Three boxes, two of them open. Men.


Next, she opened the refrigerator. 


Half a gallon of milk. A six-pack of Heineken, one
missing. A carton of cage-free eggs. Loaf of wheat bread. He kept bread in the
refrigerator? No matter. When she got back she’d make French toast. That would
tide her over for a while.


Lori paused for a moment at the door leading
outside. This was it. 


Davis would kill her if he knew, even though she’d
be gone less than five minutes. Plus, she might kill herself trying to get down
those ridiculous stairs. 


She took a fortifying breath and opened the door.
The salty breeze enveloped her.


Eyes tightly closed, Lori counted backwards from
thirteen until her feet reached the hot sand. Looking up, she smiled in
triumph. She did it. Escape, if only for a moment. 


A glance at her phone told her she still had no
signal. Well, should she try to the right or the left? Both directions seemed
desolate and sparse, a few stork-like houses dotting the beach. 


The drawbridge curved back toward the direction they
had first come. 


Since she definitely wasn’t walking around for
miles, Lori headed off the other way.


The road curved ahead. The new vista displayed a few
more houses, a small café, and a convenience store. A poster in the café’s
window declared “Lunch. Dinner. $5 Pitchers.” The neon Open sign was unlit. 


She checked her watch. Ten fifty-five. Not lunchtime
yet.


Lori eyed the convenience store. She’d love to go
in, but she’d better not. Davis would kill her. But on the outside, various
vending machines lined the front of the store. 


Ice. Three newspapers. Isla Concha ATM. 


In seconds, Lori had her purse open and counted her
cash. She had eighty dollars. And she was living—temporarily—with Davis. She
was probably good for now. 


But what about her bills? 


Most payments debited automatically from her
checking account. What if she didn’t have enough in there? Who knew how long
she’d be hidden away from home. 


She ought to transfer some money from her savings to
her checking. Just to be safe. Nobody would see her do it because she wouldn’t
go inside the store.


What’s the worst that could happen?


Mind made up, Lori jogged across the street to the
ATM. The brief exercise felt great. She missed her morning run. Maybe tomorrow
she could jog along the beach.


She slipped her bankcard into the machine and
punched in her PIN. 


Transferring money from one account to the other
only took a few seconds, but she felt better about her finances already.
Besides, now she could use her debit card everywhere she went without worrying
about her balance.


She turned from the machine just in time to see the
café’s Open sign light up. Lori’s stomach grumbled. Maybe she ought to get some
takeout. She’d better not leave the house again and who knew what time Davis
would get home.


Fifteen minutes later, Lori was halfway back to the
beach house with a bag of hot food teasing her nostrils and her belly when she
remembered her cell phone. She fumbled for it and peered at the screen. 


Roaming. Figured.


At least it had a signal. She flipped it open and
dialed her mother’s house. No answer. The machine clicked on and her mother’s staticky
voice came across the line.


“Mama, this is Lori. I’m just calling to say I’m
okay. In case you were worried.”


Feeling stupid and inadequate, Lori snapped the
phone closed. She probably shouldn’t have bothered, but she did feel a little
better.


Suddenly, Davis’s house loomed in front of her, the
stairs somehow seeming even less sturdy than before.


“You can do it,” Lori told herself firmly, and
somehow made it back inside.


French toast forgotten in favor of French fries,
Lori noshed straight from the takeout bag and flopped onto the couch in the
living room. Hopefully Davis hadn’t called while she was gone. Lori clutched
the paper sack guiltily. 


Well, what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


Once she’d finished eating, she disposed of the
evidence in the kitchen trash and wandered around his house. Keeping her eyes
off the windows meant keeping them on all of Davis’s things. Her scrutiny felt
a little nosy, like she was invading his privacy.


Then again, he’d searched her house. Turnabout was
fair play.


Besides, wasn’t she dying to know who Davis Hamilton
had become? Wonder what he did with his time when he wasn’t busy being a cop
and doing cop things.


Lori headed into the ill-named second bedroom. 


The phone was missing from its cradle. The desk was
buried under an avalanche of files, and a dusty laptop lay forgotten to one
side. The workout equipment, on the other hand, was well worn and dust-free. 


A small bookcase graced an inner wall, not visible
from the hallway. 


Lori knelt in front of the shelves and ran a finger
along the spines. Clancy. Crichton. Lots of paperback cop fiction. She’d had no
idea Davis liked to read novels. 


Wonder what he’d thought of her romance collection.


If she kept this up, she’d soon learn all his
secrets. What an intriguing idea! Lori cocked her head. Almost as intriguing as
the idea of him modeling. For her. In a sexy cop uniform. 


Maybe not the cop uniform. Too gay-bar. Better he be
naked. 


Yeah, that was how she liked him. Inspiring. Lori
grinned.


She walked back into the bedroom, this time looking
closer at the artwork on the walls. The paintings were signed, but not by
Davis. He probably hadn’t drawn a single line since high school. What a waste
of good talent.


With a sigh, Lori went back into the living room and
collapsed onto the couch. She reached for the footrest handle with an idle
hand, expecting each section to recline individually.


Instead, she heard a crunch. He’d shoved something
behind the couch.


On her knees, Lori peered in the dark crevice
shadowed against the wall. She reached in and pulled out a large leather art
portfolio, about two feet by three. Good lord, she uncovered clues about Davis
left and right. Maybe she should’ve become a detective.


She opened the hidden portfolio carefully, imagining
it stuffed with all the beautiful paintings she remembered from his high school
art career. But only Davis the man, not Davis the boy, could have created the
heart-wrenching charcoal portraits that cascaded across her lap.


Messy, soulful sketches of strange faces peered up
at her. 


Wide-eyed children in some, lost-looking men in
others, women with pleading eyes in the rest. Who were these people? 


Lori flipped over the sketches to find dates on the
back. Last month. Last year. Seven years ago. Underneath each date was some
kind of code. What was it? A case file number?


Oh, boy. 


These were the people Davis tried to help every day
of his life. 


They weren’t faceless numbers to him. They were
real. They tormented him. He’d captured them here, in exquisite terror,
pleading for his help. 


And had he helped them? Were they found, rescued,
saved, vindicated? Their lives restored? Their killers caught? There was no
indication whether justice had or had not prevailed, whether the faces were of
closed or open cases.


A lump in her throat, Lori carefully stacked the
loose pages back into the portfolio and replaced it behind the couch. 


The twisting in her gut informed her that this
haunted, emotional side of Davis was the last thing she’d needed to see. A jolt
of panic sliced through her soul as the truth cemented in her heart.


There was no helping it. She was still hopelessly,
helplessly in love.


Lori slapped a hand to her face. Great.
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Davis left the Detective Sergeant’s desk feeling
like a recalcitrant third grader forced to explain himself in front of his
parents at the principal’s office. 


Yes, the star witness had been in danger again. No,
they didn’t have the perp in custody. Yes, he knew how important this was to
everyone involved. No, he didn’t think his badge was a toy. Yes, he was on the
case. Now.


 Tonda Carver lingered in his chair when he returned
to the noisy open workroom. 


“What are you doing?” Davis snapped then regretted
his irritable tone.


“Waiting for you,” Carver answered with an
unconcerned shrug. “Expectantly. Get it? Expectantly.” She patted her belly and
grinned.


“Yeah, yeah.” Davis cast his gaze to the cracked
ceiling panels. “Please tell me you’ve got something good.”


“I got something great, partner. Two somethings. A
name and a warrant. With me?”


“Hell yeah.” Davis glanced at the address on the
warrant and led the way to his car.


Twenty minutes later, they emerged from an elevator
onto a deserted condo hallway. In unison, both withdrew their weapons and crept
forward.


“Think Ms Tompkins is home?” whispered Carver,
tilting her head toward the door.


“Nah.” Davis admitted. The Camry wasn’t in the
parking lot below. Besides, their luck hadn’t been that good. Just in case, he
was keeping his gun handy. Seventeen rounds ought to give some kind of an
advantage, if it came to that.


Carver banged on the door with one fist. “Amber
Tompkins! Police!”


No response.


The neighbor’s door on the far side creaked open. An
enlarged head dotted with oversized pink curlers peeked out the top. “She’s not
here, officers,” came the quivery voice.


“How do you know?” asked Davis.


“That one always plays her television set up loud,
even late at night. Some of us like to get some sleep by eight or nine. Last
night, nothing. That’s when I know she’s gone.”


Carver jiggled the door handle.


The elderly woman in the curlers stepped from her
doorway, showing off a flowery floor-length nightgown and fuzzy slippers. 


“Doors automatically lock when you shut ’em.
Security feature. You need in? Want me to call the Condo Association? Someone’s
always downstairs, one to answer calls and the other to check vehicles for
proper permits.”


Davis forestalled Carver before she could do more
than open her mouth. “Sure, ma’am,” he said with his most grateful expression.
“We’d appreciate that.”


“Be just a minute. Stay right there.” She slipped
back inside.


“I wanted to kick in the door,” Carver grumbled.


“What do you think you are, a weeble-wobble? You’d
have toppled right over, big mama.  Besides, I’m the door-kicker around here
because I’m the man. You’re the little lady.”


“What’s your problem, then? Kick it in, you big ball
of masculinity.” Carver smirked.


“Normally, I’d love to. But this time we better play
by the rules. That nice neighbor just rang the Condo Association. You don’t
mess with them. They’re like the mafia. But meaner.”


Carver heaved a dramatic, adolescent sigh. “You’re
no fun.”


Davis flipped open his notebook to jot down his
description of the neighbor and their conversation. He had barely finished
scribbling the last details when the elevator reopened and a bent, tiny old man
hobbled out.


“Who is that, Father Time?” Carver hissed.


“No, that’s Jasper,” the pink-curlered neighbor
called out helpfully, stepping back into the hall. “From the Condo Association.
He’s got keys.”


A giant metal ring dangled from one spindly hand as
Jasper from the Condo Association limped his crooked gait toward them.


Carver snorted. “No kidding. Keys weigh more than he
does.”


Davis elbowed her in the arm and moved clear from
the doorway. 


Jasper bent his head over the jangling mess of keys
until he extracted the correct one. He stepped forward long enough to unlock
the door and push it inward before he turned on his heels and headed back to
the elevator.


“Jasper not much of a talker?” Carver asked the
neighbor.


“Jasper is deaf,” the old lady answered cheerfully.
“That’s why he checks parking permits.”


“Yeah, Carver,” muttered Davis. “Pay attention.”


She scowled at him and motioned toward the open door
with her gun hand. He nodded, aimed his weapon, and stepped inside.


He remembered the kitchen from last time. Dirty
dishes, overflowing ashtray, funky smell. Clear. Two open walkways flanked the
kitchen. He went left while Carver went right. 


Davis stepped into a small, carpeted living area.
Single window, blinds drawn. TV off. One couch, one recliner, one small table
with chairs. No place to hide. Clear.


Carver stood to his right, at the entrance to a
small hallway. Davis slid past her. He doubted anyone lay in wait, but this was
one situation where women expecting children should not go first. 


To his right stood a green-tiled bathroom. Toilet
seat down. Sink flecked with hair. Shower curtain open. Clear. To his left was
the bedroom. Full-size bed, unmade. Carpeted floor, littered with clothes.
Closet door open. Davis knelt and looked under the bed. Shoes. He stood.


“Clear.”


Carver popped an orange lozenge in her mouth, her
weapon already holstered. “Thanks, Captain Obvious.”


He shooed her backward until they stood in the
entranceway again. 


“We’re not taking any chance of screwing up the
scene.” Davis snapped on gloves and booties and motioned for her to do the
same. “Weapons, evidence, anything forensics can use.”


“I know what to look for, Columbo. I’m the one who
got the warrant, remember?”


Davis stepped back inside before she caught him
smiling. Carver was so easy to rile up. Being her partner was just like having
a sister.


She went straight toward the bedroom and began
rummaging through drawers. He headed to the bathroom to bag the hairbrush,
toothbrush, plastic water glass, anything with potential DNA. When they’d
collected as much as they could, they started back for the station.


Forensics accepted the new material with good humor,
considering how busy and behind their department stayed. For once, they even
had something to report. 


“Got your results for Tommy Turner’s studio and Lori
Summer’s house,” said Miller, a skinny twenty-something with freckles. 


“Yeah?” Carver elbowed her way in front of him.
“Whatcha got?”


“Not her hair at the studio crime scene. She’s a
natural blonde. That one’s definitely from a bottle. Prints at the Summers
house were wiped clear in high-traffic areas and we’re still processing all the
miscellany from the motel. So far, the hairs are hers and the debris is
native.”


“Thanks, Miller.” Davis poked at Carver’s shoulder.
“Told you she was telling the truth.”


“I know that now.” Carver sniffed. “With the
stuff we collected today, we should be able to tie Tompkins to the scene and
nail her good.”


He paused, as if in great thought. “First, we have
to find her.”


“You know what, Hamilton? You’re starting to annoy
me. You don’t want to mess with a pregnant woman, so I’ll tell you what. I’ll
cruise around looking for the Tompkins character, and you go do whatever it is
that you go do, when you’re not hanging around making me crazy.”


Davis grinned. “Fair enough. Call me if you catch
her.” 


Although an APB had been put out on Amber Tompkins
from the moment they had a name, Carver would feel most useful on the road. He,
on the other hand, hated loose ends and this case had plenty. 


With all the extraneous drive-by adventures, he
hadn’t had a chance to interview all the individuals on his list. He’d been
behind since Kimberley Jackson’s death. Better start with her family.


He pulled up at the Jackson residence and took notes
in his book. Decent neighborhood, beige ranch, two cars in the drive. Most
likely, two grieving parents inside. Davis took a deep breath and stepped up to
the porch.


Mr. Jackson answered the door. Tall, wan, jittery.
“May I help you?”


“I’m Detective Davis Hamilton with the Isla Concha
Police Department. I’m very sorry to bother you at home, sir, but I hoped to
ask you a few questions about your daughter.”


A short, pale woman peered over Mr. Jackson’s
shoulder. “Did you find her killer?”


Davis hedged, hating to see the disappointment in
their faces but knowing at this point there was little he could disclose
publicly. “Not yet.”


Mrs. Jackson’s eyes dulled with defeat. Her husband
opened the door and motioned Davis inside and to a couch. They took the two
overstuffed chairs opposite him, neither of them looking at the other or
touching. 


Intruding on grief always made Davis feel like a
jerk. 


“What do you need to know?” asked Mr. Jackson dully.


“Can you tell me a little about your daughter’s
activities? We’re trying to piece together where she might have come across the
killer.”


“Activities?” Mr. Jackson stared over Davis’s
shoulder. “She worked. That was her main activity. Kindergarten teacher. This
was supposed to be her vacation. Spring Break.”


Probably not too many unsavory characters in
kindergarten. Davis jotted a note anyway. “And friends? Husband, boyfriend?
Social life?”


“She’d been dating Marco for a while now. What was
it honey, five years?”


“Six.”


“That just ended last weekend.” Mr. Jackson gasped.
“You don’t think he–”


“No! No,” Davis assured him. “We don’t. Did she date
anyone after Marco?”


Mrs. Jackson crossed her arms. “Three days,
Detective. Our daughter was not easy.”


“I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to imply that. I
just have to ask questions. I’m trying to determine who she came in contact
with.”


She squinted at him before responding. “Lori
Summers, of course. They’ve been friends since high school. Lori’s the one who
encouraged Kimber to follow her dream. Kimber always tried to get her to do the
same, but that girl’s a stubborn one.”


“What do you mean?” 


Mrs. Jackson relaxed her crossed arms. “Kimber said
it was a cop out, is what it was. Lori thought she wasn’t smart enough for
college, thought modeling was something a girl did when she couldn’t get by on
much more than her looks.” 


“Modeling wasn’t her dream?” Davis asked and
flinched. He’d allowed himself to get completely off-topic from Kimberley’s
death.


“Hardly. Wanted to open some sort of school or club
thing. Help encourage young girls to develop self-esteem. Never did anything
but talk, Kimber said. Might be some kind of supermodel, but that girl could
use some self esteem of her own. Kimber tried to help.”


Davis nodded and forced down the barrage of
questions bubbling in his throat. Right now, Lori was not his concern. He
needed to find and trap a killer.


“Did your daughter ever mention a friend by the name
of Amber Tompkins?”


Mrs. Jackson blinked. “No. Never heard of her. Did
you, dear?”


Her husband shook his head. “That one of the
teachers from her school, maybe?”


“I don’t know,” Mrs. Jackson mused. “They do seem to
come and go. Hard to say.”


Davis stood. “Thank you so much for your patience.
I’ll show myself out.”


He was wasting their time. Lori was right—she was
the common thread. He should be at her parent’s house, not Kimberley’s.


Within half an hour, he pulled in front of the
Summers residence. Small bungalow. Ratty grass. Crooked shutters. Empty
trashcan lying on its side by the curb. He rang the doorbell.


The woman who answered was an older, greyer version
of Lori. A little shorter, a pound or two heavier, maybe, and a few frown
lines, but otherwise the resemblance couldn’t be missed.


“Detective Davis Hamilton, ma’am. May I ask a few
questions about your daughter?”


To his surprise, Mrs. Summers burst out laughing. 


“Davis Hamilton? Well, ain’t you all growed up. What
a joke. I told her back then you’d never want one such as her, and I was right.
Took nothing less than a death to get you to come around last time, and another
one to get you here today.”


He shifted on his feet, at a complete loss as to how
to respond without coming across as an even bigger jerk. He also couldn’t miss
the pungent stench of alcohol soaking every word.


She coughed without covering her mouth. “Well,
there’s nothing I can say about Lori that’ll help. There was nothing I could
say to her to help, either. Probably can’t be helped. Good-bye.”


Davis braced his arm against the slamming door,
wincing at the impact. 


“What?” she snapped, one hand on her hip.


All of Davis’s professionalism vanished in a burst
of fury. Her daughter was in danger and she was more concerned with drinking
herself into an early grave?


“Someone’s trying to kill her,” he bit out. “You’re
her mother. Don’t you care?”


She laughed again, cold, bitter. 


“Why should I? Someone killed my other daughter.
Lori herself, with her reckless ways. I always told her she should be more like
Sara. I got no idea why Sara’d need to do anything that dangerous to impress
her stupid sister.”


“Lori didn’t make Sara do anything,” Davis blurted,
unable to believe he was arguing like a teenager instead of interviewing like a
cop. “She looked wrecked at the funeral. I’m sure she felt terrible. Sara was
her sister.”


“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure. And she never modeled again,
blah, blah, blah. Threw herself a pity party is what she did. It was my
daughter, my baby who died. And I’m not going through it again. Get out,
and don’t come back.”


This time, Davis allowed the door to slam in his
face.


Cheery little thing, wasn’t she? 


Man. He couldn’t imagine Lori growing up with a
mother like that. 


Then again, his own parents at least meant well, but
they too had managed to ruin his life for a while with their insistence that he
marry someone like Juliana. It took a disastrous divorce for him to realize
that pleasing his parents only went so far.


And that being a big shot attorney like his father
with a society princess wife like his mother were the last two things on earth
he desired for himself.


Davis climbed into his car and started the engine. 


So, what was he doing for his future now? Did he
really know what he wanted? Was he ruining his life again? Was he ruining
Lori’s by dragging her down with him?


A flash of curtain at one window let him know Mrs.
Summers kept her eye on him. No doubt through the distorted lens of a bottle.
Man.


He eased his car onto the road. 


Lori’d been hurt enough. Her mother was no Mrs.
Brady. Hell, in the past, he’d hurt her, too. She needed to be loved.
Cherished. But by who? Him? A cop with an attitude?


She was already in his house. Of course he’d love to
keep her there. But could he? Was it fair to her? Starting any kind of
relationship right now would be taking huge advantage of her heightened state
of stress, to say the least.


Already he felt like a jerk for making love to her
last night. He wouldn’t erase it if he could, of course, but he shouldn’t have
indulged his desire. She needed to feel appreciated. 


Respected. 


A real man wouldn’t so much as kiss her again until
this whole thing was over, so she’d know his affection was real. For her. She
mattered too much to be treated cheaply.


Could he really do it? Stay away from her as long as
it took, no matter the temptation to do otherwise, so that he could prove she
meant something important to him? 


Davis sighed. He’d have to.


He was a cop.


*          *          *


Amber feigned sleep until her
chosen alibi left for work. He’d been a perfect mark. Horny enough to ask no
questions and discreet enough to let her Camry be the car in his one-stall
garage. 


After showering, she headed to
the closet to pack as many supplies in his old gray duffle bag as she could.
Just as soon as she took care of business, she was outta this town. 


Clothes, toiletries, smokes, what
else? Food. Amber strode into the kitchen and depleted the supply of South
Beach meal replacement bars and Diet Coke. Damn health fanatics.


Last but not least, money.


“Here’s where keeping your eye on the prize comes in
handy,” Amber muttered to herself as she popped the hideous family portrait
from the office wall and twirled the hidden dial. 


The safe swung open. 


“And here’s where making your birthday the
combination turns out to be a big mistake.” 


She pocketed what bills she could, dumping the rest
in the duffle bag and leaving the jewels alone. Before heading to the garage,
she grabbed a tube sock from the bedroom and stalked through the house, wiping
off anything she might have touched.


In another ten minutes, she was on the road.


Part of her brain said the smart thing to do was to
leave town. Now. Put as must distance as she could between herself and Isla
Concha. Get away from Florida altogether. 


Hell, it was probably a good five-hour drive to the
border, and that estimate didn’t include Spring Break traffic.


The other part of her, the more vindictive part,
said hell no. 


No way was she leaving town without putting an end
to the scheming witch who started this whole mess and got her into this trouble
in the first place.


But how? There was no way she could go back to work
and hunt up the account. 


By now the cops were probably crawling all over her
usual hunting ground. Without the advantage of the finance terminal, how could
she track Lori? It’s not like she could waltz into any old bank and hijack
their system without raising any eyebrows.


Wait. Oh, yes she could. Thanks to George Culver,
bank manager of the satellite branch outside of town.


Amber gunned the engine. It was Georgie’s lucky day.


He was seated at his desk when she sashayed through
the door. His jaw nearly hit his keyboard when he saw her.


“Amber! What are you doing here? I called you seven
times this morning and kept getting your voice mail. You never called me back
yesterday. About Saturday. Our date.”


What an idiot. “I’m so sorry, George. How
thoughtless of me. I wanted to tell you in person that I would be honored to go
out with you on Saturday. I can hardly wait.”


His wheeled office chair shot backward as George
jumped to his feet. “Really? That’s fantastic. Wow, Saturday night. Two and a
half days. Wow.”


Not only was he quick with math, he had such a way
with words. Amber fluttered her eyelashes to hide her disgust.


“George, would you fetch me some coffee? Three
creams, two sugars. An ice cube.”


“Of course, Amber. Yeah. Right away.”


He started walking off. Amber retrieved his chair
and plopped down behind his computer screen. “Oh, and is there anything to
snack on in the break room here?”


“Um, yeah. Doughnuts. Do you like doughnuts?”


“Oh, I love them! Just as long as there’s no cream
inside. I’m lactose intolerant. Better check the color of the jelly, too. I’m
allergic to red dye.”


There. That ought to keep him busy for a while.


George bobbed his head and disappeared around the
corner. The tellers cast her suspicious looks but made no move to intercept her
or ask annoying questions. Good.


Amber wiggled the mouse and the screen flickered to
life. He hadn’t had time to sign out, which meant she didn’t have to worry
about guessing any passwords. 


Fingers flying, she wasted no time calling up the
one checking account she cared about. 


Two transactions yesterday. Both on the same street.
One to transfer money, one for a café. Amber scribbled down the locations on
the back of a deposit slip and stuffed it in her purse. For good measure, she
clicked open an Internet browser and mapped out the addresses before
double-checking the account.


No transactions for today. 


Was it too early for Sleeping Beauty to get up? Or
was she in hiding? She better be scared, because Amber was on her way.


Even if she didn’t have an exact address, nothing
could stop Amber from trolling the area, looking for her. Sassy Summers
probably thought she was being smart, shacking up outside of city limits. Too
bad that bonus fell just as easily into Amber’s corner.


She’d trace her steps. Hunt her down. Kill her.


After closing out of the computer screens, Amber
waltzed out the door without waiting for George. He’d get over it. She had a
bitch to catch.


Wouldn’t it be funny if she found her just standing
around, playing games with an ATM? Amber slid behind the wheel of her car. No
doubt Little Miss Model thought she was pretty smooth, dodging bullets at the
tiki bar. Amber turned the key in the ignition.


Let’s see her dodge a Camry.


*          *          *


The window-lined walls of the
beach house closed in around Lori. The birds-eye view of the swaying palm trees
constricted her lungs until she could hardly breathe. She had to get out of
there. Break free of this suffocating box on stilts.


Davis would be angry, of course,
and she didn’t want to anger Davis.


But then again, she’d left
yesterday, hadn’t she? Nothing bad had come of it. No bullets, no sirens, no
killer. 


She could leave again and nothing
would happen. It’s not like she’d be gone long. Just a little jog, that’s all
she needed. A little run, with solid ground beneath her feet.


Or sand. She’d settle for sand in
a second. Anything but this place.


Lori turned off the TV and stood.
A book wouldn’t be amiss, either. She wasn’t into cop fiction, and daytime talk
shows destroyed her brain cells by the second.


There was that convenience store
down the street, right? A mile and a half round trip, max. She’d be back in no
time. Quicker than yesterday, even, since she wouldn’t be waiting around for a
sandwich.


Although, a sandwich wouldn’t be
a bad idea either. 


Next thing Lori knew, she was out
the door, down the steps, and running from the house as though the devil
himself were on her heels. She reached the water’s edge and stopped, glancing
behind her.


A grapefruit tree stood in
Davis’s backyard. Lori hated grapefruit. 


No wonder she had to get out of
there. The feng shui was all wrong in that place. 


Well, that and the whole house-on-stilts
thing. Plus, she’d long since stopped feeling hidden and begun to feel
forgotten. Lost. Frustrated. Angry.


Keeping the house to her left and
the Gulf to her right, Lori sprinted through the sand. The hot sun drifted
above her, casting her shadow below her feet. 


Seagulls clamored to the sky,
eager to get out of her way as she raced along the sand.


The water looked calm. Peaceful. 


The sparsely planted houses just
looked desolate. Lonely. A solitary passenger in a small red car cruised the
center of the street, riding the brakes. No doubt the driver was lost. Why
anyone would want to live like this was beyond her.


A few minutes later, Lori glanced
at the road again, surprised to see the red sedan keeping pace with her.
Probably hoping she’d be able to offer help with directions. Too bad the only
landmarks Lori knew around here were the café and the convenience store. 


Plus, she couldn’t take the
chance of the driver recognizing her and blabbing her location all over the
news. 


Davis would kill her.


Facing forward as if she hadn’t
noticed the car, Lori concentrated on her legs and her breathing, and making
long, even strides. 


Running exercised her muscles.
Helped work off stress. She had plenty of stress.


When she got to the café, she
realized she hadn’t eaten in hours. Lori slipped inside and ordered lunch.
Might as well eat in, rather than take out. She hadn’t made it to the
convenience store yet and didn’t want her food to get cold.


Lori paid with cash, making sure
she tipped well. No other customers had appeared while she ate. Hard to believe
that these little beachside venues made any money at all.


When she stepped out of the café,
the red car had gone. Driver either gave up or figured out where he was going,
she guessed. Lori felt bad that she hadn’t stopped to help, but she didn’t want
to take too many chances.


She pushed open the door to the
convenience store and a cluster of bells jangled overhead.


The interior was small and the
aisles tight, but at least it wasn’t on stilts. 


Thank heaven for small favors.


Medicines and toiletries crammed
the first aisle. Snacks and drinks overflowed the second. Lori sighed. Three
weeks until Easter and they were out of Cadbury eggs? Crime against nature. The
books were at the back of the store on a small round rack. 


Bestsellers, yes. Recent, no.


She found one she hadn’t yet read
and knocked the dust off the top. At least this would give her something more
constructive to do this afternoon. 


When Lori headed to the counter
to pay, the headline on a black and white newspaper caught her eye. Alien
Spacecraft Terrorizes Town, Impregnating Women. And below, in a separate
column: Giant Yeti Returns To Vegas.


The Weekly World News had to be
the most ridiculous publication on the market. Back in high school, Davis had
loved it. Especially the Bigfoot articles. 


Why, she had no idea.


On impulse, she added the
newspaper to her purchase. He might be angry she left the house, but he’d never
be able to resist an article about a Sasquatch playing slots.


If the clerk recognized her, he
made no mention. He also declined to comment on her choice of reading material,
and Lori was back outside in record time.


She’d just stepped off the
sidewalk to cross the street when a car sped by from out of nowhere, nearly
clipping her. 


Jerk. Lori turned to flip the
bird. He could have killed her! 


Her hand faltered before the
fingers got into position. Another red car. 


Or was it the same one? What the
hell? 


Wasting no more time, Lori
sprinted across the street to the beach. Cars weren’t allowed on the sand at
this section of the Gulf Coast, so she should be safe from idiot drivers.
Besides, the car was long gone by now.


She’d barely jogged for thirty
seconds before the squeal of a U-turn pierced the air and the little red car
came back into view.


Lori snapped her head forward and
squinted for Davis’s beach house. How far away was it? She couldn’t tell from
here. All the houses on stilts looked the same from underneath. 


The red car kept pace with her,
weaving every now and then as if the driver seriously considered darting
between the houses, chasing her on the beach, and slamming her body into the
water.


For once, Lori felt her
overactive imagination wasn’t too far off.


Of all the things to be right
about. Great.


Lori sucked in a deep breath, bent her knees, leaned
forward… and ran.
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A peal of laughter ripped through the Camry’s
interior as Amber matched her speed to that of the scaredy-cat model. 


Oh, sure, at first she’d tried to play like she
hadn’t seen Amber following her. And Amber’d very nearly had her splattered on
the windshield like a massive lovebug when she’d caught her outside that dumpy
convenience store.


None of that compared to the now priceless look on
Little Fashionista’s face. 


If Amber were one for scrapbooks, she’d totally save
this Kodak moment for the grandkids.


Lori Summers ran along the beach as if she could
somehow outrun a car, for Christ’s sake. What an idiot. 


If Amber wanted to, she could curb this baby right
onto the sand and mow her straight into the water. Clearly, Summers considered
that a very real possibility.


But how stupid would that be?


Sure, splatting Summers into the Gulf of Mexico
would release endorphins at an orgasmic level. But then what would Amber do
with a car full of mud, sinking slowly into the sand as the interior filled
with water?


Amber was not stupid. She was a huntress.


Air conditioner blasting, she kept her eye on her
target. Easy enough to do with all the houses up on freaking stilts. 


What a moronic place to hide out. 


What an even stupider place to go for an afternoon
run.


Braking, Amber squinted at Lori. Apparently the
little model just remembered about the fabulous invention known as the cell
phone and was frantically fumbling at her side. 


Crap. She couldn’t stay long enough to kill her if
that retarded fashion slave was already calling the cops.


Her target sagged against the wooden beam of one
little beach house, dropping her bags to the sand at her feet. She shot a
terrified look at the attached wooden stairs, and then turned her panicked
stare back to Amber.


What was up those stairs, the boogie monster? Did
she have some other killer waiting on her, too? 


All Amber wanted was to kill her first. She hadn’t
known there’d be a waiting list. 


Summers finally got her phone free from her
waistband. She flipped it open and started dialing madly, keeping her desperate
gaze fixed on Amber’s car. 


Moron. She wasn’t going to drive up after her.


Amber shrugged and twiddled her fingers in a little
toodle-oo as she drove off.


No sense sticking around for the cops. They could be
just around the corner for all she knew. Little Miss Afternoon Jog wasn’t going
anywhere anytime soon. Amber’d just come back in the morning and finish her off
then.


What better way to start the day? 


*          *          *


Davis took his first bite of lunch—soggy ham
sandwich from the vending machine down the hall—when the phone rang. Not the
direct line to his desk. His cell phone. And according to the familiar number
on the screen, he was calling himself.


Mouth valiantly chewing the tasteless white bread
concoction, Davis answered.


“Hello?”


The panic in her voice slammed his heart into his
ribs. “I need you.”


He’d known it was Lori before he’d answered, but he
wasn’t sure which sliced into his guts worse: the shakiness in her voice or the
three little words she spoke. 


“Where are you?” he asked, then winced. Stupid
question. Obviously she was at home.


Her erratic breathing seemed overloud. “Someone is
after me.”


“I know.” Davis frowned. “We’re working as fast as
we can.”


“No, I mean here. Now. Well, not exactly here and
not just now—more like a minute ago. Half a minute.”


“What? In my house?” He could’ve kicked himself when
a dozen pairs of curious eyes glanced up from their desks.


“Not inside. Outside. Can you just come over?”


She was making no sense. Davis had no clue what she
was talking about, but if she needed him home then home he’d be.


“My place is outside of Isla Concha. Not part of
this jurisdiction. But I know the guys out there. Let me give them a call.
There’ll be a hundred squad cars out there before you can say–”


“No.”


“No?” What the hell did ‘no’ mean? “Are you safe?”


Her soft voice breathed into his ear. “I think so.
Yeah.”


“That’s all I need to hear. Don’t move. I’m on my
way.”


Davis stood and slid an arm across his desk, swiping
his cellophaned lunch into the trashcan. Carver rose, concern lining her forehead,
but he waved her back into her seat.


“Stay. I’ll be right back. Or not.” When her brows
raised, he added, “I’ll call if I need you, don’t worry.”


Dodging civilians, cops and forensic techs, Davis
sprinted through the station and burst outside. 


What could have happened to rattle Lori like that? 


Heart twitching an erratic beat, Davis jumped in his
car and pealed out onto the road, barreling home with his thoughts racing as
fast as the engine. 


Minutes stretched like months as the miles flew
past. By the time he leaped up the stairs, his suit clung to him, soaked with
sweat. He threw open the door and strode through the house calling her name.


Lori stood in the hallway, shrouded in a forest
green terrycloth towel. 


Dark blonde hair clung to her scalp, poking up in
random tufts. Her arms wrapped around her middle, keeping the towel flush
against her damp, just-bathed body.


While he’d been in agony, fearing the worst, she’d
been home safe and sound, enjoying a late afternoon bubble bath?


“What’s going on?” he demanded, his voice harsher
than intended.


She flinched.


“I don’t know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called.”


Davis crossed his arms. “Well, I’m here now. There
better be a damn good reason for it.”


“Someone was following me. I think. I couldn’t see
them clearly. They’re gone now.”


“Lori, this house is on stilts. The door was locked
and deadbolted when I left. It’s not like someone could climb in through an
open window.”


She shook her head, sending water droplets flying.
“Not in here. Out there.”


“How could someone follow you out there? It’s not
like you were running around outside like an idiot.”


Lori’s gaze unfocused and a blush colored her
cheeks.


“You’re kidding.”


He closed the distance between them in two strides.
His hands tightened around her slender shoulders and he gave her an angry
shake. She left?


“Are you crazy? Stupid? What the hell were you
thinking? You could’ve been killed! What if the killer would’ve followed you
back here? You could be dead right now. Dead! Think about that.”


“I know,” she mumbled miserably. “I have been
thinking about that.”


“I told you to stay inside, Lori. For a reason.
Safety. Did you think about that?”


“Davis, you’re hurting me.”


His fingers flew from her skin as though scalded. 


She was pale. Thin. Wide-eyed. Her shoulders shook,
but were unblemished. He hadn’t bruised her.


What the hell was he doing? Had he actually shaken
her? 


He’d never lost control like that in his life. Just
the thought of losing her made him lose his freaking mind. She’d only now come
back into his life. 


Of all the stupid chances to take. What would he
have done? What could he have done? 


Absolutely nothing, that’s what. He’d have come home
and she’d have been dead. He’d have fallen apart. Wrecked. He couldn’t even
handle the ‘what if’s.


“Start at the beginning,” he managed, his voice a
husky whisper. He struggled to keep his maelstrom of emotion from showing in
his eyes.


“I know it’s stupid. I shouldn’t have gone. I’m
sorry. I just couldn’t stay in this house any more.” She bit her lower lip and
gazed at him, her eyes large and soulful.


“Why not? It was safe. I brought you here to keep
you safe.”


“I know. I just thought I’d be gone for a second.
Maybe buy a book.”


“You went gallivanting around where you could be
seen just because you were bored and didn’t like any of my books?” Davis
roared. 


Letting Lori stay was a massive tactical error. She
couldn’t be trusted to keep herself out of danger, and he couldn’t be trusted
to safeguard his heart. He didn’t need this kind of stress.


She hung her head. “I just wanted to run on the
beach. Feel the sand under my toes. But there was this car. Everywhere. The
same car. I think. Almost ran me down.”


He dragged in a deep breath. “What color?” 


“Red.”


Davis didn’t believe in coincidence. 


“Somehow she found you, then. Damn. Do you realize
that ignoring my advice could’ve led her straight to my door? That instead of
you standing there in nothing but my towel, I might’ve come home to find a dead
body in my bathtub?”


Lori took in a shallow, hitching breath and threw
her trembling arms around his neck. 


“I do know. That’s why I called. I needed you. I
knew you would make me feel better just by being here. By being so strong.
Warm. Safe. By just being you.”


Davis wrapped his arms around her waist and squeezed
her to him. He was the biggest jerk in the world. Here she was, terrified out
of her mind, and all he could think about was his own desperate fear of losing
her.


He nudged her chin upward and claimed her mouth with
his own. His hands found the curve of her rear underneath the soft, moist towel
and pressed her closer against his body.


Without breaking the kiss, he lifted her up and she
wrapped her long legs around his torso. 


Lori murmured something unintelligible. She shoved
his suit jacket from his shoulders. Frantic fingers fumbled at the buttons of
his suit. 


The towel tumbled forgotten to the floor. 


Davis clutched her to him and took three long
strides toward the bedroom before reality crashed through his passion-clouded
thoughts.


This wasn’t right. 


If he’d felt like he took advantage of her
yesterday, then what the hell was he doing now? He wanted this woman. Really,
really wanted her. In more than the physical sense. She was never going to
believe it if all he did was jump her every time he saw her.


Besides, he needed her to want him, too. He wanted
her to need Davis the man, not just a few hours distraction from an
increasingly harrowing couple of days.


The last thing he wanted was intimacy of
convenience, some brief fling that would end the same moment the danger lifted
and Lori returned to her senses.


With gentle hands, Davis lifted her down and broke
the kiss. 


He placed his palm against one side of her face, the
curve of her famous cheekbones pressing against his hot skin.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, confusion lining her
eyes. “Don’t you want me?”


This was going to be the hardest conversation of his
life.


“I do want you,” he corrected. “I can’t look at you
without wanting you. But why do you want me?”


“What do you mean? I told you. I knew you’d make me
feel better. Come on.” She grabbed the sides of his shirt in her fists and
pulled his face toward hers.


Any other time, this beautiful supermodel forcing
her attention on him would rate as his favorite erotic dream come true. 


What was his problem? 


He was a man. Men liked sex. Men prided themselves
on their ability to compartmentalize, to enjoy no-strings encounters like this
one. Then why did it hurt so bad that her attraction was merely physical? 


That the only reason she wanted him was because he
was a man, he was there, and he could make her forget for a while. Wasn’t sex
without emotional baggage what he wanted?


It should have been. But it wasn’t.


“Why are you offering your body if you’re not
offering your heart?” he whispered.


Fire flashed in her eyes. She dropped his shirt.


“You don’t want my heart,” Lori answered flatly. “It
didn’t come up in the conversation last night, did it? You had no qualms about
tearing up the sheets then.”


Ouch. Davis felt like she’d sucker-punched him in
the gut. 


She was right, of course. Or at least, that’s how it
would seem to her. 


He hadn’t exactly declared his undying love and
proclaimed the moment an early wedding night, or any romantic slush like that.
He’d lost all brainpower and taken her right there on the edge of his bed,
conversation about relationships the furthest thing from his mind.


When Davis didn’t respond right away, Lori shrugged
and wiggled away from the wall. 


She crossed back toward the bathroom and retrieved her
towel from the floor. When she’d finished rewrapping her body, she spoke.


“I don’t know what your problem is. I was a model. I
know men want my body. You’re a man and my body is right here. When did you
become a Catholic schoolboy?”


Anger seared Davis’s spine. 


“Give me a break. No man wants a pity f– Nobody
wants to make love just because it’s convenient, because their partner was
bored and had nothing else to do, no one else to choose from.”


“Oh yeah?” Lori arched an eyebrow. “That’s all I was
to you.”


“What? When? Last night?”


“No. Twelve years ago. You can’t tell me you didn’t
screw me out of convenience and teenage hormones.”


“That’s not true. Don’t cheapen it.”


“Don’t cheapen what? The backseat of your parents’
car? Give me a break.”


His parents’ car had been totally convenient, he
could hardly deny that. 


But even then, Lori had been fun and beautiful and
funny. 


He’d fallen in love with her from their first date.
And the night she meant, the night she’d lost her virginity… he’d lost his,
too. From that moment on, there’d been no one but her in his heart. 


How had it gone so wrong?


“Lori, listen to me. I… like you too much for a one
night stand.”


“Work on your math skills, Hamilton. Even if we’re
only counting recent history, one plus one is still two.”


“You know what I mean.”


She smirked. “Do I? I don’t think I know you at
all.”


He threw up his hands in exasperation. “Maybe not.
You don’t even know yourself.”


Her smirk vanished. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means you underestimate yourself with every
breath you take. You’ve got all these unfulfilled dreams, yada yada yada, and
whose fault is that?”


“Yours?” Lori muttered, scowling.


“Yours, sweetheart. You know the old saying. Whether
you think you can or you think you can’t, you’re right.”


“Whatever.” She turned up her nose and stalked into
the bathroom. The door slammed shut behind her.


Davis closed his eyes and banged the back of his
head against the wall. 


So much for romance. 


Had he done the right thing? Should he have taken
what she offered, despite the fact that for her it was nothing but two
consenting adults indulging a basic human desire?


No. If he let himself become any more attached to
her, she’d rip his heart from his chest when she left him, and walked back out
of his life. Permanently.


Davis hung his head and sighed. He was getting way
too old for unrequited love. 


Shaking his head at his own runaway emotion, he
finished unbuttoning his shirt and headed for the bedroom alone this time. When
Lori got out of the bathroom, he could use a shower himself. A cold one.


On the foot of the bed lay a grubby, wrinkled
newspaper.


“Alien Spacecraft Terrorizes Town, Impregnating
Women,” blared across the top. The side column proclaimed, “Giant Yeti Returns
to Vegas.”


He picked it up and stared at the cover.


The Weekly World News. Unbelievable. Lori hated that
paper. Said it was a waste of trees. Which meant… which meant… She’d bought it
for him because she liked him, too. 


Wanted to surprise him. Make him happy.


Davis threw the paper back onto the bed and rubbed
his temples.


Despite their argument in the hallway, he’d been the
one to underestimate her. If it weren’t for his big mouth, they could be in
here making love.


Ah, hell.


*          *          *


Lori blew her nose and stared at
herself in the steam-edged mirror.


Even discounting her puffy eyes
and splotchy cheeks, she knew her features weren’t truly beautiful. 


Cheekbones too pronounced, nose a
little skinny, uneven eyebrows, one ear sticking out further than the other.
Her confidence is what sold her, her agent had admitted. Men wanted to be with
a confident woman, and women wanted to be one.


What had gone wrong? 


Granted, she hadn’t been
confident. She’d been scared. Terrified. All she’d wanted was Davis, positive
he’d make her feel better. 


Instead, she was humiliated.
Rejected. Unwanted.


Had she been too clingy? Too
needy? Or was the root of the problem more fundamental than that? Maybe one
taste of her had been all he’d needed to remind himself that he’d never wanted
her to begin with.


After all, he’d dumped her quick
enough for Juliana Ross, cheerleader extraordinaire.


She’d thought it wouldn’t last.
That Davis would break it off with Juliana any moment and they’d get back
together to live happily ever after. But that February, he hadn’t sent her a
Valentine. He’d sent her a damn Save the Date card.


Ripped the date right out of her
calendar is what she did.


Lori turned from her tortured
reflection and picked up her clothes, dressing quickly. She opened the bathroom
door a few inches and peeked through the crack. No Davis.


Maybe she’d been wrong about him
from the start. 


He really might prefer to have a
society-type girl on his arm, one with fake hair, fake nails, fake boobs, and
fake friends. Lori could never be that for him. She bit her nails too much for
them to do much growing. 


And once her hair went gray, she
planned to leave it that way. Who cared what the neighbors said.


She eased the door open a little
further and stepped out into the hallway.


The bedroom light shone through
the crack under the door. That’s fine. She didn’t want anything in that
bedroom. Not the bed, and not Davis. She’d been stupid to think he felt for her
even a fraction of what she felt for him.


Picking his suit jacket up from
the floor, Lori trudged into the kitchen. She tossed his jacket over one of the
barstools and got a pot of coffee going. 


What she really needed was a
glass of wine. Maybe a bottle. Even better, some chocolate. She should’ve
bought some at the convenience store, rather than that stupid newspaper.


Lori halfheartedly searched
through the kitchen, opening and closing cabinet doors and peering inside. No
wine. No chocolate. Barely any coffee mugs. Definitely a bachelor pad.


She poured herself a cup of
coffee and nearly came out of her skin when Davis appeared behind her and
touched the small of her back.


“Want a cup?” she asked, hoping
he wouldn’t notice the uncertainty in her voice.


His eyes were inscrutable. “I
don’t want to take advantage of you.”


She shrugged. “It’s your coffee.”


“That’s not what I mean. Is
emotion-free sex really what you want? Some kind of fling?”


If that’s all she could have,
then yes. She’d take what she could get for as long as it lasted, no matter how
selfish that might be. 


His suit jacked clattered to the
hardwood floor, saving her from responding. 


Davis picked it up and rummaged
in the pockets, a rueful smile on his face. He presented her with a loose fist,
palm down. “Hold out your hand and close your eyes.”


Lori obeyed, feeling like a child
again but enjoying the moment. He placed something small into her hand.
Something round and a little scratchy. Something that smelled like… chocolate?
Her eyes flew open and she burst out laughing.


“A Cadbury egg?”


His smile faltered. “They’re not
your favorite anymore?”


“No, they are, they are. Thank
you. It’s just what I wanted.”


Davis shifted his weight. “Don’t
thank me,” he said gruffly. “Department can’t get in a decent sandwich, but
they take their Easter candy very seriously. That’s your tax dollars, hard at
work.”


Lori reached out a tentative hand
to pat his shoulder and Davis pulled her into his arms.


“You were the one who got away,
you know,” he whispered, looking her in the eye.


“I didn’t get away. You dumped me
for a cheerleader,” she reminded him, but somehow the old hurt was gone. “If
you keep bringing me chocolate, maybe I’ll forgive you.”


“I would like that,” he answered,
something very important and urgent in his voice. “I was an idiot back then. A
clueless teenage boy.”


“Not any more. Too bad it can’t
work out,” Lori said with a sad smile.


“Can’t it?” he asked, his gaze
intense.


Lori opened her mouth to answer
but his lips were on hers before she could respond.


“I may be a cop and I may be an
idiot,” he whispered against her mouth, “but I’m also a man. I don’t know why I
thought I could resist you.”


Although not exactly the love
words she’d hoped for, Lori returned his kisses with fervor. Maybe Davis was
here because he was horny, and maybe he’d forget her as soon as she was out of
his sight.


But right now, she didn’t care. 


He enveloped her in his arms and
devoured her with drugging kisses. 


Lori wasn’t sure they’d make it to the bedroom.






[bookmark: Chapter_11][bookmark: _Toc337234398][bookmark: _Toc134928227]CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


Davis didn’t want to open his eyes.


Lori lay draped across his chest, one leg over his
with her head resting on his shoulder. He couldn’t imagine a more perfect way
to start the morning.


He slid out of bed without waking her and turned off
his alarm clock, so as not to disturb her. He showered and dressed and frowned
at his watch. Part of him couldn’t wait to be on the road, tracking down Amber
Tompkins.


Another part of him wanted to linger here, snuggling
under the covers and simply looking at Lori while she slept. Feeling foolish,
he snuck back into the bedroom for one final glimpse of her before he left for
work.


Arms outflung, she arched her body in catlike
stretches, kicking off the covers in the process. She opened her eyes, caught
his gaze, and smiled.


“Morning, Davis. I was just thinking about you.”


“You were?” His pants twitched in response.


“I was. Tell me, have you ever thought about being a
sketch artist instead of a cop?”


Davis’s romantic thoughts vanished. “A what?”


“A sketch artist. For the police. I was just
thinking about how many crazies you must run into every day out on the street.
Seems like a sketch artist would perform a critical skill in a safer
environment. Just as important, less dangerous.”


Davis took a step backward. What on earth brought
this on?


Two nights in bed and already she wanted to change
him, improve him, fix him? Make him someone other than who he was?


“I don’t draw anymore,” he lied. “That’s a stupid
idea.”


Rather than look offended, Lori shrugged and rolled
out of bed. “Oh yeah? Then what’s this?”


He trailed behind as she padded into the living room
and snatched his black leather portfolio from behind the couch. 


She flipped open the catch and all his portraits
scattered across the floor, the faces he’d hoped to forget staring at him with
hurt and accusation.


Those feverish drawings hadn’t been for anyone but
himself. 


They were meant to excise his demons, to somehow
ease the dreams that plagued him at night when a case dragged on for too long
and leads led nowhere.


“It’s nothing,” he snapped. “You shouldn’t be poking
your nose in my things.”


“No?” she scoffed, waving the sketch of a small
child in his face. “Don’t lie to me. These people are real. You could help
them.”


For the love of God, he’d tried to help them.


If she thought that being a sketch artist instead of
a detective would somehow help him, make him softer and happier, then she had
no idea what it meant to be a cop, how it felt to bring the bad news to a new
wife or to hide from a grieving couple that he’d run out of hope for tracking
their stolen child.


“Follow your own dreams,” he said instead. “You want
to open some sort of agency? Then open your damn agency and quit telling other
people how to run their lives. Start selling yourself instead of your body.”


 Lori straightened indignantly. “I’m not selling my
body.”


“You’re not?” He raked his gaze mockingly along her
still-nude form.


She reeled backward as if slapped. 


“The key difference is that a prostitute lets the
buyer use the inside of her body. I get paid just for letting people look at
the outside of mine. I make no apologies for taking advantage of our
capitalistic society and shallow culture, and you should make no apologies for
your artistic talent.”


“You don’t understand anything about it,” Davis
answered, bending to scoop up handfuls of sketches. He crumpled one in his fist
and Lori slapped it out of his hand.


“Don’t be infantile.” 


She smoothed out the wrinkles and stacked the papers
back into the portfolio as if his entire police career hadn’t been splattered
across the floor.


“Don’t tell me what to do,” Davis muttered, hating
the childish petulance in his voice. 


He stalked into the kitchen, seized his jacket, and
threw open the door. He needed some space.


“Just think about it,” she called out from the
living room as he clamored down the stairs.


Yeah, right. 


If all she wanted to do was run his life and make
him into someone he didn’t want to be, then what he’d think about was getting
her out of his house and back out of his life for good.


The sooner, the better. 


*          *          *


Amber woke up smiling.


Lumpy pillows and musty smell aside, this ratty
motel had engendered her new favorite dream: Lori Summers choking out her last
breath with Amber’s fingers clenched around her skinny little neck.


Still smirking, Amber swung out of bed and strode
over to the mold-crusted bathtub. 


She flipped on the bare light bulb in time to see a
palmetto bug the size of her thumb scuttle across the sink and disappear behind
the stack of scratchy towels.


Despite the beautiful dream, this dumpy roach motel
was clearly a rung or twelve below her usual haunt—crashing at the condo of one
of her boy toys.


However. 


Stupid though they might be, Amber couldn’t risk
them flipping on the tube after a bounce on the mattress only to discover her
face plastered over the news. Especially with the unfortunate tagline from the
newspapers. Homicidal Maniac. Please.


Homicidal, sure. Who wasn’t? 


But ‘maniacal’? Hardly. How typical of the
sensationalism prevalent in today’s news media. Next thing you know, they’ll be
claiming she was a religious fanatic, on a hate crime sanctioned by Jesus, sent
here to slaughter supermodels for their slutty ways. 


Morons.


Amber showered and dressed and then packed up all
her things. She’d made her decision last night. No more mistakes. Come hell or
high water, Lori Summers died today. 


Okay, worst case scenario. 


What if she were merely wounded, but not mortally
so? 


No. Unacceptable. Amber had already made her
reservation at the all-inclusive Cancun resort Castillos for tomorrow
night. 


No, death would come a-knocking this very morning.
Now.


But how was she going to lure Little Miss Scaredy
Pants out of her birdcage? Amber could hardly waltz up the stairs and ring the
doorbell like a freaking Mary Kay lady. 


Summers was stupid, sure, but presumably not that
stupid. 


A cigarette between her teeth, Amber drove out of
the parking lot without paying for her room. She’d shared it with at least
seven other critters. Let one of them pick up the tab.


First things first. In order to make a fast getaway
after the murder, she needed a getaway car. Too bad she was stuck with her
conspicuous Camry. Nothing to do about it now. She’d swap it with something
right after she blasted a hole through the model’s pretty little forehead.


In order to make a getaway that got very far, she’d
need gasoline. 


Right now, the meter hovered around E. Not good. She
couldn’t make it to the beach house on fumes.


Amber pulled the car into the shadiest gas station
she could find. 


No sense getting an attendant who spoke enough
English to read the paper or kept abreast of breaking news on the television.
The last thing she needed were the cops on her tail, less than twenty miles
from her victim’s crappy little beach house.


She parked at a pump and walked inside. 


Cigarettes, lottery tickets, two dusty aisles. She
squinted at the attendant. What was he, Indian? Pakistani? Damn. His vocabulary
was probably better than hers. Probably read the freaking newspaper, too.


No matter. She was already inside and time was
a-wasting. 


On impulse, Amber cruised down the aisles, not sure
at first what she was looking for. Then she saw them. Sitting there, innocuous,
in all their cherry-red plastic glory.


Gas cans.


Bet little Sassypants Summers would come tearing out
of that house if it, well, spontaneously caught on fire. And if the runway
princess stayed inside to boil and bake like a big pan of ziti, then who cared?



Dead was dead.


Amber picked up all three of the red gallon
containers and brought them to the counter.


“These, a soft pack of Virginia Slims, and twenty
bucks on pump four.”


The attendant shook his head. “You’re wasting your
time with that, you know.”


Please don’t be a Chatty Cathy. “With what?” 


“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but you look like
a nice enough lady. Today’s Friday, right? Tail end of Spring Break season.
After this weekend, gas prices are going to come back down.”


He looked at her expectantly, but all Amber could do
was grind her teeth behind a forced smile.


“I’m not saying they’re artificially high right
now,” he hurried to add. “I’m just saying there’s no sense stockpiling spare
gas until at least Monday.”


He gave her a conspiratorial wink.


Amber would’ve plugged him with a bullet right there
if she didn’t need him to authorize the damn pump so she could get the hell out
of there.


“Just… ring me up,” she ground out.


He threw up both palms and turned to the register,
as if affronted. Screw him and his tender feelings. She had business to take
care of.


Practically snarling, Amber snatched up her change
without letting him count it back to her. She stalked out the door, juggling
the big plastic containers as best she could.


Deliver her from nice people.


Back at the Camry, she popped the trunk and
carefully placed each container inside once she filled them. After she closed
the lid, she leaned against the side of the car as she pumped gas into the
tank.


Her cell phone rang from somewhere deep inside her
purse.


Amber fished it out and shoved it between her ear and
her shoulder, forgetting to check the caller ID.


“What?” she growled.


“Amber, honey, it’s me, George. Where did you go
yesterday? I fixed you your coffee, just how you like it, and I went through
all the doughnuts with a plastic fork. Was cinnamon okay? I brought you
cinnamon, but you were gone.”


“Something came up. Listen, George, I gotta go.”


“And then this morning, you were on TV. Your name,
anyway, and this really terrible photo of you. They said you’d been dating T2.
Were you really, Amber? You told me you weren’t dating anybody. I thought you
were going to date me.”


Was this guy for real? 


He asks her about doughnuts before he asks her about
the latest newsflash, and he was too consumed by jealousy to register the part
about Tommy Turner being dead, for Christ’s sake? 


She had to get outta this state. Floridians were
freaking crazy.


“Miss! Miss!”


One hand clutching the pump handle while the other
balanced her phone against her ear, Amber turned in time to see the cashier
racing from the convenience store. 


What now?


“Miss! Hang up the phone! You can’t use electronic
devices while pumping gas. Didn’t you read the sign? You could blow up the
whole place!”


No, she hadn’t read the sign, and she didn’t need to
read it to know he was an idiot. Didn’t he watch Mythbusters on the Discovery
Channel like the rest of America?


Amber snatched the phone from her ear without
replying to George.


“That’s an urban legend, you moron,” she called back
and hurled the phone toward him.


With a satisfying crack, it shattered two feet in
front of him, sending shards of plastic and chunks of electronic miscellany
skating across the lot. 


The attendant stood stock still, stupefied.


The pump clicked and Amber hung up the handle before
closing the gas cap and crossing to the driver door of the Camry. For Christ’s
sake, you’d think she was out here juggling cherry bombs. 


The cashier found his voice. 


“That’s assault! That’s assault, you lunatic! I’m
calling the cops!”


Amber started the engine. She rolled down the
passenger side window as she turned the car toward the exit lane and extracted
her Glock from her purse.


“No, this is assault, you hyperactive pea brain,”
she muttered and leveled the barrel at his head. 


He screamed like a girl and ran around the side of
the building.


She rolled her eyes and set the gun back down on the
seat without firing. 


No way would she have wasted her bullets on a
nothing like him. She had far better fish to fry. 


Annoying little fish named Lori Summers.


The pungent smell of gasoline wafted from Amber’s
hands as she turned the wheel. What did you get when you crossed three
containers of gasoline and a fully loaded Glock? 


Independence Day, baby.


She could hardly wait for the fireworks. 


*          *          *


Lori sat on the living room
floor. 


Her halter-topped back to the
almost floor-to-ceiling window, she splayed her legs and sorted through Davis’s
sketches.


At first, she’d tried putting
them in some semblance of order, but the erratic case numbers made no sense and
about a third of the drawings were missing dates on the back.


Now she just sifted through the
portraits, lost in thought. She was trapped in a house she couldn’t leave,
staring at the faces captured by a man she couldn’t help.


But like he’d said, she couldn’t
even help herself.


Oh, he hadn’t put it into those
exact words, but the implication was clear. Don’t throw rocks if you live in a
glass house, and all that. 


Lori snuck a quick glance over
one shoulder and shuddered. No more talk about glass houses. She was in a fish
bowl on stilts. Of all the houses in Florida, why stilts?


The faces swam before her and she
sighed. If Davis were a tortured man, he wasn’t going to admit it. If he wanted
to rocket himself toward burnout and an ulcer, then fine. Have at it.


Maybe the sketch artist idea
really was stupid. Probably didn’t pay much. And could be he needed the money.


Take this house, for example. 


A bit suicidal, if you asked
Lori, but she was pretty sure a realtor would call it a good investment. That
said, two bedrooms and one bath didn’t exactly fit her expectation of a man who
could live the rest of his life off the interest from his trust fund.


Had his parents cut him off when
he’d divorced Juliana? Could they do that?


Jerks. 


Davis was a decent guy. He didn’t deserve to be
treated that way. 


Case in point: hadn’t he been the
only guy in recent memory to care more about her mind than her body? Matter of
fact, had that particular scenario ever happened before?


No. Or at least, not since high
school. Not since… Davis.


Everything seemed to start and
end with Davis. Lori had surprised herself by forgiving him for preferring
Juliana, but she couldn’t forget how much she’d hurt. 


How different would her life have
been if he’d chosen her? If they’d married. 


Would they have had a family?
Might she have been a soccer mom instead of a supermodel? Wouldn’t that life
have been so much better?


Stupid. No sense dwelling on
questions with no answers.


Lori stacked the sketches back
into the portfolio and reached for her book. She’d nearly killed herself
getting it—literally—so she might as well read the darn thing.


The squeal of tires interrupted
her before she made it through the first paragraph. Lori glanced at the window
again, annoyed this time, but didn’t get up to look out. 


Beach. Spring Break. Add two and
two together and you were bound to get lots of noise complaints. How did Davis
stand this place? 


Shrugging, Lori returned to her
book. She finished the first page and was flipping to the second when a loud
shot rang out and the picture window exploded behind her.


Shattered glass clattered across
the floor. Floating fragments glittered in the sunlight like fairy dust. Tiny
shards peppered the bare skin of her arms and legs.


Screams. Hers.


Lori wrapped her arms around her
bent legs and lowered her face between her knees.


What should she do? What could
she do?


The broken glass would shred her
bare feet in seconds if she so much as moved from this spot. Great. Just great.


New shots rang out.


Tinkling glass flew into the
hallway as mini-explosions destroyed each room’s windows in methodical
succession.


This was not good.


When the round of explosions
stopped, Lori held her breath and waited.


Silence.


A salty breeze stole through the
suddenly drafty house and stung her skin with bits of glass caught in the
current.


She couldn’t move. Couldn’t run.
Couldn’t escape.


Lori grappled for her cell phone
at her waistband. Davis would know what to do. Davis would help. Davis… wasn’t
going to get this call.


Dead battery. Damn.


She knew she should’ve asked for
her cell charger. What was she going to do now?


Lori tossed the phone onto the
couch. It landed with a crunch. An inch of glass coated every surface of the
house. Why did Davis have to like windows so much? 


She glanced around for his
cordless phone. Nowhere to be seen. 


Was it in the bedroom? Or the
office? Think think think.


Cripes, she couldn’t remember.
But the office was right across the hallway, not twenty feet from her, and the
bedroom seemed miles down the hall. She’d have to try the office, then. If she
could somehow navigate this sea of broken glass.


She needed a plan.


“Lo-ri Sum-mers,” rang out a
female voice from below. “I’m he-ere.”


No kidding. Lori shot frantic
glances around the living room and clutched her legs to her chest even more
tightly.


“I’m coming to get you,”
sing-songed the voice, this time from a different angle. 


With all the windows gone and the
wind whistling through her hair, Lori couldn’t get a bearing on which direction
the voice was coming from. It seemed like the killer was moving from spot to
spot, just to freak her out.


It was working.


“Little pig, little pig, let me
IN!” came the gleeful shout.


Glad one of them was enjoying her
diabolical games.


“Not by the hair of my
chinny-chin-chin,” muttered Lori. She squeezed herself into a tighter ball.


“Bet you finished the rhyme!”
called the killer. “Well? Did you? Do I win?”


Lori grimaced. No. The killer
hadn’t won yet. Lori stuck out a tentative toe and winced when a shard of glass
sliced through the tender pad. She sucked in a shallow breath and started to
hyperventilate.


She was trapped.
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Davis slumped in his office chair and drummed his
fingers on the ink-stained desktop.


Chewing the end of a pencil rather than a cough
drop, Carver stared back at him without raising so much as an eyebrow. She knew
how he felt without bothering with a verbal conversation.


Amber Tompkins was still out there. Somewhere.


If they didn’t get a bead on her soon…


Every squad car they had was out there trolling for
her. He’d even requested an unmarked to drive down the strip of beach by the
convenience store near his house every hour. 


The call had come in not fifteen minutes ago—all was
quiet. The officer planned to grab lunch before cruising by again.


Too quiet, if you asked Davis.


He flipped through his notebook, certain he’d missed
something, anything, that could catch this psycho. He reread the notes with his
initial impression and then flipped to the page where he’d interviewed the
motel clerk.


A face stared back at him. Almost the face of a
killer. 


Now that he knew the perp was Amber Tompkins, the
resemblance came clear. That was the problem with sketching someone else’s
shaky memory. How close attention did people really pay?


Even if the motel clerk would’ve had a photographic memory,
would that have even helped? How accurately can the average person describe the
shade of someone’s skin? The slope of a jaw? The slant of an eye?


Davis slammed the spiral notebook shut.


No way could he be a sketch artist. He drew someone
he’d even met in person, for God’s sake, and he hadn’t even recognized her in
his own portrait.


“That was pretty close, you know,” Carver said,
mouth around her pencil.


He frowned. “What was?”


“Your picture. If it weren’t for the fact that all
of Turner’s women were skinny blondes with creepy vibes, we’d have had a solid
lead.”


“Didn’t help much in this case, did it,” muttered
Davis.


“Maybe, but remember the Holloway kidnapping? I saw
you doodling when the neighbor gave her description of the intruder. I
recognized the maintenance guy right off. We totally nailed that case because
of that. And the Rodriguez incident last month, ’member that? I love having you
as a partner. It’s like having my own private—”


“Don’t say it.”


“—sketch artist, standing right there next to me.
Man, I wish I could draw. You should see the stick people I come up with. Most
of the time, I forget to add noses.”


Davis glared at the wall above her head.


Carver shrugged and tossed her ruined pencil into
the trash. “I’m just saying.”


Yeah, yeah. Everybody was just saying.


Maybe he’d been too harsh with Lori. A bit too
defensive. No doubt she just wanted the best for him. Wanted him to be happy.


Being a cop made him happy. He’d have to tell her
that.


To be honest, being with Lori also made him happy. He’d
have to tell her that, too.


Davis flipped through his notebook again, this time
paying attention to the number of sketches rather than the outcome of the
cases.


Maybe Carver was right. Maybe he was a sketch artist
and a cop, all rolled into one. Maybe he should stop fighting it.


Lori’s face sprang to mind. Maybe he should stop
fighting the attraction there, too. 


After all, he was a man in charge of himself now.
Impervious to his parents’ dictates. Shouldn’t he go for happiness when the
opportunity presented itself?


Davis lifted his desk phone from the receiver. He
poised his hand to dial. 


Wait a minute. What was he doing? Calling to declare
his undying love from a telephone in the middle of the crowded police station?
Cripes. Davis hung up the phone without dialing.


With his hand still on the receiver, it rang.


“That was creepy,” commented Carver. “What did you
do, summon a ghost?”


Davis made a face at her and lifted the phone to his
ear.


“Hamilton.”


“Hi, Detective, this is Officer Bock. Hey, I’m sorry
to bother you on such a stupid call, but it seemed kind of like the other case,
but not the same, and I—”


“Where are you?” Davis asked, hoping his calm tone
would rub off on Bock.


“I’m at a gas station on the southeast side of Isla
Concha.”


“What was the call?”


“Cashier claims assault. Says a nutcase threw her
cell phone at him and waved a gun around. I bagged stuff for prints. Lots of
stuff.”


“Her? A woman?”


“Blonde. Red car. Pump number four.”


Everyone’s favorite maniac, finally making an
appearance. “What are your cross streets? I’ll be right there.”


Davis slammed down the phone and leapt to his feet.


“What do we got?” asked Carver, rising.


“Our girl. Scaring gas station attendants across
town. She could still be nearby.”


“I’m coming with you.”


Davis nodded. “Let’s go.”


As the gas station loomed closer, an uneasy feeling
bubbled in Davis’s gut. He pulled a U-turn in the intersection and doubled back
toward the expressway.


Carver popped an orange lozenge into her mouth
without changing expression. 


“Where we going now?” she asked, gazing out the side
window at the retreating service station.


“My house.”


She snapped her head toward his. “Normally I’d say
I’m not that kind of girl, but I get the impression you’ve got a special
someone there already.”


Davis floored the accelerator.


“She better be.” 


*          *          *


Lori rocked back and forth on her
bottom, shivering, her ear against one bent knee and her eyes shut tight.


“Come out, come out, wherever you
are,” came the singsong voice from below.


“What do you want from me?” Lori
blurted, shouting her question to the gaping hole where the window once was.


“Your life, of course.” The
killer’s amused tone rankled. 


“Why?”


“Because you screwed up mine,” chastised the killer.
“Why else?”


“But what did I do?” Lori cried. The wind
sucked the plaintive question from her mouth.


“What didn’t you do? Let’s see. First, you screwed
up everything by whoring it up with Tommy and cutting off my future money
supply.” The killer’s voice floated in from all directions. “Did you think he
wouldn’t tell me you were stopping by for a booty call?”


Lori stared blankly at the couch. 


“You’ve got to be kidding,” she muttered. Tommy’s
big ego and bigger mouth were going to get both of them killed.


“Pretty much every move you made following that day
has pissed me off. Now, no more chitchat. The closest houses may be a quarter
mile apart, but we haven’t been very quiet. Nosy neighbors will be calling the
cops soon, if they haven’t already. Either come down now, or face the
consequences.”


With newfound determination, Lori rose on shaky
legs. “Screw you,” she shouted.


“Consequences it is, then. I was hoping you’d say
that.”


Wet, sloshing sounds splattered below. 


What on earth was the killer doing, watering the
plants? Lori leaned forward and peeked through the open window. 


Without the glass protecting her from the ground
below, instant vertigo swirled through her blood and Lori swayed on her feet.
She turned away from the window, but not before she’d seen three things.


The familiar red car, parked sideways on Davis’s
grass.


The killer herself, a lanky blonde in a black
leather miniskirt.


The killer’s idea of ‘consequences’. Death by fire.


Lori gulped in horror as three gallons of gasoline
drenched the wooden stilts that kept this stupid beach house in the air.


If she didn’t get out of there fast, the walls were
going to come crashing down on her head. Literally.


Lori slowed her panicked breathing as best she could
and tried to come up with an escape route. She was up here. The killer was down
there. 


If she stayed up here, she would burn alive. If she
went down the stairs, the killer would shoot her. Or worse.


Neither seemed a fun choice.


Frantic seagulls squawked on the beach below,
destroying Lori’s concentration. 


They were obnoxious even with glass in the windows,
but without anything left between her and the beach…


The beach.


If she could get to the beach, she might have a
chance.


Not for an afternoon jog along the sand, of course.
She’d never outrun a bullet.


With luck—a lot of luck—she might be able to
out-swim one.


If she were the first to the water, the killer would
have two choices. 


One, stay on the beach and get nabbed by the cops
who were no doubt on their way. Two, get in her car and leave Lori alone before
choice number one happened. 


No way would the killer come in the water after her.
Guns weren’t waterproof. Besides, Lori was a fast swimmer. Nobody could catch
up to her in water.


Unfortunately, the only way out was down. 


She’d already decided the stairs were out of the
question, which left the windows. 


No way was she jumping from the living room window,
right into the killer’s arms. She’d have to jump from the other side of the
house, from the window closest to the beach. 


She’d have to jump from the office. 


Lori cast a baleful glare at the glass-littered
floor. She wouldn’t be able to run far with feet full of bloody cuts.


Okay, think. 


It’s not like she could pole vault out the window.
Nor was there a conveniently located clothesline to rappel down, like in the
movies. Her flip-flops were in the bedroom and the only things within arm’s
reach were the paperback thriller and Davis’s portfolio.


Yeah, like either of those would help.


Wait.


Lori flipped open the portfolio and grabbed up the
stack of canvas sketches.


She placed one on the floor in front of her, atop a
patch of jagged glass, and tested her weight with one foot. Glass crunched
underneath, but didn’t slice through the thick paper.


“Sorry, Davis,” she muttered. “Think of it this way.
You’re helping.”


After tucking the paperback under her left arm, Lori
inched across the room, placing one beautiful drawing in front of the other. 


When she reached the hallway, she turned around just
long enough to fling the novel out of the front window before she took the last
few steps into the office.


“What the hell? Did you just throw a book at
me, you crazy bitch? A freaking Oprah’s choice? I’ll set it on fire!”


Probably not what Oprah intended.


But, while the killer was busy playing pyromaniac,
Lori would simply jump from the office window, dash over to the ocean, and swim
to safety. How hard could it be?


She wiped off the window ledge with a sheaf of paper
and stepped up with both feet. Her hands gripped the frame.


The world shimmered on its axis and the ground
retracted further and further away. She had to be at least ten stories high.
Twenty. 


Great. She was going to be sick.


Lori swayed backward, nearly losing her grip on the
window frame. She grappled for a stronger hold and cried out when broken glass
sliced into her palms.


“If you don’t jump, you’ll die,” Lori repeated to
herself. “If you don’t jump, you’ll die.”


Another peek out the window confirmed the truth—she
would die.


“Come look at my book burning party, bitch!”
screamed the voice from below. 


Lori couldn’t jump. She just couldn’t.


But she would have to.


She leaned forward. 


Her stomach roiled with vertigo.
Blood swam in her ears. 


Lori let go of the window frame
and fell forward from the ledge.
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Amber slammed her car door shut and ripped open her
new pack of Virginia Slims.


Anytime was a good time for nicotine, yes, but
because she hadn’t had the foresight to bring a Zippo to toss at the stilts,
she’d have to throw a cigarette.


She sucked in a deep hit of smoke and flicked the
slender cigarette toward the stilts.


Missed. Damn.


Nineteen cigarettes left, but the way this wind
kicked up, not a one of them would hit the mark. She needed something bigger.


The book. 


Amber snatched the novel up from the grass. 


She flicked her Bic and the flame instantly went
out. Tucking the book under her armpit, Amber tried again, this time cupping
her hand around the lighter to block the breeze. Bingo.


Eagerly, she brought the flame to the book and
waited. Within seconds, the cover caught fire. Amber hurled the burning pages
at the closest stilt pole.


Flames shot up the gasoline-soaked shaft, catching
the entire wooden frame on fire.


Amber ducked behind the opposite side of her car and
plugged her ears.


Wait for it…


With a deafening boom, the entire house exploded at
once, sending flaming planks and burning debris in every direction.


Amber grinned.


Fireworks were killer. 


*          *          *


Davis sped down the highway,
glancing at the dashboard clock every ten or twelve seconds.


He flipped open his cell phone
and dialed home.


One ring. Two. Three. Four. No
answer. Not even his machine.


Next he tried Lori’s cell phone
number, for maybe the hundredth time. Straight to voice mail again. Her sunny
greeting, wishing him a great day. 


As if.


He tossed the phone into the cup
holder between the seats.


“Settle down,” Carver said in her
best let’s-be-calm tone. “We gotta get there in one piece if we’re gonna do any
good.”


“I know.” He eased off the
accelerator and then sped back up.


Carver continued to grip the door
handle above the passenger window as if neither he nor his driving were to be
trusted.


His cell phone shrilled into the
silence. Davis snatched it from the cup holder and pressed it to his ear.


“Lori?” he demanded.


“Uh, no. This is Officer Bock,
sir.”


“Bock.” Davis set his jaw. He
didn’t have time for newbie questions. “What’s up?”


“Are you still on your way over
there?”


Where? Oh, gas station. Right.
“No. Sorry. I changed my mind.”


“Good. I’m not there anymore
either. Hey, you’re not alone, are you?”


Davis grit his teeth. “No, I’m
with Carver. What’s this all about? You act like I need backup or something.”


Bock gave a high-pitched little
laugh. “Where are you going?”


 “Home,” Davis growled.


“Then, yes. You need backup. But
don’t worry, it’s on the way.”


Ice slithered down Davis’s back,
sending frozen tendrils of fear into his stomach. 


“Why? Is something wrong at my
place?”


Bock coughed. “Um, you could say
so. I mean, it is on fire.”


“What?” Davis shouted. His
alleged safe house was on fire? With Lori ensconced inside?


“Yes, sir. It seems to have, um,
exploded. Not even a minute ago. Neighbors dialed 911 right away.”


Davis gulped down air. “How long
until the cavalry arrives?”


“Not long, sir. Five, maybe ten
minutes? Fifteen, tops? Spring Break, you know. Eighty-five degrees and sunny.
Lots of traffic.”


“I don’t need a weather report,
Bock, I need information. Was anybody hurt? Are the neighbors out front of my
house keeping watch?”


“Uh, negatory. They’re staying
inside their houses for safety. They haven’t stepped outside since the
gunshots. Ten or twelve rounds. I couldn’t really get a consensus on that.”


Holy crap. He’d abandoned her and
now she was dead. It was all his fault.


“Multiple shots fired?” he
managed to choke out.


“Yes, sir. Right before the
explosion. Are you almost there now?”


“I’ll be there in five,” Davis
answered and snapped the cell phone shut.


Five minutes.


Would he be too late?


*          *          *


For a brief second, while she plunged through the
air, Lori actually thought her plan was working.


She changed her mind when she hit the ground toes
first, arms windmilling. 


Her left foot twisted in the sand, taking her ankle
with it. Lori landed hard on one side and tumbled next to the grapefruit tree,
smacking her head against the trunk.


Sharp pain shot up her leg. She couldn’t wiggle her
toes. Her ankle throbbed.


A car door slammed. Gasoline fumes choked her lungs.



The house exploded above her head. 


Heat and flying debris filled the sky. Lori rolled
behind the grapefruit tree, covering her face with her hands.


Sudden tears rushed to her eyes, as hot and salty as
the white sand beneath her body.


It was over.


She couldn’t run.


She couldn’t even stand up. 


*          *          *


Crouching, her back still flush
against the side of her car, Amber did an ammo check on her Glock. 


Empty. Figured.


Her refills were in her purse and
her purse was in her trunk. Emergency? Not really. It’s not as if anyone
could’ve survived an explosion like that.


Then again, the cops were bound
to show up any second, so she might as well reload and get the hell out of
Dodge.


Slowly, Amber struggled to her
feet, brushing ash and charred bits of whatever out of her hair. Maybe not the
best time to light another cigarette. 


She turned to face the beach
house.


Beautiful.


It looked like freaking campfire
marshmallows. Giant balls of flame atop the remnants of wooden sticks. Even as
she watched, the last bits of still-upright house crashed to the ground below,
joining the blaze.


Amber shielded her eyes from the
glare and squinted through the flames.


What was that motion? 


There, behind the fire, back by
the tree. Was that just random debris, settling to the ground? No way was it
Lori Summers, book-thrower and super slut.


All the same, no sense taking
chances.


She popped open her trunk. Her
purse was in there somewhere. She was going to have to clean all that crap out
sometime soon.


Ah ha. Pay dirt.


Amber dumped the ammo into her
hand and quickly reloaded her gun.


Time to make sure dead things
stayed dead.


*          *          *


Carver’s cell phone was the one
ringing this time.


Davis shot her an expectant look
until she finally answered.


“Hello? Yeah, this is Carver.
George Culver? No I… Isla Concha. Okay. When did she come in? I see. And I’m
not sure I understand what she… okay. Thank you—we’ll keep in touch.”


She snapped her phone shut and
stared back out the window.


“You’re not getting off that
easy,” Davis said. “If it’s got something to do with this case, you’d better
spill.”


Carver pursed her lips.


“That was the bank manager of an
Isla Concha branch outside of town. He apparently had some kind of relationship
with our girl Tompkins. Said she came by yesterday to see him, but sent him off
on some errand. When he got back, she was gone. Today he found out she’d been
on his computer.”


Davis frowned. “So?”


“After seeing her face and Miss
Summers’ face plastered all over the news, he figured out why. Turns out
Account Managers of banks can hunt up bank accounts.”


Duh. “Hence the name Account
Manager, right?” 


Carver curled her lip. “Hence our
killer is a very clever girl, Hamilton. She’s an Account Manager at Isla
Concha. Lori Summers banks at Isla Concha. Hell, I bank at Isla Concha. Lori
must’ve been using her debit card everywhere she went, just like everyone else
on the planet.”


He blinked. “Holy crap. I knew
there wasn’t a department leak. No wonder we couldn’t figure out how Tompkins
tracked her.”


“Yeah.” Carver sighed. “She
wasn’t safe anywhere.”


Davis gripped the wheel even
tighter. His voice cracked when he spoke.


“She isn’t safe now.” 


*          *          *


Lori scooted backwards until she
leaned against the tree trunk. She could move her toes a little, but her left
ankle was already twice the size of the right.


Clearly, this was why she hadn’t
pursued a career as a stunt double.


A sudden spasm wracked her lungs
and she bent forward, coughing. The acrid smoke burned her throat and her eyes.


Bubbling debris rustled in the
cinders of the beach house. Lori rubbed her face with her hands.


Poor Davis. All his drawings,
gone forever.


A car door slammed. The killer?


Using the tree trunk as a crutch,
Lori hauled herself up and rested her weight on her good ankle. She tested the
other and bit back a yelp of pain.


“That you, Summers?” called the
too-familiar voice from across the burning rubble.


Cripes. 


She had to move. Now.


Lori took one tentative step and
couldn’t suppress a groan of agony. 


“You little bitch,” came the
killer’s amazed voice. “You really do have nine lives. Well, guess what? I’ve
got more than nine rounds, and they’ve all got your name on ’em.”


Great.


Lori clutched the grapefruit tree
and shuddered. She had a little time. Nobody could run in all that black smoke.
Even if the killer walked around the burning pile fairly quickly, Lori at least
had a few minutes’ head start.


A shot rang out and grapefruit
innards splattered across Lori’s face.


So much for her head start.


“Suck it up, Summers,” Lori
whispered to herself and wiped her eyes. She squinted toward the beach.


Ten, maybe eleven yards. She
could do it. She had to.


Lori took a few short steps and
screamed into the back of her hand. Heaven help her. Ten yards seemed like ten
miles with a foot the size of a watermelon.


Without the tree to steady her,
Lori wobbled on her good ankle and flailed her arms around for balance. 


Nine more yards. Eight.


She hobbled a little further. 


Seven more yards. Now six.


Arms outstretched, she hopped
forward on one foot for several feet.


Five yards. Four. Three.


Another shot rang out and Lori crumpled to the
ground. 
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By the time Davis hit Gulf Boulevard, roiling plumes
of black smoke filled the sky.


Carver had her phone out in a millisecond.
White-knuckled fingers still gripping the handle above her window, she barked
orders like a drill sergeant on training day.


With the last number she dialed, however, Carver
listened.


In Davis’s experience, listening was not a good
thing.


He slanted a sideways glance Carver’s way as the car
flew past beach condos and palm trees. Listening meant there was something you
needed to hear. 


And when the sky above the last known location of
the woman you loved looked like the site of a nuclear warhead testing ground,
there weren’t too many good things left to say. 


Which pretty much left bad things.


Carver snapped her phone closed and turned to Davis.
She pursed her lips.


“Listen.”


Oh boy. No good conversation ever started with that
word.


“Okay,” he said.


Davis repositioned his hands at ten and two. He
stared through the windshield and tried to pretend everything was going to be
all right.


“That was the Chief.”


“Yeah?”


Cracking sounds came from Carver’s open mouth as she
bit down hard on one of her infernal lozenges. “I got good news and bad news.”


“Tell you what,” Davis said as he guided the car
onto the drawbridge. Half a mile and he’d be home. “I could use some good
news.”


“Good news is Miss Summers wasn’t in the house when
it caught fire. Exactly. Neighbor saw her jump out of a window as the house
exploded behind her. Hit her head on some kind of tree in your backyard and
seemed to break her ankle when she hit the ground.”


Yeah, nice. Davis forced a grim smile. “I guess
that’s good news.”


“Of course it’s good news. You kidding me? Nobody
wants to be burned alive.”


True, true. But nobody wanted to break an ankle
while cracking her head open on a grapefruit tree, either. 


“The bad news?” he said aloud.


“Bad news,” Carver answered, turning to face
forward. “Is that Amber Tompkins is fine and dandy. No bumps. No bruises. All
attitude.”


Davis swallowed. “Is it too much to hope that she’s
fleeing the scene?”


Carver shook her head and pointed at distant
flashing lights.


“No fleeing. Neighbor saw her reloading the gun.”


*          *          *


With a loud bang, another grapefruit blew up behind
her. Lori scrambled to her feet.


Gritting her teeth against the pain, she hobbled
forward one step.


Two.


Three.


Just a couple yards to go. Already the hot sand
turned moist and squished between her toes. Broken fragments of white and pink
seashells littered the beach and glittered in the sun. 


Lori took a deep breath and lurched closer.


Spiking agony from her left ankle masked the pain of
jagged shells slicing into the bottom of her tender feet.


When the first ripple of water brushed against her
bare toes, Lori launched herself forward, throwing her arms in front of her
chest to break the fall.


Her face submerged in half a foot of water and she
came up sputtering.


Using her hands and arms like massive claws, Lori
dug into the sandy ocean floor over and over, hauling herself forward.


In seconds, she was deep enough that her torso
floated and she could barely reach the bottom. Kicking with her good leg, Lori
cupped her hands, curved her arms, and propelled herself away from the shore as
fast as she could.


The buoyancy of the water eased the pressure of her
ankle and Lori broke into a full-fledged breaststroke until she could tread
water without her toes touching the ground.


She shook wet hair from her eyes and squinted in the
blinding sunlight. 


Her teeth ground against tiny grains of sand. Lori
opened her mouth to suck in a deep breath and a wave splashed across her face. 


She spit out the salty water, hoping the gritty sand
went with it.


A gunshot blasted through the air.


Still treading water, Lori turned and caught sight
of the killer standing on the shore, feet spread and arms akimbo. 


“Missed me by a mile,” she muttered. “Can’t see me
so well with the sun behind me, can you?”


The killer waved her gun above her head and shouted.


“Come back here, you freak. I’ll kill you!”


Yeah, right. As if Lori mistook the gun-waving
maniac for the Welcome Wagon. 


She hurled herself toward the horizon, wincing with
each stroke and swimming as hard as she could.


Another shot rang out. The bullet splashed less than
a meter from Lori’s face.


For Pete’s sake.


The killer had ridiculously good eyesight.


*          *          *


A barrage of choice curse words spewed from Amber’s
mouth.


Screeching tires and flashing lights rolled to a
noisy stop in front of the once-standing beach house. Any minute the cops would
be right behind her. Already too late to head toward her car. 


Voices rose over the cacophony of screaming sirens.


There was no way out. 


No escape to Mexico.


Shit.


Well, she’d be damned if she was going down without
taking Lori Summers with her. 


Amber aimed her gun at the retreating form bobbing
in the sparkling water. She squeezed off the rest of her rounds in rapid
succession and tossed the gun to the sand.


No sense wiping off her prints at this point. There
wasn’t even time for a smoke.


She crouched down in order to unbuckle her shoes.
What a day to pick strappy sandals. What the hell had she been thinking?
Precious time was wasting while the Super Slut swam further and further away. 


New rule. From now on, she only killed in
flip-flops. And shorts.


Amber wiggled out of her leather miniskirt and waded
into the water. She crossed her arms over her chest and slid her spandex tank
top up and off. Flinging the shirt aside, Amber ducked underwater and started
swimming.


Sassypants Summers thought she was the only one with
skills in the ocean? 


Please. Amber was born in the water. 


*          *          *


Just when Lori thought she might’ve swum a safe enough
distance, a loud splash sprayed saltwater across her face and rough fingers
twisted the hair at the back of her head.


“Gotcha, bitch.”


Cripes. She really did.


Lori shoved her arms out and jerked her head free. A
handful of hair ripped from her scalp in the process.


She gave the killer a solid kick in the face with
her good foot, using the momentum to propel her through the water. She took a
deep breath and slipped under the surface.


Pushing with her arms as hard as she could, Lori
swam with all her strength. She came up for air only when her lungs burned like
fire.


Her fingers scraped against something.


Davis’s sandbar.


Lori scrambled on top, crawling on her hands and
knees. Maybe she could get to the other side before the killer realized what
happened. Maybe she could catch her breath, just for a second.


A viselike grip dug into her swollen ankle and Lori
screamed.


“That hurt, does it?” came the familiar voice.


Five long fingernails bit into the tender skin,
gouging until they drew blood.


Tears streamed down Lori’s face and her fingers
convulsed around handfuls of sand.


Desperate, she reared back one arm and let loose a
volley of sand and broken shells. A strange mix of joy and terror bubbled
inside when the debris splattered right in the killer’s smirking face.


The killer spluttered and slid underwater.


Lori scrambled across the sandbar. Her wrinkled
palms slipped on loose sand. Shells scraped her knees.


The killer broke the surface with a loud splash.


“I’m right behind you, Summers. And I’m not happy.”


Great. 


She crawled faster, but the killer had the advantage
of two working feet, one of which kicked Lori in the shoulder and knocked her
onto her back. 


Her neck lolled on the edge of the sandbar. Waves
lapped at the top of her head.


She grappled for more sand to throw.


The killer laughed and stepped across her chest so
that one foot was on either side of Lori’s waist. She dropped suddenly,
bringing her knees crashing down on Lori’s biceps.


The sand tumbled from Lori’s twitching palms.


She hoped her arms weren’t broken.


The killer wrapped strong, gritty fingers around
Lori’s throat and squeezed.


“And now you die.”


Lori thrashed, trying to throw the killer off her
body. Her lungs wheezed out their last drop of air, and no more oxygen rushed
in to take its place. 


She bent her knees and tried to knock the killer off
with her legs.


The killer just laughed and squeezed harder. She
lifted her weight from Lori’s stomach long enough to shove her a few inches
further off the sandbar—far enough so that her face submerged underwater.


“If I stop squeezing long enough to let you breathe,
all you’ll suck down is a lungful of saltwater,” the killer said in a calm,
amused voice. “Either way, you die.” 


*          *          *


Davis slammed on the brakes as soon as he caught sight
of his house, now a smoldering shell surrounded by cops, firemen and EMTs.


Carver kept one hand on the dash, the other firmly
wrapped around the door handle.


“Either drive up by the fire truck or park here,”
she said. “We’re wasting time.”


“We’re here,” he snapped, shoving the gear into
park.


Loud, rushing water burst from a giant hose and the
remnants of his house melted under the pressure. 


He threw open the door and ran to the group of
uniforms at the front of his house, hoping for a face he’d recognize.


Bock.


“Where is she?” Davis demanded, grabbing the junior
officer by the arm.


“Out there,” Bock answered, pointing with one
finger. “We’ve got a sharpshooter over there trying to get a clear shot.”


“What do you mean?”


“Tompkins is out there with her. They’re wrestling
on some kind of sandbar. Our guy doesn’t want to kill the wrong woman.”


Amen. Davis definitely didn’t want him hitting the
wrong woman.


He took off for the beach at a dead run.


The sharpshooter stood at the edge of the water, one
eye squinting through the sight on his rifle.


Davis knocked it out of his arms.


“What the hell are you doing, man?” the shooter
asked, bending to retrieve the rifle. “You’re going to wreck my clean shot.”


Davis squinted at the figures struggling on the sandbar,
arms and legs locked together.


“You don’t have a clean shot.”


Praying for time, he shrugged out of his suit
jacket.


The sharpshooter backed up a step. “What the hell
are you doing now?” 


“Going in after her.” Davis hiked up a pant leg.


“You got a death wish?”


Davis grimaced and tugged off one shoe.


“Could be.”
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Lori was pretty sure she was about to die.


Her hands beat uselessly against the killer’s strong
thighs and her legs flopped around like the tails of frantic fish, too long out
of water.


She, on the other hand, was too long under water.


The killer loosened her hold around her neck and
Lori sucked in a deep, frantic breath.


As promised, her mouth and lungs filled with nothing
but saltwater.


She choked, gagged, coughed.


Only water came out. Only water came in.


Dimly, she heard the killer laugh with triumph. 


All she could feel were her lungs, burning with lack
of oxygen.


Lori’s limbs stopped flailing.


The killer gripped her by the armpits and gave her a
good shove. Lori sank like a rock.


As she slid further and further underwater, her mind
filled with odd, incongruous thoughts.


Graceful waves curled overhead. She dropped further
from the surface, the lulling Gulf water much warmer than she’d remembered. Why
hadn’t she been to the beach in so long? It was so nice here. 


Weightlessness relaxed her muscles. Her ankle no
longer hurt. 


Squinting into the darkness, she made out the
silhouettes of small, flitting forms.


“I’m floating with the fishes,” Lori murmured. 


Tiny bubbles shot from her mouth. 


A hysterical giggle escaped. 


Saltwater rushed in to take the place of the
expelled air, but this time Lori didn’t choke. 


She closed her eyes and drifted downward. 


*          *          *


Not bothering to remove his pants and shirt, Davis
dove into the water fully clothed.


Using all his strength, he hurled himself toward
Lori.


Please, let her be alive. Please, let him be in
time. Please.


With each carefully timed breath, he squinted at the
sandbar.


Two figures. Struggling.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Lori, her face underwater.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Amber Tompkins, her head tossed back in laughter.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Lori, sliding underwater headfirst.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Tompkins, rising to her feet. No Lori.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Tompkins, shaking out her hair and brushing sand
from her skin. No Lori.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Tompkins, catching sight of him and flipping the
bird. No Lori.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


No Tompkins. Had she dived back underwater to make
sure Lori stayed dead?


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


Still no Tompkins. Still no Lori.


Kick. Stroke. Breathe.


He was too late. 


*          *          *


Lori might’ve drowned peacefully had the killer not
chosen that moment to kick her on the back of the head, startling her eyes
open.


Darkness. Water. Couldn’t
breathe.


The killer’s fingers found Lori’s neck and twisted.


Not again.


Anger bubbled deep inside. 


Lori fought against the stranglehold and broke free.
The killer kicked toward the surface to breathe but Lori grabbed her legs and
jerked her down. 


The killer struggled for the water’s edge but Lori
latched on tight. She climbed up the killer like a monkey, keeping the killer
lodged underneath her body. 


With her good foot on the killer’s shoulder, Lori
launched herself upward and broke the surface.


A deep, hitching breath wheezed into waterlogged lungs
and the sun blinded her eyes.


Hacking coughs spasmed from her chest. 


Lori fought to stay afloat.


The killer grabbed one of Lori’s legs and jerked,
bringing her head underwater for a moment.


Remembering not to breathe in the salty water this
time, Lori waited until she broke the surface again before gasping another
long, wet breath.


The killer tried to scale up Lori, mimicking her
monkey climb, but Lori kicked her off, forcing her further underwater.


Lori coughed up more briny liquid, her throat and
lungs aflame.


If she were going to drown here today, then so was
the killer.


She sucked in the deepest breath she could and went
under, wrapping her legs around the killer’s arms and torso, and her hands
around the killer’s neck.


Turnabout was fair play.


The killer fought as fiercely as she expected. 


Lori kept her trapped inside viselike limbs and
shuddered. She was going to need air, and soon. 


But if she let go, the killer would get free. If the
killer got free, she could get to the surface. If she got to the surface, she’d
get plenty of oxygen. And if the killer got enough oxygen, there would be no
stopping her. 


So Lori held on, longer than she dreamed she could.


As the seconds ticked past, the killer struggled
less and less.


Finally, she stopped moving at all.


After a moment, so did Lori. 


*          *          *


By the time Davis got to the sandbar, two lifeless
bodies floated against the pile of sand. 


Tompkins, face down. Lori, face up.


Both very, very still.


Davis lifted Lori by the arms and hauled her onto
the sand. He pressed his ear to her mouth, her lips cold and bluish.


She wasn’t breathing.


“No,” Davis said and shook his head. “No.”


He slanted his mouth over hers and blew out all the
air from his chest.


Nothing.


Again and again, he sucked in breath after breath,
trying to force precious air into Lori’s lungs.


No response.


Frantic, he got to his knees. He placed both hands
over her chest and pushed. 


A thin stream of murky water trickled from Lori’s
mouth.


“I’m not taking no for an answer,” Davis swore, and
pushed again.


More dark water bubbled from her throat.


He put his ear back to her mouth.


Still not breathing.


Water splashed behind him.


Davis spun his head around. Tompkins?


No. The sharpshooter.


“What?” the shooter asked with a self-conscious
half-smile. “I was going to let you swim across the Gulf of Mexico by
yourself?”


“Help me,” Davis managed, the words coming out
garbled and forced. “Help me.”


The shooter glanced at Tompkins, her body still
floating face down, and then returned his gaze to Lori.


“Lips are awful purple,” he said.


Davis nodded.


The shooter crawled onto the sandbar and peered at
her face. “Not breathing?”


“I don’t know. I can’t tell. I don’t think so.”


The shooter picked up one of Lori’s cold, limp
wrists and held it for a second before letting it go.


He shook his head.


“I’m sorry, man.”


“No,” Davis cried. “Don’t tell me that. It’s not
true.”


He threw himself across Lori’s lifeless body and
pounded one fist into the sand.


“Don’t you do it,” he whispered into her ear. “Don’t
you dare leave me.”


He slid his arms around her, enveloping her in a
huge bear hug, and squeezed as hard as he could.


More liquid gurgled up from her throat and ran down
her face.


Davis rolled over, bringing Lori’s body with him.
She slanted across him, her chest on his chest and her head lolling over his
shoulder.


He squeezed her one last time and a whole mess of
disgusting liquid gushed from her lungs.  


The sharpshooter frowned and army-crawled closer.
“Good sign. Try CPR again.”


Davis gulped in air and tilted Lori’s head with one
hand. He aligned his mouth with hers and breathed out, forcing air into her
lungs.


Nothing.


“Do it again,” the shooter urged. “Keep trying.”


Don’t worry. He’d never give up. 


Davis sucked in more clean air and breathed into
Lori. 


Saltwater shot from her throat and Davis almost
choked. He leaned his head to one side and spit.


The shooter recoiled. “Gross.”


Not gross. Another good sign.


Davis filled his lungs with air and turned back to
Lori, shoving as much oxygen from his lungs to hers as he could.


His prayers were answered.


She wheezed.


*          *          *


Someone was squeezing her.


Warm lips forced clean air into
her starving lungs.


Hot saltwater burbled from her
throat and gushed from her mouth.


Lori coughed.


The first choking cough set her
off in a series of hacking spasms until her lungs emptied themselves completely
of saltwater.


She was lying on a body.


A warm body.


A strong, familiar body.


Lori opened her eyes. Sand. She
tilted her head. Davis.


“Thank goodness it’s you,” she
whispered. The words came out barely audible and scratched her ruined throat.
“I was tired of fighting.”


He sat up and hauled her into his
lap, hugging her tightly.


“Not me,” he answered in a
strangled voice. “I was never going to stop fighting until I had you back with
me.”


Lori wrapped her arms around him.
“Thanks.”


“I must admit,” Davis said. “You
scared the hell out of me.”


He pulled backward a little and
took her face into his palms.


She stared back at him. Could he
see the love in her eyes?


Davis bent forward and peppered
her face with little kisses. Her forehead, her chin, her cheeks, her nose.


Lori giggled, which set her
coughing again. He sat her upright.


Over his shoulder, she caught
sight of a tall, muscular man with his ear pressed to the mouth of a lifeless
body.


“Is that…” she faltered.


Davis glanced over his shoulder
and nodded. “Yeah.”


As though he felt their eyes on
him, the burly man glanced over. 


“Nice and dead,” he called out.


“Cripes.” Lori shivered. “I
killed someone.”


Davis forced her chin up with one
knuckle and looked her in the eyes. 


“I’m glad you did. She deserved
it. It was her or you.”


Lori nodded, unsure how to feel.


“You’re all banged up.” Davis brushed
the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “You’re covered in cuts and bruises
and I think an elephant’s missing his ankle. What the hell happened here?”


“Well,” Lori began and stopped. 


Everything had happened. Somehow
she’d found the strength to survive.


“I was in the living room when
she shot out the windows. Then I jumped out the back when the house blew up. I
must’ve busted my ankle in the fall. She shot at me, so I ran for the water. I
made it this far before she caught up and choked me. I almost drowned before I
turned the tables and… I guess… drowned her.”


“Wow,” Davis breathed. “You did
all that?”


Lori sniffled. “All in a day’s
work.”


“Then you can do anything.” Davis
kissed her on the lips.


She threw her arms around his
neck and held on tight.


“You got a regular Lara Croft in
your arms,” called the man in the water.


Lori laughed, the sound muffled
by Davis’s wet shirt.


Maybe so.


Bet she could even open her own talent agency.
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Lori signed her name on the last
of the release forms.


Despite her claim that it was
unnecessary, the hospital attendant insisted he escort her to the exit in a
wheelchair.


Davis grinned down at her.


“Pink looks great on you. May I
be the first to sign your cast?”


“I’ll think about it,” she
answered, admiring the hot pink wrap covering her ankle. Too bad they hadn’t
had matching pink crutches. She was stuck with basic brown.


“Wait right here and I’ll pull
the car around,” he said and loped off to the parking lot.


Lori sat in the wheelchair,
hospital attendant by her side, and smiled.


A gentle breeze blew across her
face, bringing with it the scent of spring flowers and upcoming rain.


Boy it felt good to be alive.


Within moments, Davis parked under the overhang. 


The hospital attendant helped her
into the passenger seat, stowed her new crutches into the backseat, and waved
goodbye.


Davis leaned over and kissed Lori
on the nose.


“You’re awful cheery for someone
whose house burned down today,” she teased.


He shrugged. “If I’ve got you,
I’ve got all I need.”


Lori sniffed. 


Good answer.


“Where to first?” Davis looked at
her expectantly.


Family. Family came first. “She
may not be waiting with bated breath, but I really ought to let my mother know
I’m all right, just in case she saw the coverage on the news.”


“No problem.”


Davis swung the car onto the road
and headed down the highway.


Lori turned off the air
conditioner and rolled down the window in order to feel the wind in her hair.
Traffic snarled and horns beeped, but somehow the day seemed sunnier than ever.


When they pulled into her
mother’s drive, Davis retrieved Lori’s crutches from the back and helped her
out of the car.


Crutches firmly ensconced
underneath each armpit, she hopped up the walkway and rang the doorbell.


Mama swung open the door as if
she’d been standing there waiting. She stared for a long moment without making
a sound.


For once, the smell of whisky was
gone from her breath.


“Hi, mama,” Lori said. “Just
wanted you to know I’m all right.”


A shaky hand flew to her mother’s
chest. “I thought you might’ve died,” she choked out. “I thought I lost both my
babies.”


Lori swallowed. “You didn’t. I’m
here.” 


She glanced at Davis and he stood
closer, laying one arm around her shoulders.


Her mother glanced sharply at
him. “Good to see you two together after all. She’s a tough one to please
sometimes, just like her mama. Glad she’s finally with the one who can keep her
happy.”


Davis blinked. “Uh, thanks. I
guess.”


“Go on now,” Mama said, shooing
them from her doorstep with one slender hand. “I’m sure you need your rest.”


Lori nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


She turned and made it halfway to
Davis’s car before she heard her mother’s voice ring out after her.


“And Lori?”


“Yes, mama?” Lori turned and
peered over one shoulder.


Her mother hovered in the
doorway, a frail figure in a terrycloth robe.


“You come back sometime, okay?”


Lori smiled. 


“I will, mama,” she called back
then let Davis help her into the car.


They drove in silence for a few
moments before his cell phone rang.


“Hamilton,” he answered. 


“Oh yeah? There was? You did? She
does? Okay, let me ask her.”


Smothering the phone in his
shoulder, he leaned closer and stage-whispered.


“It’s one of the officers
assigned to your house. He said a couple nights ago, a small cat came
scratching at the sliding glass door. Kept running up a tree every time the
officer got near it, but he finally coaxed it down with milk and cat food. His
daughter’s been clamoring for a kitty for ages, so he took it home. Wants to
know if that’s okay.”


Lori choked out a garbled laugh. 


Mr. Giggles had a new family.


“Tell him it’s fine,” she said.
“I’m glad he went to a good home.”


Davis relayed the message and
holstered his phone.


“So, what are you going to do
now?” he asked.


“Without the cat?” Lori shrugged.
“Clean my house. My allergies were going haywire.”


“Not about the cat. I mean, what
are you going to do?”


“Oh.” Lori chewed on her lower
lip for a second. “I’m going to open a talent agency. I can’t do much running
around until this cast comes off, but I can start the process in the meantime.
Draw up a business plan, register the agency with the state, make some business
cards, that sort of thing. Know anyone artsy who could help with the logo?”


Davis snorted. “Just ask.”


Lori twisted to face him. “How
about you? What are you going to do?”


He shrugged and pulled up at a
red light. “Maybe take up residence in the Shell Motel next to Auntie Lou’s
diner. Not a bad part of town.”


“Wrong.” She punched him in the
shoulder. “You can stay with me until you figure everything out.”


 Smiling, he leaned closer. “I
already know what I want,” he whispered against her lips. He kissed her until
the cars behind them started honking.


Lori glanced up. “Green light,
Hamilton.”


The car rolled forward again.


“By the way, where are we going?”
she asked.


Davis grinned. 


“Tiki Nation, of course. Two margaritas
and a pink mustang, coming right up.”


 








THE END
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If you enjoyed SOLE WITNESS, you
would also enjoy UNMASKING THE SPY!


 


Alicia Kinsey is the only child
of an antiquities-collecting baron living in trendy London. She tends her
live-in aunt and dreams of making a love match. But while her father plots to
marry her off to a social-climbing wretch, a masked gentleman emerges from the
shadows to steal a kiss... and her heart.


 


Ian Morrissey, an ex-government
spy, is stuck in London against his will as a favor for a friend. All he wants
is to return to his country home and live a low-profile life of bachelor
solitude. Instead he finds himself on the hunt for a thief... and in bed with
the thief's daughter!
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